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Introduction 
As part of a suite of election commitments to the non-government school sector, the government committed 
to non-government school students having fair access to school buses in regional areas. The commitment 
provided that a review of school bus services would inform the best mechanism for this, to be based on the 
principle that regional students should have reasonable access to transport as they do in the city. A previous 
review of regional school bus services undertaken in 2015 did not operate on this presumption.  

Scope  

The Terms of Reference for the review includes to: 

• assess the potential efficiency and effectiveness of the transfer of the school bus management function 
from DE to the Department of Planning, Transport and Infrastructure (DPTI) 

• identify the options and implications of guaranteeing all students, within a specified area, a place on a 
school bus, including non-government school students 

• identify the implications of allowing existing buses on government school routes to make stops at 
non-government schools within the area of current routes, with consideration also given to broader routes. 
Currently, stops are only made at non-government schools if the bus passes it in the normal course of its 
route 

• identify the options and implications of allowing buses to be used for broader community uses other than 
regular school transport purposes 

• consider any other matters deemed relevant. 

These terms of reference require the review to consider options and implications and do not explicitly seek the 
review to make specific recommendations. A full copy of the Terms of Reference is attached to this report. 

To undertake this review a working group with members from the Department of Treasury and Finance, DE and 
DPTI was commissioned in late 2018. The working group commenced consultation in January 2019 to gather 
information, inviting relevant stakeholders and members of the community impacted by the current regional 
bus system to share their perspectives and raise important issues to be considered. A list of consultation 
meetings is provided at Appendix One. 

This report is the end result of the review. The next section of this report outlines the nature and scope of the 
regional public transport and regional education systems. That is followed by background to this review that 
makes reference to previous reviews and details the current policy and parameters behind regional school bus 
services. 

The Review Analysis section presents information and views considered as part of the review that have led to 
review findings (presented in the Findings sections) and that have informed the Options for reform presented 
at the end of this paper. 

The length of the document has warranted a summary version of the submission being included as the next 
section. The summary is then followed by the detailed version of the submission. Structuring the document in 
this way will mean readers will experience repetition. 

The review has relied on contributions from members of the community and has accessed data on student 
enrolments, bus routes, the costs for operating buses and modelling of the cost to operate bus routes. The 
working group would like to acknowledge contributors to this review that made time available for meetings, 
that put efforts into submissions, that provided feedback to the YourSAy website and that contributed other 
data and information used in this review. The review has also relied on financial modelling of school bus 
services prepared by KPMG.  
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Summary of the review 
South Australia’s regional school and transport systems 
The reality for regional residents (26.8 per cent of the state’s total estimated population) is their remoteness to 
resources, essential support services and recreation, which requires them to travel significantly longer 
distances to access these services.  

In regional South Australia (in 2018), 77 054 students attended school at one of 341 regional primary and 
secondary schools. Of these schools, 278 are government schools and 63 are non-government schools. 

It is estimated that around 23 000 school students in regional South Australia (30 per cent of students enrolled) 
rely on buses to get to and from school. Of this cohort, 14 600 rely on government school buses 

School bus services are one part of a broader regional bus and transport system that includes: 

• Public regional services (coordinated by DPTI) broken into three categories of service: 

– regional school bus services run and contracted by non-government schools 

– long-haul bus services run by private companies  

– federally funded community services in some communities 

– subsidised medical services used to move patients for medical appointment and treatment. 

The regional bus system is separated with different providers (DPTI, DE, non-government schools and bus 
companies) each providing their own specific services. 

Changes to policy settings, access or pricing in one method of delivery will impact on other services.  

Background 
The central policy principle behind school bus provision is to overcome disadvantages arising from distance 
(greater than five kilometres) between home and the nearest public school of right. 

Non-government school students are eligible to access Department of Education school buses if they live more 
than five kilometre from their nearest government school but cannot be guaranteed the bus route will drop 
them at their school. 

Previous reviews done by DE have considered changes in policy regarding school of choice, the distance of the 
nearest school to home and access for non-government school children and preschool children. Changes of 
policy were not recommended primarily due to a range of factors including cost, impact on school enrolments 
and associated resourcing issues. 

There are currently over 430 school bus routes overseen by the DE (the majority contracted to bus companies) 
serving students across regional South Australia that cover nearly 10 million kilometres per annum. There are 
around 14 500 students using the services, with over 1200 being from non-government schools. 

In 2018, the school bus services (including allowances) cost $38.9 million to run. 

Review analysis 
There are differing views about having DE or DPTI administer school buses. The bus industry and principal 
associations share the view that buses should be run by transport experts and education by education experts. 
Feedback gathered during the review indicates the school and parent communities are largely of the view that 
the bus services are part of their community and should remain within the control of these communities. 

