National Transportation Safety Board
Washington, D.C. 20594

Safety Recommendation

Date: February 23, 2004

In reply refer to: H-04-05

Mr. Rob Dahlquist

Fire Chief

Omaha Fire Department
1516 Jackson Street
Omaha, Nebraska 68102

The National Transportation Safety Board is an independent Federal agency charged by
Congress with investigating transportation accidents, determining their probable cause, and
making recommendations to prevent similar accidents from occurring. We are providing the
following information to urge your organization to take action on the safety recommendation in
this letter. The Safety Board is vitally interested in this recommendation because it is designed to
prevent accidents and save lives.

This recommendation addresses school bus extrication training. The recommendation is
derived from the Safety Board’s investigation of an October 13, 2001, work zone accident
involving a school bus that plunged off the West Papillion Creek Bridge in Omaha, Nebraska,
and is consistent with the evidence it found and the analysis it performed. As a result of this
investigation, the Safety Board has issued seven safety recommendations, one of which is
addressed to the Omaha Fire Department. Information supporting this recommendation is
discussed below. The Safety Board would appreciate a response from you within 90 days
addressing the actions you have taken or intend to take to implement this recommendation.

On Saturday, October 13, 2001, about 2:00 p.m. central daylight time, a 2000 Thomas
Built Buses, Inc., 78-passenger school bus carrying 27 Seward High School students and 3 adults
(excluding the driver) was traveling westbound through a work zone on U.S. Route 6 in Omaha,
Nebraska. As the Seward bus entered the work zone lane shift at the approach to the West
Papillion Creek Bridge, it encountered a 1986 Motor Coach Industries 52-passenger motorcoach
carrying Norfolk High School students traveling eastbound. Although no collision occurred
between the Norfolk and Seward buses, the westbound school bus departed the traveled roadway
on the right and subsequently struck the W-beam barrier on the approach to the bridge, steered to
the left momentarily, and then steered abruptly back to the right, striking the W-beam again and,
finally, a three-rail barrier between the guardrail and the concrete bridge railing. The bus passed

! For more information, read National Transportation Safety Board, School Bus Run-Off Bridge Accident,
Omaha, Nebraska, October 13, 2001, Highway Accident Report NTSB/HAR-04/01 (Washington, DC: NTSB,
2004).
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through the remains of the three-rail barrier, rode up onto the bridge’s sidewall, and rolled 270
degrees clockwise as it fell about 49 feet, landing on its left side in a 1-foot-deep creek below the
bridge. Three students and one adult sustained fatal injuries. The remaining passengers and the
busdriver sustained injuries ranging from serious to minor.

The National Transportation Safety Board determined that the probable cause of this
accident was the failure of the Nebraska Department of Roads to recognize and correct the
hazardous condition in the work zone created by the irregular geometry of the roadway, the
narrow lane widths, and the speed limit. Contributing to the accident was the accident bus
driver’s inability to maintain the bus within the lane due to the perceived or actual threat of a
frontal collision with the approaching eastbound motorcoach and the accident bus driver’s
unfamiliarity with the accident vehicle. Contributing to the severity of the accident was the
failure of the traffic barrier system to redirect the accident vehicle.

The incident commander on scene told Safety Board investigators that most students
were still inside the bus when rescuers arrived. He noted that the rescuers’ lack of knowledge
concerning school bus construction and extrication techniques had hindered extrication efforts.
Because of reinforced construction on school buses, methods for extricating passengers from
school buses differ significantly from methods for extricating passengers from lighter vehicles,
necessitating specific training. The Safety Board concluded that had the rescuers received school
bus extrication training, rescue efforts would probably have proceeded more efficiently.

The President of the International Association of Fire Chiefs told Safety Board
investigators that he was unaware of a national standard for providing school bus extrication
training and that the need for such training is determined by the States. The training director for
the Nebraska Fire Marshal’s Office told investigators that he was unaware of any States that
provide such training, given its specialized nature and budgetary constraints. However, school
bus extrication training is readily available through courses and videos available from a variety
of vendors and equipment manufacturers. Therefore, we are requesting that the International
Association of Fire Chiefs inform its members of the circumstances of the Omaha accident and
encourage participation in such training. In addition, the National Transportation Safety Board
recommends that the Omaha Fire Department:

Provide emergency responders with school bus extrication training. (H-04-05)

The Safety Board also issued safety recommendations to the Federal Highway
Administration, Nebraska Department of Roads, National Association of State Directors of Pupil
Transportation Services, and Thomas Built Buses, Inc. In response to the recommendation in this
letter, please refer to H-04-05. If you need additional information, you may call (202) 314-6607.



Chairman ENGLEMAN CONNERS, Vice Chairman ROSENKER, and Members
CARMODY, GOGLIA, and HEALING concurred with this recommendation.

Original Signed

By:  Ellen Engleman Conners
Chairman
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