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S . MEMORANDUM
To: - Dick Morris B

From: Marc A. Schwartz
Re: School Bus Safety

Date: 10/26/95

The ac<:1dent in Illmms this, past week has renewed the issue of school bus safety.

" This memo is designed to highlight some of the criticisms and proposed reforms The
" problems and suggestions are grouped mto three categorles :

¢ Equipment
. Personnel S
¢ Train-Bus Safety -

Equipment. -

Safety Belts

Most parents and safety ofﬁelals ﬁnd it ndlculous that many regular- school buses

lack passenger seat belts. Proponents of seat belts argue that they are an 1mportant life -
. saving measure. The cost of installing seat belts $40 million nationally, amounts to one -

penny,.per child, per day of school. “The government decided it’s not worth the money...
Seat belts do save lives but not enough lives to justify the .- $40° million it would take to
outfit all the country’s school buses.” Recently, New -Jersey became the first state to
require that all school buses have safety belts and that they be worn at all times. Just
eight days after the NJ law went into effect, 20 children, all belted, survived a head on

_crash with a car en route to school. Safety experts mamtam that at least half of those

chlldren would have died had they not been wearmg seat-belts.”

School Bus Demgn S o |
* The concept of" sehool bus compartmentahzatlon- strong, well padded seats w1th '

high. backs -and seat" spacing to" safely retain and cushion students during a crash-

* apparently makes buses the safest form of surface transportatlon according to the NTSB.
~ However such designs become ineffective for many of the common accidents involving.

school buses, most noticeably ‘with rollovers. Improved designs, whilehelpful, would
prove far more effective when used i in conjunctlon with seat-belts and other technologlcal -
improvemerits (see below) '

Child Safety Outside the Sghool Bus

‘ Bus Stops- There are rarely signs 1nd1catmg the presence of a school bus stop.
Cars and trucks barrel through suburban and city. roads, and while many school districts

teach safety on the bus to younger children, they fail to educate them about the dangers of . ..

waiting at a bus stop-and crossing in front of buses. Children need to be taught about how
to behave at a bus stop and traffic patterns. must. be established that help to insure ehlld

. safety. Such patterns include having slower speed limits along bus routes in the morning




~and afternoon when children are being transported to. school, road s1gns that clearly
indicate drivers are approachlng school bus stops, and plac1ng bus stops in locations that
.. would enhance child safety (i:e. streets with wide sidewalks; not placing stops on street-
corners to -prevent cars- that are turnlng and Jump1ng the curb from hitting waiting
' ch11dren) : :

Chzldren hit by buses- Most students are 1nJured by their own bus rather than by
passing motorists. Some counties in New York have tried to combat this' by
experimenting with the concept of “danger zones.” - They. train students to recognize that
when exiting the bus, they are entering a situation which might prove harmful. Other
commun1t1es are experimenting with technology to protect students. ‘A radar system is
being developed to help school bus drivers avoid hitting children. This radar. system
would scan the areas out of the bus drivers sight- to the right of the bus and below the
: w1ndsh1eld close to the bus. The sensing device could relay a s1gnal to a panel that could
be seen by the driver and would alert him to presence of pedestrians.

Personnel

Bus-Drivers - : :

In Maine, all school bus dr1vers w1ll soon be subjected to state- mandated drug
testing. Pilots are subjected to drug testing, and many planes in the air carry fewer
passengers than a packed school bus, therefore why not test the drivers who we entrust
the safety of our children with on a da11y basis? ' :

Training of Rescue Workers ‘ : o :
Randolph Township recently conducted a mock rescue of an overturned school

-bus. Randolph Township firefighter/paramedic Joyce Bachman, who coordinated the
event, said the department routinely tries to provide various forms of hands- -on training...
In staged accidents, fire and rescue teams enter the scene with limited 1nformatlon The
training is extremely valuable... “It’s a lot harder to get through and took a lot longer than
we thought it would.” Such exercises have been deemed “valuable’ learning
experiences... The mock accident is so realistic and so fr1ghten1ng, it really raises the
drivers awareness of what would take place in a situation like this. I really believe it
makes them- better dr1vers and make rescue workers far more prepared to handle such

‘' emergencies... S C '