Access to a government school bus is a matter of policy. Non-government school students are eligible for 
access to school buses, if they meet distance criteria consistent with that applying to government students – ie 
5km or more from their government school of right.  There is a minimum of 10 eligible students required to 
maintain or establish a school bus route.  
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Feedback indicated that the current policies regarding access to a place on a bus are not universally well 
understood. There is further confusion in instances where there is excess capacity on bus routes and ineligible 
government and non-government schools are granted access, then later excluded where additional eligible 
students require a seat.  This creates the expectation that access will be ongoing.   

Consultation revealed a community desire for increased access in general to school buses, notably because it 
would save families money.  Many parents wanted an expansion of eligibility to meet their individual 
circumstances.  Issues of fairness and cost were raised along with the impact that increased access would have 
on enrolment patterns. It was also noted that increased access to government school buses would disrupt the 
current functioning of other school and public bus services. 

Amending the existing routes of government school buses to include non-government schools is within the 
authority of the department. A number of school bus routes already stop at non-government schools. Over 100 
routes would need to be extended to reach non-government schools. The extension of routes are supported by 
the community with concerns raised about fairness and cost. The extension of routes to enable 
non-government students to access their non-government school (effectively their school of choice) creates 
inequity with government students who do not have the same choice of school. 

Broader community access to buses was interpreted in community consultation as shared bus services 
between school students and members of the public resulting in strongly expressed concerns about student 
safety. Concern was also shared about community use of buses detracting from the access and timeliness of 
school bus services. Matters of administering community use and assigning costs for maintaining and running 
buses to other users were raised as concerns on this element of the terms of reference. 

Community feedback, in particular parents, made special note of issues associated with the safety and 
behaviour of students on buses and on who has duty of care for the students. Another implication of changes 
to school buses of concern to the community is the impact of school buses on enrolments and on the viability 
not only of small schools, but also of small communities. Transport options in regional areas are being 
impacted by: viability difficulties of small airlines and of bus companies; by reforms in other government 
policies like NDIS and Home and Community Care Schemes and by drought. Participants in the industry put 
forward views about the opportunity to reform school buses as part of improving access to public transport 
more generally in regional South Australia. 

Findings  

School buses are part of a large regional transport system with multiple elements 

Changes in policy will result in a range of consequences to existing users and providers. Changing one part of 
the system has immediate implications for other elements of the system. Expanding the scope of government 
intervention through guaranteeing access or expanding school bus routes will cost government and will see 
some crowding out of private providers.  

School buses are part of a broader regional bus system that is quite separated and lacks integration. The focus 
on school buses is a focus on the narrow use of public assets for one purpose. 

There is an opportunity to improve regional transport by rethinking the use of school buses. 

Changing transport changes behaviour 

Changing policies on school buses will not only impact on the access and use of school bus transport, it will 
impact on family decisions regarding enrolments and placement of children in schools across regional South 
Australia. 

There are diverse and emotive community views about school bus services. The review reveals differing views 
about who should pay for school bus services and who should have rights of access and rights of choice to use 
it. The policies have implications for school enrolments, and some also believe, there are implications on the 
viability of smaller schools and in turn the survival of some small communities. 

There are no easy changes in this policy area. Changes to these services will trigger varying responses across 
the community.  
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Changing policy will impact on costs.  
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South Australia’s regional school and 
transport systems 
More than one quarter of South Australians live in regional South Australia. As of June 2018, our regional 
population was 465 400 people, 26.8 per cent of the state’s total estimated population of 1 736 422 people. 

School buses as part of regional transport 
Regional school bus services coordinated by DE is one component of South Australia’s regional transport 
system.  

Other elements of the system to assist school students include: 

• Non-government school buses coordinated by non-government schools for the benefits of their own 
students. Some of these buses are owned and operated by non-government schools, while others are 
contracted out by non-government schools to commercial bus companies. Some buses are funded by the 
local school community to pick up children who reside within 5 kilometres of the school and are also used 
for school excursions and events. 

• Public transport buses that transport children to schools as part of the normal public bus routes. 

For nearly all of regional South Australia, there are no regional train systems. The only regional train 
services that operate are the Ghan, the Indian Pacific and the Overland. 

School bus services are also one part of broader regional bus and transport services. In the regions there are a 
range of bus services including: 

• public regional services (coordinated by DPTI) broken into three categories of service: 

– provincial city services 

– integrated transport services 

– area contracts 

• regional school bus services, coordinated by the DE and delivered by schools and contractors 

• regional school bus services run and contracted by non-government schools 

• long-haul bus services run by private companies  

• federally funded community services in some communities 

• subsidised medical services used to move patients for medical appointment and treatment. 
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Figure 1: Overview of school buses as part of the regional bus services 

 

The school bus service is large relative to other regional bus services. For DPTI services, budget papers report 
1.1 million passenger journeys in regional South Australia per annum. The school bus services, coordinated by 
DE, cover over 2.7 million passenger journeys per annum. 

The regional bus system is separated with different providers (DPTI, DE, non-government schools and bus 
companies) each providing their own specific services. 

Changes to policy settings, access or pricing in one method of delivery will impact on other services. For 
example, enabling access to government run school buses for community use during the day, could 
disadvantage incumbent bus companies that rely on fares from, or grants for, community use buses. 

