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The Sports Utility Vehicle: The Death of Us All
    
The Sport Utility Vehicle, or the SUV, was created in the 80’s to accommodate the growing needs of consumers. People used to use station wagons for those tasks but with the growing rate of business and people doing their own renovations on their homes, the need for a tougher, bigger vehicle was needed. The vehicle market has changed to suit the needs of the people but no one anticipated all the factors that changed by creating bigger Sport Utility Vehicles. Sport Utility Vehicles were first seen as big, reliable, and spacious. Now, they are hazardous, deadly, and unsafe. In Mary Cooper’s article “SUV Debate” she has this to claim about Sport Utility Vehicles:

Extolled as the ultimate escape vehicle and safe commuter car, they also are despised by critics as gas-guzzling, turnover-prone polluters that, contrary to widespread belief — are not safer than cars. Indeed, critics say, SUVs threaten the lives of both their own occupants and everyone else on the road. (Cooper)
People are always in need of a vehicle that will best suit their needs. They automatically thought the Sport Utility Vehicle will be their best answer but this is not true. Sport Utility Vehicles are not a good choice for consumers because they are hazardous to the environment, they are not safe to drive, and they pose a threat to other drivers on the road.


Sport Utility Vehicles are by far the most powerful and largest consumer vehicles on the road. People feel that if they were to be involved in a collision that they will be protected within the SUV’s rigid tough frame. When Sport Utility Vehicles are advertised they are shown on winding mountain roads or fording through the wilderness. What the commercials never show is the result if that Sport Utility Vehicle were to veer off the trail and collide with a tree. In Mary Cooper’s article, she quotes a man named Becker. Becker expresses the effects on a Sport Utility Vehicle colliding with an object:


 SUVs are more dangerous to their own occupants because they use a solid-steel beam that extends from bumper to bumper to make the vehicle strong enough to sustain heavy off-road use. When that vehicle hits something else, the beam doesn't absorb the impact of the crash and dissipate it over the vehicle like a car, which crumples and dissipates the force of the impact around the occupants. (qtd. in Cooper)

In the event that a Sport Utility Vehicle were to hit a tree or another object, the energy from the collision instead of being dispersed through the frame of the car would instead be but on the occupants inside the vehicle. This is one of the greatest threats posed by Sport Utility Vehicles.


Sport Utility Vehicles also tend to have a very high ground clearance and a higher center of gravity. As a result, Sport Utility Vehicles have a tendency to rollover in the event of an accident or over steering. Over steering is defined by the American Heritage Dictionary as, “To turn more sharply than the operator would expect.” This usually results in a skid or tip which causes the Sport Utility Vehicle to rollover. Cooper makes an attack at SUV manufacturers by refuting, “Manufacturers have known for decades about the tendency of SUVs to roll over, and about the damage incurred when the vehicles’ weak roof crushes in on the heads and spines of motorists (Cooper).” She accuses the manufactures that even though they knew about the weak roof supports, they do nothing to fix the problem. 


On the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration’s website (http://www.nhtsa.gov) that give the rollover ratings for 2006 year Sport Utility Vehicle models. The Hummer by GM and the Explorer by Ford have the highest rate of tipping when in a collision. The Ford Explorer, when in a collision has a 23% chance of tipping. The GM Hummer has a 24% chance of rolling over when in a collision. These are not the only Sport Utility Vehicles that have a rollover rating at nearly one fourth. Many popular models such as the Nissan Xterra, the Jeep Liberty, and the Mazda Tribute have high percentages. In 2001 alone, 2,142 deaths were from Sport Utility Vehicle rollovers. Between 2001 and 2002, SUV’s made up the highest increase of rollover related deaths. The increase was a 9.9% shift. In Cooper’s article, she makes a reference to critics and their claim on rollover accidents. The critics proclaim, “That while rollovers may account for less than 3 percent of accidents, they cause 30 percent of vehicular deaths” (Cooper). This means that out of all of the accident related deaths in vehicles, nearly one third of those deaths are cause by rollovers. Would you still want to buy a vehicle that has a 25% chance of rolling over in a collision?

Not only is the Sport Utility Vehicle unsafe to people driving the car, but it is unsafe to all other drivers on the road around it. The average weight of a Sport Utility Vehicle is approximately 6,500 pounds while the average weight of a four-door sedan is approximately 3,250 pounds (Ford.com). The weight difference alone between the two is enough to tell that if an SUV and sedan were to collide that the sedan would be completely totaled. The weight is not the only factor that makes Sport Utility Vehicles unsafe to other drivers.  The height of SUV’s is a key factor because the raised ride height makes the bumpers on SUV’s come nearly as high as the lower part of windshields on most cars. I did research on two cars that are complete opposites of each other, as the publisher of the graphs states as “Comparing David to Goliath.” The Toyota Prius and the GMC Yukon are the two vehicles being compared. The Prius is nearly half the weight of Yukon and sits a whole 18 inches shorter than the behemoth Yukon. The combined mile rating for the Toyota Prius is 48 miles to the gallon while the GMC Yukon only gets 14 miles to the gallon (States 1). Unlike in the story of David and Goliath, Goliath would surely win if they were to face off in a head on collision. 

