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Position Statement: 

UDM-modified Skoda Yeti Vehicles 
 

From Tony Johnson, CEO, Low Volume Vehicle Technical Association (Inc), March 2014 

 

 

Introduction and purpose of this position statement: 
 
On the 20

th
 of December 2013, the New Zealand Transport Agency (NZTA) removed the certifications of 8 

U-drive Mobility (UDM)-modified Skoda Yeti motor vehicles (UDM vehicles). 
 
It has not generally been part of LVVTA’s role to liaise directly with vehicle owners or users, or to 
participate in public discussions, particularly regarding matters which might contain a degree of 
commercial sensitivity for a vehicle modifier or builder.  LVVTA’s role is to provide a technical support 
function to the LVV Certifiers and to the NZTA, however given the discussions taking place about the 
situation relating to UDM vehicles in a number of public forums recently, and UDM’s willingness to speak 
publicly about the issues with the vehicles, it has now become appropriate that we provide some 
information in the hope that it will provide some clarity for affected vehicle users and others that are 
participating in the discussions. 
 
It has been LVVTA’s desire to communicate with the affected vehicle owners and users in an open manner 
before now, but it has also been our hope during every step in dealing with UDM, that the next step will 
bring understanding and acceptance of the situation by UDM, along with an associated resolution to the 
problem – negating the need for us to publicly comment on the situation.  Clearly, this has not happened. 
 
We hope that in providing this information, we might be able to help vehicle users and other interested 
parties to gain a better understanding of: 
 
1. the relationship and responsibilities of the parties involved, in particular the NZTA, LVVTA, and the LVV 

Certifier; and 
 

2. the events that have been occurring behind the scenes that have led to this situation; and 
 
3. the details and extent of the safety and compliance-related problems that we consider to be 

associated with the UDM vehicles.   
 
It is not the purpose of this position statement to delve deeply into detailed technical matters, so any 
references to the technical problems associated with the UDM vehicles are limited to an overview. 

 
Additionally, we would like to take the opportunity to defend LVVTA’s position against some inferences, 
comments, and statements that have been made in relation to LVVTA’s involvement with the UDM 
vehicles. 

L O W   V O L U M E   V E H I C L E   T E C H N I C A L   A S S O C I A T I O N  I n c  
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Firstly, what is LVVTA, and what does it do? 
 
An abridged answer to a complex question is that LVVTA is an incorporated society, established over 20 
years ago by 10 different national motoring bodies, including Motor Caravan Association, Vehicle 
Association of NZ for People with Disabilities, Vintage Car Club of NZ, Motorsport NZ, NZ Hot Rod 
Association, Sports Car Club of NZ, NZ Four Wheel Drive Association (NZFWDA), and others.   
 
Over the past 22 years, LVVTA’s responsibilities have grown from its hobby-based origins to now being 
responsible for the industry side of vehicle modification also, which includes developing technical 
standards and inspection processes for vehicles being driven by, and for the transportation of, disabled 
persons.   
 
The principle objective of LVVTA is to advocate the motor vehicle hobby and industry in New Zealand to 
the Government, specifically in relation to motor vehicle modification and construction, and to ensure that 
motor vehicle modification and construction in New Zealand remains achievable, but incorporates the 
highest practically-achievable level of safety. 
 
LVVTA’s role is to support the LVV certification process in conjunction with the NZTA.  It does this via the 
joint development of practically-oriented technical requirements and a certification inspection system that 
is aimed toward ensuring that vehicles which are modified or individually-constructed are safe, durable, 
and fit for their intended purpose.  The system, which is incorporated by reference into land transport 
legislation, must be sufficiently robust to be considered reasonable and acceptable to the Government by 
virtue of minimising any resultant risk to road safety. 
 
LVVTA is a very small organisation, with a total staff of 5 people, and our income is limited to a fee on each 
LVV certification plate.  Given LVVTA’s very limited resources, and the infrequent use of unusual products 
such as composite and sandwich panel materials in automotive applications, it is not feasible for LVVTA to 
have an in-house specialist in such a field.  LVVTA does however have access to, and a good relationship 
with, a lot of experts in all sectors of the automotive mechanical and engineering industry that we can call 
on for expert assistance.  These people are always willing to assist us with information and advice.   
 
To provide LVVTA with general automotive engineering direction, it employs a qualified automotive 
engineer who holds a Masters Degree and a Bachelor of Engineering (with Honours). 