Feedback received during the review has included views that changing policies for the delivery of regional 
school buses is an opportunity to improve regional public transport. There has been a plea to focus on 
redesigning regional public transport services to improve the movement of people in regions generally, not just 
school students. 

Importance of regional mobility 
The reality for regional residents is their remoteness to resources, essential support services and recreation, 
which requires them to travel significantly longer distances to access these services. This contributes to 
residents’ disconnection from everyday community involvement, placing them at a heightened risk of social 
exclusion. A lack of personal mobility opportunities increases the risk of: 

• isolation 

• unemployment 

• adversely impacted child health and development 

• family violence 

• ability to access essential services such as medical and dental.  
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DPTI collect data on student patronage of public buses in regions. This data indicates that around 2900 
students rely on public buses each day. 

Together, the data suggests that around 23 000 students in regional South Australia rely on buses to get to and 
from school. This equates to around 30 per cent of all enrolled students in regional South Australia. The 
majority rely on government provided school buses (ie, 14 573 equating to 18.9 per cent of all enrolled 
students). 

The number of students that use government provided school buses is determined by demand from families 
which is constrained by DE policies. The next section of the report will provide some background to these 
policies and more details behind the operations and costs of government school buses. 

Regional bus passenger services — DPTI 

Overview 

DPTI administers 28 contracts for regional passenger transport services, comprising: 

• 11 Area Contracts.  Area contracts provide long distance services between key towns and regional centres 
with Adelaide. Contractors do not receive an operating subsidy, rather the cost of service is recovered by 
fare revenue and concession reimbursements for concession fares provided to eligible passengers.

• 7 Provincial City Contracts operated in the six regional centres of Port Lincoln, Port Pirie, Port Augusta, 
Whyalla, Mount Gambier and Murray Bridge.  Contractors provide regular town and school services within 
these cities.

• 10 Integrated Transport Service Contracts that connect smaller communities with regional centres. These 
contracts provide a range of service models, including fixed, scheduled services, dial-a-ride services and 
demand responsive services. 

There are a total of 11 contractors providing these services, using approximately 140 contractor owned 
vehicles across approximately 110 routes. 

Cost 

• Contractors meet the cost of providing services through fares and subsidy payments for some services.

• Concession fares are available to eligible concession card holders and are 50% of the regular fare. Some
contractors also provide discounted multitrip tickets and four-weekly student passes. Concession
reimbursements are paid to contractors for concession fares provided to eligible passengers 

• In 2018-19, regional bus patronage was 1,065,000.
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Background 
The current approach to delivering regional school buses is determined by Department of Education policy 
which has its roots in legislation. This section of the report will provide background to the review by making 
reference to the current policy, referring to previous reviews and by presenting a range of parameters that 
summarise the current service. 

The current policy 
Authority for the transport of school children to and from school is contained in Section 9(8) of the Education 
Act 1972 which provides that:  

“The Minister may, in such manner and to such extent as he thinks fit, provide or arrange for the transport 
of children to and from any school and may pay the whole or any portion of the cost of transporting 
children to and from any school.” 

The main principle behind this policy is that school is compulsory and that families should not be disadvantaged 
by the distance from their home to their nearest available government school (their school of right). The 
current policy defines disadvantage by reference to a ‘school of right’ (the nearest appropriate government 
school). The current policy does not define disadvantage with respect to the ‘school of choice’. 

Eligibility for access to school transport is determined with reference to the nearest government school and 
bus routes are defined with reference to government schools. 

The current policy states that: 

“A school bus service may be established where at least 10 school age students reside 5 kilometres or 
more by the shortest most practicable route from the nearest appropriate government school or school 
bus service provided by the department, and the majority live beyond 8 kilometres.” 

Eligibility for school bus travel is determined having regard to the place of residence of the student at any given 
time.  

For government school students: To be eligible for travel on a departmentally operated or contract provided 
school bus to and from school, students must reside 5 kilometres or more by the shortest most practicable 
route from the nearest appropriate government school.  

Primary and secondary students attending non-government schools and who reside 5 kilometres or more by 
the shortest most practicable route from the nearest appropriate government school, have a right to use 
existing bus services to travel to that government school.  

The Chief Operating Officer (COO) of DE has delegated authority from the Minister to approve the 
establishment of a new school bus service.  

Bus routes are established with reference to government schools and, as a matter of policy, buses are not 
involved in additional travel to visit a non-government school.  

While non-government school students have a right to use the bus services, the service may not be designed to 
drive these students to their non-government school. For non-government school students eligibility is 
necessary, but not sufficient, to get to school on a government school bus. They also rely on their 
non-government school being on the route to their government school of right.  

Where a bus route is not available to an eligible student, the DE provides an allowance to help cover part of the 
costs incurred by the family in transporting their child to school. 

