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Car accidents are the leading cause of death by injury in the United States and an 
estimated 1.25 million people are killed each year. If you've ever been in a serious car 
accident, you know how scary and overwhelming things can seem, especially when you 
start thinking about the associated costs and the time-consuming nature of dealing 
with repairs, insurance, and getting a replacement vehicle. To add insult to injury, your 
car accident also has several negative effects on the environment. From piled up debris 
and oil leaks to vehicle wreckage adding to landfill waste, here's how accidents are 
affecting the Earth, and what we can do to reduce the damage - and prevent accidents 
from occurring in the first place. 
 
1. Debris. 
 
If you've ever seen a serious car accident, you know there can be tons of debris as a 
result. From metal and plastic pieces to rubber and glass, a car crash can cause major 
debris on highways. Oftentimes, not all of it is collected and it becomes a burden on 
the environment. Animals in the area can be seriously injured or killed because of 
vehicle wreckage left along the roadside by getting tangled in the debris, cutting 
themselves on it, or mistaking some of it for food.  
 
 
 



2. Oil Leaks.  
 
Just one quart of motor oil can pollute 250,000 gallons of water. When the oil tank is 
damaged due to a car accident, motor oil can leak out, exposing toxic chemicals to the 
surrounding environment damaging the air and soil. Engine oil can severely affect 
wildlife and vegetation by seeping into the groundwater. The problem is that it sticks 
to bird feathers and sand. It seeps into the soil, wreaking havoc on the local ecosystem. 
Motor oil is vaporized when combined with heat (as you might see when oil leaks out 
onto your engine) and creates dark smoke that comes with a nasty odor, which leads to 
air pollution. 
 
3. Vehicle Wreckage as Landfill Waste. 
 
When someone wrecks their car, the unusable parts usually end up in a landfill 
somewhere to rot away with the rest of the world's garbage. The only problem is that 
the material used to make this machinery isn't biodegradable, so instead of degrading 
naturally, the wreckage just sits in a landfill for thousands of years. Sometimes car parts 
are even left on the side of the road causing harm to plants and animals in the area. 
 
4. Other Fluids Leaking.  
 
Other fluids, such as transmission fluid and coolant can also leak from your car, causing 
harm to the environment. The coolant in your vehicle typically contains something 
called ethylene glycol - a chemical that can do some serious damage to the nervous 
system of both animals and humans alike in large amounts. Transmission fluid is hard to 
clean and can stay on the ground for longer than usual. Once transmission fluid breaks 
down and is exposed to the sun, the chemicals in the air can cause breathing problems 
in humans and exacerbate air pollution. 
 
5. Water Pollution.  
 
It might not seem like it, but car accidents do have a direct effect on nearby water 
sources. Coolant can also seep into the ground and into the waterways, causing 
sickness to those who drink it - potentially both animals and humans. It can also cause 
damage to plant life.  
 
Fluids from your car can easily leak into the street and get washed into rivers, streams, 
lakes, or even the storm drain. More than 60 percent of water pollution comes from 
cars leaking oil, failing septic tanks, and fertilizers from gardens and farms. That's why 
it's important to make sure you do everything you can to prevent car accidents. This 
means keeping your vehicle safe and well maintained. 
 



What You Can Do to Prevent Car Accidents 
 
• Keep Your Engine in Good Shape. This means keeping your car in good working 

order by getting a tune-up every few thousand miles and making sure you're using 
the right grade of motor oil. 

• Keep Your Tires Inflated and Rotate Them Regularly. One of the best ways to 
stay safe on the road is to keep your tires properly inflated so that they last longer 
and keep you safer. Properly inflated tires can improve your gas mileage by more 
than 3 percent. Checking your tire pressure often and making sure your tires are in 
good condition is also recommended. Once the tread starts to wear, you know it's 
time to replace them. 

• Take a Defensive Driving Class. For some of us, it's been a while since we've 
taken defensive driving or driver's ed. Why not take a refresher course? Insurance 
companies have been known to offer discounts for defensive driving courses taken 
within the last five years. Win-win. 

 
Eco-Friendly Practices to Consider 
 
• Get an Eco-Friendly Car. An eco-friendly vehicle can help you save money on gas 

and also help bring down your carbon footprint in the event of an accident. Some 
car insurance providers give incentives for eco-friendly or "green" drivers like 
hybrid auto, economy car, and alternative fuel vehicle discounts. And if you're 
buying your car used, be sure to order a report of the car's history to help you 
avoid any possible issues later on. 

• Check Your Car's Emissions System. Your vehicle's emissions system cleans the 
exhaust fumes and reduces the amount leaving the tailpipe. Your car will usually let 
you know if something is wrong with your emissions system, but it's best to get it 
checked out anyway. 

• Consider Alternative Transportation. If you really want to help the environment, 
consider using other types of transportation like ride-sharing or public 
transportation. Fewer cars on the road mean less potential harm to the 
environment. 

 
Looking at car accidents from an environmental point of view can help you understand 
the tremendous impact they have on water, air, soil, humans, plants, and animals. 
Taking measures to correct behavior that can lead to environmental damage is the first 
step in combatting the issue. Keep the above in mind as you begin to think about your 
own negative environmental impact and find ways to prevent accidents and live a more 
eco-friendly lifestyle - one that we all benefit from in the long run. 
 


