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Will seat belts on school buses become law in PA? Not likely, officials say  

by Brandi Proctor 
Wednesday, May 17th 2017 
 
A serious bus crash in Central Pennsylvania is raising the question about the possibility of seat 
belts on school buses. 

Buses in Pennsylvania aren't equipped with seat belts, still state transportation officials say, 
buses are the safest form of ground transportation. 

According to the national highway traffic safety administration, on average six student 
passengers die in school bus crashes each year, compared to approximately 2,000 children who 
are killed in motor vehicle crashes annually. 

The Pennsylvania Department of transportation says in 2016, 3400 people were involved in school bus crashes 
statewide. More than 90 percent weren't hurt at all. Six people died, none of them were passengers on a bus. 
Officials say the design of the bus makes it safe. 

Joe Anne Ward-Cottrel from Safe Kids York says, "Buses are big, bright, yellow, people see them and usually 
avoid them." She says it's been the same design for years on school buses, and they are actually eight times 
safer for a child, than riding in a vehicle. 

Not just the size or the color, the design of the interior, to be like an "egg carton", with the seats very padded 
and close together also adds to the safety. 

The National Conference of State Legislatures agrees that school buses are a safe mode of transportation but 
they say concerns have been raised about their safety in side impact crashes. There are also concerns about 
rollovers, like the one in Lancaster Wednesday. Six states now require that school buses be equipped with seat 
belts, at least 32 states have considered it over the past ten years, but parents in Central PA shouldn't expect to 
see them on a local bus anytime soon. 

While costs and capacity are an issue, experts say a child is more likely to be hurt walking to, or even on the 
bus stop. 

With the serious crash in our area, PennDOT is reassuring parents, that their children are safe. 

  

http://www.paschoolbus.org/
http://www.paschoolbus.org/
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Should states require seatbelts on school buses? 
Nation Mar 10, 2017 9:33 AM EST  
 

Dawn Prescott doesn’t recall all the details of when the school bus she was riding on more than 
15 years ago careened off a bridge in Omaha, Nebraska, plunged nearly 50 feet into a creek bed, 
and landed on its side. 
 
She was a chaperone for the high school band, which was returning from a competition in 
October 2001. Her son Benjamin, 14, was sitting a few rows up, behind the driver. 
 
“I remember that I grabbed the luggage rack and was hanging from it,” Prescott, 55, recalled. 
“Kids were screaming and hurt and in tangled heaps that I stepped over. All I could think of was 
that I had to get to my son. But when I finally did, I found he was unconscious.” 
 
Benjamin, along with two other students and a parent, died as a result of the crash. Twenty-six 
passengers were injured. So was the driver, the only one on the bus who was wearing a seat belt. 
Seat belts weren’t required on school buses, and the bus didn’t have any for passengers. 
 
Since then, Prescott, a middle school teacher, has been urging Nebraska lawmakers to require 
what she says are lifesaving seat belts on new school buses. So far, they haven’t. 
 
But they’re considering a seat belt bill again this year, and similar legislation has been 
introduced in at least 19 other states, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures. 
That’s far more states than usual — a change some safety experts attribute to a federal 
recommendation in late 2015 that school buses have seat belts. 
 
So far, none of the bills — many of which would require that new school buses purchased after a 
certain date be equipped with seat belts — have been passed. And if history is any indication, 
many of them will fail amid questions about the seat belts’ effectiveness in preventing death and 
injury, and whether they are worth the cost to financially strapped school districts. 
 
Nationwide, only six school-age passengers die in bus crashes each year, according to the 
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. 
 
For seat belt advocates, there’s little question what states should do. “Kids have to be on these 
buses, and I think we have to do everything we can to protect them,” said Connecticut state Rep. 
Fred Camillo, a Republican who is sponsoring a bill that would require seat belts on new buses 
from model year 2022 on. 
 

http://i2.cdn.turner.com/cnn/2016/images/11/22/s1n_school_bus_issue-august.pdf
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation
http://www.pennlive.com/midstate/index.ssf/2011/06/views_differ_on_use_of_seat_be.html
http://www.nhtsa.gov/nhtsa/symposiums/july2015/index.html
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Others aren’t so sure. They point to the good safety records, question whether children can 
quickly unbuckle and evacuate buses in some emergencies, and balk at the estimated $7,000 to 
$10,000 cost of adding seat belts to a new school bus already priced at $80,000 to $120,000. 
Retrofitting buses already on the road would cost even more. 
 
