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School bus and motorcoach travel are two of the safest forms of transportation in the
United States. Each year, on average, nine school bus passengers and four motorcoach passengers
are fatally injured in bus crashes, according to National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
(NHTSA) and motorcoach industry statistics. In comparison, NHTSA statistics show that in
1998, over 41,000 people were fatally injured in highway crashes. Although much has been done
to improve the safety of school buses and motorcoaches over the years, the safe transportation of
bus passengers, especially students and senior citizens, continues to be a national safety priority.
Children and seniors are predicted to be the fastest growing segments of our society, and these
groups are the primary users of bus transportation. Therefore, the National Transportation Safety
Board initiated a special investigation to determine whether additional measures should be taken
to better protect bus occupants.

In addition to examining bus crashworthiness issues, the resulting special investigation1

also addressed a number of data collection issues hampering effective accident study, including
the discrepancies among different Federal bus definitions.  Vehicle definitions, such as those
within NHTSA’s Federal Motor Vehicle Safety Standards (FMVSS),2 are important because the
applicability of safety standards relating to occupant crash protection is based on these definitions.
Vehicle classification within Federal accident databases is also important because public policy on
vehicle safety is based in part on the analysis of these databases, especially NHTSA’s Fatality
Analysis Reporting System (FARS).3  NHTSA does not have separate definitions for different bus
body types in the FMVSS other than to define them as either a bus or a school bus.  In contrast,
NHTSA uses five body type classifications in FARS for buses:  intercity/cross country bus, school
bus, transit bus, other bus, and unknown bus.

                                               
1 For additional information, read Bus Crashworthiness Issues, Highway Special Investigation Report,

NTSB/SIR-99/04 (Washington, D.C.:  National Transportation Safety Board, 1999).
2 The purpose of the FMVSS is to a) reduce the risk of a vehicle crash by specifying minimum

performance levels for brakes, lights, and other components and to b) reduce the risk of injury, should a crash
occur, by specifying minimum requirements for vehicle performance in crashes, as related to occupant protection,
for occupant restraints, roof and body joint strength, fuel system integrity, child safety systems, and other areas.

3 FARS was established in 1975 and contains data on fatal traffic crashes in the 50 States, the District of
Colombia, and Puerto Rico. To be included in the FARS system, a crash must involve a motor vehicle traveling on
a road open to the public and result in the death of a person within 30 days of the crash.
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The FMVSS define a bus as a motor vehicle with motive power, except a trailer, designed
for carrying more than 10 persons.  They define a school bus as a bus sold or introduced in
interstate commerce for purposes that include carrying students to and from school or school-
related events.  The definition does not include a bus designed and sold for operation as a
common carrier in urban transportation.  A school bus is the only vehicle in the FMVSS that is
defined by use; all other motor vehicles are defined by body type.  In other words, according to
the FMVSS, a bus is either a school bus or some other type of bus that is not further defined.

The body types that are not further defined in the FMVSS include what are commonly
referred to in the industry as motorcoach/intercity buses and transit/urban buses.4  Also included
are what the Safety Board, in this special investigation, calls specialty buses. Examples of
specialty buses include those that retain their originally manufactured cabs and chassis and that
were later equipped with an after-market specially manufactured passenger body, as well as those
that appear similar to motorcoaches but have a lower chassis and no lower luggage compartment.
In addition, vehicles that can carry more than 10 passengers, which the public commonly refers to
as vans, and that FARS places in the van-based light trucks category, are built to bus standards
and thus are actually buses under FMVSS.

The Federal Motor Carrier Safety Regulations5 define a bus in two ways:  as any motor
vehicle, including taxicabs, designed, constructed, or used for the transportation of passengers (49
Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] 390.5) and as a vehicle designed to carry more than 15
passengers, including the driver (49 CFR 393.5).  Thus, two Federal agencies (NHTSA and the
Federal Highway Administration) in the Department of Transportation have three different
definitions of a bus and also differ as to the minimum number of passenger seats in a motor
vehicle defined as a bus.  With the exception of a school bus, the classifications used by NHTSA
for the FARS database are not consistent with any of these definitions. The Safety Board
therefore concluded that the Department of Transportation does not have standard definitions or
classifications for the various bus types.

