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SCHOOL BUS SERVICES — COWARAMUP 
Grievance 

MS L. METTAM (Vasse — Deputy Leader of the Liberal Party) [9.49 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for 
Transport, and I thank the minister for taking this grievance. The issue surrounds eligibility criteria for primary and 
high school–age children in the growing locality of Cowaramup who wish to attend St Mary MacKillop College 
in Busselton but have been unable to secure a seat with School Bus Services. The minister will be aware that I have 
written to her on this matter, and I am aware that the families have also written directly to the minister and been 
in contact with School Bus Services to highlight this issue. 
School Bus Services provides an invaluable, efficient service to families and their children throughout regional 
Western Australia. This service respects and supports a choice in education by providing public transport to the 
nearest appropriate school of choice. For private schools, this may be based on religious denomination. This is clearly 
a fair policy in many circumstances. In the case of my constituents in Cowaramup, a growing number of families 
wish their children to attend St Mary MacKillop College in Busselton for a number of legitimate reasons. However, 
they have been informed that their nearest appropriate Catholic school is St Thomas More Catholic Primary School 
in Margaret River. As the policy considers St Thomas More to be a non-government school of the same religious 
denomination, these families are not eligible for transport by SBS to St Mary MacKillop College in Busselton. 
Although both schools are the same religious denomination, the key difference is that St Thomas More Catholic 
Primary School is a primary school only, whereas St Mary MacKillop College goes from pre-kindergarten to 
year 12. The families want the choice to have continuity of education for their children. The school supports this 
decision, and in a letter dated 2 December 2021 it states — 

Growing demand at our Catholic feeder schools in Dunsborough and Margaret River mean that it is 
becoming increasingly difficult for students to enroll into Year 7 if they are not one of our designated priority 
students—Catholic students, students at a Catholic primary school, or siblings. Enrolling into our Primary 
school means a guaranteed place in Secondary school for these children. 

This issue first arose in late 2021. Some of the students who lived on the school bus route of the Busselton–Augusta 
22 bus did not meet the eligibility criteria for transport assistance but had been allocated a seat under complimentary 
status. This allocation was provided on the basis of spare seat capacity. However, this allocation was withdrawn 
when an eligible student requiring a seat on that bus applied to travel on the service, resulting in no further capacity 
for complimentary passengers. Availability under complimentary passenger status will become increasingly unlikely 
for these families, with St Mary MacKillop College already confirming 24 student enrolments for year 7 for the 
2023 school year from families living in the Cowaramup–Margaret River region. 

Cowaramup is one of the fastest-growing regions in the south west. Census data confirms that population growth 
in Cowaramup doubled in the five years from 2011 to 2016, with the area having a median age of 37 years. According 
to parents, there are now at least 30 children who are unable to obtain a seat on the SBS bus. These families are 
being significantly impacted. Children have had to be withdrawn from their school of choice to keep siblings together. 
Logistically, it is not possible for parents to drive their children to school or for families to have children attend 
different schools, as both parents generally work to support their families. These two schools are significant distances 
apart and in opposite directions, with Cowaramup located between Busselton and Margaret River. For example, from 
St Mary MacKillop College in Busselton it is 35 kilometres to Cowaramup and 48 kilometres to Margaret River. 

I am aware that the Public Accounts Committee is inquiring into the student transport assistance policy framework. 
Under this policy, students who live in regional areas are given transport assistance to attend mainstream and 
non-government schools. The committee encouraged submissions to address the terms of reference, but the closing 
date for submissions was Friday, 29 October 2021. Unfortunately, the families in Cowaramup were affected by this 
issue after that date. There is fair concern about whether this inquiry and the government’s response will lead to 
any immediate improvement to the issue facing these families and students. Families are prepared to compromise 
and have proactively suggested alternative solutions. They have explored chartering their own bus, but there is not 
one available in the region. They were also frustrated that the bus used on the Vasse–Carbunup service was withdrawn 
and replaced with a smaller bus. These families would have been happy to drive their children the shorter distance 
to link in with this or other bus services in this rural area that had capacity; however, we were led to believe that 
the logistics involved in altering or extending the bus route for complimentary passengers to ensure that a safe and 
suitable stop was provided would go against SBS’s complimentary travel policy guidelines. Families have been 
advised that taking this option could potentially void an allocation for the Cowaramup service. 