“Nobody cares more about kids’ lives than I do. That’s my job,” said Rich Casey, transportation 
director for Bellevue Public Schools in Nebraska. “If I really believed school buses were unsafe 
with their current configuration, I would be 100 percent behind putting seat belts on school 
buses. But there is no scientific or empirical data that shows they would offer more protection 
than the current system.” 
 
Only six states — California, Florida, Louisiana, New Jersey, New York and Texas — have laws 
requiring seat belts on school buses. In Louisiana and Texas, however, the requirements are 
contingent upon funds being appropriated by the state, and that hasn’t happened. 
 
School bus safety. 
 
Safety experts agree that school buses are the safest way to transport students. Every day, about 
485,000 buses carry more than 25 million children to and from school and related activities in 
the U.S., according to the National Association for Pupil Transportation, which represents school 
transportation directors. 
 
Most of the 301 children killed in school bus crashes from 2006 to 2015 were pedestrians or 
occupants of other vehicles, NHTSA data show. Only 54 were bus passengers. 
 
School buses can be equipped with one of two types of seat belts: lap belts that go over the waist 
or three-point lap and shoulder belts that go across the body and that experts say are much safer. 
 
Federal law requires seat belts on school buses weighing 10,000 pounds or less, which are 
smaller, lighter and built more like cars and vans. They often carry preschoolers or special needs 
children. 
 
Federal law doesn’t require them on the big yellow school buses that most students ride. The 
buses are designed to protect riders through “compartmentalization,” structural safety features 
such as high, energy-absorbing seat backs and closely spaced seats so children are kept snug like 
eggs in a carton. 
 
But those features don’t necessarily protect children during side-impact crashes or high-speed 
rollovers because passengers don’t always remain within their seating compartment, according to 
the National Transportation Safety Board, which recommends putting three-point seat belts on 
new buses. 
 
For many years, groups such as the American Academy of Pediatrics and the National PTA 
recommended seat belts on every new school bus. 

http://connect.pennlive.com/staff/dwenner/posts.html
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/states-require-seatbelts-school-buses
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But NHTSA, the agency responsible for writing vehicle safety rules, maintained that large buses 
were adequately protected and didn’t need seat belts. Its position changed in late 2015, when 
then-administrator Mark Rosekind announced that “every child on every school bus should have 
a three-point seat belt” and that his agency was launching a nationwide effort to reach that 
goal. 
 
NHTSA’s turnaround didn’t result in a federal rule mandating seat belts. But it has had an effect 
in state capitols, said Amanda Essex, an NCSL policy specialist. 
 
The agency’s reversal, along with the attention paid to a major crash in Chattanooga, Tennessee, 
in November in which six elementary school students died and 31 were injured, has prompted 
more legislators than ever to file seat belt bills, Essex said. 
 
“Typically, this issue comes up in about 10 states each year,” she said. “This year, that number 
has doubled.” 
 
John Bonaiuto, a lobbyist for the Nebraska Association of School Boards, which strongly 
opposed previous seat belt bills, said NHTSA’s new position has changed his group’s attitude 
this year. 
 
Bonaiuto said his group now is suggesting that if legislators want to require seat belts, they 
should consider creating a state fund to help pay for it, at least initially. They also should require 
seat belts not just on new buses but on current ones, to create the same safety standard, he said. 
 
Worries about cost 
 
Despite changes in attitudes, the high cost of paying for seat belts remains a major stumbling 
block to adopting mandatory laws. 
 
In Maryland, a legislative fiscal analysis this year concluded that local school systems would 
need to spend $23.7 million to put three-point seat belts on new school buses from 2019 through 
2022. 
 
In Connecticut, several groups opposing Camillo’s seat belt bill, including state associations 
representing public school superintendents and school business officials, also have financial 
concerns. 
 
“We’re in a very difficult budget situation in Connecticut,” said Patrice McCarthy, deputy 
director of the Connecticut Association of Boards of Education, which opposes the measure. 
“Requiring seat belts on school buses would be one more new thing where dollars would have to 
go.” 
 
