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SCHOOL BUSES, SEATBELTS 
Grievance 

MR J.R. QUIGLEY (Mindarie) [10.03 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Planning and Infrastructure in 
her capacity as the minister with responsibility for transport.  I raise the subject of seatbelts on school buses or, 
more particularly, the lack thereof.  A group of very dedicated and committed mothers in my electorate of 
Mindarie have formed a group called Mosquito Mums.  For the information of members, Mosquito Mums has an 
e-mail address at mosquitomums@hotmail.com.  The group was inaugurated by Mrs Nadia Strafford-Price and 
her good friend Mrs Deb Diamantis, who have led this campaign.  I have joined them in this campaign as their 
parliamentary spokesperson, and in November last year I presented a petition to this Parliament containing 576 
signatures.  I collected signatures with them at primary and secondary schools in the area.  I must say that this 
petition was one of the easiest for which I have gathered signatures, because many mothers are sympathetic to 
the cause that seatbelts be fitted to school buses.  The Mosquito Mums have advanced their argument that there 
be seatbelts on school buses through a submission made by the Australian Plaintiff Lawyers Association to a 
review conducted in Queensland in 2001.  I have a copy of that submission, and I seek leave of the house to lay 
it on the table for the balance of the day.   

[The paper was tabled for the information of members.] 

Mr J.R. QUIGLEY:  The Australian Plaintiff Lawyers Association submission points out that Australian design 
rule 68/00 requires that there be seatbelts on buses but exempts buses on route services, such as Transperth 
routes, buses with fewer than 17 seats and buses with seat heights lower than a metre.  That effectively excludes 
school buses.  A number of serious accidents have involved buses, some of which carried schoolchildren.  The 
submission refers to evidence given by one Constable John Ruler at the coroner’s inquest into a very nasty 
accident at Mt Tamborine in Queensland when 18 lives were lost.  The constable said - 

Each day I see heavily laden buses carrying both commuters as well as school children travelling our 
roads.  Knowing what can occur to unrestrained occupants, seated as well as standing, it frightens me 
and yet at the same time angers me.  It angers me because I know that this situation need not exist. 

I have heard comments to the effect that to be injured in a bus is so many times less than a car or a 
motorcycle.  I have heard comments that there has yet to be sufficient justification for the fitment of 
seat belts.  I have heard comments that it would be too expensive to fit seat belts.  I have heard 
numerous other comments as to why seat belts should not be fitted or only a limited number of seat 
belts provided. 

In answer to these comments I can only say that had these persons seen what I, and those who took part 
in the rescue operation, had seen that day, there would be little doubt left as to the need for seat belts for 
all those who travel on buses.  This does not refer to those buses of the future but to all buses now 
operating on our roads. 

It comes down to the definition of what is a school bus.  It has been argued that buses that are not used primarily 
for the transport of schoolchildren but have other usages should not be included in this consideration.  Page 17 of 
the Australian Plaintiff Lawyers Association submission reads - 

For example, it is often asserted that the Gillies Highway tragedy (in which 6 school children died) was 
not a ‘school bus’, but an ordinary bus carrying children on a ‘school excursion’.  Similarly, the bus that 
recently overturned at Rockhampton was carrying some adults (in addition to the majority of school 
kids), so it was not ‘technically’ a school bus.  The reality is that any bus carrying school children is, 
insofar as the ordinary expectations of the public are concerned, performing service as a ‘school bus’. 

Since that submission was prepared for the Queensland review following the Mt Tamborine accident, I have 
received a further small submission prepared by Mosquito Mums under the authorship of Mrs Deb Diamantis, 
dated 27 June 2005, setting out the research on the latest known deaths and amendments to the regulations in 
Queensland.  As I will be referring to the submission, I also seek leave to lay it on the table for the balance of the 
day. 

[The paper was tabled for the information of members.] 

Mr J.R. QUIGLEY:  The objectives of the Mosquito Mums are laid out at page 1, which are - 

•  That all buses used for the transportation of children confirm to ADR 59, 66 & 68. 

•  To phase out the use of and replace older buses in an “acceptable” time frame 

•  That all buses carrying children are fitted with a 3 point safety belt. 
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•  That standing is NEVER permitted. 

•  Sufficient buses are provided to eliminate 3 for 2 seating. 

That means that three children cannot sit on the same bench seat.  It continues - 

•  Schools and organisation’s hiring buses for excursions must be required to ONLY use buses 
equipped with seatbelts. 

