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The Making of a Recall

Eight years of reliving
nightmare end in victory

As reluctant champions, Norma
Brainerd and others injured by
Altima airbags see their activism
pay off when Nissan relents

he directions were simple. Open your

email, the voice on the phone said.

Norma Brainerd complied and read the
words she had hoped to see since 1995.
Nissan was recalling the passenger side

airbags in its 1994 and early 1995 Altimas.
The airbags were responsible for at least

79 serious eye injuries since the models
rolled off the factory floor. Some passen-
gers were blinded, Brainerd could be con-
sidered lucky — the airbag that hit her in
the face blinded her for six weeks. Today,
she’s legally blind in one eye and has
impaired vision in the other.

Later that day she would call her hus-
band and friends. She would ery as her
emotions broke free. But at that moment,
sitting at her office desk, Brainerd raised
her arms in a simple gesture of victory.

“I thought I was going to scream,” she
said.

Brainerd, who lives in west Portland,
demonstrated the relief of a reluctant
champion, the type of person that Oregon
Trial Lawyers Association members repre-
sent daily. Eight vears of off and on
activism culminated on April 24 when the
National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration announced the recall.

Brainerd's journey from single mother
of two children to consumer safety advo-
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Larry Wobbrock will be honored as the
Distinguished Trial Lawyer and Charley
Merten and the Oregon Advocacy Center
with the Arthur H. Bryant Public Justice
Award at 2004 annual convention Awards
Lunch on Friday, Aug. 8. For a complete con-
vention schedule, see Pages 6-8.
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Though frustrated at times, Norma and Lewis
Brainerd kept hoping a recall would happen.

cate began on Dec. 22, 1995. A friend was
driving her 1994 Altima; she was riding in
the front passenger seat.

They were driving along the Oregon
coast when the pair decided to stop at a
highway overlook. As they pulled into the
turnoff, they hit a curb in a low-impact
collision that in Brainerd’s words was an
unremarkable “bu-dump-bump.”

The airbags deployed. The driver walked
away with no injuries, just as he should in
a low-speed collision. But the passenger
airbag shot out at 160 mph, nearly twice
the speed of a wicked major league fast-
ball, and hit Brainerd square in the nose
and eyes before inflating into its pillow
formation.

Her vision vanished on impact. She
could hear sounds around her, such as
ambulance sirens, but she couldn’t see.
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