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Van & School Bus Use/ Considerations for Georgia 4-H
Note this paper is for discussionpruposes only and is not being updated.  Since the 2002 publication of this green paper, Extension County Operations has developed additional guidelines for county use  http://www.caes.uga.edu/intranet/coextopr/pdfs/vans.pdf 
Preamble
The use of vans to transport students has become a current and contentious issue.  The regular discussion of this issue has arisen from several incidents including “investigative reports” on television as well as institutions have attempted to purchase vans for use in transporting students.

NBC Dateline (1999) aired an episode questioning the use of vans rather than school buses for school children. A similar “I-Team” report was aired by an Atlanta news stations.  Both reports arose from a wrongful death suit brought in the fatality of six-year-old Jacob Strebler in a van.

Relative Law and Policy
Federal Law
Congress adopted amendment to the Motor Vehicle Safety Act prohibiting the sale to schools of new vehicles with a capacity of more than 10 unless those vehicles met federal school bus safety standards.  The law applies to the transportation of students to and from school or any school related activity. (Gergel, 1974).

School Board Policy
According to Student Transportation Services for the Georgia Department of Education vehicles transporting students in school service must meet federal motor vehicle safety standards (FMVSS).  Our research has found a written policy addressing school students being transported in vans.  However, there is Federal law regulating the manufacture and sale of vans to transport school students as well as the liability issues raised with this transportation.  

National Highway Transportation and Safety Administration (NHTSA) Interpretation (Camps)
Charlie Hott, NHTSA (April 28, 1998) advised “that vans have a better safety record than passenger cars, and if vans were unsafe for transportation of children, they would not be permitted to be sold for that purpose.  There is no federal law that prohibits the transportation of children in vans by camps.  In fact, they (NHTSA) recognize that it is not practical to transport all children on school buses.”
NHTSA also ruled (May 30, 1995) that federal bus regulations “do not require the leasing of complying school buses for camp programs not affiliated with a school.  However, if a camp is considered by your state to be a school-related activity, the requirements of the federal school bus standards would most likely need to be met.”  As interpreted by Richard Gergel, P.A., a school’s summer or camp program would be included in the statute.
Availability & Cost of Passenger Buses
According to Gergel, the cost of a “15 seater school bus is approximately $8,000 to $9,000 greater than a comparable size van.”  School buses may have a significantly longer road life and are less expensive to maintain.   The per road mile cost of a 15 seater bus is cheaper than a comparable sized van.  Our research has found that a new mini-bus cost approximately $39,000. 
Policy on Commercial Drivers Licenses (CDL)
A CDL is required for operating a commercial motor vehicle (CMV).  CMV means a motor vehicle or combination of motor vehicles used in commerce to transport passengers or property if the motor vehicle-

(a) Has a gross combination weight rating of 11,794 kilograms or more inclusive of a towed unit  with a gross vehicle weight rating of more than 4,536 kilograms; or (b) Has a gross vehicle weight rating of 11,794 or more kilograms; or © Is designed to transport 16 or more passengers, including the drive; or (d) Is of any size and is used in the transportation of materials found to be hazardous for the purposes of the Hazardous Materials Transportation Act and which require the motor vehicle to  be placarded under the Hazardous Materials Regulations. 

(From Federal Motor Carrier Safety Regulations & Regulatory Guidelines, 1/99)

Georgia Law Regarding School Bus use by Georgia 4-H Clubs
Part 1 of Article 22 of Chapter 2 for Title 20 of the Official Code of Georgia Annotated, relating to powers of state and local school officials regarding school buses reads as follows “20-2-1074.  Notwithstanding any other provisions of law to the contrary, including Code Section 20-2-411, county and independent school systems may use school buses to provide transportation for the elderly and the handicapped, and 4-H activities if the cost of such transportation is reimbursed in full from federal, state, local and other funds other than school funds. (1985)  4-H field trips, events, camps, and conferences may technically be considered school related activities.

UGA vehicles have specific insurance coverage that follows that vehicle.  If an approved person is driving, they are covered per the insurance policy.  If an Agent is driving a county vehicle or his/her personal vehicle in the confines of “doing his/her” job, then probably the liability insurance would cover the driver.  A UGA employee could better defend his/her job in a county vehicle.

The law specifically states vehicles holding more than 10 so mini-vans may not be considered vans

Practice 

We are making efforts to evolve to a safer system. Any county pursuing the replacement or addition of a vehicle to transport 4-H members should pursue all avenues of acquiring the safest vehicle possible.  County Extension Coordinators are asked to contact their District Extension Head and The State 4-H Leader for updated information and advice before purchasing a vehicle.  It is also critical that the local Extension staff discuss the issue with their school officials prior to purchase of a vehicle.  When contacted by a county, the State 4-H Leader is calling the Dean’s office and pursuing updated advice from UGA Legal counsel.  
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