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Introduction

The Citizens Information Board (CIB) welcomes the opportunity to make this submission. 

As it is over ten years since the previous review, it is timely to look again at its rationale, role and operation.  Currently, the School Transport Scheme caters for some 137.000 pupils each day at a cost of €196 million in 2009. This significant exchequer expenditure must be evaluated in terms of its efficiency, effectiveness, value for money, and, its contribution to social inclusion.

2. Citizens Information Board and Citizens Information Services

The principal functions of the Citizens Information Board (CIB) are to support the provision of and, where appropriate, provide directly to the public, independent information, advice and advocacy in relation to social services. The CIB is also required to assist and support individuals, particularly those with disabilities, in identifying their needs and options and in accessing their entitlements to social services. In addition the Board has a remit to provide information on the effectiveness of social policy and services and to highlight issues which are of concern to users of those services. 

The CIB supports and funds the nation-wide network of Citizen Information Services (CISs)
 and the Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS). The Board also funds and supports the provision of advocacy services to people with disabilities by 46 voluntary/community organisations around the country. The demand for CIB and CIS services is substantial.   In 2008, Citizens Information Services dealt with over 950,000 queries from 670,000 clients and CIPS dealt with over 130,000 callers. Queries from the public to CISs and CIPS cover a wide range of areas of living, including social welfare entitlements, housing, health, education, transport and travel
. While social welfare is the most common subject of enquiry to CISs, there is a significant number of queries which refer to more than one area of entitlement and which frequently arise from difficulties in coping with the costs of daily living, including the cost of schooling. 

The experiences of users of CISs and CIPS are a valuable and significant source of feedback on the effectiveness of social policies on the ground. In 2008, a total over 1,700 social policy records
 were returned to the CIB. 

Issues relating to education and transport are regularly recorded by CISs  and CIPS.  
3. Objectives of School Transport Scheme

The core objective of the School Transport Scheme is to ensure that the private costs of transport to and from schools does not hinder access to first and second level education. The CIB takes the view that in many respects the scheme has achieved this essential goal, which is a key factor in promoting social inclusion and equality of opportunity. There is an intrinsic relationship between access to public education and the public availability of school transport and this principle needs to be maintained even in times of economic stringency. 

4.  Development of the School Transport Scheme

Improvements made to the School Transport Scheme over the years have been significant and have included a reduction in the combined daily travelling and waiting times at post-primary level; the reduction in the distance requirement for the remote area grants for primary pupils; and a reduction in the distance requirement from the nearest route in respect of fully eligible post-primary pupils. Other important developments have included: 

· Phasing out of the three-for-two seating arrangement 


· Upgrading of the Bus Eireann school bus fleet


· Installation of safety belts on all buses in the school transport scheme


· Introduction of additional minibuses and related increased flexibility


· The introduction of taxis as a category of school transport

5. Administration of the Scheme

The School Transport Scheme is managed by Bus Éireann on behalf of the Department of Education and Science. The White Paper on Education (1995) and the 1998 Report of the School Transport Review Committee accepted that that situation would continue.  The Terms of Reference for the current review do not include any specific reference to the management of the scheme.  It would appear to be an underlying assumption that the management of the Scheme by Bus Eireann will continue. The 1998 Report called for greater clarity as to the division of responsibility between VEC Transport Liaison Officers, Bus Eireann and the Department. The statement that “parents are confused as to whom they should approach if they have problems about local services” remains valid, particularly for immigrant families who would not be au fait with the Irish administrative system.    

6. Children with Special Needs

The need to support children with special educational needs has had significant implications for school transport. The legislative provisions contained in both the Education Act (1998) and Education of Persons with Special Educational Needs Act (2004), have had a direct bearing on the school transport requirements. Improved services for children with special needs have, therefore, been a significant feature of the School Transport Scheme in recent years. It is estimated that more than 30% of the financial allocation for school transport is expended on transport services and grants for children with special needs who account for about 6% of the overall number of children carried. A further enhancement has been the funding provided for escorts to accompany some children with special needs (some 1,000 escorts are now employed). 

Maintaining and developing school transport services for children with special needs presents significant additional challenges since the costs of such provision are relatively high (frequently involving minibuses, wheelchair-adapted vehicles and taxis). Almost 1,000 taxis and other wheelchair accessible vehicles are used to bring special needs students to schools every day. Figures show that the number of taxis used for special needs students rose from 386 in 2006 to 662 in 2008, while the number of wheelchair accessible vehicles used rose from 239 to 303. Over the same period, the cost of escorts for special needs students went up from €9.77m to €14.89m, while grants to parents to assist them to make private transport arrangements for their children rose from €3m to €3.37m. The cost of transport services for children with special needs is around €53m annually, which equates to almost €6,000 per child (compared to approximately €1,150 for other children who use the scheme). 

7. School Transport Charges

The service is free for primary school children who qualify under the scheme. Eligible children in families who hold a medical card or children with special needs are exempt from charges. However, where charges apply, there have been significant increases in the last two years. For concessionary primary school children (children who are carried on a fare-paying basis when there are seats available), an annual fee of €200 will apply from the summer of 2009.  In the case of secondary school children two rates of payment applied heretofore. Junior cycle students paid an annual fee of €168 and senior cycle students paid €234. Following changes made in Budget 2009, school transport charges from the school year 2009-2010 for all secondary school children will be €300 annually. The maximum amount payable per single family, regardless of the number of children using the school transport system, will be €650 annually. 

