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I remember when I got my license and my first car.  Wow.  It was great — finally feeling like I had freedom — freedom to go where I wanted to, when I wanted to, and with whomever I wanted to.  That’s when high school really began for me. 

But sadly, that’s how it ends for thousands each and every year.  
Did you know that car crashes are the number one killer of teens?  It doesn’t seem possible, but it’s true.  Almost 4,000 teens were killed in car crashes in 2009.  This is an average of more than 10 teenagers a day.  That’s like losing a third of the people in one of your classes!  You may not have known any of those killed, but if you’ve lost even one — one friend, boyfriend, girlfriend, brother, or sister — you’ll probably never forget.   

So you know that feeling of freedom you get from driving?  With that also comes a very real responsibility.  Old or new, big or small, truck or car — what you drive doesn’t matter, but how you drive does.  And a good driver makes sure to buckle up… not just sometimes, but every time.  Although I’m sure you’ve heard it a million times, and are probably sick of hearing it by now, you MUST buckle up every trip you take.  This isn’t just for drivers, but for passengers, too.  Why?  Because seat belts save thousands of lives every year.  In fact, they save over 10,000 lives each year in traffic crashes.  One of those may be yours.  

Unfortunately, low seat belt use is one of the main reasons for such a high number of teen crash fatalities.  Your odds of surviving improve greatly when you buckle up.  During a crash, being buckled helps keep you safe and secure inside your vehicle, whereas being completely thrown out of a vehicle is almost always deadly.  Rollovers are deadly, too.  Pickup trucks are twice as likely to rollover as cars, and not wearing your seat belt decreases your chance of surviving by up to 80 percent.  The nighttime is also especially dangerous.  Nationally, around two-thirds of the 16 to 20 year olds who die in passenger vehicle crashes at night are not buckled up.  
So the next time you get into a car, ask yourself, do you trust yourself enough to be accountable for your friends’ lives?  In the same way, do you trust your friends with your life when you’re a passenger?  If you ride in their cars, you’re putting your life in their hands, and if you’re the driver, then their lives are your responsibility.  That may sound extreme, but you are more likely to die or be injured in a crash now more than any other time in your life.  Luckily, there’s an easy solution.  Wear your seat belt and get everyone in the car with you to do the same.  

A few years ago, two teenagers sat in a presentation just like this one at a Mississippi high school.  The very next day, those two students, brother and sister, were killed in a car crash.  They were 17 and 15 years old, and died when their car flipped on the highway on their way home from school.  Both teens were unbuckled and ejected from the car.  They didn’t listen.  And when their mother called their cell phone to see why they hadn’t made it home yet, it was the police who answered, giving her the horrific news. 

Don’t let this happen to your family.  Wear your seat belt, because getting home in one piece is what matters most.  Be part of your friends’ memories for years to come.  Why take the risk when securing your future is so simple?  Choose to buckle up.  It’s one of the easiest decisions you can make, but also one of the most important.  Whether you’re driving or hanging out in the back, wearing your seat belt is the best way to make sure you walk away from a crash.    
