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TO:  


FROM:
James J. Fazzalaro, Principal Analyst

RE: 
Seats Belts on School Buses


You asked if Connecticut requires large school buses to be equipped with seat belts. You also wanted to know if there are any states that require school buses to be equipped with them.


Connecticut does not have a law requiring seat belts in large school buses, but school districts are not prevented from adopting this requirement on their own authority.  A few have.  Only two states, New Jersey and New York, have state laws requiring large buses to have seat belts.  These laws are summarized below.  


Enclosed you will find a copy of OLR report 93-R-0945.  This report provides extensive discussion of the issue of requiring large school buses to be equipped with seat belts.  The report explains in detail many of the findings and conclusions of several major studies of the issue, including those performed by the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) in 1987 and the Transportation Research Board (TRB) in 1989. Both of these analyses have concluded that while using seat belts can be beneficial in large school bus crashes under some circumstances, there is no definitive advantage that justifies a national mandate.  In some cases, belted passengers received belt-induced injuries that they might not have sustained had they not been using belts.  Since any benefit derived from seat belt use depends greatly on them actually being worn by students, being properly adjusted, and the specific circumstances of an accident, their net safety benefit was considered  ambiguous.  The OLR report also contains extensive excerpts from these studies discussing how seat belts relate to the physical forces of typical types of crashes.


The TRB analyses did not actually conclude that seat belts were cost ineffective, but rather, that there were numerous other actions that could be taken to enhance the equipment of school buses that could provide a more significant cost benefit to passengers and school districts.  While on average between 1986 and 1996, 35 school-age children died nationally in school bus related traffic crashes each year, most (an average of 26 annually) were pedestrians rather than bus occupants.  Half of the pedestrian fatalities were age five or six.  About two-thirds of pedestrian fatalities each year are killed by the school bus itself.  Based on these statistical characteristics, most of the focus on additional measures that can be taken to enhance school bus safety has been on improving safety in the school bus "loading zone."


Neither the TRB in its 1989 study, nor the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, which develops and administers school bus construction and equipment standards for manufacturers, have concluded that they should be mandated on a national basis.  The decision has generally been left to state or local administrators as to whether they believe there would be a significant safety benefit.  Only two states, New Jersey and New York, have state laws requiring seat belts on all new large school buses.  New York was first to pass a seat belt mandate, but its law only requires that new buses (those purchased beginning July 1, 1987) be equipped with seat belts (Vehicle and Traffic Law § 383). A different law allows the individual school districts to mandate their use following a public hearing.  The seat belt law has no provision requiring bus occupants to use the belts or sanctions for not using them.  


New Jersey passed its law in 1992.  It requires new buses to be equipped with seat belts and, beginning in September 1994, it requires all passengers to wear belts when riding in a bus equipped with them.  But the law has no penalties for not wearing the belts and it specifically exempts the owner or operator of the school bus from liability for injuries that occur as a direct result of a passenger not complying with the use requirement (N.J.S.A. § 39:3B-10, -11).


According to School Transportation News, a publication serving the school transportation industry, there are 51 individual school districts throughout the country that require the school buses they use to be equipped with seat belts.
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