McCarthy said her group also worries about the costs that would stem from hiring monitors on 
buses to ensure young passengers stay buckled up. 

https://openstates.org/ne/bills/105/LB279/
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Some national groups are cautious about throwing their support behind mandatory seat belt laws. 
The Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, a nonprofit research group funded by auto insurance 
companies, favors putting three-point belts on school buses and encourages school districts to do 
so if they have the money. But it stops short of recommending that states require them. 
Jessica Jermakian, a senior research engineer at the institute, said that mandating them could 
have unintended consequences. 
 
Cash-strapped school districts could put off buying new, safer buses, she said. Or they could try 
to save transportation dollars by changing boundaries for bus service, forcing more students to 
walk to school or get a ride. 
 
“That puts children at substantially increased risk of injuries or fatalities if they walk or if their 
parents are driving them,” Jermakian said. 
 
Some school transportation experts argue money would be better spent on efforts to prevent 
fatalities outside the school bus, which are far more common, for example putting cameras on 
buses to catch “fly by” drivers who illegally pass and strike children trying to cross the street. 
 
A hindrance to escape? 
 
Some opponents of mandatory seat belts on school buses also are concerned about their 
effectiveness during certain types of emergencies. 
 
They worry that making children buckle up could lead to a disaster if they must evacuate quickly 
in a fire or the bus is submerged in water. 
 
“Young children may not be able to unbuckle themselves without assistance, and panicked or 
disoriented students could be trapped by their belts,” said Danielle Batchelder, business services 
director for Windsor Public Schools in Connecticut, in her January testimony before a state 
House committee. 
 
Utah Republican state Rep. Craig Hall, who sponsored a seat belt bill this year that failed, 
doesn’t buy the evacuation argument. If a bus catches fire or falls into a lake or pond, he said, it 
often would be the result of a crash. Seat belts can help protect passengers, leaving them in better 
shape to escape. 
 
“Seat belts help in evacuations,” Hall said. “An uninjured child can evacuate much more quickly 
than an injured or unconscious child.” 
 
Dawn Prescott, the Nebraska mother whose son died in the 2001 bus crash, has no doubt about 
the effectiveness. “If my son had a seat belt on, he would be here today,” she said. 
This story was produced by Stateline, an initiative of The Pew Charitable Trusts. 
 
By — Jenni Bergal, Stateline Jenni Bergal, Stateline  

http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2015/3/31/states-use-cameras-to-crack-down-on-school-bus-scofflaws
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2015/3/31/states-use-cameras-to-crack-down-on-school-bus-scofflaws
https://legiscan.com/CT/text/HB05178/id/1442564
http://local21news.com/news/local/will-seat-belts-on-school-buses-become-law-in-pa-not-likely-officials-say
http://local21news.com/news/local/will-seat-belts-on-school-buses-become-law-in-pa-not-likely-officials-say
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Why your child doesn't wear a seat belt on the school bus 
By Jacqueline Howard, CNN 
Updated 7:43 AM ET, Wed November 23, 2016  

 
(CNN) Parents in Chattanooga, Tennessee, are mourning the deaths of at least five children 
whose lives were cut short when their school bus smashed into a tree and split apart on Monday. 

The 24-year-old driver, who police said has been cooperative and talking to investigators, has 
been arrested and charged with vehicular homicide. 
 
As the investigation continues, many people across the country are left with questions -- such as, 
could lives have been saved if the school bus were equipped with seat belts. 
 
There's no federal mandate that requires children to wear seat belts on school buses, and only six 
states -- New York, California, Florida, New Jersey, Louisiana and Texas (PDF) -- have laws 
requiring school buses to be equipped with seat belts for passengers. 
 
The American Academy of Pediatrics has long recommended that passenger seat belts be 
installed on newly manufactured school buses.  
 
The National Safety Council also has made similar recommendations, said Deborah Hersman, its 
president and CEO, on CNN's "New Day" on Tuesday morning. 
 
"That's the best protection that we can give our kids. It's what they're used to in cars," Hersman 
said. "We know that there are very few fatalities involving children on school buses every year -- 
they are a safe form of transportation -- but anything that we can do to make them safer is really 
our responsibility." 
 
'You have to follow the money' 
 
Some experts say that buses are already considered to be safe and that adding seat belts can be 
costly. 
 
Although nearly 500 children and teens die each year in car accidents during school travel hours, 
only about four are killed while riding school buses during those same hours, according to a 
2014 report from the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (PDF).  
 
