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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition 1279/2012 by Heike Schwartz (German), concerning uniform safety 
standards for school buses

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner expresses concern that school buses in Germany are too full, indicating that she 
is frequently filled with trepidation when her children board one. Wearing a seatbelt is not a 
statutory requirement and no account is taken of size or age with regard to the maximum 
number of seated and standing passengers, with the result that most handgrips are too low for 
most of the school children, affording them no purchase. Furthermore, there is no difference 
between school buses and regular buses. The bodies running them, the municipal authorities 
(with no funds) and the bus companies (with no rules) each claim that responsibility lies with 
the other. While each of them may be right per se, this does not resolve the problem of unsafe 
school buses. The petitioner points out that, in automobiles on the contrary, children are not, 
for example, allowed to sit in the front, even with a seatbelt. She finds it strange that all such 
safety rules apparently cease to apply to children once they are on a bus. She also points out 
that there are wide disparities between the rules in the different Member States and is 
accordingly seeking the introduction of uniform EU safety standards for school buses.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 11 February 2013. Information requested from Commission undr 
Rule 202(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 27 March 2013

The petitioner points out that in Germany it is not mandatory to use safety belts in buses, and 
no distinction is made between line buses and school buses. Also, buses are often 
overcrowded and there is no legal requirement to distinguish between small persons/children 
up to 1.20 m and higher persons/adults in buses. Children often have to stand with their 
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school bags which hinder. Handgrips are placed too high, so children cannot reach them. 
Public authorities and transport companies claim that they have not enough money to improve 
travelling conditions.

Furthermore, the petitioner emphasises that the use of safety belts and child-restraint systems 
is mandatory in passenger cars. However, this is not the case for children in buses where EU 
Member States apply different rules.
The Commission's observations

Rules on seat belts and child-restraint systems for buses and coaches (category M2 and M3 
vehicles) are harmonised at European level. Article 2(2) of Directive 91/671/EEC relating to 
the compulsory use of safety belts and child-restraint systems in vehicles1 stipulates, inter alia, 
that "Member States shall require that all occupants aged three and over of M2 and M3 
vehicles in use shall use the safety systems provided while they are seated". 
According to Article 6 of the Directive, Member States may, for transport in their territory, 
with the Commission's agreement, grant exemptions from the obligation mentioned above, "in 
order to take account of the specific conditions of use of M2 and M3 vehicles for local 
transport in urban and built-up areas, or in which standing is allowed".

The Commission2 authorised Germany to grant exemption from "use of seat belt or child 
restraint for passengers riding in M2 and M3 vehicles for local transport in urban and built-
up areas, or in which standing is allowed", since:

 in category M2 and M3 vehicles standing is very common and such vehicles are often 
crowded. Consequently, it can be difficult to see whether seats with safety systems are 
free or not;

 most passengers using such vehicles travel only short distances in the cities where the 
speed is normally low;

Conclusion

Rules on seat belts and child-restraint systems for buses and coaches are harmonised at 
European level. Directive 91/671/EEC lays down that in busses and coaches all occupants 
aged three and more are obliged to use safety belts while they are seated, provided that such 
safety systems are installed. Member States may, only for transport in their territory, with the 
Commission's agreement, grant exemptions from this obligation for local transport in urban 
and built-up areas, or in which standing is allowed. 

In 2008, the Commission authorised Germany to grant exemption from the use of seat belt or 
child restraint in buses and coaches for local transport in urban and built-up areas, or in which 
standing is allowed.

The situation described by the petitioner is fully in line with the legislation in force and the 
Commission does not see the need and possibility to further follow-up.

                                               
1 OJ L 373, 31.12.1991, p. 26, as amended by Directive 2003/20/EC (OJ L 115, 9.5.2003, p. 63).
2 K (2008) 434 endg. of 8 February 2008.


