EVACUATIONS

By Jeffrey Reed

18,000 school buses providing

300 million rides each year, and
travelling two million kilometres
during that same period. The numbers
themselves are staggering, but quality
comes before quantity. Safety is first
and foremost in the minds of the
Ontario School Bus Association—and
that mindset includes being prepared
for worst-case scenarios on our roads
and highways.

Just as a family, school or business
stages fire drills to instill best practices,
school bus operators and school boards/
transportation consortia stage bus
evacuations for the same reason. During
an emergency evacuation, there are six
key safety rules:

e Listen to the driver’s instructions for
the correct exit

¢ Be calm, quiet and don’t panic

¢ Leave your belongings behind

« Exit seat by seat alternating rows

¢ Leave the bus quickly without
pushing or shouting

* Walk to a safe place; then stay
together

However, during a real evacuation,
the element of panic can create chaos,
no matter how many times a simulated
evacuation has been practiced. It is
worth re-stating that school bus drivers
are the most highly qualified drivers on
the road. They receive countless hours of
specialized training, including written
exams and road tests, and they must
complete a certified driver improvement
course in addition to taking periodic
re-examinations. Also, in many areas
school bus drivers are required to have
CPR and first aid certification. All
of this helps in the proper staging of
bus evacuations.

In Ontario, there are approximately
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Emergency Evacuation
Expectations

The Ontario Ministry of
Transportation (MTO) Bus Handbook,
available online at www.mto.gov.on.ca/
english/handbook/bus/index.shtml, lists
in great detail emergency evacuation
procedures:

“It is important that you and your
passengers know how to get out of the
bus using the emergency exits, and
how to use the safety equipment. It is
your responsibility to set up a routine
evacuation practice. In an emergency,
practice can mean an orderly and speedy
evacuation even if you are injured and
unable to help. This practice should take
place at the beginning of the school year
and every month afterward.

“Co-ordinate practice drills with
the school administration and hold
your drills in a safe, traffic-free area
on school property. The objective is
to get the children off the bus safely
in the shortest possible time and in an
orderly way.”

MTO lists three standard ways to
evacuate a school bus:

* Through the front exit only

* Through the rear exit only

* Through the front and rear exits
simultaneously
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“School buses manufactured on or
after June 1, 2000 are fitted with a roof
hatch as an alternative means of escape.
The roof hatch, if fitted, and the push-
out windows can be used for exiting
in an emergency situation,” reads the
MTO website.

School Buses Dominate Roads

As part of FirstGroup and one of
the largest school bus transportation
companies in North America, First
Student safely transports approximately
six million students for more than
1,500 school districts each day. And
according to First Student Canada Area
Safety Manager Cindy Cain, emergency
preparedness is imperative to expecting
the unexpected.

“We have (for example) 72-passenger
buses. They’re designed to be the
safest mode of transportation on the
road,” said Cain. “But parents in cars
are not as vulnerable as us, simply
because of frequency. School buses
are out mornings and afternoons with
children. There are a lot of kids and a
lot of vehicles.”

“There is a lot of training that goes
into training a bus driver,” explained
Cain. “And our company, like so many,
goes to community events and to schools
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