New vehicle safety technology

GM'’s OnStar technology a lifesaver

By Allan Lamb and Bob McHugh

OnStar, the telematics system
pioneered by GM, may not be an
obvious safety technology, but there’s
no doubt it can be lifesaver. And we're
not talking about its ability to unlock
a door, make a phone call, recommend
a restaurant or give directions to an
ATM.

Telematics is the transmission
of data communications between
systems and devices. OnStar uses
global positioning system satellite and
cellular technology to link the vehicle
and its driver to the OnStar call centre.
Serious safety features include crash
notification, crisis assist and a new
addition that should help avert high-
speed stolen-vehicle chases. Called
Stolen Vehicle Slowdown, this new
service will come with generation
eight of OnStar, which will be on the
2009-model-year GM vehicles.

It’s interesting how the OnStar
system continues to evolve. Take
for instance the automatic crash-
notification  feature, which is
triggered by an airbag deployment.
An  advanced crash-notification
system, however, first introduced on
some GM vehicles in 2005, can also
detect other types of emergencies. In
addition to front and side sensors, it
has a Sensing and Diagnostic Module
(SDM) which houses an accelerometer
and can measure crash severity. The
SDM can also identify a rear impact
of sufficient severity regardless of
whether or not the airbags deploy.

A surprised Quebec journalist at the
Canadian Car of the Year evaluation
event last year can certainly attest

Controls for the OnStar system are mounted
in different positions in the General Motors
vehicle lineup.

to the system’s alertness. As he
vigorously negotiated the slalom
section of the test track in a GM
vehicle, a concerned voice from
OnStar asked if he had been involved
in a rollover.

OnStar’s Crisis  Assist  can
recommend the best course of
action before, during, and after a
crisis event such as a flood, a power
outage or a severe winter storm.
Specially trained advisers can tell
you the best evacuation route,
pinpoint your location for emergency
responders, help you find medical
supplies, a hospital, shelter or hotel
accommodations or connect you with
family or friends.
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Stolen Vehicle Slowdown (SVS) is
an enhancement of an existing OnStar
service called Stolen Vehicle Location
Assistance. Using global-positioning
technology, it can readily pinpoint
the location of a vehicle that’s been
reported stolen. Currently, OnStar
receives approximately 700 stolen-
vehicle assistance requests from



subscribers each month, and has
helped in 28,000 requests over the
past decade.

After a vehicle has been reported
stolen to the police, an OnStar
subscriber can request assistance.
The GPS technology is first used to
pinpoint the exact location of the
stolen vehicle and it’s then passed on
to the police. As soon as the police
confirm a clear line of sight on the
stolen vehicle, they canrequest OnStar
to slow it down remotely. Unique
safeguards have been put in place
to ensure that the correct vehicle is
slowed down gradually. The obvious
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benefits of this system are immense.
High-speed stolen-vehicle chases
have been the cause of numerous
police-officer injuries and fatalities
and sometimes innocent bystanders
also become victims.

In a way, SVS turns every vehicle
with this system into a bait car. Since
the bait-car program started in B.C.
in spring 2004, ICBC claims figures
show a 35-per-cent drop in auto
theft. Between the spring of 2003 and
spring 2004, 26,000 vehicles were
stolen. In comparison, from spring
2006 to spring 2007, only 17,000
vehicles were stolen province wide.

Still, that’s 48 auto thefts every day
in our province. So it’s not surprising
that OnStar expects that 95 per cent
of subscribers will want the new
Stolen Vehicle Slowdown service on
their cars and trucks.

Allan Lamb is the Executive Director of
the BCAA Traffic Safety Foundation and
Bob McHugh is a freelance automotive
journalist. This article was originally
published in The Province newspaper.
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