3. AUTOMOBILE CRASHWORTHINEZES: IECULATING MANUFACTURES AND INFORMING
CONSUMERS

3 1 The Role of the Federal Covernment

The effects of wehigole weignt disparities upon total crash losses and
upon individual risk 1lluscrate quibte well the difficulty of many of the
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problems faced by the MNational Highway Traffie Safety Administration
(NHT34) in earrying out its mission to reduce the overall losses from
highway crashes, # prerequisite to action is to understand and describe
the problem, 1t ls not easy to isolate the effects of weight ana size, 1n
part because of the large number of factors that can work to raise or
lower the crash and injury rates for any vehicle type, and in part because
of the difficulty and expense of collecting and processing the necessary
quantity and quality of data. Nevertheless, we do have a guantitative
description, a mathematical model based upon accident data, that reveals
some rather large effects, and for that reason may be adequate to support
some decisions.

After obtaining a useful description and understanging of the
problem, NHTSA must determine the actions that may diminish the problem
and attempt to implement those that meet the criteria of cost and
effectivenesa. An additional very heavy constraint, as many pregrams (&
increase safety belt usage have shown, is acceptability to the driving
publie. In most cases, NHTISA's response to a perceived major safety
problem will consist of one or mere of the following:

{1) disseminate consumer informatien (a) so that venicle users can
act to reduce their own risks, and {b) to use the power of publicity to
bring pressure on manufacturers, (legislators, officials responsible for
roads, traffie control, driver licensing, ete.) to take helpful actions;

{2} issue mandatory regulations or directives reguiring present or
future action by the recipients, e.g., motor vehicle safety standards,
recalls, etec. The desired results of these actions are changes in human
pehavior and/or engineering changes in vehicles or in the road and traffic
control systems,

3,2 Concern about Light Cars

Interest in the safety effects of car siZe arose from two principal
concerns. First, since the early 60s many persons believed that
publishing safety statistics sueh as accident and injury rates for each
make and model of passenger car could force manufacturers to pay more
attention to design for safety as a result of market pressure from
informed consumers. The latest published NHTSA annual report reaffirms
this belief:

The Consumer Information Regulations require motor vehicle
manufacturers to submit to the agency, and make available to
first and prospective automobile purchasers, information on
stopping distance, uniform tire quality grading, and truck
camper loading. This information is an outgrowth aof the
Congressional mandate under the Naticnal Traffic Motor Vehicle
Safety Act of 1966, and the agency's belief that an informed
marketplace is the key to improving safety and performance of
various domestic and forelgn automobiles. (U.3. DOT, 1985}

Today, thousands of people buy the privately published suceessor to
The Car Book (published under the same name and in similar format) which
includes venicle Fatality rates, and the Highway Loss Data Institute
continues to publish statistical compendia showing the incidence of
collision and injury claims and expenses by make and model for most
passenger cars and utility vehicles. Since basie physical considerations
show that vehicle size and weight have large effects on these rates, it
was desirable to get some quantitative description of these effects in
order to ensure fair compariscns.
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Moat published pompendia aof make-model comparisons have grouped the
vehicles by welght olass, although ccher eriteria such as wheelbaze serve
a similar purpese, This reduees, but does not completely elimipate, the
zistorting eFfectcs of differences 1n weight and size, For =xample, Joksch
{1983 indicates that the prebability of fatal injury in a crasn Jor
vehicle peecupants in two-car collisiona increases abeut 7 percent with
erach 100 pound decrease in vehlcle welght, Hence, if =ne groups together
vehicles within an interval of 600 pounds. the probakil:ty of fatal injury
1n a TWo car crash shoulld oe mpout S0 percent greater for occupants of the
lightest vehicles 1n the ratge thar 1% 1s for occupants of Lhe heaviest
vehicles in the range, and the fatality rates for the vehicles should vary
zccaralngly. In single-vehicle crashes, were weight 15 a les33 impertant
facteor, the difference is 13 percent. So, if there are equal numoers of
cocoupants exposed to single-vehLele and two-car crashes, the maximim
variation {n the 600-pound interval would e {50«131s2:3" percent, (This
1gnores, however, the effects in grashes invalving ac automobile and a
larger vehicle such as a trugk, bus or van,)

The preceding camment raises immediately the question of fairness In
comparisons, The welght variations within a class are propac.y nak the
orineipal source of variation in injury rates. Mast analysta waould agree
that wenlicle exposure (e.g., who drives the vehicle, when, whare and how
far, under what read and traffic conditions) 1= the most important
determinant of accident and injury rates. Hes much of the differences
ameng various make and madels Within o Welght elass cait e acecunted for
hy weight and exposure differences among the vehiole groups? What are the
consequences of crroneaus informat:ion to consumers and for the
man.:facturars?

