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1. Purpose of the Review

1.1 This Review has been commissioned by the Minister of Education to consider the current 
entitlement to and provision of home to school transport assistance. The last major review 
of home to school transport took place more than 16 years ago, and education policy and 
the context in which transport is provided has changed considerably in that time. The aim 
of the Review is, therefore, to conduct a wide ranging assessment to ensure that it is fit 
for purpose, sufficiently targets pupils’ needs and is consistent with, and supports, other 
Departmental policies.

1.2 The key purpose of school transport assistance, as detailed in The Education and Libraries 
(NI) Order 1986, is to facilitate the attendance of pupils at grant-aided schools. In 
doing so, assistance with transport can serve to reinforce wider education policies, and 
to support schools in their delivery of the curriculum.  The current policy, set by the 
Department of Education, determines eligibility on the basis of two criteria: distance and 
suitable school.

1.3 The key objectives of this independent review fall into three categories: 

 entitlement;

 the manner in which transport support should be provided; and

 how transport support should be funded.

Review of the entitlement criteria will examine a number of different areas such as to 
what extent a pupil’s school journey should be a parental responsibility and what criteria 
should be set to qualify for assistance.

Review of the manner of support will assess alternative ways of providing assistance, 
whilst ensuring that resources are used effectively to deliver appropriate levels and quality 
of services.

A full copy of the Review’s terms of reference can be found at Annex A of this document.

1.4 The Call for Evidence is seeking views on these aspects.  If you think there are other 
important issues, please raise them. In addition, while we welcome your views, we would 
also value any objective evidence which respondents can provide.
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Timetable

1.5 The Review Panel will submit its findings and recommendations to the Minister of 
Education by the end of August 2014. In order to allow the panel sufficient time to 
consider this evidence and undertake consultation with stakeholders the deadline for 
submissions is 4 April 2014.

2. Home to School Transport

2.1 The Education and Libraries (NI) Order 1986, as amended by Article 23 of The Education 
(NI) Order 1997, requires the Department of Education to establish criteria to facilitate 
attendance at grant-aided schools. Circular 1996/41 requires the provision of assistance 
with transport for qualifying pupils based on distance from school and attendance at a 
suitable school. The general principle is that pupils are educated at a school in accordance 
with the wishes of their parents in so far as this is compatible with the avoidance of 
unrealistic public expenditure. Application and delivery of transport is the responsibility of 
the five Education and Library Boards, although this will move to the Education and Skills 
Authority (ESA) once established.

2.2 Eligibility for assistance with transport applies to those pupils who live outside the 
statutory walking distance and attend a suitable grant-aided school. Statutory walking 
distance is defined in paragraph 3(6) of Schedule 13 to The Education and Libraries (NI) 
Order 1986 (as amended), i.e. 2 miles in relation to primary school pupils and 3 miles for 
post-primary pupils measured by the shortest walkable route. (It is important to note that 
the statutory walking distance does not mean that pupils must walk to school, rather that 
it is a route which could be walked accompanied if necessary.)

2.3 The Education and Library Boards may also provide transport for pupils, including those 
who have a statement of special educational needs, where a walking route is deemed 
hazardous, or in exceptional circumstances.

2.4 A suitable school is defined as a grant-aided school in any of the following categories:

PRIMARY/SECONDARY SECTOR GRAMMAR SECTOR

Catholic Maintained Denominational

Controlled Non-Denominational

Integrated

Irish-medium
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2.5 Assistance with transport for eligible pupils can be provided by a variety of methods 
including:

 sessional tickets (bus/rail passes) for use on NI Railways, Ulsterbus or Metro 
services etc, 

 use of Board’s own school bus vehicles, 

 private hire of buses or taxis, or 

 payment of a monetary allowance.

The form of assistance provided is determined by each Board and takes into account the 
availability of services, cost, and the needs of the pupil. 

