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SCHOOL BUS AIR CONDITIONING POLICY 
Motion 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Roe) [4.43 pm]: I thank the house for its understanding during the event that just occurred. 
I assure members that everything is okay with the person and that everything will get better from here on.  

Mr Acting Speaker, I move — 

That this government scrap the irrational and discriminatory school bus air conditioning policy, which 
sees many students travelling in conditions of severe climatic stress in Western Australia.  

It is my intention to speak for a relatively short time to the motion that I gave notice of yesterday. The motion 
was brought about by one of many letters that I have received from parents of students who travel on school 
buses to rural primary schools and high schools. A letter that I received a week or so ago states — 

Dear Dr Jacobs 

I represent the North Bus Run at Cascade Primary School. 

. . .  

We currently have three bus runs . . . (the North Bus) is not air-conditioned. Some of the children on 
this run travel over one hour in the most intense heat of the day. 

Recorded temperatures taken inside this bus in Term 4 2007 showed the highest temperature reaching 
50 deg. in the afternoon.  

Although the member for Cottesloe would probably find this absolutely incredible—he does not recognise that it 
gets hot around my electorate; he thinks it only gets cold—this motion shows the difficulty with the air 
conditioning policy that presently applies in this state. The policy essentially divides Western Australia into three 
regions—zone A, zone B and zone C. Zone A covers most of the state, essentially areas just north of Leonora, 
Leinster and Geraldton. I am referring to the “Transport Assistance for Students: Operational Policy Manual”. 
Zone B is determined by a line that goes from Lake Varley, through to Kulin, up to Lancelin and north from the 
line to zone A. Zone C is south of that line, and includes my region and major parts of the south west. There is 
no requirement that contract school buses carrying rural students be air-conditioned. I will continue reading the 
letter from where it stated that the temperature within the bus reached 50 degrees in an afternoon — 

Dust is also an issue. 

A lot of these buses travel on gravel roads — 

The children can only open two windows on this bus however the dust sucked into the cabin is severe. 
This term, one child experienced asthma due to this dust problem. The drivers state that the dust is 
becoming worse with or without the windows open.  

Mrs Carmody, who wrote this letter, stated — 

I travelled the bus run myself last week and found the bus very uncomfortable the outside ambient 
temperature only 28 deg. Last year when the temperatures were recorded inside the bus, eighteen days 
out of twenty-eight were over 35 deg. and 10 out of these eighteen days were over 41 deg.  

She went on to state — 

The obvious solution to the heat and the dust is to air condition the bus. 

The difference between zones A, B and C is determined by what is described in the policy manual as the relative 
strain index. The manual states — 

Whether air-conditioning is required on a contract school bus carrying rural students is determined 
according to a scale referred to as the Relative Strain Index (RSI), which is an index of thermal 
sensation based on the climactic stress imposed on humans by factors such as air temperature, wind 
movement, vapour pressure, metabolic rates and the insulating effects of clothing. 

In short, it is an index that measures the degree of comfort or discomfort. It continues — 

An RSI — 

Not repetitive strain injury but a relative strain index, a measure of comfort or discomfort — 

value of 0.3 reflects the point at which the level of comfort for most people begins to decrease 
noticeably: it is the point of perceptible discomfort. 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Wednesday, 2 April 2008] 

 p1703c-1708a 
Dr Graham Jacobs; Mr Grant Woodhams; Mr Terry Waldron; Ms Alannah MacTiernan 

 [2] 

The lines on the map of Western Australia are determined by whether the relative strain index of 0.3 is exceeded 
for a certain number of days in the year. This is deemed, in zone A, to exceed 50 or more days of discomfort. 
Zone B has an RSI of 0.3 somewhere between the 22-day line and the 50-day line I have already described. Zone 
B experiences 22 to 50 days during which the RSI of 0.3 is deemed to have been exceeded during the school 
year. Zone C is below the 22-day line, which implies that there are fewer than 22 days during which the RSI 
rises above 0.3.  