The Fuel shortagesa in 1973-4 and 197% were the other =majar facter
that creafed interest in the safety effects af car si1ze. COne way of
umprove fuel economy 15 to reduce the vehlele wWeights. In the absence of
somd countervalling eflects, this will result 1n higher Injury rates for
ooenupants of the deown-sized weh:zles, So this hecame a matter of zome
coneern to NHTSA and was Tag 1ncenbive for additional work on the problem
{Mela, 1974). The =mpir:cal reiaticnship arrived at between She 1njury
probabilibies For drivers 1n tWwo-car crashes and the vehicie W21gkts
tmplicd Ehat She weight disparities among the passenger wars at Shac Sine
raised the overall fatality rate in twe-gar crashes hy aoout 6 percent
{Joksch, 1974) over the rate that might ne expected -1 an automobile
population, all of whose cars had the same we:zht as the average weight Ln
the actual car population |Mala, 1973%. This © percent inorease 15 about
the samg as would be eupested bo result from a 200-pound decrease 1n the
average car welght.

Thus, -7 we consider the major problem to be increases in uhe Swerall
risk level, tken the major contributor 1s tha large reduction L1n average
vehlcle weight that has been taking place. Welght disparities, on the
other hand, primarily reallocate the rlzks zmong the wehicle users.
Because one person's purchase of a neavy car can veduce his risk of
gerious injury in a lWo-car orasn, while increasing the risk for the
vooupants of the other car, the overa_l effect in two-car crashes 1s
seccns orcers bhe net increase in risk is a different between 2n increase
“or one group 9f persoens and 4 decrease for ofthers  Therefsre, tke
ethizal wmplications of the Welght dispar:<1g5 =53UmMe mOre LMPOCTANCE .

The best way to put this in perspeciive 15 Lo compare the chapges Lo
rizk levels due to differences i1n vekicle size with those that result frem
other factors affecting r:axz., For example, safetybelt wearers reduce
thetr probability of Tatal ikjar¥y 1n 2 crash by about 50 percont. To DUt
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it more dramatically, the non-belt wearer has increased his risk by a
Factor of 2. The same increases in risk would result from weight changes
of 950 pounds in two car crashes and 3400 pounds in single vehicle
crashes. So, for most car buyers, the deecision to wear or not to wear a
belt is likely to have more effect on their risk of injury than the
decision to "step up" to the next larger and heavier size class of cars.
However, for seatbelt users--and seatbelt use is Inereasing with the
passing of seatbelt laws--car weight remains the factor most strongly
influencing fatality rate.

3.3 The Protection of Others

The Federal Motor Vehicie Standards are intended to enhance the
safety of occupants of the vehicles to which they apply, although, to the
extent that the standards effect a reduction in multi-vehiele crashes,
they can also add to the safety of other road users. 411 crash-prevention
standards {series 100 of the Federal Motor Vehicle Safety Standards) fall
into this category. The crash-ghase injury prevention standards (series
200) protect with one exception? the occupants of the vehicles to which
they apply. Rear-underride guards for heavy trucks to protect occupants
of cars colliding with trucks have been considered, but truckers objected
because of the additional weight and consequent fuel consumption. None of
the standards have a negative effect upon the occupants of other vehicles
with one possible exception: the third high-mounted braie light. It has
been established that vehicles equipped with this configuration of rear
lights are less likely to be struck from the rear by a folleowing
vehicle. But, under some circumstances, Lt appears that the following
vehicle will be more likely itself to be struck from the rear,
particularly if the following vehicle is not equipped with the high-
mounted tail lamp.

