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Northern Law Center

Preventive Law Series

Keeping You Informed On Personal Legal Affairs
Claims For Damaged Computers


Are you considering shipping a personal computer on your next move?  If the computer does not work after the move, can the Army claims office compensate you for the loss?  Is there anything you can do before shipment to increase the likelihood that the computer will work when you arrive at your new duty station?  If you are interested in the answer to these questions, then read on . . . 

          Computers are sensitive and do not last forever.  Parts wear out, connections loosen, circuits burn up.  Disks and disk drives develop bad sectors over time.  When a computer accumulates enough internal problems, it stops working.  Sometimes internal computer problems following a government-sponsored move are attributable to rough handling.  Often, however, these problems arise because of inadequate maintenance or defects in computer components.  Temperature fluctuations, humidity, static electricity, problems with incoming power, foreign objects inside the computer, and airborne contaminants such as cigarette smoke all affect the operation of a computer.   Consequently, a computer that worked at the place of origin may not work after shipment for reasons other than the fact of the move itself.  

       
A major source of computer problems is the expansion and contraction of components with changing temperatures.  Computers are affected by changes in ambient temperature, as well as by heating during operation.  The repeated heating and cooling in itself may damage a computer.  The principal areas where problems develop are the memory boards, the hard-disk drive and controller, and the power supply. 


Socketed components in the power supply and on memory boards (e.g., memory chips) creep as the computer heats and cools.  These components gradually work their way out of their sockets as the metal around them expands and contracts.  This loosens the glue holding the connection together and enables corrosion to work its way into the joint; the connection often fails as a result. Many "blown" power supplies can be the result of a solder joint that failed or a transistor that burned out when it separated from the heat sink because of expansion and contraction.  Further, repeated heating and cooling makes the solder brittle, causing it to develop hairline cracks that sometimes break when the system is moved.  All socketed components are subject to this kind of wear. 

Hard-disk drives, particularly inexpensive stepper-motor disk drives, have the same problems with expansion and contraction.  For a hard-disk drive to function properly, the head must write data to the precise location on the track where the system expects it to be.  Stepper-motor drives have inherent tracking problems.  As the drive expands with changing temperatures, the heads of the hard drive no longer write data to the same locations. In addition, only a few stepper-motor drives automatically park the drive heads when the system is turned off.  This increases the likelihood that dust or some airborne contaminant will damage the head. When enough problems accumulate, the drive ceases to track where data is written and where track and sector identification marks are.   The drive then stops working.  Indeed, even tightening the screws too much on one of these drives can distort the physical shape and cause the heads to write data to the wrong location. 

The greatest expansion problems are caused by simply turning the computer on and off.  The quick temperature change produces great stress on internal parts.  Components of marginal quality often break when the system is turned on.  Because computers are not turned on during shipment and may be subject to outside temperature extremes in transit, shipment is often the last straw.  When the computer is first turned on after shipment, chips stop working and inexpensive manufactured hard drives refuse to boot. 

Periodic maintenance reduces the likelihood that problems will occur during shipment.  Dirt and debris pulled in by the computer's airflow require periodic cleaning to keep components from failing.  Periodic reseating of chips is a good idea. The boards, however, have to be removed to accomplish this task.  Periodic low-level reformatting of hard-disk drives (after backing up the data) is also good preventive maintenance, particularly with stepper-motor hard disk drives.  Periodic reformatting lays down a new set of track and sector identification marks that better correspond to the physical locations where the heads are actually reading and writing the data. 

Hard-drive problems are particularly difficult to identify.  Very few repair shops can open a hard drive and physically examine it.  As a rule, if a hard drive develops major problems that cannot be fixed by reformatting, it is simply discarded without any attempt to determine the nature or cause of the damage.  Accordingly, without knowing the cause of the damage, proving that rough handling in shipment damaged a hard drive is difficult. 

Claims for internal damage to computers cannot be paid unless sufficient evidence exists to conclude that the loss was due to rough handling in shipment.  Obviously, when dealing with internal damage to computers, the information that a good repair firm provides is essential in determining whether or not a claim is payable.  The amount of damage done to other items in the total shipment is also a factor indicating rough handling. The mere fact that the computer worked prior to shipment is not sufficient grounds for paying a claim. 

 Cracked or broken boards and components may be deemed to be the result of rough handling.  Conversely, payment will not be allowed when parts work themselves loose and stop functioning or burn out.  Some computers, particularly laptops, have their internal components shock mounted to withstand a high amount of force.  In determining whether internal damage to a hard drive is incident to shipment, the claims examiner will also consider the kind of hard drive, whether reformatting was attempted, and whether the drive automatically parks the heads whenever the system is turned off. 

If you should have to file a claim on a computer that was lost or destroyed in shipment, bear in mind that the Army regulation authorizes payment for fair market value at the time of the loss, not for the amount of money you paid for the computer.  Claimants should ascertain replacement cost as soon as possible after incurring a loss.  For example, in January 2000 a claimant bought the latest model personal computer available for $3,000.  In June 2001 the computer was destroyed during the claimant's PCS to Belgium.  A verifiable replacement cost as of June 2001 is $2,500.  The claimant then waits to secure an estimate and file his claim until June 2002, by which time, taking obsolescence into account, verifiable replacement cost has fallen to $1,800.  Unless the claims office can accurately determine the replacement cost as of June 2001(which in a rapidly-changing market is difficult if not impossible after the lapse of a year(the claimant would only be paid $1,800 for the loss.

Should you have questions, call the Claims Office at Northern Law Center, DSN 423-4061/civilian (32) 65 44 40 61. 






