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SUVs:  The Bigger Problem


When it comes to intelligent advertising, automobile industries have cleverly mastered the technique of enticement. It’s hard to watch a television program without the interruption of commercials, many of which advertise automobiles. With the increasing trend of SUVs, the automobile industry has flourished with new ideas for the presumed ‘bigger’, ‘better’, and ‘safer’ car, fit for a family yet trendy enough for those primarily interested in style. Commercials commonly display these sporty vehicles venturing through snowy mountains or through the rugged desert. But how often are these vehicles really used for such purposes? That’s right. Not too often. The vast majority of these vehicles are used for everyday driving, going to and from the office, picking up kids from school, or grabbing a bite to eat. Although SUVs may come across as the safe and adventurous “it” car of today, these vehicles are really causing bigger problems, in the environment and on the road. 


Over the past decade, SUV sales have significantly increased. Their popularity has risen from 20 percent of the vehicle market in 1975 to nearly 50 percent today (Sierra Club). Many buyers purchase these vehicles for practical reasons such as for towing or carrying big equipment or to be taken off-road. But others choose SUVs for different reasons relating to image, fashion, or perceptive safety. But SUVs are one of the main contributors to the greenhouse effect and global warming; and due to the drastic increase in sales, we’ve seen a resulting increase of global warming. 

Generally, large SUVs can get up to 13 miles per gallon while smaller cars can get anywhere from 23 to 65 miles per gallon (Sierra Club). As a result of the larger consumption of fuel, large SUVs release a greater amount of CO2 into the atmosphere. CO2 is a major greenhouse gas and contributor to global warming. This environmental problem can result in dangerous and even deadly consequences.  Global warming can lead to weather disasters such as floods and wildfires, disease outbreaks, and increasing sea levels. In just the past ten years, glacial ice has begun to rapidly melt in five different continents, causing sea levels to rise between four and ten inches (Sierra Club). If we were to use cars as opposed to these gas-guzzling SUVs we would be reducing the released global warming pollution by 43 percent and the air pollution by 47 percent (Sierra Club). Take a look at this chart of comparative data gathered by the Sierra Club. The Ford Excursion releases almost five times as much CO2 than the Honda Insight.
	Car Type
	Miles Per Gallon
	Amount of CO2 released

	Ford Excursion
	13 mpg
	134 tons

	Jeep Grand Cherokee
	18 mpg
	96 tons

	Ford Taurus
	23 mpg
	74 tons

	Honda Civic
	36 mpg
	48 tons

	Honda Insight
	65 mpg
	27 tons


* Information based on 124,000-mile lifetime (Sierra Club). 


I know many of you might be thinking about how compactness of a Honda Insight is somewhat of an extreme, and yes maybe it’s not suitable for a family; but even then, the Excursion still releases almost two times as much CO2 than a Ford Taurus would in a lifetime. Although big and stylish SUVs have become the hot car of the moment, manufacturers have come up with trendy smaller vehicles such as the Mini Cooper and many other sportier sedans. And now companies are bringing out hybrid cars such as the Toyota Prius or Honda Accord Hybrid, which consume even fewer resources and produce a lesser amount of greenhouse gas waste. Even if this technology becomes available for larger SUVs, it is likely that more advanced innovations will be applied to smaller vehicles, leaving them still ahead of the game (Plotkin). It is now our job to take advantage of these resources and be considerate of our selection of automobiles. If it gets to the point where it’s too late, we will end up with no choice.


One of the many problems regarding SUVs is their vehicular safety. Although these vehicles might appear reliable for wintry travels or rainy days, SUVs have a far greater risk for rollover considering their height and girth. SUVs are three times more likely to roll over than cars (Newman). In federal accident data from the year 2000, 36 percent of fatal SUV accidents involved a rollover, whereas car rollover accidents consisted of only 15 percent, as shown in the pie charts below (Plotkin). 
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*Graphs compare the risk of death in a rollover (Plotkin).

Because of the height and narrow track-width, SUVs are not able to maneuver as effectively as cars (Plotkin). Even if an SUV were to swerve in order to avoid a collision, this could cause the vehicle to rollover (Sierra Club). And although automakers are in the process of reducing the rollover risk with stability control systems and other optimal equipment, it is likely that the drivers of these “safer” SUVs will “adjust” to the new technology by driving less carefully. Therefore their safety benefits will be negated (Plotkin). 


Another road danger of these SUVs is the effects of collision accidents. While SUVs might provide added protection for its traveling passengers, the SUV can be dangerous or even fatal to the occupants in the other vehicle involved in the collision. Among collision crashes involving cars and SUVs, there are 16 times more driver fatalities in cars than in SUVs (Newman). And according to a 1996 government study, at least 2,000 car occupants would be saved from death had their car collided with another car instead of an SUV (Sierra Club). In addition, SUVs are deadlier to bicyclists, pedestrians, and motorcyclists, partly because the braking systems on SUVs are weaker than those of cars (Sierra Club). The more efficient braking system of a car allows for it to maneuver more easily in order to avoid common accidents. SUVs place more risk on the drivers of other smaller vehicles including compact, sub-compact cars, and pick-up trucks. So, sure SUVs provide added protection when it comes to their great size and weight; but this is not true for those who are hit by them. Instead, the drivers of these cars will most likely be exposed to greater danger or even death.


When it comes to automobiles designed to be safe and trendy, SUVs are not the way to go. Not only are these monstrous vehicles depleting our resources faster than any other type of automobile, but they also cause high risks and dangerous situations on the road. An occupant of a midsize car shouldn’t have to worry about their disadvantage in car collision against some giant SUV. SUVs shouldn’t be putting other vehicles at risk just because of their size. Not only are they putting other cars at risk, but they’re putting themselves at risk for rollover. 
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