ATV Safety for Youth
Sources:  Larry Piercy and 4-H Community ATV Safety Program


Many youth enjoy having all-terrain vehicles.  However, improper operation can result in serious injuries and sometimes be fatal. Causes include excessive speed, unsafe driving conditions and rider inexperience. 

The number of ATV-related deaths in Kentucky has doubled in the past five years, according to data from the Kentucky Department for Public Health.  People under age 16 are involved in 26 percent of the ATV fatalities.

Nationwide, youth under age 16 have one of the highest rates of ATV-related injuries.  Youth under age 16 are involved in 34 percent of all ATV fatalities.


To prevent serious injuries and tragedies, it is important to be sure the ATV is the right size and age-appropriate.  The rider should know how to correctly operate the powerful machine and avoid dangerous behavior.


These guidelines are from the National 4-H Council.


To know if an ATV is too big or too small, measure the clearance between the seat and your inseam while standing up on footpegs.  You will need three to six inches.  Proper clearance will help you properly stand up and absorb shocks through the legs while riding on rough terrain.  It also will keep the seat from hitting and possibly throwing you over the handlebars during a ride.

The upper part of your leg from top of the knee to the hip should be about horizontal to help you control the ATV.  A little below or above horizontal should not be a problem.  However, if your knees are well above hips turn the handlebars in both directions to check for contact with your knees or legs. 

To be sure you can correctly brake by locking the heel of your right shoe against the footpeg or proper position on the running board.  You should be able to consistently depress the footbrake, without hesitation, with a simple downward foot rotation.  Also check for any contact with engine or exhaust protrusions. 

Youth who do not have the physical or developmental capabilities to operate these powerful machines have a high risk of injury. Manufacturers give the following age-appropriate recommendations: children ages six to 12 years, engine size under 70 cubic centimeters; ages 12 to 16, under 90 cc; and ages 16 and up, over 90 cc.


Before you start the engine, get to know your machine and how to safely ride it by thoroughly reading the operator's manual and taking a certified course such as the one offered by the ATV Safety Institute.  When you buy a new ATV, the institute offers a free course that covers general safety knowledge and the opportunity to practice basic riding skills.

Always wear a helmet specifically approved for ATV use by the Department of Transportation, American National Standards Institute, or one certified by the Snell Memorial Foundation. Use goggles to protect your eyes and wear protective clothing of a long-sleeved shirt, long pants, over-the-ankle boots and gloves.

An ATV usually is designed for one rider. Only carry a passenger when the owner's manual states that the ATV is manufactured for more than one person.


Riding too fast, showing off or doing stunts greatly increases your risk for a serious injury or death.  Always responsibly operate an ATV.


For more information on ATV safety, contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.

Educational programs of the University of Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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