2.6 Further details on the policy can be found at: http://www.deni.gov.uk/index/schools-
and-infrastructure-2/admission-and-transport/transport-to-school.htm

3. Call for Evidence

3.1 The Review Panel welcomes your views on the questions set out in this paper. We invite 
input from anyone who has an interest in the transport of pupils to and from school. In 
particular, we would encourage responses from parents even if their child is not currently 
in receipt of transport assistance.

3.2 The Call for Evidence is in three parts:

 i Section A:   Pupil Entitlement considers which pupils should be provided 
assistance with transport.

 ii Section B:   Provision of Transport considers the method by which any 
assistance is provided.

 iii Section C:   Cost of Assistance considers who should be responsible for the 
costs associated with transport.
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Please tick the box that best describes you as a respondent: (Only tick one box please)

Principal  Post Primary pupil

Vice-Principal Primary Pupil 

Governor  Parent of pupil who 
 receives transport assistance

Teacher  Parent of pupil who does not 
 receive transport assistance

Member of Education/ Member of the public  
sectoral support body    

Transport Contractor/ Provider Trade Union representative

Other Elected Official

If Education / sectoral support body / Other please specify: 

*Name of School (if applicable): 

*Please note that you do not have to identify your school should you not wish to do so.
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Section A:   Pupil Entitlement

Current Home to School Transport Policy in Practice

The Department of Education defines eligible pupils as those who attend a grant-aided school and 
live further away from their nearest suitable school than the statutory walking distance (two miles 
for primary school pupils and three miles for post-primary pupils).  In 2012/13, 89,351 pupils 
were eligible for assistance with transport out of a total of 325,020 (2012 calendar year) pupils 
attending grant-aided schools.

A pupil attending a school other than their nearest suitable school will only be eligible for 
transport if they have applied and been turned down by the nearer school.  Suitability of school is 
based on the six categories below:

PRIMARY/SECONDARY SECTOR GRAMMAR SECTOR

Catholic Maintained Denominational

Controlled Non-Denominational

Integrated

Irish-medium

For example, a pupil may live within close proximity of an Integrated school, but the closest 
Catholic Maintained school is over three miles away. Should the pupil wish to attend a Catholic 
Maintained school they do not need to apply to and be turned down by the Integrated school first 
as Catholic Maintained schools are in a different category to Integrated schools.
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WHAT CRITERIA SHOULD BY USED TO QUALIFY FOR TRANSPORT ASSISTANCE?

1. Should distance criteria continue to be used to determine entitlement to transport 
assistance i.e. should those living over a certain distance from school receive free or 
subsidised transport?

 Yes No

If yes, what distance do you think should be used for Primary aged pupils?

 1 mile 2 miles 

 3 miles 4 miles

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________

For Post-Primary pupils?

 2 miles 3 miles 

 4 miles 5 miles 

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________

2. When determining eligibility for transport do you think transport should be based only on 
distance or should other factors be taken into account? (please tick any other factors you 
think should be considered)

 Route safety Exceptional Circumstances 

 Pupil’s special needs Parental Income/Financial hardship 

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________

3. Should pupils with particular barriers to learning be provided with additional transport 
assistance? (These groups include, but are not restricted to, pupils with Special Educational 
Needs, Looked After Children1, Traveller Children, Newcomer pupils2, School Aged Mothers, 
pupils receiving Education Other Than At School3 settings.)

 Yes No

_____________________________________________________________________________________

1 ‘Looked After Children’ are those in the care of a Trust or who are provided with accommodation by a Trust.

2 The term ‘newcomer’ pupil is used to refer to a pupil who has enrolled in a school but who does not have  
satisfactory language skills to participate fully in the school curriculum and does not have a language in  
common with the teacher.

3 EOTAS pupils are those who attend any form of education outside of the formal school environment. 
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4. Are there any other specific groups of young people who you think require additional 
transport assistance? If so, who and what form should this take?

TRANSPORT AND CHOICE OF SCHOOL

5. Should transport assistance be used to support preference of school?  (Catholic 
Maintained, Controlled, Integrated, Irish-Medium, Denominational Grammar, 
Non-Denominational Grammar)

 Yes No

If yes, should assistance be up to a maximum distance?