The average incremental cost of equipping a large school bus with seat belts would be between 
$7,346 and $10,296, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration estimated at a public 
meeting last year (PDF). 
 

https://www.nhtsa.gov/speeches-presentations/remarks-national-association-pupil-transportation
http://www.cnn.com/2016/11/23/us/chattanooga-school-bus-crash/index.html
https://crashstats.nhtsa.dot.gov/Api/Public/ViewPublication/812366
http://www.pennlive.com/midstate/index.ssf/2011/06/23_hurt_as_pennsylvania_school.html
http://www.pennlive.com/midstate/index.ssf/2011/06/23_hurt_as_pennsylvania_school.html
http://safeny.ny.gov/sbus-ndx.htm#law
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2017/03/09/more-states-debate-requiring-seat-belts-on-school-buses
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/author/jenni-bergal-stateline?App_mode=Display_Statute&Search_String=&URL=0300-0399/0316/Sections/0316.6145.html
https://www.ntsb.gov/safety/Pages/schoolbuses.aspx
http://www.cnn.com/2016/11/22/health/school-bus-crash-seat-belts/index.html
https://www.dps.texas.gov/schoolbus/TxSchoolBusSpecs/2016TxSchoolBusSpecs.pdf
https://www.cga.ct.gov/2010/rpt/2010-R-0055.htm
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/Statutes/index.cfm
http://www.ncsl.org/research/transportation/school-bus-safety.aspx
https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/120/1/213
https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/120/1/213
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"A lot of it has to do with the communities that are responsible for replacing or buying those 
school buses," Hersman said. "I do think that you have to follow the money. We're talking about 
a couple thousand dollars for each new bus that's purchased."  
 
Yet the NHTSA argues that the addition of three-point seat belts could help make school buses 
even safer, reducing the average number of lives lost annually in school bus crashes from four to 
two.  
 
In 2011, the Department of Transportation decided not to pursue a proposed rule requiring the 
installation of three-point seat belts on school buses nationwide, said Richard Williams, former 
director of the regulatory studies program at the Mercatus Center at George Mason University. 
 
"Installing seat belts on buses is not free, and requiring their installation might mean reducing 
funding on other critical safety aspects, such as crossing guards for those children who do walk 
to school," Williams said. 
 
"But this is a decision each community must make for their own children," he said. "There are 
very, very few deaths of children from school bus accidents, and there may be other expenditures 
that will be better investments to reduce risk." 
 
A comparable -- non-fatal – crash 
 
In 2014, a school bus in Anaheim, California, slammed into a light pole and trees, splitting open 
on its left side, while carrying students home from El Rancho Charter Middle School -- strikingly 
similar to this week's crash in Chattanooga. 
 
In both incidents, the drivers were 24 years old, conditions were clear and dry, and the buses 
turned over on their sides.  
 
However, the bus in the California crash was equipped with seat belts, and no one died. 
 
The proper use of seat belts by student passengers in that crash reduced the severity of their 
injuries, the National Transportation Safety Board noted in its highway accident brief report 
(PDF). 
 
But now, in the wake of the Chattanooga tragedy, Williams calls for a conversation that's much 
broader than the seat belt debate. 
 
"School bus safety is critically important, and that is why we must study all possible avenues for 
making buses safer rather than limiting the conversation to seat belts," Williams said. "It's also 
important to focus on safe driving and ensuring that all drivers, particularly school bus drivers, 
are properly screened and trained." 

  

http://www.cnn.com/2016/11/22/us/tennessee-chattanooga-school-bus-accident/index.html
http://www.cnn.com/2016/11/22/us/tennessee-chattanooga-school-bus-accident/index.html
http://www.nj.gov/education/genfo/faq/faq_transportation.shtml
http://law.justia.com/codes/louisiana/2011/rs/title17/rs17-164-2
http://i2.cdn.turner.com/cnn/2016/images/11/22/hab1606.pdf
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Views differ on use of seat belts on school buses 

By David Wenner | dwenner@pennlive.com   
Email the author | Follow on Twitter  
on June 27, 2011 at 10:26 PM, updated June 27, 2011 at 10:46 PM  
 
 
The school bus crash on Interstate 81 that sent two dozen people to the hospital Sunday raises 
that nagging question about why school buses lack seat belts.  
 