Recognising that the Public Accounts Committee will be collating information to report to Parliament in August 2022, 
we are hopeful that consideration will be given to cases like this. School Bus Services plays an invaluable role in 
our local communities. Given the unique nature of the situation impacting the Cowaramup community and the 
significant level of demand for high schools in Busselton, there is a great opportunity to support these students with 
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the obvious benefits of public transport. I urge the minister’s reconsideration of this matter and thank her for taking 
the grievance. 

MS R. SAFFIOTI (West Swan — Minister for Transport) [9.56 am]: I thank the member for Vasse for the 
grievance. If I looked at which issue across my portfolio creates the most letters to my office and most concern, it 
would be School Bus Services. That is why we asked the Public Accounts Committee to examine the existing regime 
and gain an understanding of the challenges that arise from the existing set of criteria. The member highlighted 
those criteria. To be eligible for transport assistance, students must be enrolled at their nearest appropriate school, be 
enrolled in pre-compulsory or compulsory education, regularly use the bus service, reside more than 4.5 kilometres 
from the school and reside outside a designated public transport area. Those criteria have been in place for many 
years. One challenge that continues to emerge—I experienced it myself; I went to a district high school and then 
a secondary high school in Roleystone—is that one’s choice of school can be impacted by the years that are offered 
by the local school and, sometimes, the courses offered. That is very much the case in regional WA, where there may 
be district high schools or K–12 schools, which is an option that many families now choose because their child 
will be at the same school from kindergarten to year 12 and they will not have to do a double drop-off. 
St Mary MacKillop College is a K–12 school and St Thomas More is a primary school. St Thomas More Primary 
School is closer to Cowaramup. Even though I am Italian, I cannot roll my Rs, so I always find this town’s name very 
hard to say; I will say “Cowaramup” quickly. The policy requires children to go to St Thomas More Primary School 
as it is the closest school; therefore, free travel to St Mary MacKillop College would not be provided. Of course, there 
are also capacity issues. I understand the concerns. It is very difficult to make exceptions to rules up and down the 
state. Once we do it for one school, there will be demands for other schools. I will say, with Catholic Education 
officers watching, that it would be good if St Mary MacKillop College, for example, automatically included 
St Thomas More Primary School students in its cohort, because that school would then be a feeder school.  
One thing that the member highlighted that I think sounded a bit odd is that one would hope that this secondary 
school at St Mary MacKillop College would automatically take children from St Thomas More Catholic Primary 
School because that would allow families more certainty, and allow children who go to the primary school certainty 
that they will automatically go to the high school. Again, that is the same as a situation in my electorate with a new 
catholic high school that goes K–12 and other primary schools feed into that high school even though other high 
schools are also K–12. We would hope that a bit more concession be given to children going from the Margaret River 
school into the Busselton school. We will re-examine it, particularly the student numbers and number of bus services. 
I will get my office to re-examine the option that was put forward late in the member’s piece when she talked about 
trying to move to a central point, and then maybe doing some pickups from there. We will re-examine it, as I said. 
I have the Public Accounts Committee looking at this because as families try to choose the best options for their 
children, they try to have options that suit their children and also their family circumstance. It is very hard to get a bus 
service to deliver the best option to every family in the state. That is why I have the inquiry to look at the matter 
to see whether any other options or mechanisms give families a bit more flexibility, understanding that moving 
children from school to school and drop-offs is one of the challenges many people face across the state. We will 
re-examine some options put forward, but it is very hard to make exceptions in this case, because I would then 
expect the same exceptions to be asked for around the state. It is a real issue. That is why I had the committee look 
at it, too. 
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