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18 November 2021 
 
 
 
Ms LM O’Malley MLA 
Chair 
Public Accounts Committee – STAP Framework 
4 Harvest Terrace 
WEST PERTH WA 6005 
 
 
By email 
 
 
Dear Ms O’Malley 
 
Student Transport Assistance Policy framework 
Submission to Inquiry  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments in relation the Public Accounts 
Committee inquiry into the Western Australian Student Transport Assistance Policy 
(STAP) framework. 
 
Following your invitation to make a written submission we have undertaken 
extensive consultation with BusWA members across Western Australia in order to 
prepare a submission that reflects the views of our membership – a group which 
represents over 300 bus operators across metropolitan, regional and rural Western 
Australia. 
 
The views expressed by members were comprehensive, constructive and consistent 
and as a result we are pleased to present these views to the Committee as part of its 
inquiry. 
 
We are keen to discuss the issues raised in our submission with the Committee in 
more detail. To facilitate this, we would like to request two separate meetings be held 
between BusWA and the Committee, and some of our the service operators and the 
Committee. 
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These meetings would provide an opportunity for us to further explain our concerns 
and also the concerns of our members while addressing any questions the 
Committee may have of us.  
 
Given the importance of this inquiry, our rural and regional members have expressed 
their willingness to travel to Perth to attend these meetings if that is more convenient 
for the Committee.  
 
We look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
John Ditchburn 
General Manager 
BusWA 
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Western Australia’s “Orange” bus service is both historic and iconic. 
 
For over 100 years, the service has operated to provide safe, reliable home-to-school 
transport for regional and rural students - providing a system which ensures that students 
across Western Australia have reasonable access to education, regardless of the location of 
their home and school.  
 
Orange buses are an important part of a wider system which has been designed to provide 
equal access to education to everyone. 
 
The opportunity to support local communities and local families is a key motivation for 
Orange bus contractors and drivers – many of whom are part of those communities 
themselves.  
 
As part of preparing this submission, BusWA - as a representative body supporting Western 
Australian bus operators - has undertaken an extensive consultation process with operators 
to understand the issues facing operators who provide services under the Student Transport 
Assistance Program (STAP). 
 
This document has been prepared following this consultation process with members. 
 
The key messages and recommendations which have resonated with members and which 
have been put forward in this submission are set out below. 
 
Operators are motivated to ensure that the system which Western Australia has in place 
fundamentally meets its intended purpose – to provide home to school transport for regional 
and remote students,  and that this is achieved in a way that best meets the needs of 
students, parents, schools, operators, and Government.  
 
BusWA and its member operators have highly significant, first-hand experience in relation to 
the practical operation of the STAP system.  
 
Given the importance of the STAP system to Western Australia and this significant 
opportunity to review it, we look forward to the opportunity to meet with the Committee to 
discuss our recommendations in more detail.  
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SUMMARY OF BUSWA RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
Policy issue Key comments Recommendations 
The “nearest appropriate 
school policy” 

The policy is complex, and strictly 
enforced. 

A “common sense” 
approach should be taken, 
using an approach which 
aligns Department of 
Transport / Department of 
Education policies and 
which allows school of 
choice. 

The “4.5 km rule” which 
requires students to live 
more than 4.5 kms from 
school to be eligible 

The policy is leading to unsafe 
and inconvenient outcomes for 
students and families. 

The rule be removed, and 
that all students who live in 
rural areas (or where, on a 
reasonable assessment, it 
is otherwise unsafe for 
students to make their own 
way to school) and who are 
otherwise eligible for 
transport assistance be 
categorised as Eligible 
Passengers. 

Access to spurs The policy is complex, is resulting 
in unintended and / or illogical 
outcomes for some families, and 
routes are not always designed in 
consultation with all stakeholders. 

The concept of spurs be 
removed, and a common 
sense approach be taken to 
routes and bus stops so 
long as a route can be 
completed in 90 minutes. 

Inclusion of social, 
community, economic 
and financial factors 

The value of the STAP system is 
primarily focused on tangible, 
financially measurable outcomes 
rather than important intangible 
benefits which are harder to 
measure. 

Measurement and valuation 
of the STAP system and the 
Orange bus network be 
widened to more accurately 
reflect societal impacts. 

The types of transport 
assistance and 
entitlements to be 
provided to ensure 
students can undertake 
an appropriate education 

This issue is primarily relevant to 
parents and carers. There is 
concern that the complexity 
associated with payment 
calculations makes it difficult to 
assess “value” of providing 
transport services compared to 
conveyancing allowances.  

The payment system 
(conveyancing allowances, 
and TDVs) be simplified 
and streamlined. 

The complimentary 
passenger policy 

The policy is confusing and is 
leading to unintended / illogical / 
inconsistent outcomes. There is 
concern that reasons for 
particular decisions are not 
transparent. 

Complimentary passengers 
be treated as eligible 
passengers, and these 
students be guaranteed 
transport assistance until it 
is no longer needed. 
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Student behaviour 
policies 

Concern that the SBS Behaviour 
Management Guidelines were not 
developed using a consultative 
approach and impose an 
unrealistic burden on operators. 

A review of the guidelines 
be undertaken in 
consultation with all 
stakeholders. 

Bus Aides Supervision of students on buses 
is not consistent with wider 
Department of Education policies 
in relation to staff / student ratios. 
The lack of aides on services is 
resulting in undue stress for 
drivers and unsafe situations on 
the road. 

That operators are given 
the authority to assess the 
need for aides on other 
services on a case by case 
basis, and that SBS 
provides one (or more) Bus 
Aides when recommended 
by operators.  

Student safety and 
communication with SBS 

There is a concern that 
communication channels between 
SBS and operators are not 
satisfactory leading to potentially 
unsafe situations. 

That this issue be 
addressed as part of a 
wider review of student 
behaviour policies. 

Medical records That the requirement for parents 
to submit medical records before 
their application is accepted could 
deter parents from providing 
important medical details. 
 
 

That the user experience on 
the SBS website be 
reviewed to ensure it 
accurately captures all 
relevant student 
information, and this 
information be shared with 
contractors on a timely 
basis. 

The assessment process 
when evaluating the 
safety of bus stops and 
routes 

In practice there is a lack of 
consultation with operators when 
devising stops and routes, 
sometimes resulting in unsafe / 
illogical outcomes. 

That routes and stops be 
designed in consultation 
with operators, who have 
local knowledge and 
experience. 
 
That SBS staff make “on 
the ground” visits as part of 
this process. 

The implications of the 
NDIS on the delivery of 
services for students 
attending Education 
Support facilities 

Fundamentally the system for the 
provision of services under the 
NDIS should not contradict / differ 
from the STAP system. 

That the policy document 
commissioned by all State-
based bus associations 
(attached to this 
submission) be considered. 

The Evergreen contract 
model 

Ensuring security of contracts and 
livelihoods is the most important 
issue to contractors across the 
State.  