Concerning consumer information, the original edition of The Car Book
might well have had a negative effect on the occupants of light cars. The
Car Book clearly advertised the merits of heavier cars without mentioning
their effect on the occupants of lighter cars. Shouid government encourage
those who can afford it ta buy heavy cars? The authors of The Car Book
apparently thought so. The government has an alternative, which is
implemented in the New Car Assessment Program. This program tests new
cars oceupied by instrumented dummies in barrier crashes. These
correspond roughly to collisions with a car of the same weight. The
results of these tests reveal the purely protective characteristics of a
car design without the effect of its weight; thus, the results are not
hiased toward heavier cars, On the other hand, the results of these crash
tests are of limited usefulness for assessing the fatality risk in real
world crashes: a light car which compares well with cther light cars can
still have a higher fatality risk than a heavier ear which ranks only

average.

4, AUTOMOBILE OCCUPANT DATALITY RISKS: THE ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS

4.1 Motor Vehicle Fatalities: The Ethical Issues

Ihe conceptual world of technological, environmental, and risk
assessment and analysis, though heavily dependent upon the sophisticated
theories of the various decision sciences is, nevertheless, inhabited by
additional, yet unacknowledged, theoretical ghosts. One of the central
dimensions of philosphical reflection is ethical analysis; indeed, some
unacknowledged theoretical ghosts (with practical bearings of their own)
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are the often presumed and assumed ethieal justificatleng for various
practices which affect us all {n our dally liwves. Furthermore, in our
time, philogsophy has itself become "applied," gilven the attention that
moral philosophy has given to the science and practice of medicine, tor
example, But ethieal apalyses of other actlons beyond the milti-faceted
health-care contaext are alse warranbted these days.

For & long time, attention to automobile accidents and death nad boen
concentrated on the driver and his or her role in accident causat:an. In
she =arly 19603, pepular and governmental attention was refccused on the
sutomobile and its role in the causation of inlury and death. This led to
the establishment of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration,
which had the authority to regulate autocewobile charackeristics. Special
emphasiz was placed not only on preventing mector wehicle accidenta, but
also reducing the riska of iniury and death in these accidenta.

More recently the formacion of local grass-roots organizations
reflecks sontinuing concern over motor vehlele deaths. They agein
emphasize changing driver behavior and competence by way af legal and
educational approaches. Organizatlons like Mothers Agalnskt Jrunk Jrivicg
[MAID)} have been formed with at the very least symholically reinforee the
value of life-saving geoals and the urgency of saving .ives. Many of
MADD's members had a young person killed by a drunk driver and thus their
efforts are directed to the saving af lives and to reducing injuries to
automebile oecupants. All tec often attempts at preventive measures have
merely symbolie significance. This bas led many to conclude that our
society does not place a wery high value on human life. Is this =state of
aAffairs a true reflection of the way citizens in our socieby dls-wvaiue
life? HWe ghink nat.

There are, of course, standard reascns for Inferricg that we do not
value Lives as such: (1) by 3aving lives through improvement of
automohiies and/or road conditions, we ¢o not kngw ahwad of time whase
lives will be saved; in a =ense they remain aronyeous; (2) lives lost In
actual automobile asccidents are usually strangers--although a parcicular
death affects us wnen we knOW the persons involved, are touched by the
loss of someone dearest To us, ar perhaps have been at Lhe scene.
Gemerally, of coupse, we read about strangers; statistically, we near the
annial ar holiday-weekend death tally. Apparently, we are rno: Soc moved
a2y such generalizations, statistical and otherwise, and thus se are in
danger of a loss of motivation to see bhe facts for what they are, and te
effact changes that would reduce the number =f aubtomooile fatalities. We
have had only two choices: change individual drivipg wehavior or change
the highway system. 3ince the establishment of the Natlonal Highway
Traffic Safety Adminiszraticn, modification of the vehicle has become a
third option. Whersas pricec strategies emphasized the prevention of
gaaidents, the regulaklon of venicles emphasized even more the reduction
of the risk of injury or death in accidents, not from accidents. Howawar,
tney are aimed at protecting the occupants af vehicies to whicn tney
apply; Lthey do mot provide protection to occupants af cther venicles.
That heavy or atiff vehicles imcrease the risk ZJor tne cocupants of other
vehicles has been recoghized in the techknieal .itaratiure; however,
publications such as those roted in our Intreducticn whien implicitly
recommend heavier wehiples IZgnore this aspest.