Where there is excess capacity on an existing bus routes, ineligible students, including pre-school and TAFE 
students may be granted permission to use the school bus, but is not guaranteed a place.  Permission is 
granted on a case-by-case basis, determined by the school principal charged with managing the bus concerned. 
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Previous reviews of school buses 
The 2015 School Bus Review (2015 Review) focused on identifying areas of the School Transport Policy that 
were working well, and areas where resources could be reconfigured to improve services to ensure equitable 
and efficient school transport services to students.  

The key parameters that were considered include the: 

• Distance requirement — reducing the 5 kilometre requirement; 

• Student eligibility, including for: 

– Non-government school students, and 

– Preschool students; and 

• ‘School of right’ — changing to a ‘school of choice’ approach.  

An online survey was facilitated as part of the 2015 Review, which invited government schools, preschools and 
their school communities to share their views on the current regional school transport system. The survey 
identified community support for the option for students to be transported to their school of choice by the 
government buses, regardless of attendance at government or non-government schools. The survey also found 
that 65 per cent of respondents supported the prospect of expanding eligibility for transport services to 
preschool children. 

While limited cost estimates were presented as part of the 2015 Review, DE identified the likely implications 
that changes to the School Transport Policy would have on government costs and resources. In summary, the 
review made the following findings: 

• Reducing the distance requirement would result in an increase in the number of students eligible to access 
transport services. Reducing the distance requirement to 4.5 kilometres was estimated to require the 
purchase of an additional eight buses  

 

• Amending the School Transport Policy to a ‘school of choice’ approach would result in a significant increase 
in the size, complexity and cost of transport services operated across the State and impact on school 
enrolments. 

• Transporting non-government school students to their school rather than their nearest government school 
was not recommended due to cost. 

• Expanding eligibility to preschool children would have cost implications and would be highly complex to 
administer. 

The DE also completed an earlier review of its School Transport Policy in 2006 (2006 Review). Similar to the 
2015 Review, the 2006 Review did not recommend changes to the distance requirement, student eligibility or 
changes to the ‘school of right’ principle. The reasoning provided for these recommendations were largely 
consistent with those of the current review in particular, that the changes would have significant cost 
implications. 

Comparison with other jurisdictions 
As part of the review a comparison was with other state regional school bus systems. In other states, a 
distinction is made between the policies for eligibility to access school buses (administered by Education 
Departments) and the delivery of school bus services (administered by Transport authorities). Other 
jurisdictions use distance as a means of determining eligibility for an allowance or free fare to use a public bus 
or a publicly operated school bus.  The following table provides a summary jurisdictional comparison.     

Appendix Two provides more detail on the jurisdictional comparison of the current regional transport systems 
managed and operated across Australia.
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Review analysis 
This section of the review report presents an analysis of consultation that occurred on each of the elements of 
the terms of reference. This analysis will be presented under headings that align with the review’s terms of 
reference, namely: 

• Whether DPTI or DE

• Guaranteeing all students access to a place on a school bus 

• Allowing buses to stop at non-government schools 

• Broader community use of school buses

• Other matters.

Three primary forms of consultation occurred in the review: 

• Consultation with DE staff involved in the delivery of transport services 

• Meetings with organisations and participants in the regional school system

• Online consultation through the YourSAy platform to receive feedback from across the South Australian
community.

A number of participants made written submissions to the review. 

Whether DPTI or DE 
DPTI have responsibility for the delivery of regional public transport by managing contracts with bus companies 
across regional South Australia. DPTI manages three contract types: 

• Provincial city Services 

• Integrated Transport Services 

• Area Contracts 

DPTI no longer hire their own bus drivers. 

DE run over 430 routes. Of these, 164 are bus services owned and run by the school and department, while 
273 bus routes are contracted out to regional bus contractors. 

It is observed that in other jurisdictions in Australia, policies and assessment regarding eligibility for school bus 
travel are managed separately from the delivery of bus services. The former is typically administered by the 
jurisdiction’s Education department while the latter is typically administered by the jurisdiction’s Transport 
department. 

Issues raised in consultation 

Consultation has shown this to be a polarising issue. 

Associations like Bus SA, the Motor Transport Association and the secondary and primary schools principals 
associations believe that bus services should be delivered by those with expertise in the area that is DPTI. 

Bus operators would prefer to contract with the agency that has specialist expertise in managing bus services 
and bus contracts. Feedback from contractors was that DE did not seem to understand their business as well as 
DPTI would, impacting on the viability in the provision of school bus services. It was observed that Education 
Services had a primary focus on the costs of delivering services and less on the longer term sustainability of 
delivering the services.  

The view of industry participants and bus operators is that the delivery of regional school bus services should 
be considered alongside the delivery of public and community regional bus services. The view shared is that the 
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Guaranteeing all students access to a place on a school bus 
Which students are guaranteed access to a place on a school bus is a matter of policy. 

The current policy guarantees a place on a bus for: 

• Eligible government school students (those that live more than 5 kilometres from their nearest government 
school) who choose to go to that school 

• eligible non-government school students (those that live more than 5 kilometres from their nearest 
government school) who choose to use the service to their nearest government school. 