Relationship between LVVTA, NZTA, LVV Certifiers, and modifiers: 
 
NZTA is the regulator that manages all certification processes in New Zealand.  Some certification 
processes are particularly specialised and complex, like repair certification, heavy vehicle certification, and 
LVV certification.  NZTA uses specialist industry groups to assist them in managing these areas of 
certification, and in the case of modified and individually constructed vehicles (covered by LVV 
certification), LVVTA supports and assists NZTA.  
 
LVVTA has a very good working relationship with the NZTA, and we have been working closely together on 
the UDM vehicle issue since June 2013. 
 
The LVV Certifiers are appointed by NZTA to carry out LVV certification inspections.  Part of LVVTA’s 
support role to NZTA is to provide training and technical support to the LVV Certifiers, with the goal of 
improving the overall quality and consistency of all LVV certifications that take place.   
 
There are direct relationships between the modifier and the LVV Certifier, and between the LVV Certifier 
and LVVTA.  Because there is no formal relationship between LVVTA and a modifier (unless a modifier 
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approaches LVVTA directly seeking help or guidance as usually happens with production-run modified 
vehicles) the appropriate method of communication is for LVVTA to communicate its requirements to the 
LVV Certifier, and for the LVV Certifier to forward these requirements or requests to the modifier. 
 
When an LVV Certifier has completed his LVV certification inspection on a vehicle, he provides all 
certification documentation to LVVTA in order to obtain the LVV certification plate which is what finalises 
and confirms the LVV certification process of the vehicle.  One of the systems that LVVTA has in place to 
minimise safety risk is a technical ‘form-set review’ process, which involves random reviewing (or 
‘auditing’) of LVV Certifiers’ submitted documentation by LVVTA technical staff.  This is an added quality 
assurance check which LVVTA is contracted by NZTA to carry out, introduced in recognition of the high 
level of complexity associated with many vehicle modifications.   
 
It is this ‘form-set review’ process that identified some issues associated with the fourth UDM vehicle that 
was submitted to LVVTA by the LVV Certifier.  LVVTA does not have the resources to carry out a technical 
review on every certification, and while such resources – were they available – would have identified the 
problems with the first UDM vehicle rather than the fourth UDM vehicle, without this system it may have 
been that the problem wouldn’t have become apparent until many more such vehicles were on the road, 
and a great number more disabled people became adversely affected by the situation. 
 
It should be noted that LVVTA do not carry out the LVV certifications, and are not responsible for the LVV 
Certifiers’ decisions or LVV certification outcomes.  We provide as much technical help and support as we 
can in order to guide the LVV Certifiers toward making sound decisions. 
 
Anyone can learn more about LVVTA by going to our website www.lvvta.org.nz.  In particular, the ‘Low 
Volume Vehicle Code’ which sets out the legal framework of the LVV system, and the ‘LVV Operating 
Requirements Schedule’ which provides the rules and protocols that both LVVTA and the LVV Certifiers are 
obliged to follow.  Both can be found under ‘documents’ on the website’s drop-down menu. 

Chronology of key events relating to LVVTA’s involvement with the UDM-modified vehicles: 
 
To follow is a basic outline of the key facts relevant to the situation.  In the interests of brevity and clarity I 
have avoided getting into a lot of minor detail, but instead have just focused on the important key issues 
relating to the UDM vehicles. 
 
LVVTA’s initial concerns:   
 
1. We understand that some time ago UDM developed an idea for a series of modifications to Skoda Yeti 

vehicles targeted toward the disability transportation and self-drive market.  UDM elected to use 
materials and systems in the modification of the vehicles that, to the best of LVVTA’s knowledge, have 
not been used before in this application.  The unusual nature of the modifications relate in particular to 
the concept of cutting out the vehicles’ entire floor and chassis sub-frames (comprised in part of high-
strength steel, and incorporating both longitudinal and transverse strengthening beams), and replacing 
the floor and chassis sub-frames with a sheet of aluminium sandwich panel, held against the remaining 
vehicle structure with epoxy glue.  The aluminium sandwich panel material is a product typically used 
in non-load bearing applications such as partition walls and external building cladding.   

 
2. During late 2012 and early-to-mid 2013, the first seven of the aluminium sandwich panel-floor vehicles 

were inspected and approved by an authorised LVV Certifier.  We understand that his decisions to 
approve the vehicles were based at least in part on information provided to him by UDM during the 
inspection process. 