The most obvious effects of atructural differences are that heavier
zod larger tars nave lower occupant injury and fatality risks than smal.sc
zod lighter cars. However, heavier cars also increase the iniury and
fatality risks in cars With which they collide.



Thanks to the careful research efforts of many persons, we today are
in a much better position to formulate the prineipal ethical [ssues ralsed
by the distribution of car-cccupant driver injuries and fatalities.

Having reviewed the empirical conditions, we shall now direct our
attention to three independent yet related ethical issues which arise on
the basis of the general significant disequities which are implicit in the
present automobile fleet.

Before turning our attention to the three ethical issues raised by
our present practices, it may be useful to mention the three prineipal
characters on our stage: buyers are free to select from a wide range of
automobiles, including a wide variation of weight and wheelbase on the naw
and used car market; manufactures can produce a wide range of cars,
domestic and foreign, and advertise their characteristies; and the
government can regulate certain aspects of the automobiles through the
Federal Motor Vehiele Safety Standards and the Corporate Average Fuel
Economy standards. The insurance industry, of course, is a major
influence in the context of automobile accident compgnsation for injuries
te persons and property. By setting premiums it can encourage or
discourage the choice of certain automobiles. We shall not explore this
influence here, however.

4,2 The First Question: Consumer Conduct

The first question, then, is both ethical and legal, since we can as
whether our society should allow this eitizens to drive automobiles that
are s0 heavy compared to the lighter and medium-weight cars, that they
place the drivers of the lighter cars at a significantly higher risk of
fatallty than the drivers of the heavier cars. The guestion is legal in
the sense that it can be read as: "Should it remain legal to drive very
heavy cars which place others in the lighter cars at serious risk of
fatality in car-car accidents?" It is fair to read the guestion in legal
terms, since driving automobiles and other vehicles is already legally
governed. Maoreover, we need not dwell here on licensure, registration, or
safety standards for vehicles on U,S, roads, except to say that (') the
driver's "right" (privilege?) to drive Is strongly regulated under police
powers, which permit a state to restriect licensing; (2) the right to use a
given vehicle is also subject to licensing regulations. Again, (3) there
is no right to drive a particular vehicle; only these satisfying state and
federal requirements may be used on public roads.

But we are not here asking the legal ferm of the question; we are
asking the moral one: given the facts pefore use, is it morally justified
for us to continue to allow the wide disparity of automobile weights which
we currently experience on our roads? Again, [s it ethiecal to purchase a
new or used car of heavy weight, which in fact means that the purchaser--
selecting from manufacturers' offerings to the public--not only purchases
additional personal safety, but, in addition, "purchases additional
personal safety, but, in addition, "purchases" a greater likelihoed that
he or she will kill cccupant drivers of lighter cars in car-car
accidents? Here it is important that we be clear. We are not suggesting
that we blame drivers, manufacturers, or sellers of heavy automobiles; we
are simply raising the ethical issue of obligation or non-cbligation,
given the fact that by respecifying what weight range of automobiles we
permit on our roads, We would reduce the disparities in occupant fatality
risks and possibly even the number of deaths of occupants of car-car
accidents. But first we must determine whether a rew obligation exists;
only then can we rationally discuss where the obligation, if it exists,
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~:es. lwen if this empirical evidence becomes available toc a2 puslic,
and ‘s repecitlively announced via the popular media, would nod =utomebile
purchasers avoid buying heavy automobiles? /= long as zaere are heavy
cars on the road, and otharz are buying keavisr new cara, a rational buyer
will uy the heaviest nar he oan afferd far his own rroteation.  There
are, of course, other ooss:bl2 scerarios--e.g., the petroleum fuel orisis
of a few years aga where, clearly, lighter cars were preferable. We
zha.ld kesp one Fact in mind--that although new, heavy cars aru genzra._y
more expenzive than lightar cars, persons of modest and limiked means con
and de aften purchase heavy automobiles; they usually buy ased cars and
the oldeat used cars are generally quite neawy. 8o Sne issue of the
heavier automobile ownor's advantage i canbrasT Lo Tn@ lighter aurtomobile
driver's digadvantage is not equivalent to the rich taking undue advantage
of the indigent. 1n the future, adwever, the situation will change--
heavier cars will be driven by the well-to-do, exeept if they opt for
_igh%, more espensive specialty cars. Disequities can be engendared
dithock casking one socio=egonomic group over or against anothar--the rligh
over or against the indigent. In fact, this maxes our current problem
even mot¢ interesting, for it tends te equallze reaporslblilicy among
automebile cwners, whatever their means. For if we can show that the
problem lies with the range of shoices of car purchasers in general, then
any sglutign--e.g., change at purchasers' behavior, manufacturers'
decisionmaking, or sales promotion--will find everyone egually