That in recognition of the 
importance of the Orange 
bus network to Western 
Australia, Government 
policy in relation to 
evergreen contracts, the 
general understanding 
within the industry of the 
meaning of the term 
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“evergreen”, that evergreen 
contract services that are 
no longer viable due to 
declining student 
numbers be relocated.  
 
This would ensure: 
 
• alignment of PTA 

practices with the current 
policies of the State 
Government 

• consistency with the 
policies of the previous 
Liberal Government 

• alignment with the  
historic and iconic value 
of the Orange bus 
system in Western 
Australia 

• a consistent approach to 
procurement and 
contracting across the 
State, including 
consistent “buy local” 
procurement criteria 

• satisfaction with the 
guidelines of the State 
Supply Commission 

• a system which provides 
the safest possible 
transport system for 
Western Australian 
students. 

The TDV model The system of determining 
payments to contractors is 
complex and difficult to verify. 
 
The administrative burden 
imposed by the model on SBS 
and contractors is significant. 

That contractors only be 
required to submit TDVs for 
days when their vehicles do 
not run, and where any 
other significant variances 
occur, for example plus or 
minus 50 kilometres per 
day. 
 
That this issue be reviewed 
as part of the upcoming 5-
year review process. 

Resourcing issues within 
SBS 

Concerns were raised about: 
 
• The lack of 

timeliness/responsiveness at 

BusWA does not have 
specific recommendations 
about the internal 
resourcing and 
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SBS in response to operator 
communications 

• That the STAP is sometimes 
applied theoretically rather than 
practically, with illogical / 
confusing decisions being 
made at times – compounded 
by a perceived lack of 
consultation with operators 
affected by decisions 

 

management structure of 
SBS but would be pleased 
to discuss the impact of 
resourcing and internal 
decision making on the 
wider industry. 
 
We support measures 
which increase the 
efficiency of the 
administration of the 
contract model to ease the 
SBS resourcing burden. 
This could include, for 
example, updating maps 
twice per year.  
 
Reverting to the Evergreen 
contract model (rather than 
administering a range of 
different contract types) 
would improve SBS 
efficiencies. 

The appropriateness of 
the conveyance 
allowance as an 
alternative to transport 
assistance 

As far as is reasonably possible, 
the system should offer 
convenient bus transport to 
students, and where this cannot 
reasonably be achieved should 
offer a conveyance system to 
parents and carers. 
 
 

The conveyance system 
should be used as a last 
resort, as it does not solve 
the issue of physically 
transporting children to 
school and still requires 
parental / carer involvement 
– adding to traffic 
congestion issues and 
causing inconvenience to 
families. 
 
That regular reviews and 
reassessments of the 
location and number of 
conveyancing allowances 
be undertaken, to 
determine whether there is 
capacity to introduce a new 
route to better service the 
community. 
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
  



 

Bus Assoc at on of Western Austra a 
PO Box 25 Mandurah WA 6210 

www.buswa.com.au 
 

10 

Bus Association of  
Western Australia 

 
INTRODUCTION TO BUS WA 
 
 
BusWA Inc is a voluntary professional association which represents member bus operators 
in Western Australia. We provide industry representation to members on to a range of 
industry issues, including relationships with Government and associated agencies. 
 
Our members are an important stakeholder in Western Australia’s iconic “Orange” bus 
service which is delivered under the STAP. 
 
BusWA members currently operate over 800 services under the STAP – working closely with 
the Public Transport Authority (“PTA”) to deliver safe and reliable school transport options to 
Western Australian students in regional and remote locations across the State.  
 
The majority of these services are provided under the Evergreen contract model. 
 
The tangible and intangible benefits of the unique partnership approach between the 
Western Australian Government and small business operators are significant. It is a 
partnership that has been in place for over 100 years, providing a community-based, 
personalised service that in many ways represents an “extension of family” in regional and 
rural towns. These benefits are impossible to quantify and value. 
 
 
THE CONSULTATION PROCESS UNDERTAKEN AS PART OF THIS SUBMISSION 
 
BusWA has undertaken an extensive consultation process as part of preparing this 
submission, with face-to-face meetings and workshops held with a significant number of 
members who operate Orange bus services in regional Western Australia. 
 
The turnout to each of the meetings was very strong.  
 
The operators we met are passionate about the services they provide and the communities 
they support. Many have managed (and driven) Orange bus services in their local areas for 
many years, with stories about generations of families they have transported to school, and 
stories about individual students who have travelled on their buses over the years. It was 
clear that the Orange buses and the drivers are an important part of  the fabric and culture of 
regional and rural Western Australia – this is something that all local operators were keen to 
emphasise and which they are very proud of being part of.  
 
There is a rich history of community and “family values” associated with the Orange school 
buses. 
 
All operators are supportive of this inquiry and are grateful for the opportunity for their voices 
to be heard as part of this submission process. Fundamentally, they are looking to ensure 
that the Orange bus service remains part of the unique fabric of regional life in Western 
Australia. 
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 (a) The eligibility criteria for students to qualify for transport assistance, including: 
 
i. Nearest appropriate school 
ii. Access to spurs and 
iii. Inclusion of social, community, and economic and financial factors 
 
 
Background – current policy  
 
Through the School Bus Services (SBS) branch of the Public Transport Authority of Western 
Australia, the Western Australian Government has provided school transport services to 
Western Australian families for over 100 years. 
 
The “Orange” bus service is an important part of this publicly funded system.  
 
In regional and remote parts of the State, Orange buses provide free transport to Eligible 
Students to and from their Nearest Appropriate School, and to students with special needs. 
Over 960 Orange buses transport more than 26,000 Western Australian students each day, 
over a distance of more than 168,000 kilometres. 
 
The Student Transport Assistance Policy and Operational Guidelines (located on the SBS 
website, at  
https://www.schoolbuses.wa.gov.au/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=fTTuehnLbaY%3D&portalid=2) 
sets out the way in the system is administered. The document is comprehensive, containing 
almost 100 pages of guidance and practical explanation. 
 
It says (on page 10) that: 
 

“The Government of Western Australia acknowledges that if students 
are to gain maximum benefit from their education and optimise their 
life opportunities they need to attend school regularly. The 
Government also acknowledges that students can be encouraged to 
attend school regularly if some form of transport assistance is made 
available to students and their parents / carers,”  

 
and: 
 

“The Government’s policy objectives in providing transport assistance 
to Rural Students and students attending Education Support Facilities 
are (with emphasis added): 
 

• To ensure that Eligible Students have reasonable access to school; 
 

• To provide Transport Assistance to Eligible Students to enable them 
to attend their nearest government or non-government school offering 
an appropriate year or level of study and which is of an appropriate 
religious denomination or ethos to the student (with special 
consideration being given to the needs and capacities of students 
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attending Education Support Facilities);  
 

• To ensure that the Transport Assistance provided to students is 
appropriate, safe, cost-effective and fair; and  
 

• To ensure that school bus contractors provide safe and high quality 
services to Eligible Students.” 

 
We agree with and support these policy objectives. Fundamentally, the purpose of STAP 
and the Orange bus network is to facilitate safe, reliable school transport for students so they 
can access and receive an education. 
 