The air conditioning zones determine the policy and direction for air conditioning in school buses. All contract 
buses in this zone must be air-conditioned, and the air conditioning must be on when the students are being 
transported. The Department of Education and Training, the government and the taxpayer all fund the fitting and 
running of air conditioning on school buses. In zone B the school bus service reimburses contractors for the use 
of air conditioning for a maximum of 50 school days a year. In zone C none of that applies. As Mrs Carmody 
asked in her letter, and as other people have asked me over the past three years, why should I worry about this 
now when summer is almost over? I do this now because I think it is a good time to review these measures. 
Perhaps some progress could be made to review this very arbitrary and almost discriminatory arrangement. It 
assumes that students who live out the back of Cascades or east of Condingup and who travel on school buses 
during the heat of summer will not, on average, experience a significant degree of climatic stress. If there is to be 
any movement in this area, we should have a look at the science of the relative strain index, what it really means, 
and the arbitrary drawing of lines that continues to subject rural students in Western Australia to unnecessary 
discomfort. There are issues surrounding daylight saving, with students travelling in buses after school during 
the heat of the day along gravel roads. There is of course another issue of which I have become very conscious 
since taking over the shadow environment portfolio, and that is the concept of climate change. 

I believe the policy needs to be reviewed. It should be reconsidered for the benefit of students in Western 
Australia. It is irrational and there is an element of discrimination involved. We need to care for students who 
might be subjected to significant discomfort and stress while travelling on school buses for more than an hour at 
a time in some cases. The arbitrary drawing of lines is based on an assumption that, for example, students in 
zone C will not be subjected to more than 22 days of RSI greater than 0.3. They are still subjected to a 
significant degree of climatic stress. These rules are arbitrary in nature and have not come about as the result of 
detailed examination of this matter. We need to review the situation, especially given the nature of climate 
change. Many students in my electorate spend a lot of time on the school bus; it is not unusual for some to spend 
more than an hour on the bus, morning and night. 

I thank the Leader of the House for allowing this motion to be brought on a little early so that the minister will 
able to respond. The original research on relative strain index was carried out using adult subjects. The classic 
RSI research case was carried out on a 19-year-old subject, who was subjected to ever-increasing temperatures to 
the point of perceptible discomfort. Discomfort was measured scientifically by the presence of sweating, 
increased heart rate, increased respiratory rate, changes in blood pressure and other bodily responses to 
increasing thermal sensation. Humidity and vapour pressure—the amount of water in the air—also vary the 
degree of climatic stress. The classic relative strain index case in scientific literature is very prescribed, and it is 
essentially prescribed for an adult. As we know, the school bus system does not transport adults. We also know 
that the issues of climatic stress and the relative strain index are different for children. Children are far more 
susceptible to dehydration than are adults. We know the clinical effects of dehydration, and we know that a child 
has a lot more surface area relative to body mass than does an adult. That is why babies and young kids are much 
more prone to dehydration. The relative strain index and its effects on the human body are far more critical for 
young people than for a 19-year-old adult. There are questions surrounding the arbitrary RSI measure, which is 
based on a case study of a 19-year-old male subject. For this reason, I think we need to significantly review the 
policy. There are days in Western Australia—and it does not matter whether it is south or north; even in your 
region, Mr Acting Speaker (Mr P.B. Watson), much like mine on the south coast—where buses travel significant 
distances inland to bring kids to school. There are high ambient temperatures, compounded by travelling on 
gravel roads and increased dust, which produces significant problems and stressors on students. 

I can perhaps hear the minister saying this is going to be fairly costly. I understand that there is already some 
movement at the station, if you like. There is some movement within the school bus service and there is some 
movement within the department. I am aware that the smaller buses often come with air conditioning already 
installed as part of a package. There are few small buses that can be bought without air conditioning—they come 
as a package. I understand that a new bus that has air conditioning is a lot easier and more effective than trying to 
retrofit a bus with air conditioning. 

I understand there is movement in the department to fund that as a package within the new bus. If the department 
bought one of the smaller buses that has air conditioning already installed, the department is not about to take the 
air conditioning out because the bus is running in zone C—which is the southern zone. We have to go further. 
Moving forward, as we get new buses and they come online, the department should seriously consider that when 
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buses are replaced the funding of that air conditioning be met by the department. The increase in the cost of 
running that air conditioning on days that it is needed should be considered. 

There are various figures that we could talk about. It has been projected to the year 2016—eight years from 
now—that the total cost of new buses with air conditioning and the increased running costs of those air 
conditioners over the next eight years coming online would run into the millions of dollars. We are talking 
perhaps $3 million to $3.5 million and, over time, I would suggest that is not a lot of money to bring a plan on 
stream so that we can protect our students from the potential of significant discomfort in travelling on a bus to 
school in the country. 