The current policy does not guarantee a place on a bus for: 

• government school students that live within 5 kilometres of their nearest appropriate government school 

• government school students that choose to go to a government school other than their nearest 
government school 

• non-government school students who live within 5 kilometres of their nearest appropriate government 
school 

• any preschool students or TAFE students. 

Students in the latter three categories may be granted permission to use the school buses, provided there is 
space, but cannot be guaranteed a place on the bus. Permission is granted on a case by case basis, determined 
by the principal of the school concerned. This creates uncertainty for these families, requiring alternative 
transport arrangements to be made.  

The current policy operates under the ‘school of right’ principle, where a student’s ‘school of right’ is: 

‘the nearest appropriate government school to their place of residence, measured by the shortest 
most practicable  from the government school to their residence’. 

Where parents choose to enrol their child in a non-government school, or a government school other than the 
school deemed to be their ‘school of right’, this is classified as a ‘school of choice’. 

The 5 kilometre distance requirement is applied in determining a student’s eligibility. A student, whether a 
government or non-government school student, is eligible for access to a departmentally run school bus 
service where the student resides 5 kilometres or more from their nearest appropriate government 
school — their ‘school of right’.  

It is emphasised that eligibility extends to both government and non-government school students. However, it 
is important to distinguish being “guaranteed” a place on a bus from the routes that the buses follow. While a 
non-government school student has a right to a place on the bus, there is no guarantee that the bus will stop at 
their school. 

The bus will only stop at their non-government school if that school is on the route and at a scheduled stop. If 
the school is not, the student will be dropped off at the government school and then find their own way to 
their school. 

Issues raised in consultation 

There is some misunderstanding of the extent to which the current policy guarantees access to school bus 
transport. It is not well understood that there is currently a guarantee for non-government school students 
that are eligible and that choose to use the service. 

The current policy seeks to overcome the regional travel disadvantages with distance linked to a school of 
right. 

Many of the complaints about guaranteed places relate to students that live within 5 kilometres of their 
nearest government school (i.e. that are not eligible under the current policy). This gives rise to varying 
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Other matters 

Safety, behaviour and a duty of care on buses 

Feedback from parents in the review revealed a strong concern for moving from dedicated school buses to 
shared buses (children sharing buses with members of the public), particularly on longer country bus routes. 
Parents shared safety fears arising from students travelling with strangers. 

Concerns were also shared about the behaviour of students on buses. These include worries that the increased 
use of government school buses by non-government school students may fuel more ‘us vs. them’ behaviour on 
buses that may not be able to be contained by drivers. Further, the ability of the government school principal 
to manage behaviour and exercise duties of care become more difficult when a greater number of bus 
passengers do not attend their school.  

Countering these concerns are observations made that thousands of city students share transport to school 
every day with strangers and adult members of the public. Feedback also suggested that behaviour and safety 
on buses with school children is improved by having adults on board providing a form of immediate 
accountability for young peoples’ behaviour. It is suggested that bullying and anti-social behaviour between 
students is greater on dedicated school buses and less when buses are shared with adults.  

Many of these concerns reflect issues that exist now on a range of bus routes. There are currently regional 
students sharing buses with strangers in order to get to school. There are currently non-government and 
government school students sharing buses (both Education run buses and public buses). 

There are currently government and non-government school students sharing buses with only the driver 
available to moderate behaviour on the bus. 

Another duty of care issue raised repeatedly to defend maintaining yellow buses was that Education 
department control was required to respond to local events like bush fires. It was suggested that DE were 
better placed to manage this than DPTI. Countering this view is that a range of regional bus services of one 
form or another are currently overseen by both DPTI and DE. A range of DE routes are contracted out. DPTI 
would be equally well placed to manage contracted services as DE is for government school routes. 

Risks travelling on school buses 

In research conducted by Bus SA, fear of child abuse was one of the major barriers identified as preventing the 
wider use of school buses in regional areas. However, this view was not held by all locals and limited reports 
exist of abuse on children by adult passengers on school transport. The more common event to occur on school 
transport and which is highlighted by bus drivers as a significant problem is bullying. Bus drivers reported that 
bullying and aggression occurs daily on school buses, with common forms of bullying including verbal 
(90 per cent), psychological intimidation (70 per cent), physical bullying and fights (27 per cent), and sexual 
harassment (20 per cent). Parents also raised concerns about their children being exposed to unsuitable 
language and the behaviour of older students, while surveyed children reported their bus riding experience to 
be negative with teasing and bullying occurring on the school bus, often with younger students being targeted 
by older students.  

While drivers have been reported to use a range of strategies to interrupt or prevent bullying, bus drivers have 
expressed frustration with the lack of interest schools are taking around the problem.  

Research has indicated that bullying is more commonly committed by children/youths and more frequently 
occurs on the school bus than during any other part of a student’s school day. Bullying has also been found to 
be more common where there is a lower level of adult supervision and therefore, the presence of adults on 
school buses may help to reduce or prevent the incidence of bullying, particularly where adults are equipped 
with successful intervening methods.  