Eligibility criteria 
 
Within these policy objectives, a complex but comprehensive system has evolved which 
includes a number of eligibility criteria used to determine which students are eligible for 
transport assistance.  
 
Broadly, under normal circumstances, regional and rural students who live outside of a 
designated public transport area and who attend mainstream schools are eligible for 
transport assistance if: 
 

• they are enrolled at their nearest appropriate school, 
• they travel to their school at least three days in a five-day school week, and 
• they live more than 4.5km from their school, measured by the shortest practical 

road route (with the distance taken from the gate or point of property entrance where 
this is relevant). 

 
Students who meet the criteria are categorised as “Eligible Students” and are entitled to 
transport assistance. 
 
Students who do not meet the criteria may be able to travel as a Complimentary Passengers 
where a seat is available on a suitable Orange Bus. 
 
We have made some comments in relation to the Complimentary Passenger scheme further 
in our submission, which are relevant to this discussion also.  
 

i. Nearest appropriate school policy 
 
The nearest appropriate school policy is complex and is strictly enforced. In the SBS policy 
document there are five examples with illustrations for each which attempt to explain 
different situations and the way the policy will be applied to each, including equidistance and 
school closure.  The need for this level of detail suggests that the policy itself is unduly 
complicated. 
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ii. Distance to School – the 4.5 kilometre rule 
 
Currently, students must live more than 4.5 kilometres from their school in order to qualify for 
transport assistance. 
 
The practical application of this is that students living up 
to 4.5 kilometres from their school who do not otherwise 
qualify as Complimentary Passengers must make their 
own way to and from school – a distance that can total up 
to 9 kilometres per day. 
 
This can be inconvenient for families and is fundamentally 
inconsistent with the overriding goals of SBS to provide 
reasonable access to school in an appropriate and safe 
manner.   
 
We believe the 4.5 kilometre rule can risk the safety of 
rural and regional school students who live closer than 4.5 
kilometres to their school, and so is not consistent with 
the broad principle of providing safe to-and from-school 
transport services. 
 
This is because pedestrians are vulnerable road users particularly on rural and regional 
roads for a number or reasons including:  
 

• Children may need to make their own way to school on roads which carry heavy 
traffic loads, including heavy vehicles and trucks. 
 

• Many regional and rural roads are high speed zone roads which do not make speed 
allowances for pedestrians (unlike metropolitan streets with lower and/or adjustable 
speed limits which provide greater pedestrian safety). 
 

• Outside of established community locations, regional and country roads often lack 
infrastructure that otherwise makes routes safer for pedestrians (for example 
footpaths, shoulders, traffic lights, pedestrian crossings, signs, phone / mobile 
reception). 
 

• Regional and country roads are often poorly lit which can pose a danger to students 
travelling to and from school, particularly during winter months. 
 

• Regional and country roads are by definition not busy or well used, and isolation / 
infrequency of traffic can increase the vulnerability of school students, particularly 
after dark. 

  
The 4.5 km rule is inconsistent with a number of other Government policies and strategies 
including: 
 

 
EXAMPLE: 
 
In Margaret River, operators 
raised the issue of heavy car 
traffic around the local primary 
school during pick up and drop off 
times. Many students live less 
than 4.5 kms from school, but 
walking to and from school each 
day is not feasible because of 
both time taken and student 
safety. 
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iv. Inclusion of social, community, economic and financial factors 
 
The Orange bus system is an asset that is iconic and valuable in regional Western Australia, 
and needs to be protected.  
 
Drivers, parents, students and schools all value and support the system.  
 
From a social, community and economic perspective the 
following messages were clear from our regional meetings 
and feedback from operators: 
 

• In regional Western Australia the Orange bus service 
is an iconic part of the community. The fabric of local 
towns is built on families, schools and local business, 
and the role that local operators and drivers play in 
these towns is difficult to measure – the sense of 
family and connectedness is strong. 
 

• We heard stories from local drivers about individual 
families who relied on the compassion of drivers to 
support special needs students on their education 
journey. These stories go far beyond merely driving 
from one point to another. There were many examples 
of this: 
 

o Drivers waiting at stops for a child who was 
reluctant to go to school and who needed more 
time to board.  

o Parents working directly with drivers to coax 
and calm students who were reluctant to board 
the bus.  

o Drivers understanding the unique needs of 
special needs students and going out of their 
way to support those students and their 
families.  

o Drivers helping students with spelling 
homework while on the bus.  

o Drivers who had once driven parents of their 
current students to school.  

 
These stories were told by drivers, operators and parents – they are examples of 
the benefit of the Orange bus system that are not reflected in a financial or 
economic assessment of the service. 
 

• There is a strong agreement among operators with the overarching objectives of the 
STAP – to support access to schools for students with a safe, efficient service. From 
a social and economic perspective, operators are conscious of the role they play in 
supporting families and are focused on delivering a service that is as convenient as is 

EXAMPLE – THE INTERACTION OF 
ORANGE / GREEN SERVICES AND 
SAFETY CONCERNS 
 
Some students who live in Dunsborough 
and who go to school in Busselton are 
treated as eligible passengers and have 
been allocated a seat on the Orange 
school bus. 
 
Other students are not.  
 
All of these students live more than 4.5 
kms from their nearest appropriate 
school but the students who live on the 
beach side of Caves Road have to 
travel the 20km trip to school using the 
PTA Green service. These services do 
not have seatbelts, the students are not 
supervised, the services take longer to 
get to school, and students are not 
guaranteed a seat (and often need to 
stand for paying passengers) on 
relatively dangerous roads with high 
speed limits and a range of hazards. 
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c) The relevance of existing policies, practices and rules that are applied in delivering 
the transport assistance arrangements 
 
 

i. Complimentary passenger policy 
 
Currently a student who is not eligible for Transport 
Assistance can apply for travel as a complimentary 
passenger. The terms and conditions of travel on the SBS 
website say that a student may be allowed to travel as a 
complimentary passenger if certain conditions are met, 
namely: 
 

• PTA approval is given 
• There is a seat available on the bus the student 

wishes to travel on 
• The bus stop is on an approved route. 

 
The policy is designed to ensure there are no additional 
costs to the PTA as a result of accepting complimentary 
passengers on a bus. 
 
In our view the complimentary passenger policy – 
particularly the requirement for the PTA to approve the 
status of students even if they otherwise qualify for 
transport assistance – is confusing and leads to a range 
of unintended consequences, including insecurity for 
operators, students and families. This is because the PTA 
can refuse or deny transportation to students even where 
there is a seat available on a bus, and a student who 
does secure a seat on a bus is not necessarily 
guaranteed to retain that seat. An “eligible” students may 
apply for assistance, effectively taking assistance away 
from the complimentary student if an additional seat is not 
available. 
 
There are concerns among operators that the lack of clarity and consistency is leading to 
insecurity for families AND operators, with mistrust about the reasons for and motives behind 
SBS decisions about routes and passenger eligibility. This is particularly the case because of 
changes to the PTA approach to Evergreen contracts, which are gradually being replaced by 
tendered contracts.   
 