8. Costs of Schooling

It is important that any analysis of the School Transport Scheme, and specifically consideration of charges for the service takes cognisance of the general costs of schooling, including the cost of books and clothes, school charges, voluntary contributions to the running of schools, school organised activities and after-school child care costs. While the Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance goes some way to meeting those costs for people who are eligible for the allowance, many lower income families have difficulty in meeting school-related costs.  
9. Difficulties Identified by Citizens Information Services
An issue that has been identified by a number of CISs is that the school transport service is provided on a first-come, first-served basis. Even if a child has a sibling at a same school, he or she will not be transported to that school under the scheme if there is no room on the bus. Also, where there are no available places in the local school and pupils are forced to travel outside of their catchment area in order to attend school, there is no subsidy available to cover the transport costs involved.  This runs contrary to the stated objectives of the scheme, given that it is not by choice that the pupils are attending a school outside of their area. 

Another issue identified is that, despite the expenditure on school transport for children with special needs, the experience of some users is that the transport services are “hit and miss” and depend on the personnel involved in delivering the service at local level.  The desire of many parents who have a child with a disability is, understandably, to have the child educated within the local area.  It has been suggested that the allocated funding should go to the person and not the service, thus allowing parents greater flexibility in terms of meeting the school transport needs of their children.  

10. Children with Disabilities and Needs Assessment

Under the Disability Act 2005, people with disabilities are entitled to:

· Have their health and educational needs assessed


· Have individual service statements drawn up setting out what services they will get


· Access independent complaints and appeals machinery


· Avail of services of personal advocates

The school transport needs of people with disabilities should be included as part of an overall assessment of needs. This should take into account accepted social policy principles of social inclusion, equality of access (including access to education), choice and person-centred planning.    

11. Integration at Community Level

As a general principle there should be integration between the School Transport Scheme and transport services provided by the HSE and the voluntary/community sector. In some locations around the country, Bus Éireann school buses and privately owned school buses under contract for this purpose, are also used to provide rural transport services in the middle of the day between class times without impinging on the school transport timetable. However, in general, the school transport service has been developed without reference to the more general transport needs of local communities. While in theory there would be potential for alternative uses of school buses to provide community transport, in practice this may present organisational difficulties mainly because of the some 4,000 vehicles used each day in the school transport scheme over three-quarters are privately owned. However, there is potential for public-private partnerships in developing such initiatives.
12. Factors to take into account in the Review

The CIB identifies the following as key factors relevant to the Review of the School Transport Scheme:


· The current increase in the number of welfare dependent households and the expected decline in the disposable income of families generally


· The ongoing difficulties in providing mainstream accessible public transport in rural areas


· The need to ensure that equality of access to education for children with disabilities is maintained and enhanced


· The social isolation of households in rural areas
· The absence of transport as a barrier to parents taking up employment where children are dispersed and require collection at different times

· The costs of schooling generally and the greater impact of such costs on low income families and large families


· The need to ensure that there are no inherent disincentives in the ‘free’ education system to children completing second level


· The rights of parents to have their children attend schools that cater for their religious and cultural preferences and academic choices

· The need to ensure that the families of children with disabilities are treated equitably and do not incur excessive and unfair school-related costs.   

13. Key Points

The following are key points identified by the Citizens Information Board:

· The implementation of charges should not place excessive burdens on families taking into account the overall costs of schooling.

· In addressing the question of catchment boundaries care must be taken to ensure that the needs of children in very isolated rural areas are accommodated in a fair and equitable manner.
· The scheme should continue to provide and enhance the service provided to children with special needs.

· Consideration should be given to ways of integrating the Rural Transport Programme and the School Transport Scheme to provide a more efficient and inclusive transport service.

· The use of school buses to provide other rural transport services for social and business activities should be explored further and evaluated at national and local levels. 

· Consideration should be given to providing some incentives to encourage car pooling at local level and some pilot programmes might be established for this purpose.


· Consideration should be given to having school transport in line with other public transport, organised and developed under the Department of Transport rather than by the Department of Education and Science.


· There should be clarity in relation to the respective responsibilities of schools, the Department, Bus Eireann, VEC Transport Liaison Officers and, in the case of children with special needs, the role and responsibilities of the School Special Education Needs Organiser.


· Parents and families should have easy access to information about the administration of the scheme at local level and the relevant contact personnel.
· Consideration should be given as to how help can be provided towards the travel costs of children who cannot be transported under the current scheme because there is no room on the bus.
· Consideration should be given as to how help can be provided towards the transport cost of children who have to attend school outside their local area because there are no places available in their local school or where the local school does not provide for their academic choices.
� There are 42 independent Citizens Information Services (CISs) covering 254 locations throughout Ireland.


� The Citizens Information Board is currently (March 2009) preparing a Social Policy Report on Travel, Transport and Access to Social Services


� Social Policy Records report on situations where an information service user was unable to get a service commensurate with need: includes inadequate or inappropriate support services; inadequate information about available services; inequities, inconsistencies or anomalies in the service delivery system.
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