Impact on small town communities 

Concerns have been shared about the viability of some smaller schools should transport policies change from a 
policy based school of right to one based on school of choice. However, in some cases, concerns about the 
viability of schools translates into concerns about the viability of small communities, some of which exist 
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primarily because of the school. Examples of small towns that would be impacted by threats to the viability of 
their schools include: 

• Andamooka (Upper North)

• Nangwarry (South East)

• Kalangadoo (South East)

• Wilmington (Southern Flinders Ranges)

• Melrose (Southern Flinders Ranges)

• Hawker (Flinders Ranges)

There are inconsistencies in the application or perceptions of policies. Some non-government schools are 
charged an administration fee for their children to access government school buses. 

An opportunity to reform regional public transport 

Participants in the industry put forward strong views that a review of school buses represented a good 
opportunity to reform regional public transport. 

Government run school buses are one part of the effort to help members of regional communities move 
around. Government delivery of school buses by DE and the regulation of regional public transport services by 
DPTI both indicate that regional transport services relies on government intervention to function.  

Regional communities and regional bus services have been impacted by: 

• cheaper airfares impacting on the viability of long-haul providers 

• the drought and increased fuel prices, impacting decisions about changes in funding arrangements in areas
like home and community care (HACC) and disability funding (NDIS). Traditionally, funding was provided
directly to service providers that would then deliver services to clients. Reforms in these areas have seen
funding move away from traditional providers of services and allocated directly with clients. The market for
a range of services, including transport, has changed. This has threatened the immediate viability of some
service providers, while they and their clientele adapt to the new funding models.

The viability of bus companies is an issue being faced by both DE and DPTI with bus contractors to both 
agencies alerting their departments to tight operating conditions. 

Requests were made to not reform school buses in isolation from reconsidering how the full range of regional 
transport solutions are delivered.  

Suggestions were put forward of more flexible service delivery models that allowed bus companies to tender 
for the provision of a vehicle that could address a range of community needs (including school buses) with 
funding levels set for a number of kilometres of routes serviced and/or a number of passengers and then let 
the bus providers work with communities to understand demands and to design services to go to where the 
demand is. More flexible approaches to regional public transport delivery should be considered. 

Other specific feedback received in the review includes: 

There is some perception about secrecy regarding routes and a non-transparency in cost benchmarks. 

There is some confusion about the application of policies and a perception of inconsistent application. In some 
cases, routes are changed to accommodate non-government school children and yet in others there is 
inflexibility. 

Changes in school curriculum are impacting on transport requirements. Increasing numbers of year 11 and year 
12 students include TAFE courses in their studies. There is an increasing need to transport children to TAFE as 
part of their year 11 and year 12 courses as well as the benefit of transport to TAFE improving TAFE 
enrolments. 
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Changing this arrangement is likely to result in confusion as there will be government school buses transporting 
eligible students from government schools to non-government schools, while non eligible students will need to 
continue to rely on public transport and non-government school buses for this purpose. 

Feedback received during the review suggests that changing routes to extent to non-government schools 
would impact on enrolments. This transport constraint is currently a reason why some families do not choose 
to enrol in non-government schools. 

Broader community use — options 

Access for broader community use only applies to the yellow buses owned and run by DE. Options include: 

• Access to the bus only (no driver) on non-school days only — community members or groups book the use 
of school buses on days when they will not be used for school (i.e. weekends, public holidays and school 
holidays). While this would require minimal administration, it would require some school staff to be 
available during holiday periods for users to access and return the bus. 

• Access to the bus only (no driver) when not used by the school — this option enables broader community 
use during school days and out of school hours but still accessing the bus with their own drivers. This 
requires a more sophisticated booking system and runs the risk of incidents on school days interrupting the 
use of the bus by the school. 

• A more complex variant on each of the above options would include access not only to the yellow bus, but 
also to the DE driver. 

Another option is for all remaining yellow buses to be outsourced to private contractors for all operations, 
enabling private contractors to utilise the buses for broader community use.  

Broader community use — implications 

The implications to government and to its schools of broader community use are: 

• financial — additional bus use will increase the cost of running buses.  

• school flexibility — schools having access to yellow buses provides them with greater flexibility  

• administrative — yellow buses are currently administered by the local schools. There will be increased 
administration to schools from them effectively operating a bus hire business 

• insurance/liability — yellow buses are the property of DE and therefore, broader community use will have 
insurance implications. 

• The cost and cost recovery implication also include the triggering of national competition policy as 
community access to school buses is likely to displace other bus services. 

There will also be implications from this to existing regional bus providers. The likelihood of access to yellow 
buses being cheaper than access to publicly provided buses would see some crowding out occur. An example 
would be a local government using volunteers to driver yellow buses for a series of community events 
scheduled for weekends or during school holidays. This would displace the use of other bus contractors to 
support the event impacting on the viability of the regional bus company. 
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Policy reform 
Guaranteeing all students within a specified area, a place on a school bus, including non-government school 
students represents a fundamental change in the policy on eligibility for school buses. 

