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I. Introduction 
 
Consumers Union, publisher of Consumer Reports, understands that there are many 
ATV users and enthusiasts who are very attached to the ATVs and perceive any effort 
to regulate them to be a potential threat to their use and enjoyment of these vehicles. At 
the same time, CU believes that the steady increase in the number of injuries and 
deaths to users of ATVs over the past two decades is alarming, presents a hazard to 
these very ATV users and especially their children under age 16, and that Consumer 
Product Safety Commission should be applauded for delving deeper into the causes of 
the alarming rise in ATV casualties. We need to arrive at a balanced approached that 
allows safe use of ATVs by riders with the training, maturity and strength to handle them 
while protecting young people and inexperienced operators from injury or death using 
ATVs.  
 
The latest statistics are not promising:  
 
Between 1993 and 2001, the number of injuries caused by ATV-related accidents more 
than doubled, with 111,700 ATV accidents occurring in 2001. 
• Between 1993 and 2001, the number of ATV-related injuries suffered by children 

under sixteen increased 94% to 34,800 in 2001. 
 
1. Product Design 
 
While automobiles have become increasingly safer, with safer designs, mandatory 
safety standards, new safety equipment and rigorous testing by the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA)⎯ the inverse is true for ATVs: the more ATVs in 
the marketplace, with greater speed and size than ever before, the higher the numbers 
of injuries and deaths.  Our first recommendation is that  CPSC look into setting safety 
standards for actual ATV design. NHTSA's role in setting safety standards for cars 
might provide a good guide for CPSC. CPSC engineers might review braking, 
suspension, and handling systems of ATVs to determine how these machines could be 
engineered to provide greater margins of safety.  
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2. Licensing/Training Required by State law:  
 
Secondly, every state in America requires automobile drivers to pass written and 
performance-based driving tests to receive a driver’s license. 43 states and the District 
of Columbia require drivers to be at least 16 years old to obtain a license. Those rules 
are in sharp contrast to the dearth of safety rules and regulations covering the 
competence and ability of users of ATVs: 
 

• 24 states have no minimum age limit for operating an ATV 
• 42 states do not require a license to drive an ATV 
• 35 states do not require any special training to drive an ATV 
 

3. The CPSC-ATV Industry Consent Decree  
 
In 1988, CPSC entered into a consent decree with ATV manufacturers in lieu of 
continuing a lawsuit against them. CU said at that time that the decree was:  

 
. . . It is patently naïve⎯indeed irresponsible⎯to believe such a strategy can 
substantially reduce the continuing rate of death and injury. Sadly, the same 
population that has already suffered hundreds of deaths and thousands of 
injuries remains at risk and can’t help piling up more gruesome statistics.  
 

We hate to say it, but CU was right. There's been a 159% increase in the ATV injury 
rate.  
 
In the early 1990s, CFA and U.S. PIRG challenged this weakness of the consent decree 
In 1993, The DC Circuit in a decision written by Judge Ruth Bader Ginsburg denied the 
consumer group petition, citing the Commission’s ongoing efforts to check ATV safety  
and CPSC’s indication that it would reconsider the rulemaking route if responses 
to ATV hazards proved inadequate,.”1 (emphasis added). 
 

 
In reaching its findings, however, the court emphasized the importance of the 
Commission’s stated willingness to resume consideration of a youth ban “if 
subsequent information indicates that the actions taken under the consent 
decree are insufficient.”2 The court went on to say that the Commission’s “repeated 
acknowledgement indicates that CPSC sees the partial product ban as a potential 
supplement to, and not a displacement of the consent decree provisions.” The 
court also stated, “Nothing in this opinion allows the Commission ultimately to 
avoid deciding whether, notwithstanding improvements attributable to the 
consent decree or other causes, adult-size ATVs present an “unreasonable risk” 
to children.”3(emphasis added).  
                                                 
1 Five ATV distributors, American Honda Motor Co., Inc, American Suzuki Motor Corp., Polaris Industries, 
Yamaha Motor Corp., USA, and Kawasaki Motors Corp, intervened in this case in support of the CPSC’s 
decision to terminate the rulemaking. Seventeen state attorneys general, on the other hand, appearing as 
amici curiae, urged the court to grant the consumer groups’ petition.  
2 Id. at 1306. The court here quoted from the Commission’s findings at 56 Fed.Reg.at 47,167.  
3 Id. at 1306. 
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Finally, the court stated that “the Consent Decree regime should be tried out for a 
reasonable time before further measures are added to the regulatory agenda.” It added, 
“In view of the Commission’s representations that it will ‘continue to monitor the 
effectiveness of the Consent Decree program’ and ‘consider whether a ban of 
ATVs for use by children is warranted if the distributors [efforts under the 
Consent Decree] prove ineffective,’ we deny the instant petition for review.”4 
(emphasis added).  
 
