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Seat Belts on School Buses


You asked if any states require seat belts on school buses, if there is any information regarding the injuries relative to belted versus unbelted school bus occupants following accidents, and why seat belts are not required by federal law.


Only two states, New York and New Jersey, have laws requiring all large school buses (10,000 pounds gross weight or more) to be equipped with seat belts.  Only the New Jersey law requires them to be used by passengers.  Federal regulations require smaller school buses (less than 10,000 pounds gross weight) to be equipped with lap belts because they are smaller and because they are not constructed in the same way as the larger buses.  According to the National Transportation Safety Board, only six states, Louisiana, New Jersey, New Mexico, Virginia, Washington, and West Virginia, have laws or regulations requiring them to be used by passengers.


There is no federal law mandating seat belts on large school buses because the federal agency responsible for school bus safety policy, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, decided that the "compartmentalization" of large school buses provided a greater overall benefit to occupants than would be provided by the use of lap belts.  Under the compartmentalization concept, high-backed padded seats, close seat spacing, and other design and construction features of the buses provide passive protection for occupants by distributing crash forces over large areas of their bodies instead of by the head and neck.


More detailed answers to your questions can be found in the three enclosed OLR reports.  The first, OLR Report 93-R-0945, is a detailed discussion of the history, background, and issues involved.  It also summarizes the findings of the National Transportation Safety Board's 1987 study of 43 serious crashes involving large school buses, some equipped with seat belts and some not.  The second report, 97-R-1167, briefly summarizes the New York and New Jersey laws.  The third report, 98-R-0474, provides additional discussion of several related questions, such as why the concept of "compartmentalization" was considered by federal safety regulators as preferable to mandating seat belts, why seat belts and the compartmentalization concept may not be considered compatible, and whether there is an inconsistency in requiring belts in passenger cars, but not in school buses.
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