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Abstract

School travel is a transport motive which is neglected by transport science. It is moulded strongly on a national basis and therefore hard to understand for foreigners. It makes comparative international studies rare. This paper presents data for the Netherlands and comparative ones for Belgian Flanders and Britain, based on their respective national travel surveys. References are made to Germany and the USA.  Analysed are travel distance and travel mode, providing general explanations for remarkable differences where possible. These are to be found in both school policies and transport policies. 

1. Introduction

School travel can be explained only as the combined result of educational policies, school location policy and transport policies. 

Where efforts are made to provide a range of educational opportunities at one location, like in the British integrated system, large schools may be created in the urban fringe, by lack of location opportunities in densely built central areas. It forces even urban students to travel large distances. Where school reforms cause the creation of large units in a relatively short period, as was the case in Germany, school bus transport is required to make the change acceptable with regard to accessibility. The school bus even may become an instrument in the competition for students between schools, which is the case in some Dutch regions.

The paper starts with a discussion of the differences between national school systems and school location policies as potential causes of differences in school travel behaviour (section 2). This will be shown by confronting data from England, Flanders (Belgium), the Netherlands and the German ‘Land’ of Niedersachsen (see map 1).
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Map 1. 

The four study areas.
Comparative analysis requires collecting similar data, preferably data from national travel surveys. We analysed data from the Dutch and Flemish (Dutch speaking Belgium) national travel surveys and used a publication of the British one (section 3). School travel distances are the subject of section 3.1. Data concerning school travel mode choice are presented in section 3.2. Explanations for international differences in shares of various transport modes to be found in provisions for soft travel modes and school(bus) transport are given in section 3.3. 
Section 4 presents positive policy developments in two of the countries, England and Flanders, both demanding development of school travel plans.  

The conclusion (section 5) is that comparative analysis is promising because it will produce insights into the feasibility of alternative transport strategies under different structural conditions.

2. Factors in school policies as determinants of school travel characteristics 

School travel is affected by two complexes of factors at the school side: school system characteristics and school location characteristics.

Important school system characteristics are: school duty age, age for a transition from primary education to secondary education, freedom of school choice, freedom of education provision and degree of integration in secondary education. These characteristics will be compared for the countries we studied (2.1) 

School location characteristics are school size (pupil numbers), school agglomeration and school centralisation. These characteristics are less documented, but they will be documented for the Netherlands and compared roughly with the German Land of Niedersachsen (2.2).

Preliminary conclusions concerning the impact on travel distance are drawn in section 2.3.

2.1. School system and school choice 

The characteristics of the national school systems are essential for the explanation of travel behaviour. Systems may be different in five important respects, each with implications for travel.

1. School duty age: the age at which a child has to go to school and the number of years it will have to stay there. It is self evident that a lower and longer school duty age/period will lead to more education trips. School duty may be formally worded as ‘learning duty’, allowing for home education, but in the countries concerned this is rare.  In the Netherlands entry is required at 5 and the stay will have to last 12 years. The Dutch primary school starts at four years, but children may enter in the second class, at the age of 5 years. It implies that the school duty is extended to the age of 17. After that they will have to follow at least 1 year of part time education. There is a certain pressure to extend the school duty age, both at the lower end and at the upper end: 4 to 18. The Flemish Minister of Education rejected the suggestion to lower the national threshold of 6 years, referring to the nearly 100% participation in toddler education. (http://jsp.vlaamsparlement.be)  

2. Duration of different phases in education: primary education, the first step in secondary education and the next one. 

The education during the school duty age is structured in different phases, at least two, but often more. The most important step is the one from primary education to (the first phase of) secondary education, since it is likely to imply a transfer from a relatively small local school to a larger regional school.

In the Netherlands and Flanders the transition to secondary education is made at the age of 12, in Niedersachsen at the age of 10. This Bundesland recently did away with the first step of secondary education (Orientation level, Orientierungsstufe), located at the most common school type, the Main School (Hauptschule). Now the children leaving  primary school (Grundschule) have to travel earlier to the least  common type, the Gymnasium, preparing for University education. This school is to be found only in regional centres. The Bundesland of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern recently introduced the Orientierungsstufe.

In England the national curriculum for those in the school duty age counts four stages for state schools counts. The last two stages may be regarded as secondary education but in some schools the whole curiculum is offered.

3. The freedom within the school system may differ in several respects. The largest freedom is present where different actors may offer curricula locally with government subsidy, and where the children or rather their parents may choose between different schools, even between those of the same actors. Both types of freedom are likely to lead to longer travel distances. The individual school will need a larger catchment area to attract the same number of pupils. The individual pupil will have to travel further to reach the favoured school.

3a. Free supply is present in three of the four countries studied: England, Flanders and the Netherlands. Religious schools are subsidised in all countries; in the Netherlands completely, in England and Flanders perhaps with modest restrictions. In Niedersachsen there is a restriction, which is prohibitive in fact. Those wishing to found a Muslim school for instance, will have to pay the first three years of education themselves. 