 To any school, irrespective of distance from home

 To any school up to 10 miles away

 To any school up to 5 miles away

6. Should transport assistance be used to support subject choice? (i.e. Travel to another 
school, further education college, or other education provider other than the nearest 
suitable)

 Yes No
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 If yes, should assistance be up to a maximum distance –

 To any school/college, irrespective of distance from home  

 To any school/college up to 10 miles away   

 To any school/college up to 5 miles away

7.  Should transport assistance be provided to facilitate the movement of pupils throughout 
the school day? (i.e. to travel to another school, further education college or other provider 
for classes)

 Yes No

8. The Department of Education has a statutory duty to facilitate and encourage Irish 
Medium4 and Integrated5 education. How should transport assistance be used to support 
these aims?

 Monetary allowance Reducing any distance criteria

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________

CROSS BORDER TRAVEL

9. Should assistance be provided for pupils to attend schools in the South of Ireland, 
provided this is their nearest school?

 Yes No

10. Should transport assistance be provided to pupils from the South of Ireland who attend 
schools in the North of Ireland?    
(Currently, transport assistance is provided to the nearest suitable school for pupils at 
2 miles from the closest border crossing for primary school pupils, and 3 miles from the 
closest border crossing for post-primary pupils.)

 Yes No

_____________________________________________________________________________________

4 Article 89 Education (NI) Order 1998.

5 Article 64 Education Reform (NI) Order 1989.
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Section B:   Provision of Transport

Currently, the five Education and Library Boards determine how transport is provided to each 
eligible pupil. The table below shows the number of pupils served by each form of transport 
assistance in the 2012/13 year:

Transport Type Number of pupils served

Translink sessional ticket (bus/rail pass) 49,495

Board vehicle 25,399

Private operator bus 6,439

Taxis (primarily Special Educational Needs pupils) 2,980

Monetary Allowance 3,505

Other (NI Rail; Strangford Ferry; Lough Swilly bus 
service or Translink private hire)

1,533

TOTAL 89,351

Where there is no Translink bus route or it is not economical to provide a Board bus a monetary 
allowance may be provided to assist with the cost of travel. 

SUITABLE TRANSPORT

1. What type of transport assistance do you think is suitable for Primary aged pupils? (tick 
any you think are suitable)

 Sessional passes Board buses 
 (bus/rail pass) (Education & Library Board)

 Monetary Allowance Private Hire bus/taxi

 Bike allowance Other (please specify): _________________

2. What type of transport assistance do you think is suitable for Post-Primary aged pupils? 
(tick any you think are suitable)

 Sessional passes Board buses 
 (bus/rail pass) (Education & Library Board)

 Monetary Allowance Private Hire bus/taxi

 Bike Allowance Other (please specify): _________________
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3. For what groups of pupils should escorts/supervision be provided on   
transport?  (Tick any that apply)

 None Pupils with Special Educational Needs

 Primary aged pupils Post-Primary pupils

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________

4. If a pupil receives a sessional pass to use on Translink services should this be:

 Only for use between home and school, for am/pm journeys

 Allow pupils to travel to/from school at other times  
 (e.g. to allow for after school activities)

 Permit travel at all times on any Translink service

JOURNEY TIMES

5. All Boards currently try to minimise journey times for pupils but what should be the 
maximum journey time for Primary pupils?

 30 minutes 60 minutes 90 minutes

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________

6. What should be the maximum journey time for Post-Primary pupils?

 30 minutes 60 minutes 90 minutes

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________

7. What should be the maximum journey time for Special Educational Needs pupils?

 30 minutes 60 minutes 90 minutes

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________
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SHARING OF TRANSPORT

8. Where appropriate, should transport provision be shared by pupils from different schools?

 Yes No

9. Where appropriate, should transport provision be shared by primary and post-primary 
pupils?

 Yes No

SUSTAINABLE TRAVEL

10. The Department of Education is keen to promote child health, and encourage sustainable 
travel e.g. walking, cycling, and public transport.  What measures do you think would 
encourage more pupils to walk or cycle?