responiiale,  We should keep in mind, of course, that sellers of
auzomzbiles and automobile manufactures and workers also are occupant
drivers--indeed, a greater peraentage of tnese groups sre drivers than
are, for example, minors below legal driving age, the alderly infirm, and
the handicapped.

Unfertunately, if we zgree that we ought to egualize the risk that
soealpact drivers —ake with regard to their lives, the conseguerces are s
aerizuz as they are varicus. For example, we may decide ib i fsraliy
nroper to gontinue to allow persons to purckase Lighser aatomoblles so
that they assume any additional risk they take an a voluptary basis,
"voluntary" in the best sense of the term--Lhey are nforied, competent,
uncoerced, and freely =lear 50 purchase these smaller, lighter ears. In
50 deing, if things remainh as they are, those drivers can remain [ree to
wake a greater risk of death in ecar-car accidents. But should wé continue
o zlloW parsons of whatever means o purchase heavier automzkI.gs and by
s¢ doing purchase a powerful instrument to radleally inerease =ne:ir
changes of participating 1n the killing ar thos2 drivers in the smaller
vehleles? One answer could be as follows: “Yes, if you zllow the
purchase of greater-rlsk-af-death smailer vehicles, rthen it i1s consistent
to allow the purchaze of heavier vehicles by those who prefer them. This
is how things stana today, On tke other hand, one might argue that
thasgh it ia morally permissible to allow persons to take greaier risks
with thair lives, retaining 2 democratic ang libertarian ideal. it is nok
morally permissible to allow persons ta purcnasSe a greater likelihood of
killing others than being killed: The Alstinctior ‘& ohe 2etween frealy
taking 2 risk with sne's gwn life and freely buyving a decisive advantage
gver others to furkhsr secure pne's awn life. The problem is virtually
without analogy, #sines the interac-izn of both light and heavy car owners
is zlmost unigue in our sopial intercourse and commerce, Ib is a.most
impossible Lo discover a contéxt analogous to automobile/orcoupant
interastlons In which there i3 virtually nc ascape From sach other in very
risky situatiens. The twe groups are an ccemor tuty, This common turf--
"the commons" az it was dubbed by politicai phileaapkers--should begin to
signal to us that we migat kawve obligations te each other, apd that
present disparities ir purckades of various car Wweights should not be
nermitied te continue: for those who drive the heavier automobiles put Hte
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lighter-automobile drivers at great disadvantage, but by purchasing less
diverse cars we can significantly reduce discrepancies between the
fatality risks of occupants and drivers of different cars.

4.3 The Second Question: Manufacturer's Conduct

Do all automobile manufacturers whose automcbiles operate on U.S.
roads (inecluding all manufacturers of imported foreign automobiles) have
an obligation to protect drivers in automebiles other than the automobiles
each manufacturer produces? Is there an obligation for each manufacturer
to be critical of the weight of cars made by other manufactures? HWhy,
after all, does each automobile manufacturer invest in improving the
safety and life-reserving features of its own particular make or makes?

It appears from the fact that all automobile manufacturers conduct safety
studies and continue to redesign their automobiles, that they tacitly
endorse the goal of reducing fatality risks to occupant drivers. It does
not appear that they would benefit from further lectires on their
obligatiens to the public. Moreover, there is no cbvious evidence that
manufacturers feel obiiged to extend safety considerations to the
oocupants of other cars. At least the General Moters advertisements can
be interpreted to the contrary. For they contrast the low risk in heavy
cars (primarily GM products) with the high risk in lighter cars {primarily
Japanese imports) without mentioning that the high risk for light cars is
to some extent due to the presence of its own heavy cars on the road.

