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. By Sam KazmaAN

If you listen to journalists, you'd think
sport-utility vehicles were more dangerous
than Saddam Hussein. SUVs supposedly
deplete the Earth’s resources, poison its
atmosphere and encourage rude driving.
Worst of all, because of their size they al-
legedly pose a grave collision threat to just
about anyone who ventures outdoors. Ac-
cording to a recent New York Times re-
port, the worst safety hazard is yet to
come—once these “expensive toys” depre-
eiate and are sold by the “responsible fam-
ily people” who now drive them, they'll be
bought by teenagers who'll handle them
even more recklessly.

These threats have been wildly over-
stated. And the solution proposed by many
SUV critics, raising the federal fuel econ-
omy standards, would mean expanding a
regulatory program that has already
caused thousands of traffic deaths.

The federal Corporate Average Fuel
Economy standards, enacted in the wake
of the mid-1970s oil shocks, require each
auto maker’s annual output of new cars to
meet a set fuel economy level. The current
passenger-car CAFE standard is 27.5 miles
per gallon; for light trucks, the standard is
a more lenient 20.7 mpg. ’

The easiest way for car makers to meet
everrising CAFE standards has been
through continued car downsizing. As the
National Highway Traffic Safety Adminis-
tration itself rioted, “weight reduction is
probably the most powerful technique for
improving fuel economy. . . . Each 10 per-
cent reduction in weight improves the fuel
economy of a new vehicle design by ap-
proximately 8 percent.” The result was a
CAFE-driven downsizing of approximately
500 pounds per car.

Smaller cars, however, are less crash-

worthy than similarly equipped large cars
in practically every type of accident. Ac-
cording to a 1989 Harvard-Brookings
study, CAFE-induced downsizing has in-
creased car occupant fatalities by between
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14% and 27%; that translates to between
2,000 and 4,000 extra deaths a year.
You'd think that NHTSA, an agency

'whose middle name is safety, would have

brought this issue to the forefront of public
attention. But instead NHTSA has repeat-
edly claimed that CAFE has no safety ef-
fect. In a 1992 court case brought by the"
Competitive Enterprise Institute and Con-
sumer Alert, a panel of federa] appeals
judges blasted NHTSA's po- e
sition as “fudged analy- -
sis,” “statistical legerde-
main” and “bureau-
cratic membo-jumbo.”
If CAFE had been a-
privately  produced
product, it would long
ago have been recalled as
defective and its pro-

the .
CAFE is a product of Washington rather
than Detroit, it remains in place; worse
yet, it threatens to expand in the face of
the SUV “threat.” : vEdl
The overblown nature of that threat is
demonstrated by a study issued last
month by the Insurance Institute for High-
way Safety. Journalists widely reported
the study as re-emphasizing the need for
action against SUVs, but its findings indi-
cate otherwise. What the institute found
was that collisions between ecars. and
SUVs account for only 4% of car occupant
fatalities. S - O

Cars are most vulnerable in side im- R )

collisions. According to the institute,
in fatal collisions involving cars that are
hit on the side by SUVs, the relative risk

.that the death will be in the car rather than

the SUV is an apparently lopsided 2T-to-1.
But when this relative risk is broken down_
by car weight categories, it turns out that
car-SUV mismatches are frequently out-
weighed by other common collision dis-
parities. For example, the occupants of &
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" Large Vehicles Are the Solution,
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So the real problem is CAFE, not SUVs
The next time you hear the term SUV, re
member: The “S” might as well stand fc

scapegoat. - - g o
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