 More segregated cycle routes Bikeability training

 Secure parking for bikes at school Subsidy to purchase bike & equipment  
  (e.g. helmets)

 Safer walking routes Better lighting on footpaths

 School crossing patrols  

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________

11. What measures do you think would encourage more pupils to use public transport when 
travelling to/from school?

 Subsidised public transport More bus services

 No standing on buses Better vehicles

 Improved driver training 

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________
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YOUR VIEWS ON TRANSPORT

12.  If you or your child is currently eligible for transport assistance, what form of assistance 
do they receive? 

 Sessional passes (bus/rail pass) Board buses 
  (Education & Library Board)

 Monetary Allowance Private Hire bus

 Taxi service 

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________

How would you rank the transport you or your child receives? (1 for poor, 10 for excellent)

Poor 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Excellent

 

What changes would you like to see (if any) to improve your transport? (e.g. standards, 
quality, etc.)
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Section C:   School Transport Funding

Funding for home to school transport is provided to the Education and Library Boards through 
a block grant from the Department of Education. The five Education and Library Boards spent 
approximately £72.7m on provision of home to school transport in 2012/13.  In addition, 
approximately £5m is provided for the transport of pupils attending Further Education Colleges 
from the Department of Employment and Learning (DEL). 

Each Board determines the best method for providing assistance and transport is currently provided 
free of charge to eligible pupils.

In addition to free transport for eligible pupils, several of the Education and Library Boards offer 
concessionary places on Board buses or private contractors’ routes used for school services. 
Concessionary places are for those pupils who would not normally be eligible for assistance with 
transport, but due to space being available on a bus or taxi, a place is provided. Concessionary 
places are only provided when space is available and should an eligible pupil require a space, the 
concessionary place can be withdrawn during a school year.

The review has been asked to consider to what degree travel to school should be parental or state 
responsibility, to explore the level of assistance provided and also to consider whether free public 
transport should be provided to all pupils.
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WHOSE RESPONSIBLITY?

1. Who do you think should be responsible for funding transport to/from school?  (Please tick 
one answer that is closest to your opinion)

Travel to school should be entirely a parent’s responsibility for all pupils i.e. there 
should be no free or subsidised travel for any pupil.

The state should be responsible for supporting transport for some pupils e.g. 
pupils in rural areas, pupils with special educational needs, or pupils from low 
income families, but not all pupils. 

It should be entirely the state’s responsibility - free travel should be provided for 
all pupils on Translink (and other public transport services) to and from school 
if a route is available or on a Board vehicle/contracted service or by monetary 
allowance if not. 

2. The review has been asked to consider whether all pupils should be offered use of public 
transport for free. Do you think free public transport should be provided to all pupils?

 Yes No

HOW MUCH?

3. Do you think parents should contribute to the cost of home to school transport for eligible 
pupils? 

 Yes  No

           If yes, at what level should this contribution be set?  

 £50 per year £75 per year £100 per year

 £200 per year £300 per year

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________
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4. Should any parents be exempt if such charges were applied? Please tick any you think 
should be exempt:

 Means tested / Pupils with Special 
 families with low income Educational Needs

 Several pupils in the same family   

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________

5. Should there be a maximum amount any family should pay for home to school  
transport?

 Yes No

 If so - what should this be?

 Less than £200 per year £200-299 per year

 £300-399 per year More than £400 per year  

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________

6. Do you think there should be a maximum amount the Department (or Education and 
Library Boards) should spend per pupil on transport.  For example if the cost of providing 
transport services exceeds an acceptable limit, then should an allowance be paid to the 
parent to transport their child instead?

 Yes No

EFFICIENT USE OF VEHICLES

7. The Education and Library Boards currently have a fleet of 816 vehicles. 

Do you think Board buses (yellow & white buses) used for school transport should be 
made available for other purposes when not transporting pupils to school? (e.g. used to 
transport patients who currently use the Health Service fleet of buses)

  Yes No
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If yes, for what other services should they be used?