SBS has written to many contractors in relation to extension of the useful life of buses. 
Useful life extensions have been sought to “provide an opportunity to review the service 
need based on student numbers declining” and there is concern that these extensions are 
being sought as part of a reallocation of student numbers away from existing operators and 
that these decisions are being made without due regard for the safety and convenience of 
students but rather for financial and budgetary reasons. 

EXAMPLE: 
 
In Lancelin, some students who attend 
Peter Moyes Anglican School are 
eligible students because it is their 
nearest school.  Others who attend the 
school are complimentary, because their 
nearest school is St James Alkimos. 
 
The Peter Moyes students (eligible and 
complimentary) do not live far away 
from each other – Lancelin is a small 
township. 
 
The local operator of the Lancelin 
Mindarie service requested approval to 
provide their bus service for three days 
in January 2021, as 27 Peter Moyes 
students needed transport to school on 
that day.  
 
SBS did not approve the service that 
day as only 21 of the 27 students were 
“eligible”, so it didn’t meet the 50% bus 
patronage criteria, and the students had 
to make their own way to school. 
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ii. Student behaviour policies 
 
 
SBS Behaviour Management Guidelines – responsibilities of operators 

 
The behaviour management guidelines issued by the PTA and SBS are comprehensive.  
 
SBS state that the purpose of the behaviour management guidelines is: 
 

“to provide a framework that aims to ensure student behaviours are 
managed in an appropriate and consistent manner. The document 
outlines the roles, rights and responsibilities of students, parents, 
carers and others who are involved in the conduct, provision and 
administration of school bus services.” 

 
The guidelines were developed by the PTA through consultation with: 
 

• The Department of Education 
• Catholic Education Office 
• Association of Independent Schools of Western Australia 
• Western Australian Secondary Schools Executives Association 
• Western Australian Education Support Principals and Administrators Association, 

and  
• Western Australian Primary Principals Association 

 
Operators were not involved in the consultation process, notwithstanding the many 
responsibilities that are imposed on them under the guidelines.  
 
The guidelines state that “Bus Operators are responsible for managing behaviours of 
students travelling on contract school buses”. It states that “bus operators are responsible for 
managing behaviours of students travelling on government contract school buses” and that 
“bus operators are required to implement student behaviour management strategies and use 
a variety of methods to encourage appropriate behaviour. It then sets out a list of specific, 
comprehensive responsibilities: 
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d) The assessment process when evaluating the safety of bus stops and routes 
 
Page 76 of the SBS policy document says that “contract school buses follow routes 
approved by SBS and are designed to pick up and drop off students in the safest and most 
practical way. 
 
It also says that “safety is of paramount importance in the design of service routes”, and that  
safety is taken into account in the choice of roads and the location of pick up and drop off 
points, spurs, extensions, turnarounds and terminus points. 
 
BusWA agrees that ensuring the safety of 
passengers and the wider community is the key 
criteria in the design of stops and routes. 
 
The policy document sets out a list of factors 
which are relevant to the design of all regional 
service routes.  This includes actual and forecast 
student numbers, distances, and travel times. 
 
Page 83 of the policy document says that 
consultation and engagement with school bus 
advisory committees, contractors and schools is 
undertaken when routes are reviewed. 
 
While in theory a consultative approach is taken, 
in practice consultation with operators does not 
always occur, and operators have raised concern 
and frustration about the lack of discussion and 
dialogue as part of route reviews. 
 
Operators and drivers have unique knowledge and expertise about particular conditions, 
roads and routes and we believe this expertise should be better leveraged to ensure routes 
are designed as effectively and as safely as possible. 
 
Frustration occurs especially when the routes and stops chosen by SBS are unsafe and / or 
illogical.  
  

EXAMPLE: 
 
The new operator of the Bullsbrook / Ashmere 
Heights service completed a “dry run” of the 
route before transporting students for the first 
time in January 2021. Numerous of safety 
issues were identified (including the 
unsuitability of a number of nominated bus 
stops). This was raised as an urgent issue with 
SBS to be resolved in the two weeks before 
the school year commenced, with suggestions 
as to how the route could be made safer for 
students. 
 
The operator was advised some two weeks 
later that changes to bus stops need to be 
requested from parents, not operators,. This is 
despite the operator’s expertise, the operator’s 
responsibilities to passengers and the wider 
community, and SBS’s stated commitment to 
taking a consultative approach. 
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e) The implication of the NDIS on the delivery of transport assistance for students 
attending Education Support facilities 
 
 
In 2018, the State-based bus associations commissioned an analysis in relation to the 
efficiency and effectiveness of transporting disabled schoolchildren and the impact of the 
NDIS on this service. 
 
A copy of this paper is attached to this submission. 
 
BusWA supports the findings of this paper and believes that the state-based system of 
providing transport for disabled schoolchildren should be retained. 
 
We also understand that the Federal Government has advised State Governments that the 
responsibility for the delivery of transport services for special needs students will not be 
assumed by the Federal Government, and that the State Government is in the process of 
responding to this. 
 
 
f) The contractual arrangements with service providers 
 
Including the appropriateness of current school bus contracts and payment arrangements,  
previous contractual arrangements and the manner in which they were created 
 
 
i. The evergreen contract model 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contractors across the state expressed concern about the changing nature of contracts with 
the PTA, and the implications of these changes on the value of contracts they have 
acquired. 
 
In particular, they are concerned about the phasing out of the evergreen contract model and 
related SBS interpretations that are causing evergreen contracts to be devalued and made 
insecure. 
 
Background – the evergreen contract model before 2017 
 
The Orange Bus service is iconic in regional and rural Western Australia. 
 
Operators of these services, often who are themselves part of the local community, play an 
extremely important role in those communities. We have members who have driven 

 
Ensuring security of contracts and livelihoods is the most important issue to contractors 
across Western Australia. 
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generations from the same family between home and school, and we have members and 
drivers who have a unique connection to families and the needs of those families, especially 
students with special needs.  
 
Historically, SBS contracts with operators have been “evergreen” in nature. 
 
Currently there are 672 evergreen contracts in place between operators and the PTA. This is 
the vast majority. Overwhelmingly, operators are of the view that the evergreen contract 
model should be retained. 
 
In a press release titled “Evergreen school bus contract finalised” in January 2013, then 
Transport Minister Troy Buswell stated: 
 

“Features of the evergreen contract include: 
 

• contract terms will “roll over” every five years provided key 
performance standards are maintained and subject to the 
ongoing need of the service,  

 
… 
 
• a new five-yearly review process that allows Government to 

introduce changes to the contract, ensuring it evolves in 
response to trends or factors that fall outside price 
indexation, simplification of contract clauses and schedules 
to facilitate contractor understanding.” 

 
This description is consistent with the industry’s understanding of the meaning of that term. 
 
In practical terms, the effect of the evergreen model and the actual application of the model 
in the market gave a level of security to contract holders. Provided performance standards 
were maintained and the service was still needed, the contracts were to roll over and the 
operator would continue to provide their service.  
 