I was invited to take a ride on a bus and experience first-hand what these children feel five days out of seven 
during school term. I have not managed to do that, but from the age of 10 to year 10—which we used to call 
third year in that time—I spent every day of my school life on a bus. My sister and I travelled on a bus at 
7.20 am and arrived at the school in Esperance about 8.45 am. We left school about 3.20 pm to 3.30 pm and 
arrived home around 5.00 in the evening. I did that for most of my school life, so I understand what it is to be a 
school bus kid.  

My father attributes what appeared to be good study habits to the fact that I was a school bus kid! 

Mr T.K. Waldron: What happened to me then? 

Mr P. Papalia: You were in the back seat! 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: Maybe the member read too many comics, I do not know! 

Mr T.K. Waldron: I had too much cricket and footy to play! 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: The member was an exceedingly good sportsman, I know that. I was not a sportsman by any 
stretch of the imagination. 

I used to read a fair bit because there was nothing else to do for the hour and a half on the school bus. I even tried 
to get some of my homework done, because that was a good use of time. As the travelling time was up to an hour 
and a half, morning and night, that is a significant amount of your time. My father and mother attributed some of 
my average progress at school to my time on a bus. Town kids would get out of school and go and play, but I 
had to spend up to an hour and a half on a bus, so that by the time I got home a significant amount of my 
homework was already done. 

The point of all this is that I already understand what it is like to travel on a bus. Some of these children are 
travelling for a significant amount of time not only on a bus, but also on gravel and dusty roads. I have spent a 
bit of time travelling on dusty roads in buses as well and I can understand the stressors of that on the human 
body. 

I hope that the government will support some modification to this policy. It draws a line and, when we draw 
lines, we do not end up dealing with the significant exceptions within a region. If we talk about a plan to provide 
air conditioning in every bus in Western Australia so that every child in Western Australia benefits, it does not 
mean the air conditioning has to be switched on every day. There are climactic conditions that warrant air 
conditioning in school buses—obviously, we would not be using the air conditioning during winter. It is a bit 
like the air conditioning in our motor cars. Ten years ago air conditioning was considered a bit of a luxury or an 
option, but it is not today. It would be wrong to suggest that the people of Esperance would not want to buy a car 
that has air conditioning because it is a very cool area on the south coast of Western Australia. I would suggest 
that that motor car is going to go inland and is going to travel to places such as Perth and the northern wheatbelt. 
It is similar to school buses. To suggest that living on the south coast by the seaside is cool and therefore a 
school bus does not need air conditioning is not a sensible and rational assessment of the situation.  
The aim of this motion is to bring the relevant policy into the twenty-first century. Schoolchildren who travel on 
school buses have a right to the comfort we experience when driving our motor vehicles. I am talking about very 
young people, some of whom are five and six years old, travelling on school buses.  
Perhaps the relative strain index is not exactly flawed, but it should be called into question. We hear almost 
every day about the impact that climate change and global warming have on our lives. This policy must be 
reviewed. We should consider the pain that the children and their parents must endure, and that is aptly outlined 
in the letter that was sent to me.  
I ask the minister whether there is a move afoot to review this policy. Also, is it the government’s intention to 
air-condition all buses in Western Australia, irrespective of whether it applies to zone A, north of Lancelin and 
Geraldton, or south of the twenty-second day line —that goes from Varley, through Kulin to Lancelin. These are 
arbitrary lines and there is no way that these lines can be used to determine what can be done to relieve the 
climatic stress that young schoolchildren who travel on school buses throughout summer endure. I hope that the 
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government and the minister’s department review this policy. We need to scrap arbitrary lines and work towards 
a goal of air-conditioning all school buses. That might not mean that all the existing buses need to be retro-fitted. 
However, as new buses are purchased, they should be air-conditioned. If we purchased a vehicle 10 or 15 years 
ago, we had the option of having air conditioning installed. Now it is standard equipment that we all expect. We 
need air conditioning in our vehicles because we are aware of the discomfort we would experience if we did not 
have air conditioning.  
To be told that we do not need air conditioning in our vehicle because we live south of the twenty-second 
parallel is not good enough. I have heard this argument many times not only as it applies to air conditioning of 
vehicles, but also other factors. I heard a similar argument when some of my boys were boarding. The argument 
put by the school executive for not installing air conditioning in the boarding house was that it got hot in Perth 
for only about five days of the year, excluding the summer school holidays when they were not in boarding 
school anyway. I was repeatedly told that the temperature rises above 40 degrees on only five days of the year, 
taking out the school Christmas vacation. That was absolute bunkum and it still is. It is ridiculous to say that it is 
okay for the boys in the boarding house to suffer these climatic stresses because on average the temperature rises 
to above 40 degrees on about five days of the year. We know about the changing patterns in our weather, yet 
students are being asked to perform well and study in situations we would not find conducive.  