Training’ of Bus Drivers :
Drivers of buses in most counties must have a commer01al driver’s llcense Wthh

requires passing a skills test and a road test. Training also includes six hours in a
classroom, six hours observing another driver and another six hours being observed by
other drivers. ‘Many communities have fairly lax laws regarding pulling. drivers off the
job. In Fort Lauderdale, a driver can be taken of a route only if they are found at fault in-
“two preventable accidents. - Stiffer penalties need to' be introduced to punish bad'drivers.
[Many counties though, throughout the natlon are having trouble attracting qual1ﬁed bus
drivers.] :



Y

Drlver Health : S
:Some' communities across the country are repomng that drivers are famtmg or

having black outs behind the wheels of the bus. In some instances, drivers are having

repeat eplsodes and are still perrmtted to drive. Counties need to establish strict physical

criteria.in ‘much the same’ way that pllots have their physu:al criteria evaluated on a

routme baSlS L .

Motorlsts : o
Statistics show that most accidents take place outsade the bus.. Motorists must be

" made alert of the danger associated with school busses and face stiff penalt1es for driving

recklessly near a school bus or bus stop

Train-Bus Safety ’

lntersectlons o » : 0 : :

~ The mterseotlon where the Illinois. acmdent took place was, de51gned poorly.
Route 14 was built 100 close to the railroad, and if a train is coming through a motorist
has about 21 seconds between the time the lightsflash red and the train comes barreling
through. There are now reports that the lights-and signals operated incorrectly, keeping
the bus on the tracks when the gates and lights activated. There was no time to escape.

. However the intersection in question is only one of many where school buses cross badly

designed intersections. Intersections must be redesigned and regular testing of lights and
gates at traln mtersectmns must become a pnorxty of local traffic enforcement personnel

I@n__Safety

The nations locomotlve engmeers blasted the ‘Federal Ra11r0ad Admmlstratmn
followmg the incident. “For ten years, the F RA has . 1gnored testimony and dragged its -
feet on 1mplement1ng NTSB conclusions that two way emergency brakes would prevent h
train accidents, ‘hazmat spills, fatalities and injuries. A recent investigation of a train-

collision revealed that there “would have been no- COlllSlOl‘l had two-way brakes been

installed. Two-way brakes allow the engineer to apply emergency brakes from both the

-rear and front of a train. In 1989 the NTSB recommended “requiring the use of two-way

brake device.”. Most trains still lack the brakes.
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‘ff‘It sounds to e like NHTSA is worklng quietly behlnd the scen

jw1th states to raise awareness on the training 1ssue ‘and to try L
and get them to raise training requlrements. It may ‘be approprlate
{for us to use the ol' bully pulplt approach here -- NHTSA - could )
‘}launch a public awareness campalgn or. pull together a study and’ .
jsuggest (not require) a minimum level of . tralnlng for states to .
*;adopt., Perhaps even enlist the states that are already ahead of

" the. cutve on this in the effort. From what NHTSA sald to me, they

;fcon51der this area the single most. 1mportant to improving bus - . iy
. safety, and although they do not favor taking a harder regulato S
line, I got the feeling they would not be at all adverse to dolng

"'A7someth1ng on this level of awareness building.

~~As ‘for the WH Af we wanted to do somethlng on this front we

‘‘cotild fold a message on school bus safety into our overall . .
educatlon message' Providing a gdod education for our chlldren‘=lr R
- doés not begin and end at the classroom door -- it also involve TL““' e
'zprovxdlng safe and drug-free schools, providing nutritious'’ school
~lunches, and getting the children to school safe and sound. Or -
,’something like that. I agree with you -- not a huge v131onary ’
o plllar to hang our hats on, but somethlng to think about. '
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i SUBJECT " School Bus, Safety
g ;:I recently collected some 1nformat10n about school bus safety that L

MRS thought you mlght be interested in: : : : )
,Federal Government Role V

'flThe Natlonal nghway Transportatlon Safety Admlnlstratlon (NHTSA)
“at the Department of Transportation currently sets a: number of -

"f(but not all -- thé States set a number as well)’ standards and

1regulatlons for school bus safety. The standard settlng process 9
”goes through the regular administrative rulemaking process, so the'}
‘government has fairly broad leeway in deciding what: standards it

" wants to set in this area. The standards that the NHTSA has set

C;generally fall into the areas of construction and performance.