 

http://www.lvvta.org.nz/
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3. On May 10 2013, LVVTA technical staff received LVV certification documentation from the LVV Certifier 
for a UDM vehicle, and a technical form-set review was applied to the certification documentation.  It 
became apparent to LVVTA’s engineer during the review of the certification documentation that no 
‘Design Approval’ (a process that must be followed when dealing with very unusual designs or systems) 
had been provided for the vehicle.    

 
4. LVVTA’s engineer also identified from the documentation a number of technical issues that gave him 

cause for concern that the vehicles may be unsafe.  LVVTA’s engineer immediately informed the LVV 
Certifier that the certification plate could not be issued, and that ‘Design Approval’ must be obtained 
via the LVVTA Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) before the certification of any such vehicles can 
proceed.  LVVTA’s engineer also expressed his concerns about the safety of the vehicle to the LVV 
Certifier, and asked the LVV Certifier to inform UDM that the vehicle owners should be advised not to 
continue using the vehicles until it could be ensured that they were safe to operate. 

 
5. On June 4 2013, an application for ‘Design Approval’ was made to the LVVTA TAC, and was rejected 

because of a lack of important information relating to the aluminium sandwich panel system, the 
bonding system, the attachment of seatbelt anchorages and seats, and other issues.  The ‘Design 
Approval’ application did not provide any evidence of testing, which is required to prove the suitability 
of unknown products and systems such as those used in the UDM vehicles.  

 
This information was immediately communicated back to UDM by the LVV Certifier. 
 

6. On June 26 2013, LVVTA’s engineer wrote to the LVV Certifier, listing all of his concerns about the UDM 
vehicles, based on the information that was available to him.  Specifically, LVVTA’s engineer requested 
documented evidence of the suitability of the aluminium sandwich panel and of the bonding material, 
and for the evidence of the testing that was (assumed to have been) conducted on certain critical 
components and systems (such testing is critical where unknown systems and products are used, in 
order for everyone involved to be confident that all aspects of the modified vehicles can be assured of 
being compliant, safe, durable, and fit for their intended purpose).   

 
7. On June 28 2013, LVVTA’s requests for information and testing data were made to UDM by the LVV 

Certifier.  On the same day, the LVV Certifier reported back to LVVTA that he had established, through 
his communications with UDM, that no testing of the vehicles’ structure and systems had in fact ever 
been undertaken. 

 
8. On 26 July 2013, at LVVTA’s request, UDM carried out its first test, which was of the attachment of the 

front inner seatbelt anchorages to the aluminium sandwich panel floor section.  The LVV Certifier 
attended the test.  On the first test, the aluminium sandwich panel around the seatbelt anchorages 
collapsed at approximately half the required load.  This showed that the UDM vehicle seatbelt 
anchorage system would not have protected its occupants, even in a 50 kph impact. 

 
9. During August 2013, UDM started to provide some product and system information to LVVTA, and 

undertook some further testing and provided LVVTA with some test reports.  However, the 
information provided was not sufficient to satisfy LVVTA’s safety concerns, and the documentation 
relating to the testing was not regarded as proper test reports.  Some tests were inconclusive, while 
other tests were not representative of the actual (vehicle) situation. 

 
10. Given LVVTA’s growing concerns about the apparent seriousness of the issues associated with the 

UDM vehicles by this stage, LVVTA opened a direct line of communication with UDM and began 
corresponding directly, rather than via the LVV Certifier as is the normal channel that occurs. 
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11. During the period of June to August, a number of respected people in the disability transportation 
sector contacted LVVTA to express their opinions that they were concerned about the nature of the 
modifications and the overall safety of the UDM vehicles. 

 
LVVTA’s first inspection of UDM vehicle: 

 
12. On September 3 2013, because LVVTA’s requests for proof of suitability of products and proper test 

reports had still not been provided, two LVVTA technical staff members travelled to UDM’s facility in 
Auckland to inspect a vehicle to gain a better first-hand understanding of the vehicles, and to explain 
to UDM exactly what LVVTA required in terms of documentation and test evidence.  This inspection 
heightened LVVTA’s concerns about the safety of the UDM vehicles, and it was agreed then that LVVTA 
would co-ordinate a thorough inspection of a vehicle involving other outside industry experts. 

 
13. On September 17 2013, two LVVTA technical staff members again travelled to Auckland, where they 

carried out a thorough inspection of one of the UDM vehicles.  The LVVTA technical staff members 
brought in some specialist experts to assist with the inspection, including an aeronautical engineer, an 
automotive engineer, a welding expert, and an experienced motor vehicle constructor.  In addition, an 
independent composite material expert formed part of the inspection team. 
 
