
March 19, 1990 Date: 
In reply refer to: H-89-53 and -54 

To Members of the School 
Bus Manufacturers Institute 
and Manufacturers of Van 
Conversion School Buses 

(adddress list attached) 

In 1977, a series of Federal Motor Vehicle Safety Standards (FMVSS) for 
school buses became effective, mandating different performance standards for 
school buses compared to other buses. Data on the crash performance of school 
buses built to these standards were lacking, so the National Transportation 
Safety Board conducted a series of in-depth accident investigations from 1984 
to 1988 to determine how well Federal school bus standards are working to 
protect passengers from injury and whether changes in the standards are 
needed. 

Federal standards for the design and operation of school buses differ 
according to the passenger capacity and gross vehicle weight rating of the 
bus. The Safety Board, therefore, studied the performance of large and small 
school buses separately, and two reports were planned. 

The first report, published in 1987, examined the crash performance of 
large school buses (Type C and Type D school buses) built after the new 
standards for school buses became effective.l/ The second report on school 
bus safety is now completed; it focuses on the performance of small 
poststandard school buses and vans used for school transportation (Type A and 
Type B school buses). 

The safety issues and the basis for the subsequent recommendations issued 
by the National Transportation Safety Board are discussed in detail in the 
report about the study.Zf A copy of the report is enclosed. The report is 
based on review of past research, crash tests, and the Safety Board's 
investigation of accidents involving vehicles used for school transportation 
manufactured after April 1, 1977. 

lJ National Transportation Safety Board. 1987. Safety study: Crashworthi- 
ness of large poststandard schoolbuses. NTSB/SS-87/01. Washington, DC. 300 p. 
Zf National Transportation Safety Board. 1989. Safety study: Crashworthi- 
ness o f  small poststandard school buses. NTSB/SS/89-02. Washington, DC. 223 p. 
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The Safety Board found that small school buses generally provided good 
crash protection to passengers. Few passengers sustained more than minor 
injuries. Some safety shortcomings were documented, however. One shortcoming 
was the finding that the boarding door controls of some small school buses 
have no positive latch locking mechanism. Discussion of boarding door 
performance i s  in the report’s sections on “Structural Integrity” (p. 52-55) 
and “Evacuation” (p. 61-65), and in the case summaries (appendixes B and D).  

If a school bus door opens during a crash, unrestrained or improperly 
restrained occupants seated nearby can be ejected through the opening created. 
The controls for opening and closing the right front door in some small school 
buses appear to be poorly designed, allowing the door to open during a crash. 

Door opening led to the partial ejection and death of the driver of the 
school van in case 8 .  In that accident, the unrestrained school bus driver 
lost control of the bus on a wet gravel road; the bus rotated 1800 and 
overturned onto its right side in a ditch. The driver was partially ejected 
and then crushed under the frame of the boarding door as the bus came to rest 
on its side. In three other cases, investigators documented that the right 
front boarding door either opened during the crash or was found with damaged 
controls after the crash. 

The design of the opening control appeared t o  be relatively similar in all 
cases in which the boarding door was a safety issue. The door control in case 
8 was described in the investigator’s report as follows: 

The passenger loading door latch consists of a handle near the center 
of the vehicle which is connected to the door by a long rod. The 
handle latches the door closed by being swung past center in an arc. 
This handle i s  easily bumped past center, allowing the door to open-- 
several other drivers in the school district stated that, on rough 
roads, the latch did not keep the door from opening. The 
unrestrained school bus driver may have either bumped or grabbed the 
door handle of the passenger boarding door as she fell against the 
door. The door handle on the accident bus moved easily out of the 
locked position. A positive latch on the door handle could prevent 
this occurrence. 

Not only can an open door be dangerous during a crash, it can jeopardize 
evacuation. For example, if a door opens even partially during the crash, it 
creates not only an avenue of ejection, similar to a dislodged windshield, but 
it can easily be crushed or jammed, thus eliminating the door’s use as an 
emergency exit after the accident. In seven cases involving Type A school 
buses, the right boarding door could not be used as an emergency exit because 
it was jammed in some manner. The school bus usually had experienced a 
frontal impact followed by rollover. 
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Therefore, as a result of its study, the National Transportation Safety 
Board recommends that the (members of the School Bus Manufacturers Institute 
and manufacturers o f  van conversion school buses) : 

