Argumentative Essay    

“The Question of Helmet Laws”

     Motorcycle helmet laws bring debate among many people. Riders, officials, and medical staff all have opinions on whether or not there should be laws. It’s no surprise to find politicians, police officers, and medical staff all for helmet laws while it’s the riders that stand alone on this issue against the laws that require their use. 

     No one will debate that wearing a helmet provides safety benefits. They can and will protect against head injuries in an accident. But to say that helmet laws have reduced the number of fatalities that occur because the law exists is not entirely true. It is true that states that enacted helmet laws have had a reduction in fatalities but the numbers reflect that the helmet laws have reduced the number of riders on the road. That, in turn lessened the opportunities for cars to hit them, which resulted in a lower number of accidents occurring. It’s not hard to do the math; fewer riders equal fewer accidents. 

     Medical staffs discuss the tragedy of working on a rider involved in a motorcycle crash that has a head injury. In reviewing statistics on these types of crashes, they are very commonly alcohol-related. Sometimes the motorcycle rider is inebriated then gets in an accident and sometimes a drunk driver hits him. This is an issue that is complex in nature, but to put a helmet on is certainly not going to solve the problem. Spotting a drunk driver isn’t as easy as spotting someone without his or her helmet on. If that was possible, occurrences of both motorcycle and car accidents would be greatly reduced. 

     As for the helmets themselves, the Department of Transportation (DOT) sets the standards for their definition of what is safe. They measure how much mechanical energy is generated on impact. Of course, the amount of energy is dependent upon the velocity of the head at impact and its mass or weight. This impact energy in joules is what is used to set the standards. And what does all this mean to us? Nothing. Ancient wisdom says that it’s not the fall that will do you in; it’s the sudden stop. This information was never measured, not that it matters. DOT certification is done by the honor system. A helmet manufacturer determines whether their own helmets meet the standards. There are no forms to fill out, no reporting requirements; they just claim the qualification. 

     If a helmet manufacturer were asked if a helmet itself can cause a head or neck injury or if it can protect the head at speeds over 15 miles-per-hour one would be hard pressed to get an answer, let alone a straight answer. Most data available regarding helmets has nothing to do with street use. The racing profession is the only one who has real test data and that doesn’t count for any real world trial. The National Highway Transportation Safety Administration (NHTSA) office documented studies regarding airbags but there is no information about motorcycle helmets because no studies have been done. 

     There were issues regarding the use of airbags in cars when they caused injury and death to children. The NHTSA did aggressive studies that found air bags to be safe but only when they are used properly. Instead of making a law that makes air bags mandatory, the government allowed a switch installed in cars so that the air bags can be disconnected legally at the drivers’ discretion.

     There are cases where riders have sustained head and neck injuries because of helmets and cases where people have been saved from head injury because of their helmets. So that brings up the question as to why studies aren’t being conducted to review this information so the pros and cons can be weighed with intelligent data.

     As for the American Medical Association, they conclude that motorcycle-related trauma requires education, including rider safety courses for proper training, legislation and law-enforcement to reduce the number of alcohol-impaired riders, and active participation of physicians to be part of research and development so that we can be better informed.  

     What it comes down to is freedom and the ability to use our own discretion. We live in a country where we are unreservedly given the right to choose. So when it comes to helmets we need to be well informed and based on that information make our own decision whether to ride with the wind in our hair or with our helmet securely in place.

Works Cited:

www.saferoads.org/issues/fs-helmets
“Motorcycle Helmets Facts Sheet”, May, 2003 

Advocates for Highway & Auto Safety, Washington, DC

http://www.nhtsa.dot.gov/airbags/rule/section01.html
“Air Bag On-Off Switches” – Ruling, December 18, 1997

Department Of Transportation

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration

49 CFR Parts 571 and 595

[Docket No. NHTSA-97-3111]

RIN 2127 - AG61

www.ama-cycle.org/
The American Motorcyclist Association 

Defender of Motorcyclist Rights 

Congressional Pending Bill Listings

http://www.motorcyclenewswire.com
Copyright © 1997-2003 Motorcycle NewsWire

Article: “NHTSA Says Motorcyclist Fatalities Up For 2002,” July 23, 2003

www.bikersrights.com
Review of the 1994 UCLA Study by California columnist Paul 'Piper' Rafter, Government Affairs Editor for Thunder Press, Scotts Valley, CA

1