As a result of this inspection, LVVTA formed the view that: 

 
a) there was inadequate evidence that the aluminium sandwich panel system was sufficiently strong 

and durable to replace the original high-strength steel floor and sub-frame (it should be noted here 
that this product is not actually a ‘composite’ material as it is often referred to - ‘composites’ are a 
composition of two or more different materials such as a combination of resins, fibres, carbons, 
and aramid); and 
 

b) there was inadequate evidence to show that the aluminium sandwich panel material had a load-
rating that was sufficient to support the (wheelchair and occupant) loads to which it would be 
subjected; and 

 
c) there was inadequate evidence to show that the adhesive used to attach the aluminium sandwich 

panel to the remaining vehicle structure was intended for structural load-bearing applications (this 
is important because there was no load-bearing mechanical connection holding the new floor to 
the remaining vehicle structure); and 

 
d) the attachment system of the critical safety systems (seats, seatbelt anchorages) to the aluminium 

sandwich panel floor appeared to be unsatisfactory, and insufficient testing had been undertaken 
to prove otherwise; and 

 
e) the general crash-worthiness of the vehicle in both a frontal collision and a side impact had been 

significantly compromised; and 
 

f) no suitably experienced or qualified automotive engineer appeared to have been engaged in the 
design or development of the vehicles’ modifications; and 

 
g) there appeared to be little or no procedures developed for ensuring conformity of production from 

vehicle to vehicle; and 

 
h) no testing appeared to have ever been conducted on the vehicles prior to LVVTA’s intervention. 
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14. On September 19, after having viewed the vehicle in Auckland on September 17, LVVTA’s concerns 
about the UDM vehicles had increased significantly.  LVVTA’s engineer provided UDM with a written 
preliminary list of faults that were identified with the Auckland vehicle, referred to as ‘Draft Report of 
LVVTA’s Technical Review of U-drive Mobility Skoda Yeti Vehicles’, dated September 19 2013.   
 
The September 19 2013 report identified a number of problems, and raised a number of questions, 
relating to: 

 
a) the lowered aluminium sandwich panel floor; and 

 
b) variations of the aluminium sandwich panel used; and 

 
c) the torsional strength of the body structure; and 

 
d) the durability of the body structure; and 

 
e) the load rating of the vehicle; and 

 
f) the EZ-lock docking station system; and 

 
g) the wheelchair tie-downs in the rear cabin area; and 

 
h) the fuel system; and 

 
i) the braking system. 

 
Within this report, LVVTA reinforced to UDM the need for evidence of the suitability of the aluminium 
sandwich panel and the bonding material, and for relevant and proper testing to be conducted on 
certain critical components and systems. 
 

 LVVTA’s inspection of second UDM vehicle: 
 

15. On October 7 2013, LVVTA technical staff inspected a second UDM vehicle, this one based in 
Wellington.  A Senior Engineer from the NZTA also attended this inspection.  While there were many 
safety and compliance-related faults common to both the Auckland and Wellington vehicles inspected, 
a number of additional and different faults were discovered on the Wellington vehicle.  
 
One particularly significant new problem identified with the Wellington vehicle was the incorrect 
suspension geometry in the independent rear suspension; - whereas a standard Skoda Yeti has 1.6 mm 
of ‘toe-change’ throughout its full range of suspension travel, the UDM-modified rear suspension (re-
designed to make way for the lowered floor and fuel tank) had 43 mm of ‘toe-change’ through its full 
range of travel.  This is a significant safety issue because excessive ‘toe-change bump-steer’ in the rear 
suspension can cause a vehicle to ‘rear-wheel steer’ during a mid-corner bump-disturbance.   
 
This ‘toe-change bump-steer’ resulting from the incorrectly-modified suspension in the UDM vehicles is 
a very serious condition.  In 2009, a driver lost control of his vehicle and a passenger was killed in the 
crash, and the coroner’s inquest showed that the cause of the loss of control was because of the ‘toe-
change bump-steer’ geometry created by the incorrectly modified suspension.  This is the same 
characteristic that is present in the UDM vehicles. 
 
LVVTA’s technical staff also identified that the production processes between the two vehicles that had 
been inspected varied considerably, and it appeared that UDM’s development was being carried out 
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on customer vehicles rather than during a pre-production prototype phase as would normally occur.  
LVVTA technical staff concluded that it may be that no one UDM vehicle could be considered 
representative of all other UDM vehicles. 
 
