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The United States is taking steps to enhance road safety by proposing new regulations
to expand seat belt reminder systems. The National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration (NHTSA) is spearheading this effort to encourage drivers and
passengers to always buckle up and, in turn, reduce the alarming increase in traffic
crash fatalities and injuries observed in recent years.

Under this proposed rule, the seat belt warning system would not be limited to the
driver's seat but would extend to both rear and front passenger seats as well. This
requirement would apply to various types of vehicles, including passenger cars, trucks,
and most buses with a gross vehicle weight rating of 10,000 pounds or less.
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This initiative comes more than ten years after a directive from Congress in 2012
instructed NHTSA to explore the possibility of mandating such systems for rear
passengers. Finalizing these regulations may take at least a year. Currently, seat belt
warning systems are mandatory only for the driver's seat and employ visual and
audible alerts to encourage seat belt use. The proposed changes would not only
expand the scope of these reminders but also increase their duration.

A Significant Step Toward Road Safety

The NHTSA estimates that implementing these proposed requirements, which include
longer warning durations, would prevent more than 100 traffic-related fatalities and
around 300 non-fatal injuries each year.

This proposal is timely, considering the significant increase in traffic fatalities observed
in the United States since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Acting NHTSA
Administrator Ann Carlson pointed out that nearly half of the 43,000 people killed in
traffic accidents in 2021 were not wearing seat belts. NHTSA has also indicated that
seat belts have saved an impressive 329,715 lives between 1960 and 2012, surpassing
the combined impact of all other vehicle safety technologies, including airbags.

Improvements to the Current Seat Belt Alert System

The NHTSA's proposal suggests requiring visual warnings on vehicle startup that last a
minimum of 60 seconds to inform the driver about the status of the rear seat belts.
Additionally, an audio-visual warning would be mandated for at least 30 seconds if a
rear seat belt is unbuckled while the vehicle is in operation. This is significantly longer
than the current requirement, which is only eight seconds for the driver's seat belt
warning.

Manufacturers would be granted flexibility in adjusting the characteristics of the
warning signals, such as their frequency and volume, to ensure their effectiveness and
acceptance by vehicle owners. Car companies would be given at least two years to
comply with the final rule for rear seat warnings, as per the agency's statement.
NHTSA emphasized the importance of seat belts by citing that they reduce the risk of
fatality for rear seat occupants by 55% in cars and 74% in sport utility vehicles. As of
now, a group representing major automakers has not provided immediate comments
on this proposal.
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Key Points

The U.S. Department of Transportation's National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
has introduced a proposed rule aimed at requiring automakers to include seat belt use
warning systems for both the right front passenger and rear seats, to increase seat belt
usage. These requirements would extend to a variety of vehicles and incorporate both
visual and audible alerts to promote seat belt use. The proposed rule, estimated to
prevent numerous injuries and fatalities annually, reflects the ongoing commitment to
enhancing road safety in the United States.

For more tips and information about road safety, check out this other article: Tips to Be
Safe From Deer Collisions
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