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Tata Nano buyer's first car becomes flaming nightmare 



A brand new silver Tata Nano, heralded as the world's cheapest car, stands in flames on the suburbs of Mumbai, India, Sunday. The car belonging to Satish Sawant, a software engineer, burst into flames as he was proudly driving it home from the showroom, draped with a celebratory garland of marigolds. Sawant managed to get his wife and five-year-old son out of the back seat before the smoke billowing from the rear engine turned into flames.

CAPTION
By AP

The world's cheapest car --$2,500 to start -- is having a rough launch. The Tata Nano was supposed was supposed to drive huge safety progress for India by getting families off motorbikes. Drive On's Sharon Silke Carty, who was on assignment there last year, reports it is not unusual to see dad, mom and three kids perched precariously on a two-wheeler.

But that progress went up in smoke for Satish Sawant as he proudly drove his first car home from the showroom: A brand-new silver Tata Nano, draped with a celebratory garland of marigolds.

First there was smoke. And then there was fire.  And his car is not the first to show Nano's growing pains.  Here is the report from the Associated Press:

Minutes after the software engineer's wife and 5-year-old son clambered out of the back seat, smoke started to billow from the rear-mounted engine before flames erupted that engulfed the tiny car.

Tata has offered Sawant a replacement Nano or a refund, but that may not help him. "My wife now doesn't want to buy any car," Sawant said by phone from his home in northern Mumbai on Thursday. "She doesn't even want to go for a Mercedes."

It was just the latest problem with the Nano from Indian carmaker Tata Motors, and raises new question about whether its plans for global expansion and ramping up Nano production with a new factory next month are ready for prime time. Tata Motors, which also owns Jaguar and Land Rover, plans to start selling versions of the Nano in Europe in 2011, and later, in the USA.

Tata Motors spokesman Debasis Ray said the company is investigating. "We believe it was a one-off stray incident," he said. "It did catch fire. We're trying to figure out what may have caused it."

This is not the first customer complaint about the Nano, which has been feted with rave reviews and awards since its launch a year ago. Last fall, three customers in India complained that their Nanos started smoking. Tata Motors attributed that to a faulty electrical switch and said it had changed suppliers. Ray said Thursday that the incidents are not related.
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