... Sonie examples. Federal regulatlons mandate how many ekxits a bus‘wﬂ
; must have and where, what type of windows, mirror systems seats,

‘and safety features (e.g. every school bus must have an. extended

- arm- stop signh on the front. of the bus that stops oncoming

trafflc)

'.:ijhat Are the MaJor Safety Problemsv

’fContrary to public opinion, “the real problem 1s w1th kids gettlng
. 'Killed outside the school bus, NOT inside. Some figures:
’ lApproxlmately 40 children die each year in bus=- related accidents

', More than 30 of those deaths occur outside the bus,-with children
;.- éither coming to or leaving the bus. Most of these 30 deaths are -
_.duée to other cars hitting children 1eav1ng or comlng to the bus.- .
- The rest are due to buses hitting children (the’ blind zonés. around

school busés are enormous ~-- many times a child runs in front of a;
bus and is struck by the bus pulling away). So NHTSA focuses many

.of its safety regs on visibilty issues (as mentloned above:

mirror systems, extender arms, etc). Very few chlldren actually RE
~die inside the bus -- as happened recently with the rallroad '
"cr0551ng in01dent several weeks ago. : \ : A

" Hot Issues



‘‘‘‘‘‘

d'j world: Seat Belts and Driver Tralnlng.

The first, and by far the biggest in terms of publlc opinion, is-,if

.‘”the seat belt issue. As I alluded to above, most people beliéve
‘,that the majority of kids who are killed in bus-related accidents
~are somehow thrown from their seats in crashes.- This is not true,

but is has caused a steady outcry for NHTSA to mandate seat belts

leln all buses. To add to this drumbeat, the Natlonal

‘Transportatlon Safety Board (a non- partlsan adv1sory bcdy that

. makes recommendations on many transportatlon safety issues, but

‘has no léegal authorlty or regulatory power) recently called on

ETQNHTSA to do an evaluation of seat belt systems that could go into

‘busses and make public recommendations (not regulations) that

; 'states could use if they want to mandate seat belts in buses (if

'we are interested in doing something in this area, this ‘may be there

e - way to go). NHTSA has done a number of studies of the seat belt .

issue over the past decade, and feels VERY strongly that mandating‘j
the use of seat belts is extraordinarily costly and unnecessary =- '
it would cost a great deal and would add little to the safety of
‘childrén on buses. The cost comes from three sources. First, it

,'ijle not a matter of simply putting seat belts in the - ex1st1ng
;‘;seats. ' T6 make a very long and complicated story short. (I can

fill you in if you want details here), over the past ten years .

~ jJschool bus seat sytems have evolved dramatically. They now have
;:}-much moré padding all around, and are closer together. Théféforé;n‘
.. in a crash, the child is thrown into the padded seat in front of

" him, and thls has proved to be effective in preventing 1n3ur1es.
. If seat belts are installed, the seats would have to be moved .

" apart for a number of reasons I wont go into here. So moving

" seats is a big cost.  The second cost is the purchase and .

" installation of seat belts. And, suprisingly, the largest cost 1s“"

' the constant maintenance and replacement of seatbelts (kids do the
wackiest things with seatbelts -- gum in the mechanism, etc).

.- Right now, only New York and New Jersey require seat belts in
'~}schocl buses. ' : g

. The . second hot issue is in driver tralnlng requlrements. While - itfﬁa'

.~ is not as hot a topic in terms of public opinion, it is the area .
where there is the most need for improvement and could potentlally.l‘
~ have thé biggest impact on safety. Right now, the. federal
. governiment sets a general standard requiring all bus drivers to

, réceive a commercial driver liscence before being allowd to drive

‘”“”ja bus. 'All other standards are left to the states, and NHTSA

feels that it may not be worth trylng to mandate more federal

'f{.standards in this area -- there is no great public outcry for it

and the states would resist. Hwoever, there may be a role for the’
* bully pulpit here in trying to convxnce states to set highér
"standards in this area. :

Conclus1on

' NHTSA's conclu31on seemed to be that whlle there is a good déal
of emotional appeal in this area, and that this public emotlon '



. tends to wax and wane every two or three years after a
"partlcularly grizzly bus accident, there is really not much more
that the federal government should do in this area. But, if there
: "is interest in doing more, as a practical matter we do have the
' regulatory authorlty to do more if we choose.

Hope thlS helps.v Let me know what else I can do fdrlﬁdu.
, A 4 : -