LVVTA updated the September 19 LVVTA report to take into account the new issues found on the 
Wellington UDM vehicle inspected on October 7 2013, referring to it as the ‘Follow up Report of 
LVVTA’s Technical Review of U-drive Mobility Skoda Yeti Vehicles’, and provided the updated report to 
UDM on October 24 2013. 
 
Again, within this report, LVVTA reinforced to UDM the need for evidence of the suitability of the 
aluminium sandwich panel and the bonding material, and for relevant and proper testing to be 
conducted on certain critical components and systems.  
 

Need for all UDM vehicles to be assessed: 
 

16. After the October 7 2013 inspection of the Wellington-based UDM vehicle, because of the lack of 
production conformity that had been identified between the Auckland and Wellington-based UDM 
vehicles inspected, it became evident that LVVTA would need to inspect, first-hand, all eight of the 
aluminium sandwich panel UDM vehicles throughout New Zealand in order to be able to provide UDM 
with a definitive list of all of the problems and faults that required rectification with each individual 
vehicle. 

 
17. On October 31 and November 1 2013, LVVTA technical staff inspected the five Auckland-based UDM 

vehicles.  During this inspection, LVVTA’s concerns at the general safety and durability of the vehicles 
increased significantly, due to the wide variation of the modification processes, the high number of 
faults present in the vehicles, and the structural deterioration that was already visibly occurring with 
some aspects of the aluminium sandwich panel system.  The attachment of the ramp to the rear floor 
had almost completely collapsed on two vehicles, and a failure of an aluminium sandwich panel 
component related to a front seat assembly further heightened the LVVTA technical staff’s concerns 
about the general integrity and durability of the aluminium sandwich panel system. 

 
18. On 11 November 2013, LVVTA provided a comprehensive report referred to as “Matrix of Faults Found 

on Skoda Yeti Vehicles” to UDM which recorded the issues associated with the first 6 of the 8 vehicles 
that LVVTA had inspected.  Each vehicle inspected had, on average, 49 safety and compliance-related 
obvious faults and unanswered questions.  At this time, there was still no proof of suitability of the 
products and systems used - particularly in relation to the aluminium sandwich panel and the bonding 
system - and this was becoming a serious concern to LVVTA.  Conversely, LVVTA’s own investigations 
into the suitability of the aluminium sandwich panel and the bonding system (undertaken in the hope 
that LVVTA could find some evidence to show that the products and systems are fit for a structural 
load-bearing application) was in fact confirming our opinion that the flooring material was not capable 
of supporting the loads it may be subjected to, and the bonding agent was not suitable for structural 
load-bearing applications at all and in fact was just a panel glue. 

 
19. On November 13 2013, representatives from Skoda NZ travelled to Wellington and met with LVVTA’s 

engineer to inspect a UDM vehicle, together with representatives from the NZTA.  Skoda New Zealand 
confirmed to LVVTA and the NZTA that although they were aware that the UDM modifications were 
being carried out, the modifications had never been approved by Skoda New Zealand.  This appears to 
be in conflict with written statements made to LVVTA by UDM which say “Skoda has approved both 
welding and methods”, and “Skoda tech support inspected /approved welding process”. 

 
20. On November 13 and 14 2013, LVVTA technical staff inspected the last two UDM vehicles based in 

Christchurch and Invercargill.  At this point all eight UDM vehicles (located in the greater Auckland 
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region, Wellington, Christchurch, and Invercargill) had been thoroughly inspected by LVVTA technical 
staff. 

 
After all of the vehicles had been inspected, there was no doubt in the minds of LVVTA technical staff, 
NZTA engineers, or the many industry experts that had been called upon to assist, that the compliance, 
safety, and durability issues with the UDM vehicles were varied, complex, and extremely serious. 

 
21. On November 25 2013 LVVTA updated the report to UDM referred to as “Matrix of Faults Found on 

Skoda Yeti Vehicles”, which recorded all of the faults and concerns identified on the eight vehicles, and 
provided the report to UDM.  There were almost 400 compliance and safety-related questions and 
faults spread across the eight UDM vehicles. 

 
The issue of the need for evidence of the suitability of the aluminium sandwich panel and the bonding 
material, and for relevant and proper testing to be conducted on certain critical components and 
systems, was again reinforced by LVVTA to UDM. 
 

UDM’s rectification of UDM vehicles: 
 

22. In response to the information provided by LVVTA to UDM on November 25 2013, UDM agreed to 
rectify the faults on the vehicles, and, we understand, carried out some remedial work on all of the 
eight UDM vehicles. 
 

