Are children safer in cars than on buses?

A growing body of Canadian crash data and federal research is challenging one of the country’s longest-standing transportation assumptions — that school buses are safe enough without seatbelts.
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A growing body of Canadian crash data and federal research is challenging one of the country’s longest-standing transportation assumptions — that school buses are safe enough without seatbelts.
Safety advocates argue Canada applies a double standard to child passenger safety. Parents can face fines for allowing a child to ride unrestrained in a private vehicle, yet children continue travelling daily on school buses — often at highway speeds — without mandatory seatbelts.
For Aaron Ashton, a father of three from the Montreal area, that contradiction became impossible to ignore.
“I put my child in a car seat to drive half a kilometre at 35 km/h,” Ashton said. “But then we put children on buses travelling over 100 km/h with absolutely no restraint.”
Ashton, a captain for a major airline whose employer cannot be publicly identified, has become one of the most vocal local advocates pushing for mandatory three-point seatbelts on school buses through petitions and public awareness efforts.
He said his concerns first surfaced years ago when one of his children’s daycare groups planned a highway field trip.
“I remember thinking this didn’t make sense,” Ashton said. “In every other vehicle, restraints are considered essential. But somehow buses became the exception.”
The concern was strong enough that Ashton kept his children home from the outing.
Years later, he said his fears intensified after learning about a bus-related incident involving a colleague’s daughter. “It reignited everything,” Ashton said. “It confirmed for me there’s a serious gap in how we approach bus safety.”
At the centre of the debate is the school bus industry’s long-standing reliance on “compartmentalization,” a passive safety system using closely spaced, padded seats designed to absorb crash forces.
Safety experts say the design can provide protection in some front-to-back collisions but offers less protection during rollovers or side-impact crashes, where passengers can be thrown from their seats.
Advocates increasingly point to Transport Canada research examining modern three-point lap-and-shoulder restraints on school buses.
The findings came from Strengthening School Bus Safety in Canada, a federal initiative overseen by the Task Force on School Bus Safety. Researchers found modern three-point restraints properly fit most students regardless of age or size. The studies also found seatbelts improved student behaviour by reducing standing, roughhousing, and movement in aisles while buses were in motion.
Another major concern — that seatbelts would slow emergency evacuations — was also examined. During evacuation drills, buses equipped with restraints took slightly longer to clear than buses without seatbelts. However, researchers found the average delay was about 14 seconds and concluded routine training significantly reduced evacuation times.
The studies did identify operational challenges. Seating capacity was reduced on buses equipped with three-point restraints, particularly for older students, while loading and unloading times also increased.
Marianne Pilon, owner of Autobus J.L. Castonguay and a school bus driver, said the debate is more complicated than many people realize.
“Everyone agrees on one thing: the safety of children must always come first,” Pilon said. “But this issue is emotional and highly debated because there are valid arguments on both sides.”
Pilon acknowledged seatbelts can offer benefits in certain situations.
“Seatbelts can help keep students seated properly and reduce distractions for the driver,” she said. “They may also provide additional protection during rollovers or side-impact collisions.”
But she said “people outside the industry may not fully understand that school buses are already designed with a very high level of safety” through compartmentalization, Pilon said.
She also raised concerns about younger children improperly using restraints and the challenges drivers could face during emergencies. “In situations such as a fire, rollover, or water emergency, every second matters,” Pilon said. “Drivers may not have the ability to quickly unbuckle dozens of frightened children at once.”
Pilon said retrofitting buses with seatbelts would also create financial and logistical pressures for transportation companies and school boards. “Installing and maintaining seatbelts represents a significant cost,” she said. “In some cases, buses also lose seating capacity because seatbelt-equipped seats require more space.”
Still, Pilon said the issue deserves continued discussion. “In my opinion, seatbelts on school buses are neither a perfect solution nor a bad idea,” she said. “They can provide benefits in certain situations, but they also come with practical challenges that deserve honest discussion.”
Advocates say logistical concerns should not outweigh passenger safety, particularly following several major Canadian bus crashes frequently referenced in the debate, including the 2018 Humboldt Broncos tragedy in Saskatchewan and the 1997 Les Éboulements disaster in Quebec.
Federal regulations already require three-point seatbelts on newly manufactured commercial highway coaches, but those standards do not universally apply to school buses.
For Ashton, the issue ultimately comes down to consistency. “We already know seatbelts save lives,” he said. “We require them everywhere else. The question now is why we still accept children riding without them on school buses.” n