As was discovered during the course of this special investigation, accident data collection
can be hampered by the lack of standard bus definitions.  Of the 40 bus accidents reviewed for this
investigation, 27 had occurred since 1975, when FARS was established, and the information from
those 27 accidents was compared to that in the FARS database.  Based on FARS classifications,
the appropriate body type for all the motorcoach accidents selected should have been
intercity/cross country bus.  However, because specific Safety Board accidents could not be
located in FARS under this body type using the available definition or coding instructions,
investigators had to request data for all five body types.

During the Safety Board’s August 1998 public hearing on bus crashworthiness, a
representative from NHTSA stated that the agency is concerned about inconsistencies in the
classification of buses under FARS, which the representative attributed to the variety of bus types

                                               
4 A transit bus as defined in this report is a vehicle that frequently loads and unloads passengers and

operates primarily in local, scheduled route service at lower-than-highway speeds. These buses are manufactured
with space and accommodations, such as support bars or straps to use as hand-holds, for standing passengers.

5 The Federal Motor Carrier Safety Regulations, administered by the Federal Highway Administration,
apply to commercial motor vehicles in interstate commerce.



3

used in the United States. He specifically referred to the classification of “chopped” vans and the
approximately 20 percent of buses categorized as unknown bus.  NHTSA reported that it is
working with the bus industry to develop a better classification system for buses that will
incorporate the classification into the vehicle identification number (VIN).  NHTSA has the
authority to specify a character and incorporate it into the VIN; but according to the NHTSA
representative, modifications would take years. Therefore, NHTSA prefers that the manufacturers
voluntarily incorporate the change to the VIN.

Safety Board staff met with NHTSA representatives to discuss their concerns about the
Safety Board’s findings. NHTSA acknowledged that bus classification data in FARS are
incomplete, noting that source documents used to code FARS data do not provide specific details
about the bus body type.  According to NHTSA, the agency is working with the manufacturers to
identify bus make, model, and body type, using the VIN, particularly buses that have previously
been coded as either unknown or other bus. NHTSA is also expanding the special use category to
identify how a bus is being used. For instance, if a motorcoach is used to transport pupils for a
school function, it will be coded as an intercity bus with special use as a school bus.

The Safety Board concluded that the incorporation of bus identification into the VIN and
the expansion of the use category will correct some of the inaccuracies in FARS data, but without
standard definitions and accurate classification of buses within FARS, incomplete data and
inaccuracies will still exist.  Therefore, the Safety Board believes that in 1 year and in cooperation
with the bus manufacturers, the Department of Transportation should complete the development
of standard definitions and classifications for each of the different bus body types, and include
these definitions and classifications in the FMVSS.  In addition, the Safety Board recommends
that the bus manufacturers:

 Cooperate with the Department of Transportation in the development of
standard definitions and classifications for each of the different bus body types.
(H-99-56)

The Safety Board also issued Safety Recommendations the U.S. Department of
Transportation, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, and the National Association
of Governors’ Highway Safety Representatives. The National Transportation Safety Board is an
independent Federal agency with the statutory responsibility “to promote transportation safety by
conducting independent accident investigations and by formulating safety improvement
recommendations” (Public Law 93-633). The Safety Board is vitally interested in any action taken
as a result of its safety recommendations. Therefore, it would appreciate a response from you
within 90 days regarding action taken or contemplated with respect to the recommendation in this
letter. Please refer to Safety Recommendation H-99-56 in your reply. If you need additional
information, you may call (202) 314-6169.
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Chairman HALL, Vice Chairman FRANCIS, and Members HAMMERSCHMIDT,
GOGLIA, and BLACK concurred in this recommendation.

By: Jim Hall
Chairman
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Bus Manufacturers

Phil Roberts
President
Collins Bus Corporation
P.O. Box 2946
Hutchinson, Kansas 67504-2946

Evan Kushnur
President
U.S. Bus Corporation
3 Pat Malone Drive
Suffern, New York 10901

Paul Anderson
CEO
Van-Con, Inc.
123 William Street
Middlesex, New Jersey 08846

Ron Cornell
President/CEO
ABC Bus Companies, Inc.
1506 30th St., N.W.
Fairbault, Minnesota 55021

Ed Kravitz
President/CEO
Advanced Bus Industries LLC
3736 Paragon Drive
Columbus, Ohio 43228