We think the latest statistics showing substantial increases for both deaths and injuries 
a fairly consistent trend over the past nine years demonstrates its time for the CPSC to 
do what it should have done in 1988 - get back into the business of regulating ATVs to 
press for safer design, work toward designing an ATV licensing system which will 
require the at least same level of driver experience and testing required in all 50 states 
for obtaining a driver's license, with a ban on the use of ATVs by young people under 16 
years of age.  
 
Without the CPSC's intervention, we believe we can only look forward to consistent 
increase in injuries and deaths from ATV use will continue unabated. It is abundantly 
clear that industry voluntary programs have simply not worked.  

 
C. Regulatory and Other Options for CPSC Consideration 

 
We think now is the time for CPSC to reconsider the youth ban or find another means to 
effectively bring about a youth ban. We recognize the difficulty of implementing and 
enforcing such a ban, but we urge the Commission to consider appealing to its 
congressional oversight committees for broad support. We also urge the Commission to 
enlist the cooperation and support of state attorneys general to enforce such a ban in 
their states. 
 
Notwithstanding the Commission’s decision on the petition, we believe there are other 
actions the Commission should take: 
 
• The Chairman of the CPSC should take the lead in asking Congress to hold 

hearings on ATV safety based on its own injury data, and the report from the CFA, 
Bluewater Network, and Natural Trails and Waters Coalition, All-Terrain Vehicle ATV 
Safety Crisis: America’s Children At Risk and the petition, whose data come almost 
entirely from the Commission’s own records. CPSC should press upon members of 
Congress the need for stronger laws in the states, using the American Academy of 
Pediatrics Model Statute (see description, page 7 as a good example of a 
comprehensive law), and urge Congress to provide incentives to states to adopt the 
model law.  

 
There is precedent for this approach. In 2000, Congress passed and President 
Clinton signed a law requiring that states enact a 0.08% BAC (blood alcohol content 
level) law by October 1, 2003 or lose a portion of highway funding. Federal law 

                                                 
4 Id. at 1308.  
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currently offers financial incentives to the states to adopt a 0.08% permissible blood 
alcohol level for drivers and has been successful in persuading states to adopt this 
provision. Prior to this law, 18 states and the District of Columbia had passed 0.08% 
BAC laws. In the two years since, the total number of states with 0.08% BAC laws 
has increased to 33 and the District of Columbia.  
 

• CPSC should enlist the expertise of automotive engineers and other technical 
experts to review the design of ATVs. There is no question about the hazardous 
nature of even ordinary use of these machines. The Justice Department described 
ATVs as an “imminent hazard” in its 1987 case, arguing that they give “the illusion of 
safe, stable easy-to-operate vehicle,” and give “no hint of the crippling or fatal 
accidents that can suddenly occur, even while attempting to execute unexceptional, 
simple riding maneuvers.” DOJ recommend mandatory safety standards in its 1987 
complaint.  

 
Conclusion 
 
We urge the Commission to move decisively to implement the youth ban, as requested 
by the petitioners, as its first step. Banning ATVs for use by the young would prevent 
untold tragedies and ruined lives.  
 
We understand the Commission has extended the deadline for submission of comments 
for an additional 90 days until completion of a CPSC study that will include exposure 
data for ATV usage. While we are filing these comments today, we respectfully reserve 
the right to submit an addendum to them after reviewing any new data from the 
Commission’s report that we believe is relevant to this petition.  
 
Whatever actions the Commission chooses to take, we believe it is imperative that it 
take definitive steps to reverse the tragic trend that has emerged with regard to injuries 
and deaths from ATV use. Indeed, there is no other product under CPSC’s jurisdiction 
that has as many deaths each year to children as ATVs⎯and these deaths are 
preventable.  
 
December 23, 2002 Respectfully submitted, 
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Sally Greenberg 
Senior Product Safety Counsel 
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CU Calls for Congressional Crackdown on All-Terrain-Vehicles  

WASHINGTON – Today marks the expiration of a ten year old federal consent decree with all 
six all-terrain vehicle (ATV) manufacturers, Consumers Union said new government data 
shows the decree has not worked well enough and called on Congress to provide incentives 
for states to ban ATVs for use by children under 16. 
 