•  That all buses used for the transportation of children be subject to regular compulsory vehicle 
inspection’s. 

•  That all companies hired for the purpose of transporting children have available on request a 
“critical injury procedure” 

•  That current rollover crashworthiness studies are made available. 

•  That funds are made available for the implementation of these strategies for those involved in the 
business of children’s transportation. 

Members will note that page 2 of the submission sets out a list of accidents around Australia in which people 
have been injured.  Fortunately, it does not cite Western Australia.  However, as the Australian Plaintiff Lawyers 
Association points out, all runs of good luck end one day.  The estimated cost of fitting seatbelts is $15 000 per 
bus, but this could be defrayed by charging on each excursion an extra $10 per transported child.  I commend to 
the Parliament the arguments and submissions of Mosquito Mums.  I commend them for their excellent work 
and remain committed to be their parliamentary spokesperson.   

MS A.J.G. MacTIERNAN (Armadale - Minister for Planning and Infrastructure) [10.10 am]:  I thank the 
member for Mindarie for his grievance.  I acknowledge the earnestness of Mosquito Mums in arguing this case.  
In government we need always to weigh up the extent of the risk and the cost benefits of any legislation and 
regulation introduced to address that risk.  We need to compare the return we will get in a reduction of risk with 
the opportunity that may be lost by not using that amount of taxpayers’ money in another way.  As the member 
pointed out, the current Australian Design Rules do not require seatbelts to be installed in standard school buses.  
One of the reasons for that is that practical experience demonstrates that school buses are a very low-risk 
operation.  As the member for Mindarie pointed out, there has not been one fatal accident in Western Australia 
involving a school bus in the over 50 years during which records have been kept.  That is an exceptional record.  
Over 560 specialist school buses are operating in this state, yet in over 50 years there has not been one fatality.  
That demonstrates that school buses are the safest form of transport for schoolchildren.  A child who is being 
driven to school in a car while wearing a seatbelt is at far more risk than a child who is on a school bus while not 
wearing a seatbelt.  I understand that the children of many of the mothers in this group attend Peter Moyes 
Anglican Community School. 

Mr J.R. Quigley:  Some of the children attend Mindarie Primary School. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN:  I understand that very few of these children use the contracted school buses.  I 
presume some of the children use the Transperth buses.  One of the other concerns for the mothers is the buses 
that are contracted by the school, perhaps for school excursions.  Of course, that does not come directly within 
the government’s area of responsibility.  The fact is that if we were to mandate the provision that the member is 
suggesting, the cost for just the specialist green and orange school buses alone would be in the order of 
$50 million.  We would probably need to extend it also to the Transperth buses.  At this point I could not begin 
to estimate the cost, but it would probably be over $100 million in infrastructure costs alone.  There are many 
other strategies that we could put in place to improve road safety that would produce a much stronger return for 
the community from that level of expenditure.  We had originally intended to do a trial.  However, it was then 
decided by all the Australian transport ministers that the trial would be run by Queensland.  One of the 
interesting things that came out of the Queensland trial is that it is very difficult to enforce compliance.  The trial 
demonstrated that the parents, and even the teachers, had massively overstated the level of compliance that they 
expected would occur.  It is beyond the capacity of the bus driver to enforce compliance.  The high-backed seats 
that are required in order to install the sorts of seatbelts that we are talked about make social interaction very 
difficult.  As a result, the children were constantly undoing their seatbelts and walking around the bus.  
Therefore, we do not believe this would be a sound strategy to proceed with, because there would need to be a 
very large expenditure, which would take money away from other important safety projects that would provide a 
much better return for the community, and there would be a relatively low level of compliance.  

However, further work is being done through the Australian transport ministers.  We agreed at our last meeting 
that action would be taken in certain areas in which there are particular concerns.  Queensland has introduced a 
program that seatbelts will be introduced on buses in areas in which there are particularly steep and hazardous 
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routes.  The Australian transport ministers are working to come up with a set of guidelines that will determine 
precisely on which routes and under what circumstances a plausible case can be made for the introduction of 
seatbelts.  We think that would probably be only in steep and hazardous situations.  We are prepared to look at 
that.  We expect to receive a report on that matter in November. 

I want to make a point about vehicle inspections.  Each commercial bus is inspected at least once a year as part 
of the licensing process.  We are undertaking a view of that to see whether we need to strengthen those 
provisions.   
 


