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Airbags: To Be or Not To Be?

Throughout the last fifty years within the car industry, great strides have been taken to increase safety while driving in vehicles. For many years the greatest safety innovation among car manufactures was the creation of the seatbelt. Since the development of the seatbelt in the 1950’s many steps have been taken to enforce the implementation of seatbelts, for example almost all states within in U.S. have created mandatory seatbelt laws. Due to, the astonishing statistics showing the lives saved due to seatbelts, nobody has dared to debate the installment of seatbelts in all automobiles. However, within the last twenty years the proposal of a soft inflatable pillow like structure, projecting from the interior of a car to protect the driver and passengers from serious harm has been proposed. These soft inflatable structures today known as, airbags, were created during World War II, however were not applied in cars tell the 1980’s. After much research by various companies and the U.S. government, in 1998 the installation of airbags on both the driver and passenger sides of vehicles has become a mandatory law for all car manufactures (“How Air”). Yet ever since automobiles have been equipped with airbags, a heated controversy over whether airbags act as a safety feature has developed among the American population. A safety feature is entitled to protect passengers and drivers of all ages and sizes, while not altering the drivers and passenger’s awareness; and under no circumstance harm members within the vehicle.   Many feel that airbags do act as a protective device to safeguard individuals from harm during accidents. Nevertheless, others believe that when airbags are deployed the force and impact causes great harm to the upper body then aid to victims.  This recent controversy has left many individuals along with the government scratching their heads. They must rethink whether the mandatory installation of airbags in cars is truly a safety feature.

Though much speculation has been made about airbags, the innovation has saved numerous lives in high impact accidents. “To date, statistics show that air bags reduce the risk of dying in a direct frontal crash by about 30 percent” (“How Air”). When involved in serious high speed accidents, statistics show that the use of airbags has aided in saving many lives. Scott Memmer a reputable writer shows in one his articles that since 1990 airbags have saved about 4,800 lives in the U.S (Memmer). The number of lives saved is breathtaking, however reports of airbags being deployed in unnecessary situations and causing harm to drivers and passengers are countless. This fact brings up the reasoning for many individuals to question the use of airbags within automobiles. 

Ever since the phrase airbag was first coined it has received nothing but high praise. However, within the past few years much criticism has aroused within the American public about the safety of airbags. Much of the criticism seems to stem from the aspect of children and small individuals being exposed to airbags. When an airbag is triggered, it inflates and deploys at a rate of two-hundred miles per hour in one-twenty-fifth of second. At this magnitude a small child or individual could be severely injured in the upper torso region or the head. Not only could an individual sustain devastating injuries, but when an airbag is traveling at this rate death can also result (Memmer). Car manufactures are entitled to place safety warnings within all vehicles, advising parents and caretakers to not let children thirteen and under sit in the front passenger seat (“Air Bag” 1). Yet the question still arises, that many women and some men may not be of the proper stature to sustain the impact of the airbags.

With so many drivers in our society today being of small stature, the idea of twelve-hundred pounds of force coming towards a small body sounds grueling and unbarring. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration also known as the NHTSA has approved the installation of an airbag on/off switch in passenger vehicles. Numerous vehicles today have them installed straight from the car manufactures assembly line, but this is only on the front passenger side. To be illegible to get the switch installed on the driver’s side or on the passenger side if not already equipped, one must go through a tedious paperwork process and meet specific requirements.  For an individual to be considered for an airbag on/off switch the driver must sit within ten inches of the steering, be medically inclined, or have children whom have to reside in the front passenger seat (“Air Bag” 2).  This process not only is ridiculous but unpractical, many individuals are not aware if they sit within ten inches of the steering wheel or not. Also, parents may unknowingly allow their young children sit in the front passenger seat, ignoring the risks involved. Much of the American population is unaware of the height and weight requirements, to be considered a risk factor for airbags. With an array of circumstances that could entitle a person to be considered a risk factor for airbags, nobody can be certain if they are truly safe with airbags armed in their automobiles. From a well built male athlete to a small infant, everybody is essentially in danger of the miscues of airbags.

When investigating the harm done to individuals due to airbags, children and small stature individuals may be most susceptible. However, due to the enormous impact and speed of airbags all individuals to some degree are vulnerable to the immense danger of these inflatable bags. For example, last year while I was at a gas station on Congress Avenue here in Austin. I observed a Ford Mustang going about twenty-five miles per hour rear end a small pickup truck. Though the wreck was small and minimal damage had occurred, the Mustang’s airbag had triggered and pinned a six-foot tall gentleman’s head to the seat. Due to the intensity of the airbag the man was not freed until firefighters arrived on the scene. The airbag caused numerous lacerations on his face and strained his neck; this was all due to a supposed safety mechanism that is supposed to prevent injury. Since the early 90’s there have been 144 deaths due to airbags, of that 82 have been children and 62 have been adults (Memmer). Since, minimal to severe airbag injuries are caused almost every minute the statistics of non-fatal injuries would be through the roof. 
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