Mr D.A. Templeman: It would be interesting to look at the comparisons for the past five years. I am not aware 
of any comparison that has been done recently. You are talking about exploding a myth.  

Dr G.G. JACOBS: I thank the Minister for the Environment. Essentially, the line that goes from Varley, 
through Kulin to Lancelin is the line that divides zone C from zone B. Below zone C, which covers my 
electorate, including Condingup, Esperance and Salmon Gums, and other areas of the south west, including the 
member for Warren-Blackwood’s electorate and the member for Wagin’s electorate, there are fewer than 22 
days in the school year that the relative strain index is above 0.3. Therefore, students have to endure discomfort.  

I do not know whether the Minister for the Environment was in the house when I explained the baseline studies 
on the relative strain index of how we perceive discomfort. It is the measure of sweating and increased heart rate 
and changes in blood pressure and respiratory rate. They are all measured to produce the relative strain index. 
We all like science, but let us take the balance and let the science go mad. The Minister for Planning and 
Infrastructure might be a little upset by what I am saying. The line has to be drawn somewhere; However, the 
current policy is over-prescriptive and does not deal with climatic stress endured by students travelling on school 
buses. As the Minister for the Environment said, it would be interesting to review those regions, because it might 
be that because of climatic change and daylight saving, the RSI index might be exceeded by more than is 
prescribed in those zones. There might be a changing situation. A comparison needs to be done.  

I welcome the minister’s comments and I hope that this policy can be reviewed. I believe that it is over-
prescriptive and that we need to review the applicable science and zones. My favoured position is to scrap those 
zones and look at the situation as is needed and as the climatic stresses are put on students.  

In an ideal world—I do not think this would necessarily break the bank—children deserve the same comforts 
that we appreciate in our own vehicles. The ideal situation would be for all school buses in Western Australia to 
be air-conditioned so that students can travel in comfort. It is almost their right to do that.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: You said you would speak for 20 minutes and you have gone on.  

Dr G.G. JACOBS: I am about to conclude, thank you, minister.  

I repeat that school students who travel on school buses should enjoy the comfort that we enjoy when we travel 
in our own vehicles. We owe that to the students of Western Australia.  

MR G. WOODHAMS (Greenough) [5.19 pm]: I will be relatively brief in my comments. I saw the minister on 
her feet during question time with that very innovative Google map showing Perth’s public transport system, and 
she was being forward-looking. I hope that she will apply the same sort of thinking to the situation with air 
conditioners in school buses. 

To put it very bluntly, I believe that every school bus in Western Australia should have an air conditioner. It 
should then be up to the driver or the operator of that vehicle to decide whether the circumstances dictate that the 
air conditioner should be used. I think it is quite apparent in most areas where school buses operate in Western 
Australia that there are conditions that require air conditioners to operate, if not on a regular basis, certainly on 
an as-needed basis. I do not doubt that the minister travels in an air-conditioned vehicle; so do I. Sometimes, 
even in the middle of winter, because of circumstances that prevail, we have our air conditioners on. It should be 
just a blanket policy to have air conditioners in all school buses in Western Australia. There should not be a 
school bus in Western Australia that does not have an air conditioner. There should not be any penny pinching 
on this issue. For those people who have to use school buses—many thousands of students in rural Western 
Australia have to use them, as do students in the metropolitan area also—air conditioners should be used as part 
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of the standard process. In the past couple of nouvelle summers that we have had under the auspices of daylight 
saving, certainly the need for air conditioning has been reinforced, particularly in the afternoons. 

I say to the minister that if there are benefits of the policy as it stands at the moment, I would like to know what 
they are. I believe that in the minister’s heart of hearts, she knows that when it comes to the future of public 
transport—school buses are an arm of public transport in Western Australia—the best option available to 
students and to the people who drive those school buses is for all school buses to have operational air 
conditioners. We in Western Australia should always be trendsetters. The minister has the opportunity to 
underline that role for us once again, and I encourage her to do so. 