23. During the week of November 25 to 29 2013, LVVTA’s technical staff were in Auckland on other 
business, and during that time made repeated offers to go to UDM’s facilities to meet with them, to 
discuss how we could assist UDM to go about the planning of the numerous rectification processes.  
We offered to travel to UDM’s facility during the day, or even during the evening or on a Saturday if 
that were more convenient for them.  All of these offers were declined. 

 
24. On December 11 2013, LVVTA technical staff re-inspected the Wellington-based UDM vehicle, which 

had been taken back to UDM’s facilities in Auckland and had, according to UDM, been rectified.  During 
this inspection, together with LVVTA’s technical staff, was NZTA’s Principle Engineer, and two NZTA 
Senior Engineers. 

 
It was established during the inspection that only some of the faults had been rectified, and the 
outcome was that the vehicle remained in an unsafe and non-compliant condition.  In summary, of the 
46 faults and concerns that had been originally identified by LVVTA and communicated to UDM on this 
particular vehicle: 
 
a) 20 faults of a minor nature had been correctly rectified and met the required standard; and 

 
b) 13 faults had rectification work attempted, but still did not meet the required standard; and 

 
c) 13 faults and concerns had not had any rectification work attempted at all; and 

 
d) none of the serious safety issues associated with the floor and chassis replacement, or the rear 

suspension geometry, had been addressed at all. 

 
25. LVVTA could reasonably assume from the re-inspection of the Wellington-based UDM vehicle that all 

other UDM vehicles would be in a similar condition.   
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The situation as at December 2013: 
  

26. By mid-December 2013, the situation was most unsatisfactory.  UDM would not accept that matters 
were serious, and that the occupants of the UDM vehicles were being subjected to significant risk.   
 
Having spent seven months trying to assist UDM, the six biggest safety issues (amongst many smaller 
ones) still remained unaddressed on all of the UDM vehicles, which were that: 

 
a) there was still no evidence that the aluminium sandwich panel floor had the necessary structural 

strength and rigidity to resist the ongoing cyclic fatigue loadings to which it will be exposed in 
normal use; and 

 
b) there was still no evidence that the aluminium sandwich panel floor and attachment system would 

provide the necessary occupant protection in the event of a crash; and 

 
c) LVVTA had confirmed, via documented evidence from the aluminium sandwich panel 

manufacturer, that the load rating of the aluminium sandwich panel material was insufficient to 
support a person in a powered wheelchair and that the floor would be overloaded by a significant 
margin; and 
 

d) LVVTA had confirmed, via documented evidence from the bonding system manufacturer, that the 
bonding product used to attach the aluminium sandwich panel to the remaining body structure is 
not intended for structural load-bearing applications, and is a product designed to bond outer 
panels (eg mudguards) to the vehicle structure; and 

 
e) there was still no acceptable proof of testing for various components and systems, such as seat 

anchorages and seatbelt anchorages to prove that the components and systems, and method of 
attachment of the key elements of the modified vehicle are safe and fit for their intended purpose; 
and 
 

f) UDM had still not rectified the unsafe rear suspension geometry. 
 
27. The modifications present on the UDM vehicles are very complex, and very unusual, to the extent that 

LVVTA is not aware of any other comparable situations where a series of motor vehicles have been 
modified in this way anywhere in the world, involving removal of a modern production passenger 
vehicle’s factory-designed high-strength steel floor and cross-members, and replacing it with a sheet of 
lightweight non-structural aluminium sandwich panel, held in by panel glue, and with little or no form 
of mechanical attachment connecting the floor to the vehicle.    
 
Certainly, composite systems and sandwich panel construction systems have been used on occasion in 
automotive applications overseas, but in any such cases that we know of, the sandwich panel material 
is only used as a flooring system and the vehicles have a separate chassis or sub-frame to provide the 
load-bearing structure.  In every overseas case that we have looked into, the vehicle manufacturer or 
modifier has ensured that the materials have an appropriate load rating, and - whether used in a load-
bearing application or not - thorough independent testing has been conducted to prove the suitability 
of the material.   Any comparisons with the aviation industry have little validity because of the research 
and development, quality controls, test regimes, and inspection processes that are intrinsically linked 
to aviation design and construction. 