Work with National Highway Traffic Safety Administration to develop 
performance standards for a locking mechanism for the boarding doors 
o f  school buses with a gross vehicle weight rating o f  10,000 pounds 
or less to eliminate the possibility of inadvertent door opening 
during frontal or rollover crash. (Class 11, Priority Action) 

Provide retrofit kits for small school buses (gross vehicle weight 
rating of 10,000 pounds or less) currently without positive latch 
door control locking mechanisms. (Class 11, Priority Action) 

Also as a result of the safety study, the National Transportation 
Safety Board issued Safety Recommendations H-89-46 through -52 to the 
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, and H-89-55 to the 
National Association of State Directors of Pupil Transportation, the 
National Association for Pupil Transportation, and the National School 
Transportation Association. 

The National Transportation Safety Board is an independent Federal 
agency with statutory responsibility “...to initiate and conduct special 
stvdies and special investigations on matters pertaining to safety in 
transportation...’’ (Public Law 93-633). The Safety Board is vitally 
interested in any actions taken as a result of its safety recommendations 
and would appreciate a response from you regarding action taken or 
contemplated with respect to the recommendation in this letter. Please 
refer to Safety Recommendations H-89-53 and -54  in your reply. 

in these recommendations. 

(H-89 - 53) 

(H-89-54) 

KOLSTAD, Chairman, BLJRNETT, LAUBER, NALL, and DICKINSON, Members concurred 

Chairman 



MEMBERS OF SCHOOL BUS MANUFACTURERS INSTITUTE 

Mr. Jerry Williams 
President 
American Transportation Corp. 
Highway 65 South 
Conway, Arizona 72032 

Mr. Paul Glaske 
President 
Blue Bird Body Company 
Post Office Box 937 
Fort Valley, Georgia 31030 

Mr. Michael Jones 
President 
Carpenter Body Works Inc. 
1500 West Main Street 
Mitchell, Indiana 47446 

Mr. John W. Thomas, Jr. 
President 
Thomas Built Buses, Inc. 
Post Office Box 2450 
High Point, North Carolina 27261 

Mr. Terry Whitesell 
President 
Wayne Corporation 
Industries Road 
Box 1447 
Richmond, Indiana 47375-8447 
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MANUFACTURERS OF VAN-CONVERSION SCHOOL BUSES OR OTHER TYPE A ( 
SCHOOLBUSES 

Mr. Robert Baxter 
President 
Bud Industries 
697 Jefferson Boulevard 
Warwick, Rhode Island 02886 

Mr. Jim McMullen 
President 
Coach & Equipment Manufacturing Corp. 
Brown Street Extension 
Penn Yan, New York 14527 

Mr. Ron Loomis 
President 
Collins Bus Corporation 
Post Office Box 2946 
Hutchinson, Kansas 67 5 04 -294 6 

Mr. Jean-Marc Girardin 
President 
Girardin Corporation 
33 Highridge Court 
Cambridge, Ontario, Canada NlR-73L 

Mr. David Eshelman 
Kansas Coach 
East Highway 36 
Oberlin, Kansas 67749 

Mr. Howard Lewis 
President 
Lewis Manufacturing Company 
Post Office Box 1119 
Ennis, Texas 75120 

Mr. Michel Corbeil 
President 
Les Enterprises Michel Corbeil, Inc. 
252 12 East Avenue Laurier 
Ville des Laurentides 
Quebec, Canada JOR-1CO 

Mr. Lynn R. Metzger 
President 
Mid-Bus Inc. 
3555 Saint Johns Road 
Post Office Box 1985 
Lima, Ohio 45802 
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Mr. James Elder 
President 
Superbus, Inc. 
2010 First Street 
San Jose, California 95131 

Mr. Irwin Kushner 
STURDiCORP, Division of T.P.I. 
Foot of Ramapo Avenue 
Suffern, New York 10901 

Mr. Paul L. Anderson 
President 
Van-Con Inc. 
123 William Street 
Post Office Box 237 
Middlesex, New Jersey 08846 

Mr. Delmer Keas 
President 
Superior Coach International Ltd 
3737 North West 36th Street 
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma 73157 

Mr. Richard Wolfington 
President 
Wolfington Body Company Inc. 
Route 100, North of Pennsylvania Turnpike 
Exit Number 23 
Exton, Pennsylvania 19341 