There is also the fact that Sport Utility Vehicles are very intimidating to smaller cars. On the highway, most people feel very unsafe if they are traveling at high speeds next to an 18 wheel truck. I am not saying that Sport Utility Vehicles qualify as semis, but larger trucks don’t have the intimidation factor of skidding out of control and falling onto another vehicle. At high speeds wind becomes a large factor when trying to control a vehicle and steering becomes crucial. Since Sport Utility Vehicles sit very high and most do not have a wide enough frame, a wrong turn of the wheel and a good enough gust of wind can send an SUV on the path of disaster. As far as the smaller cars concern, it becomes difficult to maneuver around larger vehicles. Cooper makes the assumption, “drivers of passenger cars can’t see around SUVs to observe traffic ahead” (Cooper). From my experience, when I am behind an SUV I can not see ahead of it and this poses a threat to me because if an obstacle were to come up, I would not see it until it was too late to evade it. 

Sport Utility Vehicles are the largest consumer vehicles on the road. Since they have larger frames they need more powerful engines to move them along. Since the SUV engines require so much power, they use a lot more fuel than most other cars. Sport Utility Vehicles are categorized by the government as light trucks so they have fewer restrictions are far as safety standards and fuel efficiency than other cars (States 2). From Cooper’s point of view, she states, “In fact, the largest SUVs are so heavy they don't fall under federal fuel-economy standards at all. The Hummer, for example, gets only around 10 miles per gallon. The average car gets 27.5 miles per gallon” (Cooper). In perfect combustion only water and carbon dioxide should be produced. When vehicles burn fuel the combustion is not perfect so harmful green house gases and hydrocarbons are created. Vehicles today now have a green house gas rating according to the United States Environmental Protection Agency. From the Sport Utility Vehicles that get twenty miles to the gallon or less, not one of those Sport Utility Vehicles has a green house rating of over 5 with the best being 10 (States 2). As a minor attempt to save the economy the United States created the Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) standards. The CAFE standards made it so that companies could still make low mileage vehicles as long as they had other produced vehicles that got better gas mileage. The average of the produced vehicles had to be within the government mandated requirements (States 3).  Even though these laws made it so that the market was not completely flooded with gas guzzling monsters, the Sport Utility Vehicle is still a threat to the environment.

Industry and vehicle emissions are the leading cause of ozone depletion. Since more people are buying gas guzzling Sport Utility Vehicles more carbon monoxide and harmful gasses are being released into the atmosphere. New technology was introduced and the hybrid engine was released. The hybrid engine uses internal combustion to power a generator which in turn powers an electric battery which is used to assist the engine. Since the engine is using fuel and electricity, the engine can work less thus using less fuel and producing fewer emissions. Recently, car makers have tried to incorporate the idea of the hybrid engine into Sport Utility Vehicles. Ford tried this idea and what they produced was the advanced form of their Escape SUV. Even though the Escape Hybrid is more expensive, it pays for itself after a few years through the money saved from fuel prices. The Escape gets on average 24 miles per gallon while the Escape Hybrid gets on average 34 miles per gallon (Ford.com). With a people purchasing these new hybrids, the pollution problem will be well on the way to being solved. Also, with more hybrid cars on the roads less fuel will be used so the oil reserves will not deplete as fast. 

The Sport Utility Vehicle does serve some good in the world, but the bad out weighs the good as far as safety in the vehicles as a whole. With the current rate of production of the average Sport Utility Vehicle with a MPG rating of 15 miles to the gallon, the world is destined to fall into an economic depression. The amount of fuel these vehicles use are making the United States more dependant on oil from other nations. When those nations decide that they want to put an embargo on the oil the United States decides to retaliate and we then have a situation that no one wants to be in. With the production of hybrid cars and Sport Utility Vehicles the need for gas guzzling SUVs will soon be eliminated. Not only are the hybrids more economic and are less harsh on the environment, they will be smaller thus falling under more safety standards for passenger vehicles rather than light truck standards. With all points considered, the current large and wasteful Sport Utility Vehicles should not be used or purchased by the average consumer because they serve more bad than good in today’s society.
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