The current policy restricts eligibility with respect to distance (over 5 kilometres) from a school of right (the 
nearest government school). Guaranteeing all students a place on a school bus removes the restriction arising 
from school of right and contemplates reviewing distances.  

Without changing the distance (5 kilometres) more students become eligible for transport assistance if the 
policy is changed from school of right to school of choice. At the extreme, every family could make their school 
of choice one that is more than 5 kilometres from their home, thereby making every regional student eligible 
for transport assistance.  

There are a number of potential implications from this guarantee: 

• Increase the number of non-government school students eligible to use government funded buses. 

• Reduced number of students using public bus routes and paying fares 

• Reduced number of students using buses provided by non-government schools 

• Increased cost of allowances  

• Impact significantly on enrolments including: 

– government school students switching from their government school of right to a government school of 
choice 

– government school students switching to a non-government school 

– non-government school students switching to a government school of choice. 

• ‘all’ can be interpreted to include preschool students. 

Implications from policy changes have been considered in three stages. The first considers changing the policy 
regarding school of choice whilst keeping other policy parameters the same (i.e. distances and exclusion of 
preschool students). The second considers also narrowing the distance parameters in the current policy and 
the third adds the impact of extending the policy to preschool students. 

Implication 1: Change school of right to school of choice. Keep the distance at 5 kilometres. 
Continue to exclude preschool students. 

There are currently 19,300 students enrolled in non-government schools. Around 1,250 of these students are 
currently using school buses with an estimated 5,600 relying on non-government school buses. Guaranteeing 
all non-government students a place on a bus would likely see the majority of these 5,600 students transfer 
their transport from their own school buses that incur a cost across the government school buses. 

For the purposes of costing, it is assumed that this change in policy would add 4,000 students to the 
government bus program. There is some capacity in the current system that could absorb around 1000 of these 
students, resulting in additional services needed to accommodate 3000 students. 

Adding 3,000 students to the government school bus runs, would require an additional 60 buses  
This policy change would displace demand and fare revenue from 

existing public bus services and from non-government school providers. The government would, in turn, rely on 
those same providers and contractors to take up the extra demand on the government school bus program 
from this policy change. 

Implication 2: Reduce the distance parameter by 1 kilometre down to 4 kilometres. 

The current policy restricts eligibility to students that are 5 kilometres or more away from their school of right. 
It is not a straightforward exercise to estimate the number of students within specific distances of a 
government school. Estimation has been done that suggests that for each 0.5 kilometres that the distance 





42 
 

System reform 
As indicated earlier, government school bus services are one part of the demand for public transport in 
regional South Australia. Changing policies and the provision of school bus services will impact on regional 
public transport by displacing current services and providing opportunities for bus companies to take up 
additional school bus runs. 

The cost implications of policy reforms detailed in the previous section of this report are material. The 
additional investment they represent may be better considered as additional investment into regional public 
transport. 

Longer term, efficiency and effectiveness gains in regional school buses and regional public transport will 
come from: 

• the separation of policy eligibility for access to transport assistance from the delivery of the bus services. 
Eligibility is a matter of policy and allocation of transport subsidies and concessions to families to overcome 
disadvantage 

• reforming how eligibility translates into access to services through the use of a regional student bus card 
(modelled on the metro card system) with a government funded value determined by policy 

• aligning the delivery of school bus services with other public regional bus services and contracts so that the 
provision of regional bus services that meet the need of customers whether or not they are school students 
or any other member of the community. Bus operators that transport student can provide services funded 
by fares collected through the use of regional bus cards.  

Elements of system reform that are triggered by the terms of reference and that have arisen during the review 
include: 

• The transfer of school bus management from Education to DPTI 

• The outsourcing of ‘yellow’ school bus services to be delivered by contractors 

• The integration of regional school bus services with other regional bus services.  

The potential efficiency and effectiveness of the transfer of school bus management from DE to DPTI is 
impacted by the mix of school bus services (i.e. yellow bus services versus contracted bus services). The current 
mix is that of the 447 routes operated in 2018, 164 were operated directly by the Department of Education 
(37 per cent) and the remainder operated by bus companies under contract with the Department of Education 
(63 per cent).  

DPTI is better placed to: 

• enable better integration of school bus services with other regional bus services 

• design routes that are consistent with school and regional transport requirements 

• manage matters associated with fares and concessions 

• consider the viability of bus providers as an important ingredient to the provision of bus services 

• oversee standards related to bus maintenance, licencing and regulations. 

However, DPTI no longer manages the delivery of bus services. For metropolitan and regional bus services, 
DPTI manages contracts with private suppliers. Management by DPTI is likely to be more efficient and effective 
where school bus services are managed under contract rather than by direct delivery.  