“The Consumer Product Safety Commission’s limited resources constrain its ability 
regulate ATVs effectively,” said Dr. David Pittle, Technical Director and Vice President of 
Consumers Union, publisher of Consumer Reports magazine.  “The only effective response 
would be a Congressional inquiry into the many dangers these vehicles pose, with an eye 
toward banning their sale and use by children under 16.  Children under 16 have no more 
business driving an ATV than they have driving an automobile.” 
 
 A Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) review of the impact of the ten year 
consent decree released yesterday shows a startling number of deaths and injuries linked to 
ATV use, many involving children.  The study,  “ATV Exposure, Injury, Death and Risk 
Studies,” includes a special injury survey which suggests that injuries to children under 
sixteen may be as high as 47 percent of all injuries.  This rate is comparable to the percent of 
injury reported in 1985, prior to the consent decree being implemented.  The new study also 
shows that 95 percent of the children injured were driving vehicles larger than those 
recommended for their age. 
 

Because of several unique design characteristics, ATVs can veer out of control without 
warning, hurling rider and machines up to 50 mph helter-skelter into unforgiving terrain, full of 
rocks, bumps and tree stumps. 
 
 “Since the 1988 consent decree on ATVs was signed, an estimated 2,040 users have 
died and an estimated 637,000 people were injured seriously enough using these machines 
to require emergency room treatment.  At least one third of those children under 16,” said Dr. 
Pittle.  “These products were designed for fun, but the price for many has been too high, 
especially for young children.” 
 

MORE-MORE-MORE 
 
 
 
 

Attachment A
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 The 1988 decree, which substituted for formal agency rule-making by the Consumer 
Product Safety Commission, required that large warning labels be placed on ATVs by 
manufacturers cautioning consumers about the hazards of sharp turns and advising against 
use by children under 16 years.  Dealers were also required to offer training incentives for 
first time buyers and manufacturers were required to monitor and prevent sale of larger ATVs 
for use by children under 16.  In addition, the manufacturers of ATVs voluntarily agreed to 
stop production of the more dangerous 3-wheel vehicle.  The CPSC is expected to extend 
many of the provisions in the current consent decree.   
 

“There is no question that without the consent decree we would be much worse off,” 
said Pittle.  The overall number of ATVs in use has doubled from 1985, when they 
numbered1,942,000 to 1997, with 3,660,000 in use. Over that time, the number of injuries 
has dropped by 50 percent.  According to Pittle, “The consent decree was most effective in its 
early years, bringing injuries and deaths down significantly. Unfortunately, in the past four 
years, the consent decree hasn’t made a further dent in the numbers of injuries and deaths, 
which have remained constant each year over that period.”   

 
The effectiveness of certain aspects of the consent decree are called into the question 

by the report. For example, though manufacturers agreed under the consent decree not to 
sell the larger ATVs to consumers for use by children under 16, the CPSC report shows that 
95 percent of the injuries to children take place when they are riding the larger vehicles.  The 
report also indicates that only 11 percent of ATV drivers have ever participated in a training 
program, despite the ATV driver training incentives required under the decree.  

 
Furthermore, the new CPSC review shows at least 20 percent of ATVs in use today 

are the most dangerous kind: three-wheelers, whose manufacture was banned under the 
consent decree of 1988.  At that time, manufacturers predicted that the vehicles would have 
only a seven year life.  Instead, ten years later, one-fifth of all ATVs in use today are three 
wheelers.   

 
“Amid all of the claims of fun, these machines have caused paraplegia, permanent 

brain injuries and other untold tragedies. With injuries in 1997 numbering 54,500, a new 
strategy is needed to reduce the dangers of ATVs to consumers,” said Sally Greenberg, 
Senior Product Safety Counsel for CU’s Washington office. 

 
Among the manufacturers of ATVs are Yamaha, Suzuki, Kawasawki, Honda, and 

Polaris. 
-30- 

 
NOTE: State by state data on deaths associated with ATV use is available upon request 
 

Consumers Union, Publisher of Consumer Reports magazine, is an independent nonprofit testing, educational 
and information organization serving only the consumers.  We are a comprehensive source of unbiased advise 
about products and services, personal finance, health, nutrition and other consumer concerns.  Since 1936, our 
mission has been to test products, inform the public and protect consumers. 
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