On the positive side, it makes little difference what automobile
manufacturers and suppliers intend so long as the purchasers on the demand
side insist on recducing their risk of a fatal accident. Moreover, a great
deal of money is already expended on the part of automobile manufacturers
to influence the purchase of their own products. We are convinced that a
dramatic difference in fatality risks could alter purchasers' behavior, if
purchasers were deeply convinced that fatal accidents can happen to
them. However, most drivers tend to believe {albeit unjustifiably} that
they can avoid fatal accidents; they tend to weigh crashworthiness
relatively lightly and other factors like economic, engineering and
aesthetic ones more heavily. Wevertheless, the fatality risk plays a role
at least in some buyers' decisions. The most dramatie differences are
between the heaviest and the lightest cars, and it is therefore easier for
manufacturers to advertise the advantages of heavier cars than to
demonstrate any differences between more comparable cars. Considering
this, no manufacturer has a motive to reduce the weights of his cars in
order to reduce the occupant fatality risk for other manufacturers' cars
(though other considerations, such as price or fuel eccnomy, may motivate
the manufacturer to do this). Indeed, making his cars lighter will make
them less attractive to some safety-conscious buyers.

Thus, as long as there is no assurance that other manufactures will
not reduce the weights of their cars, a manufacturer will fare best if he
keeps his cars as heavy as possible, considering the other effects of
weight. Only coaperation among manufactures could eliminate the
competitive obstacle to reducing car weights insofar as this would reduce
their "aggressivity" attitude toward other cars. Cooperation among
manufacturers, however, may be diffiecult, sinece anti-trust regulations’are
complex, Here, in all likelihood, government intervention might be
needed.

By working with one another and legally responding to the intent of
the anti-trust laws, all automobile manufacturers can take a further step
in the direction of fulfilling already-stated obligations to the public,
who purchase and drive their vehicles, Before you warn us of the Federal
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anti-trust laws which prohibit conepiracy among manufacturers, consider
the moral peint firsc. After all, I it is clearly for the public goed
rhat such an agrewment is to be suggested to government hy all
marufacturera, then there may well be a way--given that no manufacturer ls
to take fingnclal and market advantage of the others--te create a new
range of automobiie weights that would, in the end, decrease discrepancies
in autemobile oecupant fatality risks.)

4.4 The Third Question: The 3cile of Savermment

Thia leads us to or last quezstion: Should the U.5. gowernment
regulate the weight range of all vehicles used fer domestic, non-
commercial purposgs?

When regulating car welight, the government has to consider obvious
concerns. Cars for more ccoupants have to be heavier than those for fewer
perscns. Alsg, there are trucks on the road, where welght cannot be much
reduced without affeeting the trucks' main purpose. Thus, instead af
regulating weight directly, compensatory regulatlicns may be preferable:
if a heavy vehiele has a "less aggressive™ {(ar, poaitively statea, "more
forgiving"} strueture, it may have the sama affect as a light vehicle on
others, Another qualificatlen for regulation might be to reguire mueh
higher qualifications for licensing drivers of heavy vehicles; though they
5t11l lhcrease the fatality risk of other vehicle oceupants [given that an
accident cecurred}, a lower accident risk may serve to compensate this.

There already exists implicit govermment regulaticn of car weight.
Weight is an Important fecter in automabtive fuel eecnumy, and the
Corporate Average Fuel Esonomy Standard tends to decrease the average
weight of a manufactura’s car models. However, it does nothing to
decrease discrepancies: one manufacturer's modals may be of similar
wafghta, another manufacturer may produce very light and very heavy
models, thus achieving the same average.

Again, should all importers and U.5. manufacturers/sellers be
required to ghange thelr avtomobile designs, glven that auto weight is
related to many othar automohile faatures, including safety features? For
these persona of libertarian persuasion, of course, the answer iz "No,
regulation by government intervention is intrusion,™ they retort, "“and
such action should be viewed with disdaik--mince 1t irhiblts the liberty
of buyers and sellers to choose among autp wehicles acearding to their own
perscnal preferences.” Eyen If one decides that the government should not
regulate automobile waight, & related question remains: Should
manufactures be allowed to publiclze and advertlse the safety record of
keavier cars withaut alse publicizing the fact that mueh of the safety Ls
gained with a reduction of safety to others.