Department of Education is better placed to: 

• Manage matters of policy regarding eligibility for access to school transport assistance 

• Continue to coordinate routes and maintain yellow bus services as a service within schools as long as there 
are yellow buses as part of the service delivery mix. 
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Appendix 1: Consultation participants 
Consultation by meeting occurred with: 

• Catholic Education  

• Bus SA 

• Motor Trade Association (and contractors) 

• Association of Independent Schools SA 

• SA Primary Principals Association 

• SA Secondary Principals Association 

• Local Government Authority 

• Department for Education — Education 
Directors 

Submissions and supplementary information were received from: 

• Independent Schools Association 

• Bus SA 

• Isolated Children’s Parents’ Association of SA 

• SA Commission for Catholic Schools 

• SA Association of School Parent Communities 

• Commissioner for Kangaroo Island 

• St Columba's Memorial School 

• Caritas College 

• Eastern Fleurieu R-12 School 

• Kangaroo Inn Area School 

• Mary MacKillop Memorial School 

• Mount Barker District Council  

• Nazareth Catholic Community — main campus 

• Orroroo Area School 

• Samaritan College 

• Spalding Primary School 

• St Albert's Catholic School 

• St Anthony's Catholic School 

• St Barbara's Parish School 

• St Francis de Sales College 

• St James School 

• St John's Lutheran School 

• St Joseph's School Barmera 

• St Joseph's School Clare 

• St Joseph's School Murray Bridge 

• St Joseph's School Renmark 

• St Joseph's School Peterborough 

• St Joseph's School Port Lincoln 

• St Joseph's Parish School 

• St Mark's College 

• St Mary MacKillop School 

• Xavier College 

YourSAy feedback from: 

• Parents 

• Principals 

• Teachers 

• Bus drivers 

• School bus coordinators 

• Bus Biz 

• South Australian Public Transit Association 

• Parish Priest of the Millicent Catholic Parish and 
President of the St Anthony’s Catholic Primary 
School 

• Catholic Education 
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Appendix 2: Previous school bus reviews 
The 2015 School Bus Review (2015 Review) focused on identifying areas of the School Transport Policy that 
were working well, and areas where resources could be reconfigured to improve services to ensure equitable 
and efficient school transport services to students.  

The key parameters that were considered include the: 

• Distance requirement — reducing the 5 kilometre requirement 

• Student eligibility, including for: 

– Non-government school students, and 

– Preschool students, and 

• ‘School of right’ — changing to a ‘school of choice’ approach.  

An online survey was facilitated as part of the 2015 Review, which invited government schools, preschools and 
their school communities to share their views on the current regional school transport system. DE were able to 
quantify (from the survey responses) that approximately 85 per cent of regional transport services were 
accessible in the respondents’ area with approximately 75 per cent of those respondents making use of the 
service, while about 20 per cent had no access.  

DE also found that approximately 70 per cent of respondents supported the option for students to be 
transported to their school of choice by the government buses, regardless of attendance at government or 
non-government schools.  

Another major option considered was the prospect of expanding eligibility for transport services to preschool 
children. The survey identified that 65 per cent of respondents supported this option. 

The survey also sought respondents’ views on the option of paying for transport services, to which 35 per cent 
supported a concessional rate to be charged, while 60 per cent did not.  

While limited cost estimates were presented as part of the 2015 Review, DE identified the likely implications 
that changes to the School Transport Policy would have on government costs and resources. In considering the 
above parameters, DE made the following recommendations: 

• Reducing the distance requirement would result in a significant increase in the number of students eligible 
to access transport services and therefore, the need to introduce a charge for bus use to cover the costs. DE 
undertook a mapping exercise to test this option, assuming a distance requirement of 4.5 kilometres and 
the need for an additional eight buses to be purchased plus costs for 
recruitment, remuneration for drivers, and increased maintenance and running costs  

 

• Amending the School Transport Policy to a ‘school of choice’ approach would require DE to ensure all 
students are provided with transport assistance to their school of choice, including non-government school 
students. This would result in a significant increase in the number of transport services operated across the 
State, increased enrolment pressures (at some schools) and negative enrolment impacts at others. DE 
advised that such a policy change would also require a highly complex bus management system which DE 
do not have the resourcing capacity for and would therefore require additional funding to operate such a 
system. A charge for transport use was also highlighted as a likely requirement to cover the additional 
costs. 

• Expanding eligibility for non-government school students. This parameter considered the option of 
transporting non-government school students to their school rather than their nearest government school. 
In addition to the common issues already raised in relation to the parameters discussed above, DE also 
emphasised that expanding eligibility in this way would potentially lead to further calls from the 
government school sector to extend the same allowances for those students (i.e. students would be eligible 
to be driven directly to their government school, other than their nearest government school). 
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• The prospect of expanding eligibility to preschool children would again have cost implications and would be 
highly complex to administer. This is particularly due to the fact that preschool children don’t attend school 
five days a week and assuming seats were allocated to preschool children, these seats would be empty on 
the days that the preschoolers don’t attend school. DE also highlighted that if this option were 
implemented, it could lead to additional travel allowances being given to families who have both school age 
and preschool age children in lieu of access to a bus service, on the basis that the preschool child is eligible 
for transport assistance.  










