February Column

Kentucky law requires that babies and toddlers under 40 inches tall ride in car seats to protect them from injury in an accident. And, although Kentucky also has a seat belt law, according to the Kentucky Youth Advocates, children in the 4- to 8-year-old range are left without adequate protection in a car crash because they are too small to be truly protected by a seat belt.  Kentucky does not have a booster seat law. In fact, Kentucky is one of only12 states without such a law. 

The General Assembly is considering House Bill 55 that would require children ages 4 to 8 years who are between 40 and 57 inches tall to be placed in booster seats while riding in vehicles in Kentucky. Regardless of personal opinions on booster seats, studies show that car safety seats, in general, save lives and prevent injuries. 


Even when wearing a safety belt, small children can be ejected from a car without the use of a booster seat. Booster seats properly position the seat belt over the strongest part of the child’s body—the hips and the collarbone. Without this positioning, seat belts often go across a child’s belly and neck. With this incorrect fit during a crash, the seat belt will continue to pull backward in a crash, which could lead to internal and spinal chord injuries. 

Although Kentucky’s laws mandates only that children under 40 inches be seated in a federally approved child safety seat, the general recommendations for children fewer than 40 inches tall include the following:

· Infants should be placed in rear-facing infant seats in the back seat until they reach both of the following milestones: their first birthday and a weight of at least 20 pounds. .

· Children weighing 20 to 40 pounds should be placed in forward-facing toddler seats in the back seat. (For most children, this would be from about 1 year to 4 years of age.)

Those who fail to secure a child under 40 inches in a federally approved car safety seat are subject to a $50 fine.

Beyond these guidelines, the Kentucky State Police and many other safety experts suggest the following for bigger children:

· Children weighing 40 to 80 pounds should be placed in booster seats in the back seat until they reach at least 4’9” tall (roughly from the age of 4 to age 8);

· Once children reach a height of 4’9”, they should wear safety belts; and

· All children ages 12 and under should ride in the back seat.

Statistics from the Kentucky State Police show that most infants and toddlers ride in the correct safety seat; however, only 10 percent of the children who should be in booster seats use one. 
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