MR T.K. WALDRON (Wagin — Deputy Leader of the National Party) [5.21 pm]: I will be brief too. I say 
to the minister that it is funny that this motion has come on this week. I have just been speaking to bus 
contractors and some parents about this issue. In 2008, when most cars on the road in Western Australia are now 
air-conditioned, to me it is just about inconceivable that we have an archaic, differential sectional system that 
applies to air conditioning in school buses in Western Australia. I can understand where it came from originally, 
but I think that now is the time to get real about this issue and change the policy. No matter where children live 
in Western Australia, these days they should have air conditioning in their school buses, and there should be a 
rule that the contractors and the drivers must use those air conditioners appropriately. We could argue how that 
would apply. 

It has been brought to my attention that there is a ludicrous situation in my area. We actually have two school 
buses servicing the same school. They both have air conditioning, but one driver uses it and the other does not. 
There is no allowance for it, so one driver chooses not to use it to save money. Therefore, it has created a real 
problem. We can blame the contractor or whoever, but it is because of the rule that applies. Parents have 
complained to me about this. Just last week I was in Jerramungup and I spoke to Kempley Brooks. He has a bus 
that has an air conditioner. However, the windows in that bus cannot be opened. It is not always hot down there, 
but what is the driver going to do when it is hot? Should he not put the air conditioner on? We must consider the 
comfort of the driver and that of the little kids. That is a situation in which the air conditioner has to be used, 
otherwise those kids might fry. 

Obviously, there will be a cost associated with this. I have not had time today to go through those costs, but I 
have some figures somewhere that I could go into. However, I am sure the minister would probably have an 
understanding of that. I do not think the costs would be great. It must be remembered that only specific areas are 
involved. It is not the whole state, because there are air-conditioned school buses in parts of the state. I believe 
that in the long run there is a cost if we do not do it, and that is a human cost, with pressure on kids etc. 

I believe that the minister is a person who has shown that she is willing to make sensible and strong decisions. I 
believe that this is an issue that she needs to consider closely. Obviously, the air conditioning of school buses 
might have to be phased in. However, I strongly urge the minister, for the good of the kids, to make sure that in 
the next few years all school buses have air conditioning and that the kids have access to it. I know that there are 
also some other issues with the buses about the costs and the reimbursements that are made in those areas where 
there are air-conditioned buses. I will follow up on that also. However, I urge the minister to take notice of this 
motion and to make a good decision. 
MS A.J.G. MacTIERNAN (Armadale — Minister for Planning and Infrastructure) [5.24 pm]: I thank 
members for their comments in raising an issue that is obviously of concern to a number of parents, and I suspect 
that some school bus operators are also agitating about this issue. I particularly thank the National Party 
members for their very concise presentations. The member for Roe outlined the basis of the policy settings. 
Certainly, after that very extensive outlining of those settings, I do not need to go over them again. 
Dr G.G. Jacobs: I think it was important to do so. 
Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Yes, but not three or four times. Anyhow, the member went over them, so I will not 
go over them again. The member accurately described how the system has been developed. However, I do not 
agree with the language of the member’s motion, which says that the policy is irrational and discriminatory. As 
the member himself would recognise, an attempt was made to provide a rational basis for decision making. We 
always have to draw the line somewhere. When this policy was developed, the government used what was then 
the most modern formulation available and it used current data. I agree that that does not mean that the policy 
should be locked in forever and can never be reviewed. The member made some reasonable observations about 
some of the limitations of the index that was mentioned, and particularly as it applies to children. However, as I 
said, I think there is somewhat of a disconnect between the language of the motion that we have before us—
which I suspect is the result of the adversarial process that we have in Parliament—and the actual substance of 
what the member said, which was a little different. 
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Certainly, valid issues have been raised. There has been some climate change, and there has been a change in 
general community expectations regarding standards. It is true that in zone C there are some places that have 
some very hot days. With that in mind, I propose to amend the motion. 

Amendment to Motion 
Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: I move — 

To delete all words after “government” and substitute — 
reviews the school bus air conditioning policy, taking into account matters including climatic 
conditions, length of time travelled by students, bus design and issues of sustainability, and 
reports back within six months. 

Basically, I am undertaking to have a review to take into account all the sorts of issues that have been raised. I 
think they are valid points. However, we do not want to make changes on the run; we want to know what we are 
doing. I believe that that would be the best way of achieving what the members who have spoken have asked us 
to do. 
Amendment put and passed. 

Motion, as Amended 
Question put and passed.  
 