The benefits of this model were well understood - in addition to security for operators, the 
model gave security to communities, drivers, and schools.  Troy Buswell’s 2013 press 
release acknowledged this. He said: 
 

“The development of the evergreen contract represents a significant 
milestone in what is a fairly unique partnership between Government and 
school bus operators in providing essential services to the community,”  

 
and 

 
“[The] Liberal Government is delivering on its commitment to provide fairer 
and simpler contractual arrangements with the Orange School Bus 
industry, meaning greater certainty for operators and families, particularly 
in rural communities.” 
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Prior to 2013 (and after finalisation of the model in 2013) common practice was for operators 
to be relocated to other regions or areas in response to changing demographics. Operators 
had an expectation that their buses would continue to be used – and importantly, their 
businesses would remain viable - provided they met performance standards. 
 
Operators in the metro fringe area, regional areas and rural areas entered into evergreen 
contracts with the PTA on the assumption that this was the case. 
 
2017 – transition to a tendered rate model 
 
In 2017 the Government position changed. Rita Scaffioti, the Transport Minister, wrote to 
operators to advise that the Evergreen contract model would be phased out, with future 
contracts to be tendered.  
 
This letter was followed by an email from , which advised: 
 

• the PTA would cease relocating evergreen contracts when school bus runs 
were no longer viable due to the lack of students or school closures (although 
metro fringe evergreen contracts would continue to be relocated) 

 
• new contracts would be tendered using life of bus fixed term contracts 

 
• evergreen contracts which were no longer viable would be terminated. 

 
Copies of Ms Scaffioti’s letter and  subsequent email are shown below. 
 
In our view, the interpretation of the Transport Minister’s directive by SBS is beyond what 
was intended by the Department. There was no intention terminate Evergreen contracts. On 
the contrary, the policy of Labor Government (and of the former Liberal Government) was to 
not to enter into new Evergreen contracts, but to remain bound by existing ones. This is the 
interpretation upon which many operators relied, in good faith, when making operational and 
investment decisions in relation to their contracts. 
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• unexplained / unclear classification of some students as complimentary, meaning 
they are not included in student numbers when assessing the need for a particular 
service 
 

• changes to routes which in turn lead to changes in student numbers (almost in all 
cases a reduction in numbers) 
 

• relocation of metro fringe contracts to other areas when student numbers reduced  
 

• the termination of non-metro fringe contracts with no offer of relocation 
 

• notification of upcoming termination of others  
 

• notification to operators requesting them to extend the useful life of buses to allow 
the PTA more time to assess need for service 
 

• the introduction of tendered rate contracts and new “cut price” operators entering the 
market where contracts seem to be assessed on price 
 

• the loss of long-term community operators and drivers in local communities who are 
replaced by drivers employed by successful tenderers 
 

• the gradual replacement of a system that has safely served communities for 
generations through the iconic Orange bus network, which negatively impacts 
students, parents and schools as much as operators. 

 
 
The impact of all of the above is an extremely concerning and stressful situation for 
evergreen contract holders, for many reasons including the substantial decline in the market 
value of the contracts. 
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EXAMPLE: 
 
In 2020 the operator of the Gingin service – 
a service which has been operated by the 
same family for 60 years and which runs 
seven buses from its depot  – was advised 
that its evergreen contract would be 
terminated. 
 
No offer of relocation was made, despite the 
area being in a high growth corridor, with 
high student numbers currently and 
expected into the future. 
 
Minor route changes and inclusion of 
“complimentary” passengers on the bus 
when assessing need (after all, these 
students legitimately do need school bus 
transport) would enable the services to 
continue to be viable. 
 
This is an example of the value of an  
evergreen contract being eroded over time 
by the replacement of this historical contract 
model by short term contract models and 
eventually tendered contract models. 

EXAMPLE: 
 
The Malibu special needs service operates 
under an evergreen model. 
 
Recently the operator raised concerns about 
changes SBS had made to the route and 
passenger numbers. 
 
Two new tender rate model contracts were 
introduced. One bus had only 4 passengers, 
the other had only 2. 
 
2 students from the evergreen contract 
holder’s service were removed to the second 
tendered service. 
 
There is mistrust and concern about the 
motives behind these new services – 
particularly as evergreen contracts must 
have at least 4 students to remain in 
operation, and one of the new services was 
introduced with only 2. 

EXAMPLE: 
 
A Carabooda evergreen contract which 
commenced in 2005 was originally 
designated as a metropolitan fringe contract.  
 
The service travels approximately 75km out 
of the metropolitan area for its first pickup. 
 
Without consultation or discussion with the 
operator, the contract was varied in 2018 to 
a mainstream contract. 
 
The implication of this is that the contract 
can no longer be relocated, but this 
significant change which fundamentally 
affects the value and future of the operator’s 
business was made without his knowledge 
or agreement. 
 

EXAMPLE: 
 
For some time, two buses transported 
students to Salmon Gums Primary School. 
 
In one year, the school was short of student 
numbers so the PTA removed one of the two 
bus services. 
 
Subsequently, numbers increased again to 
16 students, and more than one bus was 
needed. 
 
Rather than reinstate a second bus, the 
parents of the children who didn’t have a 
seat on the first bus were offered 
conveyance allowances and had to arrange 
their own school transport for the children. 
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g) The resourcing of the School Bus Services division within the Public Transport 
Authority 
 
 
It is in the best interests of operators and SBS to build trusted relationships and rapport – 
this is a fundamental foundation of a system that provides efficient and effective access to 
school for Western Australian students. 
 
During our recent meetings across the State, all operators acknowledged the importance of 
these relationships being strong. 
 
However many concerns were raised about the relationship between SBS (as a whole) and 
contractors, and between individual SBS staff members and contractors. 
 
Concerns included: 
 
Communication delays 
 
Operators are concerned about the time taken for a range of practical issues to be 
acknowledged, actioned and appropriately dealt with. These issues include, for example: 
 

o concerns about safety of specific routes or stops 
o confirmation of passenger lists before the start of a school year including 

routes, student information, custodial information  
o last minute route changes 
o relevant medical / health details for specific students 
o a range of concerns relating to safety on buses (eg the request for aides) 
o confirmation of / changes to issues affecting the calculation of TDVs (eg 

depot location) 
 
Delays in communication (in some cases, which can be many months) have a number of 
potential implications – most importantly the safety of passengers – and as a result it is 
imperative that resourcing be adequate to ensure timely attention to issues between 
operators and SBS.  
 
There was some concern that the delays in settling issues reflected an inability for more 
junior SBS staff members to make decisions, with delays caused by referrals of issues to 
management teams.  
 
There was concern and speculation that the delays reflected a contract system that is itself 
too complex, with resourcing not satisfactory to manage the many different types of 
contracts that are in place – further supporting the recommendation to revert to a simplified 
Evergreen contract model for ease of administration and operational efficiency.  
 
The demerit system 
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There was concern / frustration that operators are penalised through the demerit system if 
they do not respond in a timely manner to SBS, but that there are fewer accountabilities over 
response times from SBS.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Theoretical vs practical application of the STAP  
 
There is a concern that at times a “letter of the law” approach is taken to decisions, such as 
the nearest appropriate school policy and the roads nominated for certain routes to use. 
 