 
28. To be confident that such a concept would be safe, there would need to be a considerable amount of 

research, testing, and prototype development done, but none of this appears to have occurred with 
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the UDM vehicles.  UDM has carried out some testing since LVVTA became involved, but testing must 
be done with a degree of independence, must follow very specific processes, be well-documented, and 
most importantly - be carried out in a meaningful and representative manner.  For example, UDM 
informed LVVTA that it had carried out a test consisting of nothing more than positioning a wheelchair 
on the floor with a person sitting in it.  This on its own could not be a meaningful or relevant test of the 
suitability of a flooring product used throughout the life of a motor vehicle.  No independent testing 
has been conducted. 
 

NZTA intervention on UDM vehicles: 
 

29. LVVTA has been reporting to the NZTA on a regular basis from the very beginning of our involvement 
with the UDM vehicles, and NZTA has supported the actions taken by LVVTA in this matter, including 
LVVTA’s expectations from UDM in regard to provision of testing, product information, and discussion 
on proposed remedial action. 

 
30. During December 2013, a number of meetings were held between LVVTA and NZTA personnel to 

decide the best course of action relating to the vehicles, and NZTA ultimately made the decision on 
December 20 2013 to revoke the UDM vehicles’ certifications and warrants of fitness.  This action 
should mean the vehicles cannot be driven until rectifications have been made such that the vehicles 
are safe, compliant, durable, and fit for their intended purpose. 

 
31. LVVTA wishes to make it clear to all vehicle owners and users that we have not been imposing our 

technical requests and requirements to UDM lightly, and having been involved with the disability 
transportation sector for over 20 years we are acutely aware of the massive impact that this situation 
is creating for the vehicle owners and users.  However, we feel that we must do everything that we 
reasonably can for the vehicle owners and users who should rightly expect their vehicles to be safe, 
durable, and fit for their intended purpose. 

 
32. Because of the impact that the decision to revoke the UDM vehicles’ certifications and warrants of 

fitness would have on the vehicle owners and users, LVVTA remained, at the time of NZTA’s revocation 
of the vehicles’ certifications and warrants of fitness, committed to continuing to assist UDM through 
the process of making the vehicles safe and compliant for the benefit of those people depending on 
their vehicles.   
 

LVVTA’s continued efforts since revocation: 

 
33. On December 23 2013 LVVTA offered to UDM to bring together another group of experts to create an 

independent panel, who would assess a UDM vehicle during January, with the objective of establishing 
how best the eight existing vehicles can be repaired to a safe, compliant, and durable condition, with 
particular regard to the aluminium sandwich panel floor system.  UDM accepted this offer.   
 
Because UDM seem not to have had a qualified automotive engineer involved in the design or 
modification of the UDM vehicles, LVVTA also offered to identify a suitable engineer that UDM could 
engage to oversee the rectification process of the UDM vehicles, and act as a technical liaison person 
between UDM and LVVTA to ensure that the rectification process, and subsequent re-certification, 
went smoothly.  Again, UDM accepted this offer.   

 
34. During the week of 6-10 January 2014, LVVTA identified and organised a panel of very specialised 

industry experts with a wide range of experience and skills to assist LVVTA’s technical staff in 
inspecting and assessing the UDM vehicles.  The experts included some people from the September 17 
2013 assessment, but some new experts were also bought in to see if they could bring a fresh 
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perspective on the situation.  The experts involved included an aeronautical engineer, a disability 
transportation structures expert, a composite materials expert, a race car designer, and a sports car 
constructor.  An NZTA senior engineer was also involved. 

 
35. On January 14 2014, the assessment took place in Auckland, and an engineering solution for a 

rectification strategy was developed as a result of the assessment that would achieve the best balance 
between providing a rectification process which will be cost-effective for UDM and minimise delays for 
vehicle owners and users, and which would offer maximised safety for the vehicle occupants and other 
road users.  Although the initial view was that the aluminium sandwich panel floor should be removed 
and replaced by a new panel steel floor, fitted in the same way that the first UDM vehicle was modified 
(which is certainly the preferred option of everyone that has been involved with LVVTA and NZTA 
throughout this process), a design was worked out that enabled the aluminium sandwich panel flooring 
system to remain but be sufficiently reinforced by steel that the aluminium floor would no longer be a 
load-bearing part of the vehicle, and would not therefore need to be relied on as part of the vehicle 
structure. 

 
36. On January 23 2014, LVVTA technical staff travelled again to Auckland to carry out an additional 

assessment with two of the original panel members to fine-tune the details of the design, and make a 
series of drawings that would help UDM’s workshop staff. 
 

37. During the week of January 27-31 2014, the details of the engineering solution design concept was 
collated and recorded, and sent to UDM for them to review and consider. 