 By schools themselves For swimming trips 
 (at a charge)

 By schools themselves To transport school 
 (at no charge to the school) meals /post, etc.

 For Health & Social Care For after school activities 
 journeys 

 By community groups 

 Other (please specify): ________________________________________________

8. Some pupils who qualify for transport do not take up their entitlement or have a bus pass 
or place but do not use it.   Do you think if school transport provision is not regularly used 
by an eligible pupil a Board should be able to reallocate the place or reclaim the ticket?

 Yes No

9. If you have any other comments regarding transport assistance, please use the space 
below.
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4. Responding to Call for Evidence

4.1 The Review would welcome your views on the issues raised in this call for evidence, and 
any other comments you may have. Responses should reach us by 4 April 2014.

4.2 Please feel free to limit your answer to the most significant or relevant questions for you.

4.3 You can email your responses to:

 schooltransportreview@deni.gov.uk

 or post them to:

 Home to School Transport Review 
 Rathgael House 
 43 Balloo Road 
 Rathgill 
 Balloo Annexe 
 Bangor 
 BT19 7PR

4.4 If you wish to discuss any aspect of this paper, please direct your query to either 
Caroline Martin (02891 277608) or Adam Eakin (02891 277641).

4.5 Information provided in response to this consultation, including personal information, may 
be published or disclosed in accordance with the access to information regimes. These are 
primarily the Freedom of Information Act 2000 (FOIA) and the Data Protection Act 1998 
(DPA).

4.6 If you would like the information which you provide to be treated as confidential, please 
be aware that, under the FOIA, there is a statutory Code of Practice with which public 
authorties must comply and which deals with, amongst other things, obligations of 
confidence. In view of this it would be helpful if you could explain to us why you regard 
the information you have provided as confidential. If we receive a request for disclosure 
of the information we will take full account of your explanation, but we cannot give 
an assurance that confidentiality can be maintained in all circumstances. An automatic 
confidentiality disclaimer generated by your IT system will not, of itself be regarded as 
binding on the Review.

4.7 The review will process your personal data in accordance with the DPA and in the majority of 
circumstances this will mean that your personal data will not be disclosed to third parties.
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Annex A

REVIEW OF HOME TO SCHOOL TRANSPORT 

TERMS OF REFERENCE

Purpose

1. The purpose of this paper is to provide Terms of Reference for the Independent Review 
of Home to School Transport. The paper defines the strategic context, key objectives, 
structure and timeframe for the review.

Background

2. The requirement to provide Home to School Transport was first established in section 51 
of the Education Act (Northern Ireland) 1947 with section 37(5) specifying the statutory 
walking distances. When applying the distance criterion, Education and Library Boards 
must take into account the shortest walking route.  Although the route must be walkable, 
the policy does not place an injunction on parents that their child(ren) must walk to 
school. Latterly, Article 52 of the Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 1986, 
as substituted by Article 23 of The Education (NI) Order 1997, requires the Department 
to assign criteria facilitating the attendance at grant-aided schools, and institutions 
of further education. The Department of Education (DE) circular 1996/41 (as amended) 
details the terms under which Home to School Transport is operated and defines eligibility 
for pupils who attend grant aided schools. The general principle of this means that pupils 
shall be educated in accordance with the wishes of their parents in so far as is compatible 
with the avoidance of unrealistic public expenditure. Circular 1996/41 breaks down the 
provision of transport assistance for qualifying pupils to two criteria: distance and suitable 
school.

3. While the policy is set by DE, transport assistance is administered and delivered by the 
Education and Library Boards/Education and Skills Authority (ESA). Assistance can be 
provided by a variety of means. In determining the most suitable methods of assisting 
pupils, Boards/ESA take cost, availability, and convenience into account, both in the short 
and long term. This results in the current Home to School Transport system using a variety 
of different transport methods, including Board buses, public transport, private buses, 
taxis, or an allowance to parents, in order to deliver the programme to pupils.
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4. The key aim of Home to School Transport is to provide assistance with transport to pupils 
who attend a suitable grant aided school, and who meet eligibility criteria. Eligibility 
applies to those pupils who live outside suitable walking distance. Statutory walking 
distance is defined in paragraph 3(6) of Schedule 13 to the 1986 Education and Libraries 
Order, i.e. 2 miles in relation to a pupil under 11 years of age and 3 miles for older pupils 
measured by the nearest available route.