In many cases operators are concerned that the strict application of policies by some SBS 
staff members results in outcomes that are not reasonable, that lack common sense, or that 
seem inconsistent with decisions made by other SBS staff members. 
 
This issue is compounded by the perceived lack of consultation with operators in relation to 
local issues and conditions, such as the suitability of specific roads for bus travel, the 
reallocation of students from routes, and the categorisation of particular students as 
complimentary in the absence of an understanding of wider issues and implications. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EXAMPLE: 
 
One operator expressed concern that the 
route they were instructed to use was 
unsafe, with the local shire also advising the 
relevant SBS staff member that the route 
was not suitable for buses to use. Adverse 
weather conditions also caused additional 
deterioration to the route. 
 
The SBS staff member subsequently left 
his/her position and was replaced by a new 
SBS team member who reversed the 
decision and changed the route. 

EXAMPLE: 
 
We heard of a number of instances where 
individual SBS staff members make different 
operational decisions than others, making it 
difficult for operators to understand the 
practical implications of  their contracts. 
 
For example, one operator expressed 
concern that they were not paid if their bus 
drove to a particular stop to collect a student 
if that student was not there, even if no 
advanced notice had been given. Others 
expressed concerns about different practical  
issues entirely. 

EXAMPLE: 
 
An operator notified SBS that they would be 
unable to submit their TDV by the due date, 
as they had been admitted to hospital. 
 
Notwithstanding the extenuating 
circumstances, SBS did not provide an 
extension of time and instead penalised the 
contractor 2 demerit points for the delay.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1. Since 2014 the National Disability Insurance Agency (‘NDIA’) has been attempting to 

‘uberise’ the transporting of schoolchildren with a disability to and from a special school 

by developing a cost per seat model for doing so. 

2. The idea of homogenizing the needs of children with a disability, which would be required 

to create a market-based arrangement, is flawed. 

3. Further, to use the words of The Hon. Kevin Andrews, the Chair of the Joint Standing 

Committee on the National Disability Insurance Scheme (‘Joint Standing Committee’), 

‘there is an existing market. The difference from the market that exists now is that it is one that has 

a collection of clients, if I can put it that way, on the basis of a school rather than on individuals’1. 

 

‘The Federal Government’s track record in service delivery speaks volumes. The last time the 
Federal Government tried to run a hospital it certainly didn’t end well for Tasmania.’ 

Victorian Treasurer, Tim Pallas, McKell Institute Victoria, 23rd October, 2017 

 

4.1. In 2017, NDIS endeavoured to conduct a ‘pilot Smart Market’ trial of demand responsive 

transport options at a Victorian school which does not have a typical cohort of children 

with profound disabilities, which should have maximised its prospects of success. The trial 

was deferred indefinitely.   

4.2. As part of a 2016 trial of transport services in Barwon, none of the children changed their 

method of transport. All school children remained on the special school bus. 

5. Children with a disability and their families have a lot at stake in any proposal to change a 

proven, cost-effective, safe, child-focused and needs-based transport system. 

6.1. In addition to being cost-effective, there is routine to a bus.  

6.2. Research shows that routine is a key factor contributing to the well-being of many children 

with disabilities. 

                                       
1. Joint Standing Committee on the National Disability Insurance Scheme hearing, Hansard, 12th May, 
2017, p.42  
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6.3. The children love the routine, because they get the same driver, the same supervisor and 

the same seat every day; they know what to expect. And the schools like it; it works. 

6.4. The NDIA’s demand-responsive model would not have this routine.  

7.1. Community transport and carpooling would not operate rigorous, regulated, safety 

regimes which have clear chains of responsibility obligations in place. 

7.2. This stands in stark contrast to the obligations imposed on bus operators, one of which in 

Victoria, for example, in December 2016, lost four contracts to transport children to a 

school because of a breach of safety requirements.  

8. An NDIA price-based race-to-the-bottom model would undermine the current emphasis 

on safety.   

9. The Joint Standing Committee has observed that: 

‘the litany of issues raised by participants, providers, families, and carers … is evidence of a 

downwards trend … evidence received during the committee's recent public hearings seems to be 

indicative of a culture developing in the NDIA that is not placing the participant, and those who 

support them, at the centre of the Scheme.’2 

10.1. Most children with disabilities participating in school transport programmes travel by bus. 

10.2. In Tasmania, 14 designated bus services, which are based on ten year contracts, transport 

205 children to and from one of Tasmania’s three special schools for children with 

disabilities. 

10.3. In Queensland of the 5,000 or so children with disabilities who participate in the school 

transport programme, the majority travel in designated buses.  

10.4. The same applies in New South Wales where about 10,500 children participate in the 

transport programme and there are 3,000 daily services. 

10.5. Again, in Western Australia most of the 3,000 children who participate in the school 

transport programme travel by bus.  

11.1. However, the current system is flexible. Parents do not have to use special buses. 

                                       
2. Progress Report of the Joint Standing Committee on the National Disability Insurance Scheme, 
September, 2017, p. 71  
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11.2. In Victoria, for example, of the 11750 children with disabilities attending special schools, 

approximately 9000 travel on dedicated buses; some travel on (school owned and 

operated) self-managed buses operated by 11 out of the 78 dedicated schools; about 130 

children use taxis and some are taken to and collected from school by their parents. 

12.1. Special buses are the most cost-effective way of transporting significant numbers of 

children on a per capita basis and ensuring that service, quality and safety needs are met. 

For example, in Victoria the cost is $20 per trip and in Tasmania it is $18.   

12.2. The annual national cost of transporting children with disabilities to and from their 

special schools in special buses is not much more than the $180 million the NDIA spent on 

consultants between July 2016 and October 2017.3 

13. ‘Uberising’ the transport of children with disabilities would destroy proven, well-

established, cost-effective, safe services to the detriment of those children because bus 

operators need long-term contracts and minimum numbers to make the investments which 

need to be made to sustain their businesses.  

14. Consequently, the Chair of the Senate Community Affairs References Group, Senator Rachel 

Siewart, struggles to see how the current system ‘is going to be viable in terms of the more 

demand-driven approach, or the so-called demand-driven approach’.4 

15. Such a possibility for children with a disability and their parents would shock and anger the 

community generally, and reinforce the perception that politicians are ‘out-of-touch’. 

16. Even the NDIA has admitted that: 

‘that the pilot may or may not provide a practicable basis for a NDIS approach’5 and the current 

bus fleets ‘are big endeavours and they are often linked to state government transport systems, as 

well as education systems and so on. When you think about converting that…..into an individual 

package, it's very tricky, because a provider has to have some guarantee of economy of scale to be 

able to make a future investment in a fleet. Yet there is no way any real guarantee can be given’6. 