Ron Johnson
Vice President
AmTran
P.O. Box 6000
Conway, Arkansas 72033

Ed Atelian
President
APS Systems
3535 W. Fifth Street
Oxnard, California 93030-6498

Bob Flynn, Jr.
Vice President
Atlantic Turtle Top
15 Meadowbrook Road
Grafton, Massachusetts 01519

Roland B. Gray
Vice President
Blue Bird Corporation
3920 Arkwright Road
Macon, Georgia 31210

Beniamino B. Citarelli
Breda Transportation Inc.
261 Madison Avenue
New York, New York 10016

Paul Guhl
Vice President
Carpenter Industries LLC
110 Industries Road
Richmond, Indiana 47374

Don Roberts
President
Champion Bus Inc.
331 Graham Road
Imlay City, Michigan 48444
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Scott Culbertson
President
Chance Coach Inc.
2811 N. Ohio
Wichita, Kansas  67219-4318

James McMullen
CEO
Coach and Equipment Manufacturing
Company
Brown Street Extension
Penn Yan, New York 14527

Dick Seybolt
President
Diamond Coach Corporation
2300 W. Fourth Street
Oswego, Kansas 67356

James P. Bernacchi
COO
Dina/MCI/Hausman
10 E. Golf Road
Des Plaines, Illinois 60016-2291

Jean Dupont
President
DuponTrolley Industries
240 Third Street
Quebec, PQGIL 2S8 Canada

Andrew Imanse
President
ElDorado National
13900 Sycamore Way
Chino, California 91710

Chris Whitt
President
Federal Coach
P.O. Box 6536
Fort Smith, Arkansas 72901

Brian Henke
Freightliner Custom Chassis Corporation
552 Hyatt Street
Gaffney, South Carolina 29341

Brian MacLeod
Vice President
Gillig Corporation
25800 Clawiter Road
Hayward, California 94545

Sam Rozzi
CEO
Goshen Coach
1110 D.I. Drive
Elkhart, Indiana 46514

Ed Grech
President
Krystal Koach, Inc.
2701 E. Imperial Highway
Brea, California 92821

Bradley Matthews
Matthews Specialty Vehicles
6116 Old Mendenhall Road
Archdale, North Carolina 27263

Jerry Schweiner
President
MetroTrans Corporation
777 Greenbelt Parkway
Griffin, Georgia 30223

Lynn Metzger
President
Mid Bus, Inc.
505 E. Jefferson Street
Bluffton, Ohio 45817-1398

Mike Violi
President
National Mobility Corporation
2940 Dexter Drive
Elkhart, Indiana 46514
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Tom Cellitti
Vice President
Navistar International
455 N. Cityfront Plaza Drive
Chicago, Illinois 60611

Keith Hart
Vice President
 Neoplan Bus and Coach Sales
11990 Grant Street, Suite 110
Northglenn, Colorado 80233

Jan den Oudsten
President
New Flyer of America
711 Kernaghan Avenue
Winnipeg, MB R2C 3T4 Canada

Bill Coryell
Vice President
North American Bus Industries, Inc.
106 National Drive
Anniston, Alabama 36207

Dennis Tallon
CEO
Nova Bus Corporation
4130 Arthur Sauve Boulevard., Suite 5040
St-Eustache, PQ J7R 6V6 Canada

T.J. Peabody
COO
Orion Bus Industries, Ltd.
350 Hazelhurst Road
Mississauga, ON L5J 379 Canada

Michael Rochette
Vice President
Prevost Car Inc.
35 Gagnon Boulevard
St. Claire, PQ GOR 2V0 Canada

Roger Burrows
Vice President
Spartan Motor Inc.
1000 Reynolds Road
Charlotte, Michigan 48813

Kelly Rose
CEO
Starcraft Automotive Group Inc.
2703 College Avenue
Goshen, Indiana 46528

Curt Kiser
Thomas Built Buses Inc.
1408 Courtesy Road
High Point, North Carolina 27260

Jody Perez
President
Trolley Enterprises Inc.
998 S. Military Trail
Deerfield Beach, Florida 33442

Alfons Van Hool
Managing Director
Van Hool N.V.
Bernard Van Hoolstraut 58
2500 Lier-Koningshooikt, Belgium

Phil Roberts
President
World Trans Inc.
P.O. Box 2946
Hutchison, Kansas 67504-2946
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