Strategic Context

5. The Minister welcomed the opportunity to conduct a review of Home to School Transport 
policy when the issue was first raised in October 2011, noting:

“A full review of our transport services and policies across the areas is 
required. We currently have five boards that, by and large, run similar 
programmes.”

“I intend to look at our transport services and the planning of education 
provision in every area. Both should support access to high-quality 
education and the appropriate educational pathway that all children and 
young people need.”

“We have to ensure that the outcome of the review looks after those who 
are most needy in our society and young people with special educational 
needs, and embraces the rights of rural dwellers. We must provide a service 
that is cost-effective and delivers an efficient service for our pupils, our 
schools and the public purse.”

Aim of the Review

6. The aim of the Review is to ensure that the revised Home to School Transport policy is 
fit for purpose, sufficiently targets pupils’ needs and is consistent with, and supports, 
Departmental policy objectives. The outcome of the Review and subsequent Ministerial 
decisions will be taken forward by the Department and Education and Skills Authority/
Education and Library Boards.

Structure of the Review

7. The Review will be conducted by an independent expert panel. The Department will 
provide secretarial support to the panel.
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Objectives of the Review

8. To undertake a fundamental review of home to school transport as provided by 
Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order 1986 and contained within Department 
of Education Circular 1996/41 (as amended).  The review must consider and make 
recommendations on two broad areas:

 The objective of home to school transport, in particular, the basis on which 
entitlement for transport support should be established. This should include:-

B to what degree a pupil’s school journey is the responsibility of the state or 
parent.

B the extent to which entitlement should be determined by transport to a 
particular school; and if so, when the school that a pupil attends is chosen, 
and when it is not. 

B consideration of the feasibility of providing free [public] transport for all 
school pupils.

B whether support should be provided for intra-day movements of pupils 
between schools. 

B whether it should be related to subject choice and availability.

 The manner in which support should be provided. This should include:-

B consideration of alternative models to the current model in which 
transport assistance must be provided by ELBs without charge;

B consideration and identification of the best delivery model, including 
where the support to be provided is the direct provision of transport 
services (e.g. buses, taxis etc.), or where transport will be procured from a 
third party.
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Wider considerations

9. The review’s consideration of the aforementioned areas must take into account that the 
policy relating to, and delivery of, future school transport:

 shall provide children in urban and rural communities with access to suitable 
schools.

 shall take account of the Department’s legal duty to encourage and facilitate the 
development of Irish medium education6.

 shall take account of the Department’s legal duty to encourage and facilitate the 
development of integrated education7.

 shall take account of those pupil groups which may have barriers to learning8.

 shall ensure that necessary safety standards will be met.

 shall seek to support other government initiatives around transport.

 shall seek to minimise congestion and the environmental impact of school 
journeys while delivering on the Department’s statutory duties in respect of 
sustainable development.

 shall achieve the most effective and efficient co-ordination of public, school 
transport, and transport services provided by other public bodies. In areas where 
this is appropriate, this co-ordination should also be between North and South. 

 shall facilitate cross-border school attendance.

 shall take account of the area planning process announced by the Minister for 
Education in his Assembly statement of 26 September, 2011.

 shall achieve value for money through an effective and efficient use of resources.

_______________________________________________________________________

6 Article 89 Education (Northern Ireland) Order 1998

7  Article 64 Education Reform (NI) Order 1989.

8 These groups include, but are not restricted to, pupils with special educational needs,  
Looked After Children, Traveller Children, Newcomer pupils, School Aged Mothers,  
pupils attending EOTAS settings.
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Consultation of Stakeholders

10. The views of stakeholders, including children and young people, should be sought and 
taken into consideration during the consultation process.

Timing of the Review

The independent panel should complete its Report by the end of August 2014, at the latest.
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