                                       
3. ‘NDIS executives splash out $180 million on “strategic advice”’, The Australian, 22nd November, 2017  
4. Senate Community Affairs References Committee hearing, Hansard, 6th July, 2017, p.11 
5. Progress Report of the Joint Standing Committee, p. 70 
6. Vicki Rundle, Acting Deputy Chief Executive Officer – Markets and Support, NDIA, Joint Standing 
Committee on the National Disability Insurance Scheme, Hansard, 28th July, 2017, p.18  
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17. It is strange that the federal government is signaling its willingness to take over a state 

government responsibility at a time when it wants to reduce the federal deficit and re-

assess responsibility for the funding of services between the federal and state governments. 

18. In justifying an increase in the Medicare levy of 25 per cent to fund the Scheme, the 

Treasurer said:  

‘When we look after each other as a country, we don't look to our own means to see how much we 

can do; we look to the need of the person we are trying to help….It is not just about easing their 

physical burden but easing the strain, the anxiety and the uncertainty that they also carry.’ 

19. Implementing the NDIA’s agenda would do the opposite. The Federal Government should 

cease trying to ‘uberise’ the transporting of schoolchildren with a disability and leave in 

place a system which is not broken and does not need fixing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

* CPI Strategic is a Melbourne-based, government relations consultancy which is an adviser to the 
national bus and coach industry. 

For further information contact   
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CURRENT SITUATION 

20. Responsibility for the transporting of schoolchildren with a disability to and from school is, 

and always has been, the legal responsibility of state governments. 

21. Specially equipped and staffed buses play a central role in discharging this responsibility. 

22. In Victoria, for example, around 400 designated bus services transported 9,000 of the 

11,750 children attending 78 specialist schools in 2017.  

23. In Tasmania, 14 designated bus services, which are based on ten year contracts, transport 

205 children to and from  Tasmania’s three special schools for children with disabilities 

24. In New South Wales most of the 10,500 children participating in the school transport 

programme travel on one of the 3,000 daily, designated bus services. 

25. In Queensland of the 5,000 or so children with disabilities who participate in the school 

transport programme, the majority travel in designated buses and most of the 3000 

Western Australian children participating in the equivalent programme do likewise.  

26. However, these systems are not monopolistic or top-down driven. 

27. In Victoria, 11 of the 78 special schools operate 21 self-managed buses; approximately 130 

children used about 30 taxi services; and other children were taken to and collected from 

school by their parents.  

28. The fact that most parents of children with disabilities attending special schools choose to 

send their children to and from school on special buses demonstrates that buses best meet 

the needs of children and parents in a cost-effective way.  

29. Most special school buses are fitted with additional equipment to what is in a bus or coach 

used to transport children without disabilities. 

30. The cost of the current national systems total about $200 million annually. 
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NEEDS 

Children with a Disability 

 

31. In the Treasurer’s second reading speech he said that: 

‘by funding the NDIA, we are working to lighten their load, to ease their burden and provide a 

quality of care that they deserve; to give Australians living with a disability the absolute certainty 

that high-quality care will be provided for them.’7 

32. The NDIA is doing the opposite by pursuing a price race to the bottom in the pursuit of free 

market zealotry, sacrificing quality, safety standards and need in the process. 

33. Children whose disability creates individual, medical or behavioural issues often need 

trained adult supervision while travelling. 

34. Consequently, the transport requirements of families with children with disabilities to 

access special education are logistically complex to deliver. 

35. Distances travelled to specialist schools may be long in terms of either kilometres, especially 

for children living in outer metropolitan, regional and rural areas, or time, particularly for 

children living in inner suburban, metropolitan areas where negotiating peak-hour traffic is 

challenging.  

36. Most bus services have a journey time of between one and two hours. 

37. The current system, based on the interaction of parents, bus operators and schools, focuses 

on the best outcome for, and meeting the individual needs of, children with disabilities 

including mild to profound physical and intellectual disabilities and autism. 

38. It allows designated pick up/drop off times and points; specified seating arrangements on 

a bus; medical and behaviour management plans whilst travelling; and the consistency of 

driver and supervisor. 

39. Buses also have the advantage of enabling children, for many of whom, inter-acting with 

other people is challenging, to socialise with other children rather than being isolated as 

individuals. 

                                       
7 Second Reading Speech, Medicare Levy Amendment Bill 2017, ibid 
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40. Children and their parents appreciate the bus as they know what to expect. There is routine 

to the bus which is important. The children love the routine because they get the same 

driver, the same supervisor and the same seat every day. 

41. Children on the autism spectrum (‘ASD’) need to avoid surprises. Routine, predictability, 

order and certainty, down to the smallest detail, is what they require. They have difficulty 

with social interaction and communication and may be abnormally sensitive to sounds, 

tastes, touch and light. 

42. The prevalence of ASD is increasing. In 2003 the Bureau of Statistics reported 30,400 

Australians were diagnosed with ASD. By 2012 that number had increased to 115,400. In 

2015 it was 164,000. 

43. The unsettling effect of a change in daily routine can have educational and health 

consequences for a child. 

44. A fundamental principle of the NDIA is that it wants a cost-per-seat-type model. 

45. Establishing a per person price per seat would not take into account the variety of types of 

seats needed. Such a model would lead to some sort of generic, homogenous system that 

does not actually meet the needs of the various disabilities that are applicable to the 

children. 

Parents and Families 
 

46. Parents appreciate the special school bus service. They enjoy respite when the bus collects 

their child and have the peace of mind that their child is receiving high levels of care, 

pursuant to their individual needs. 

47. It is common for parents to contact a bus operator and request that their child be delivered 

later in the run for this reason. A fee-driven service would not provide this flexibility.  

48. In 2017, NDIS endeavoured to conduct a ‘pilot Smart Market’ trial of demand responsive 

transport options at a Victorian school which does not have a typical cohort of children with 

profound disabilities, which should have maximised its prospects of success. The trial was 

deferred indefinitely.   
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49. At the 2016 Barwon trial, none of the children changed their method of transport. All 

remained on the special bus. 

50. For families in which there is a child with a disability, the times before and after school often 

are the most stressful periods of the day. The transporting of their child should ameliorate, 

or at least not add to, this stress level.  

51. In 2012 the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission released its report 

on the experiences of children with a disability in Victorian schools.  75 per cent of families 

were satisfied with the service. 

Specialised Schools 

 

52. Special schools are designed and built around buses, not cars.  

53. Increasing the number of cars delivering and collecting children would require, in some 

cases at least, new areas to load and off-load children and more staff.  

54. It seems that the school in Geelong at which the NDIA conducted its trial is a case in point.   

55. In addition, assisting children with a disability to board and de-board vehicles is a complex, 

logistical exercise because of both physical and safety reasons. Increasing the number of 

vehicles delivering and collecting children would introduce a new risk to safety for individual 

schools and have resource and staffing implications. 

56. These are major reasons for the principals of specialist schools being opposed to changing 

the current system. 
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SAFETY 

57. ‘Uber’ drivers, community transport and carpooling would operate without rigorous, 

regulated safety regimes which have clear chains of responsibility and accountability for the 

welfare of the children in place. 

58. This stands in stark contrast to the accreditation obligations imposed on bus operators 

nationally.  