It’s an emotional and complicated subject, but this is probably true: It has grown less likely 
schools will equip buses with seat belts or that governments will require them.  
 
That’s because of research that has convinced many people that school buses are the safest 
mode of transportation, even with children unbuckled.  
 
“I’d rather have my kids, my grandkids, riding in a school bus without seat belts, than riding 
in someone’s vehicle with seat belts,” says John Allison, a former school superintendent who 
is safety director for Rohrer Bus Service, based in Duncannon.  
 
Most U.S. school buses don’t have seat belts. Beginning this year, new school buses that are 
smaller — the kind that seat up to about a dozen children — must have seat belts.  
 
It’s not that anyone is arguing seat belts wouldn’t make a difference.  
 
An Alabama study released last year concluded that seat belts would save the life of about one 
child every eight years.  
 
The retired University of Alabama professor who led the study said riding in a school bus is 
six to eight times safer than riding with a parent.  
 
MSNBC.com, which examined the issue in December, reported that about six children die 
each year in school bus accidents nationwide, while about 800 die while walking, biking or 
riding to school in other vehicles.  
 
The website cited a study that said school buses are about 40 times safer than the family car.  
 
 

  

http://i2.cdn.turner.com/cnn/2016/images/11/22/nhtsa-ppt-schoolbus.pdf
http://i2.cdn.turner.com/cnn/2016/images/11/22/nhtsa-ppt-schoolbus.pdf
http://www.nsc.org/learn/safety-knowledge/Pages/news-and-resources-school-bus-safety-rules.aspx
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2011/08/25/2011-21596/federal-motor-vehicle-safety-standards-denial-of-petition-for-rulemaking-school-buses
http://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Pages/HAB1606.aspx
http://stnonline.com/home/latest-news/2880-seat-belt-study-controversy
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The Pennsylvania School Bus Association, in a statement on its website, says modern school 
bus design uses a concept called “compartmentalization” that works very well to protect 
school bus passengers during a crash.  
 
The concept involves using close seat spacing and high seat backs to prevent passengers from 
being thrown during a crash, and using padding to cushion any impact.  
 
The association also details several potential problems with seat belts, such as their misuse, 
which could increase the risk of neck and abdominal injuries, and the possibility that school 
districts would recoup seat belt costs by reducing the number of bused children, thereby 
forcing some children into more dangerous situations.  
 
Experts note additional safety advantages of school buses, including their height, their 
attention-grabbing color and lights, the safety training of drivers and traffic regulations 
intended to protect them.  
 
Allison spent 35 years in education and was superintendent of Northern York County School 
District. Since 1998 he has worked for Rohrer, which provides busing for about eight 
Harrisburg-area school districts.  
 
Allison says the seat belt issue is one he wrestles with.  
 
He’s bothered by the “mixed message” given to children who are lectured on the need to 
buckle up, yet loaded onto buses that lack belts.  
 
He also believes belts would make it easier for school bus drivers to maintain order and would 
provide a safety benefit in some rollover crashes.  
 
Yet he also believes seat belts would create an assortment of problems that would offset the 
benefit.  
 
The problems include the effort it would take to make sure all children were belted properly 
and the time this would add to the bus ride.  
 
He also stresses that effective use of seat belts would require an educational campaign for 
staff and students, penalties for students who fail to buckle up and willingness on the part of 
parents to accept punishments.  
 
The Alabama study cited the cost of seat belts as a negative, saying they cost about $11,000 to 
$15,000 per bus. The authors argued that the money would be better spent making conditions 
safer for students as they get on and off school buses.  
 
 

  

http://twitter.com/DavidRWenner
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Allison has no exact figure but estimates adding seat belts would cost $2,000 to $2,500 per 
bus.  
 
He notes that if a school district wanted belts, Rohrer would provide them, with the cost built 
into the contract.  
 
But he is aware of no local district ever seriously looking into adding seat belts and says he 
doesn’t believe the cost of seat belts has been a major deterrent to their use in school buses.  
 
Bud Shaffner, president of the Cumberland Valley School Board, has no strong view on the 
subject, mainly because he can’t recall it being a major issue during his 14 years on the board.  
 
Shaffner’s biggest worry is that seat belts would be required by the state or federal 
government. He says he would gladly discuss the subject with anyone who feels strongly 
about it but would want any policy regarding seat belts to be based on opinions in his district. 
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