This ethical and political questicn [z not new, of course. It is the
age-old problem of attempting te conatruct a moral theery of welfare,
which qon the one hand reduces the de facto risks to people who drive on
U.S. roads, while ak the same time it does not advocate coercing citizens
by instituting additional regulations which restrict their free cholce,
Can tlsks, Like the risk of death incurred by auto travel In car-car
eollisions, be redistributed and/or redused without affegting the freedom
of individuals? If we wish to advocate and maintain a sg-cailed "minimal
state," now are we to "manage" or "eontrol" risks like the risk of
fatallty to occupant drivers? Horeover, if we agree to werk to egualize
the taking of risks on ocur roads, who will monitor this hehavior? Who
will provide protection to those in clear need of and with a right to sich
prevection?
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In socking a recorstructicn of the requirements whiah directly bear
on the range of automobile Wweights and wheelbases, we have little
confldence that the publie st _zrge will sacrifice and restrict their
preferences; further, &g do oot think that auto manufacturers, domestic
and foreign, will tawe kke 'nmitizbiwe, eithdr It seems that one purpose
of govermment Ln 4 cemscratlis polity--perhaps the most essential end--Ls
that 1t offer its citizers protestilan From non-trivial risks and dangerous
forces, both foreign and domestic.

h.  SUMMARY

The basic faots are well established: occupants of heavier cars face
a lower injury and Fatality risk 1n accldents than cccupants of lighter
cars. However, this advantage 1s to a large extent due to the fact that,
in car-car collisicns, they primarily collide with lighter cars. In these
collisions, the occupants of heavier cars are better off than 1n
gollisiona with cara af bhe same weighb, and occupants of lighter cars are
worze aff than 1n collisiona with cars of bhe same weight. Ina first
approximation, the acdvantage of heavy and the disadvantage of light cars
is Just redistribut.ng the saze total number of deaths among the occupants
of different car classas.

Tn a seeond approximakbizn, hawever, the total number of deaths will
vary with the composLlbleh ol cur Meet. If the prazence of heavier cars
reduces the total npumber of deatns, it can be argued that this makes the
uneven distribution of deaths among ecar classes acceptable. However, 1t
15 possible, depending upon tae exact composition of the yehicle fleet,
that the presence o keavicr fars Laereases the total number of deaths.

Buyers seleeting cars under safety aspects wlll buy the heaviest cars
they ean afford, thus tracing off their fatality risk against that af
buyers who can affard only l.ghter cars.

If manufacturers bried ta appeal to safety-consclous buyers, they
would offer the heavisst 2a»s compatible with market price and fuel
eoonomy standards, TOcs ecabling bayers to seleot heavier cars, Cheredy
perpetuating the uneven diskributisn af traffic deaths.

In reality, the sZZuaillon _s naC that extreme: safety 1s only one at
many considerations when ouying a car. Buyers who cannot afford the
heavlest car on the markat acd wic use seatbelts have no other way to
protect Ghotselves against tke nuphar Fatality risik caused by heavier
cars.

The only entity able ta ckange this distribution is the federal
government (and to a lesser zitent, state governments. by taxing vehicles
and requiring special driver licenses). The most direct approach would be
to set standards Par automcbile weight. This might narrow the range of
welghts; however, a sizeable range @y remain, depending on legitimate
car characteristics., _nd:irsckt apnrosches might involve standards
requiring features whicn comaersate for the effects of greater welght, or
by state governments ioposing mare skringent licens.ng standards for
drivers of heavier cars, wnich might reduce the accident involvement risk
and thereby reduce Tobal Ffataiitie= which result from collisions With
heavier cars,

Depending on the current cc—position of the fleet, and the exact
relations between fatality risi anc automobile weight, reducing welght
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discrepancies could even haye the additional effect of reducing total
fatalities,

Civen the banality and emptiness of 1deala that govern diai.y LLfe on
our roads, can any death realized in such a way be anythirg more chan
sensalesy, undeserved, and without recemption?

NOTES

1. Actually, these publicatiors present the :njury or fatality risk per-
car-year (without regard to how much the car 18 used curing a year!
not khe risks per-crashn-inveolvement

2. A palak we owe to Paul Milvy, Ph.D,, which he made duricg the
dlscugsion.

3. See FMUSS-211, which pronibits "winged projecticns" en wheelnuts,
wheelcovers and hebcaps t4 preven injury to pedesktriana and
bicyclists.
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