59. In December 2016 in Victoria, for example, a bus operator lost four contracts to transport 

children to a school because of a breach of safety requirements. 

60. In most states, to be accredited, operators must undertake a diploma level, university 

course and, then allow the safety regulator into the workplace to ensure that all the safety 

information systems and safety management systems are in place.  

61. An operator then may apply to the regulator to be accredited. 

62. In addition, in most cases, buses need to have a supervisor who is qualified in attending to 

the needs of children whilst in transit. 

63. Providers of alternative forms of transport are not required to have these skills and 

competencies. 
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COST EFFECTIVENESS 

64. There is more to measuring cost than price. In 2009 The Economist published an article 

about John Elkington’s idea that companies should be preparing for three different bottom 

lines ― the profit and loss account, the people account and the planet account.  

65. The model for the transport of disabled schoolchildren being endorsed by the Federal 

Government would fail this test because, to quote the article, ‘what you measure is what 

you get, because what you measure is what you are likely to pay attention to’.8 

66. The annual national cost of transporting children with disabilities to and from their special 

schools in special buses currently is comparable to the $180 million the NDIA spent on 

consultants between July 2016 and October 2017.9 

67. In Victoria the cost of transporting a disabled child on a special bus is $20 per trip. In 

Tasmania, the cost is $18 per trip. The costs in the other states are comparable. 

68. Buses can move 20 or 30 passengers. Uber can move only one; community transport could 

move from two to five; and carpooling cannot even do that.  

69. The average duration of most trips is between one and two hours. A demand responsive 

transport system based on a cost-per-seat would not be able to meet the needs of the 

children within the same cost framework, and, in some cases would be unlikely to meet the 

needs at all because of the time and distance costs. 

70. All of the NDIA’s alternative modeling to date is flawed. 

71. The level of safety, quality and focus on the needs of the children would inevitably be 

reduced as the logic of a race-to-the-bottom price model took effect. 

72. The Joint Standing Committee is concerned that:  ‘quality and individualisation of plans may 

be compromised. In conjunction with a reduction in satisfaction ratings, the litany of issues 

raised by participants, providers, families, and carers with respect to how the planning 

process is being experienced by those the Scheme is supposed to help, is evidence of a 

downwards trend…..evidence received during the committee's recent public hearings seems 

                                       
8. ‘Triple bottom line’, The Economist,  17th November, 2009 
9. See note 3  
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to be indicative of a culture developing in the NDIA that is not placing the participant, and 

those who support them, at the centre of the Scheme.’10 

73. The needs of schoolchildren with a disability cannot be homogenized.  

74. The NDIA’s assumption that the customer in this market is the child is also flawed. As the 

Hon. Kevin Andrews MP, the Chair of the Joint Standing Committee, put it: ‘I do not wish to 

be your advocate, but it seems to me that the best case, from your perspective, is that there 

is an existing market. The difference from the market that exists now is that it is one that 

has a collection of clients, if I can put it that way, on the basis of a school rather than on 

individuals.’11 

  

                                       
10. Progress Report of the Joint Standing Committee, p.71  
11. Joint Standing Committee hearing, Hansard, 12th May, 2017, p.41 
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NDIA 

Trial 

 

75. NDIA chose to trial its theory at Nelson Park School in Geelong. 

76. Since it is not a typical special school, its selection should have maximized the prospect of 

the success of the trial.  

77. From the Principal down, the School likes it to be known that it does not consider itself as 

a special school. It runs pretty much as a mainstream school and has a low proportion of 

children who have profound disabilities compared with other special schools in the state.  

78. Most children who attend the school take mainstream school buses and a very low 

proportion of special buses which service the School are fitted with all the special 

equipment and requirements to accommodate the profoundly disabled.  

79. The Principals' Association of Specialist Schools has confirmed that this is an atypical special 

school.  

80. Despite this culture and demographic, the trial has been deferred indefinitely.   

81. During the Barwon trial, not one child adopted a different mode of transport. All stayed on 

the buses. 

Risk 

 

82. The consequences of adopting the NDIA’s theory are likely to be substantial and 

detrimental to the interests of children with a disability. 

83. The operators of specialised buses with trained staff to transport disabled schoolchildren 

are required to make substantial investments in their businesses. They need the certainty 

provided by long term contracts and a minimum number of customers.  

84. The NDIA admits its model is intended not to provide this certainty.12  

 

  

                                       
12. See note 6  
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85. The Chair of the Currimundi Special School Parents and Citizens Association in Queensland 

told Andrew Wallace MP, the Member for Fisher, that:  

‘if the market is opened up to taxis, Uber, you name it, we run the risk of parents having a disparate 

model from which to choose. (Bus owners) lose their market, go broke, and then what is likely to be 

the largest player is out of the scene and (children with a disability and their parents) are left with 

a disparate group who may or may not be adequately equipped to deal with the task at hand’’.13 

86. The Chair of the Joint Standing Committee has said: 

‘If we're talking about an instance of a mature market which has developed over a very long period 

of time and, because of some purist pursuit of an ideal which is only one part of the system, we 

undermine that market to the point where it doesn't exist and there'll be longer-term detriments 

for individuals, then we are — to use the old expression — cutting our nose off to spite our face. 

That is the concern that has been raised with us. I'm not necessarily speaking on behalf of the whole 

committee but it's certainly a concern I have about the direction we're going in’.14  

87. The long-term consequences of adopting the NDIA’s theory would be the destruction of the 

foundations on which the current market is based. This would be to the detriment of 

children with a profound disability in particular. 

 

  

                                       
13. Joint Standing Committee hearing, Hansard, 12th May, 2017, p.42 
14. Joint Standing Committee hearing, Hansard, 28th July, 2017, p.19 
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CONCLUSION 

88. The current state-based system of transporting disabled schoolchildren is cost-efficient, 

safe and effective in focusing on and meeting the needs of children, their parents and their 

schools. 

89. The system is not broken and does not require fixing. 

 

‘(Former WA premier Colin) Barnett said federal attempts to encroach on state -
responsibilities were leading to a “complete merger and confusion of responsibilities”.’ 
‘Premiers urged by Colin Barnett to take back control’, Andrew Burrell, The Australian, 26th January, 2018 

 

90. Even NDIA admits that: 

o applying its model is challenging,  

o ‘the pilot may or may not provide a practicable basis for a NDIS approach’,15 and  

o the current bus fleets: 

‘are big endeavours and they are often linked to state government transport systems, as well is 

education systems and so on. When you think about converting that, as you've rightly pointed out, 

into an individual package, it's very tricky, because a provider has to have some guarantee of 

economy of scale to be able to make a future investment in a fleet. Yet there is no way any real 

guarantee can be given’.16 

91. The outcome of federal government intervention would be no overall improvement to the 

current system. Rather it would be a price-driven race to the bottom, ignoring the triple 

bottom line, and undermining and ultimately destroying the current system to the 

detriment of schoolchildren with a disability and their parents. 

92. The Federal Government should cease its effort to take over responsibility for the 

transporting of schoolchildren with a disability. 

                                       
15. See note 5 
16. See note 6  