 
38. Also, during this same week, an independent engineer, in whom LVVTA has a high degree of 

confidence, was approached by LVVTA, who agreed to provide a consulting role to UDM in relation to 
overseeing the rectification process.  The person is an aircraft engineer, who also has considerable 
experience in vehicle construction and modification, and who has been involved in the assessments of 
the UDM vehicles.   This engineer would be able to visit the UDM factory each day if required to 
oversee the rectification process, and would provide an expert on-the-spot liaison point between UDM 
and LVVTA. 
 

February 14 meeting at UDM: 
 

39. On February 14 2014, LVVTA’s technical staff members and an NZTA senior engineer travelled again to 
Auckland, to meet with UDM staff, the objective of which was to provide an opportunity for the UDM 
workshop staff to gain an understanding from LVVTA technical staff of the details of LVVTA’s proposed 
engineering solution, and to ask whatever questions they felt necessary so that they were in a position 
to undertake the rectification process in confidence.  The independent engineer also attended this 
meeting. 

 
40. It became evident during the February 14 2014 meeting that UDM had no intention of accepting 

LVVTA’s advice or working with us in a spirit of co-operation and willingness.  Despite all of LVVTA’s 
efforts throughout last year, NZTA’s intervention in December, and LVVTA’s further efforts in the first 
part of this year, UDM have still not accepted the seriousness of the situation, and we have therefore 
effectively not moved on at all from the position that we were all in back in June last year. 

 
41. LVVTA is a small organisation with limited resources, and we cannot continue to invest any more time 

and effort in helping a company when its management refuses to accept that there is a serious 
problem that must be addressed for the safety of its customers.   
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42. For this reason, LVVTA has, as of March 6 2014, withdrawn its help and support to UDM, at least until 
such time as UDM develops a responsible approach to the safety of their customers, and a co-
operative and conciliatory approach to their relationship with LVVTA. 

 
43. LVVTA could not have done any more than it has.  Rather than relying completely on our own in-house 

expertise, we have brought in engineering experts from NZTA, and have had over 20 different experts 
from the repair, automotive, aeronautical, disability vehicle construction, composite construction, and 
race car design industries involved in assessing the vehicles and assisting with the assessment process.  
LVVTA has incurred significant direct costs in funding our attempts to resolve the situation for the 
vehicle owners and users (over $10,000 in direct expenses – a lot of money for a small not-for-profit 
incorporated society), and has spent over 750 man-hours in trying to resolve the situation for the 
vehicle owners.  Despite this, we have been unable to help UDM and we have many other 
responsibilities and obligations, and so we must move on. 

 

In summary: 
 
The following key points summarise LVVTA’s view of the current situation relating to the UDM-modified 
Skoda Yetis as at March 2014: 
 
1. This problem is not of LVVTA’s making.  However – despite there being no compulsion for us to do so -  

we have tried very hard to assist UDM in every way possible through these past nine months, and 
because of the position that the UDM vehicle owners and users have been placed in, we have made 
this matter our top priority since June 2013. 

    
2. NZTA has supported LVVTA’s efforts in assisting UDM to resolve the matter for the benefit of the 

owners and users of the vehicles, and other road users. 
 

3. It is very easy to lay all of the blame at the feet of the LVV Certifier involved, but the reason that this 
situation exists is primarily because UDM embarked on the production and sale of these vehicles 
without undertaking the necessary research, testing, and development prior to carrying out the 
modification of these vehicles.   

 
4. There is a clear expectation in law that any person who purports to be an expert in a given field, and 

who intends to provide a product into the market-place, has an onus of duty to ensure that the 
product is going to be compliant, safe, durable, and fit for its intended purpose.  One should also 
reasonably expect such a person to feel a moral obligation to ensure that the motor vehicles that he 
modifies and sells to his customers are safe. 

 
As stated earlier, the inconvenience caused by this situation to the vehicle owners and users has been at 
the forefront of our minds, and for this reason LVVTA has done everything within its ability to help to 
resolve the situation, with our principal concern being to ensure that the vehicles are rectified in such a 
way that LVVTA, NZTA, UDM, and the owners and users of the vehicles can all have a high degree of 
confidence that the vehicles are safe, durable, fit for their intended purpose, and compliant. 
 
While this document doesn’t and can’t fix the situation for vehicle owners and users, I hope that it at least 
helps people to gain a better understanding of what has been happening during the past nine months in 
relation to the problems associated with the UDM vehicles. 
 
 
Tony Johnson 
Chief Executive Officer 
Low Volume Vehicle Technical Association Inc. 