3b. Free choice is more or less a consequence of a free school supply, because parents wanting their child to visit a certain school of one network may threaten to send it to a school of the other network in case of refusal. As a consequence only Niedersachsen uses school districts, fixed school catchment areas. 

Of course this restricts school travel distances, but it may enhance school travel safety too by using main roads as catchment borders, as practiced in the city of Aurich (information county office Landkreis Aurich).

Freedom is usually restricted, in the sense that religious (or rather non-public) schools may deny access to children without the correct religious background. This is most likely to happen where these schools are popular, because of their supposed quality, as is the case with the secondary schools of the Church of England. In the Netherlands too school choice is based sooner on ‘school climate’ than on the (non)religious colour of a school, especially with regard to the dominant public, general protestant and catholic school networks (de Boer and Blijie 2006).  

In England school districts were explicitly abolished to stimulate competition and thereby quality. To support this process, school quality reports are published, like in the Netherlands.  The consumers’ search for quality is perhaps more developed in the former country, with the risk of a division between thriving schools for the well-to-do and dwindling schools for the poor. Therefore the process of school choice is formalised to give the poor and the less popular schools better chances. There is a tendency in both Flanders and the Netherlands to develop similar procedures in order to create ‘equal opportunities’. 

	
	Flanders
	Netherlands
	Niedersachsen
	England

	School duty age
	 6
	5
	6
	5

	Sec. school age 
	12
	12
	10
	11, but ...

	Free supply
	yes
	yes
	no
	yes

	Free choice
	yes
	yes
	no
	yes, but

	Sec. school int.
	no
	yes and no
	no
	yes


Table 1

School system characteristics in the four countries

4. Integration in secondary education. Secondary education is offered at different levels, and with different kinds of specialisation. This may take place within different institutions but within one institution as well, like in the British integrated school system: no separation of academic and vocational training during the 10 year curriculum. The wide range of facilities required leads to large schools for secondary education. 

The Netherlands have an integrated concept for the first ten years too: two years of ‘basic education’ in secondary education, after eight years of primary education. It is not enforced but only integrated schools are granted satellites. Numerous secondary schools are not participating, especially the classical Gymnasia and agricultural schools. Flanders and Germany do not have an integrated system. In Germany an ‘Integrated Complete School’ (Integrierte Gesamtschule) for secondary education was developed parallel to separate schools, but in Niedersachsen new school foundations of this type are not allowed anymore. In the Ostfriesland Kreis (county) of Aurich the central city of Aurich (45,000 inhabitants) has two very popular schools: the Gymnasium Ulricianum and the Integrierte Gesamtschule Aurich-West. The Gymnasium is ever growing because more and more parents wish university education for their children and German parents decide about school level choice, irrespective of the pupil’s abilities. Of course the number of drop-outs is terrible. The IGS nextdoor is popular because the level is adapted to results of the pupils (information from the respective directors).
Table 1 summarises the relevant school system characteristics for the four countries.
2.2. School size and location policies

In any country there will be ideas, planning principles or even formal rules concerning school size and location. These may be related to school system characteristics. For school size there are likely to be minimum pupil levels and maybe maximum levels. For school location there may be an active policy to concentrate different schools on one location and an implicit policy to relocate towards the urban fringe, by lack of sufficient means to redevelop and expand central locations. There is a rich US literature on ‘school consolidation’ (enlarging school districts and closing country schools), school relocation and related transport problems. See for instance Bard, Gardener and Wieland (2005) on school consolidation, Beaumont and Pianca (2000) on urban school relocation and Ewing and Greene (2003) on transport developments.

Alas comparative information was hardly available for the countries studied. Therefore we 

had to restrict the analysis to Dutch - German comparisons.

2.3.1. School size

Standards for a minimum school size may be based on different considerations: quality of education, cost of education (i.e. cost per pupil) and travel distance. The latter argument may lead to lower standards for the countryside. 

In Germany the quality of education was a central argument to abolish the village school in the nineteen sixties and seventies, when the old 8 year ‘Volksschule’ had been replaced with the primary ‘Grundschule’ and secondary ‘Hauptschule’. The minimum for the Grundschule in Niedersachsen was fixed at two parallel classes per year. Assuming a class size of 30 pupils this implies a school size of 240 pupils. Many country schools had to be closed and central schools were built: the ‘Mittelpunktschulen’ (central schools). 

Declining birth rates caused further closures. The Land was fed up with school closures by 1980 and the Land Minister of Education (Kultusminister), Remmers, declared that half classes would be sufficient: a school minimum of 60 pupils.  Where the new school route would be a problem even 32 pupils might do. He thought the quality argument to be nonsense. (Remmers, 1980, pp. 7, 8 and 26-29). 

The general development could not be documented. Kramer mentions a reduction of the number of schools in Oldenburg part (Bezirk) of Niedersachsen from 640 (Volks-)schools in 1959 to 372 Grund- and Hauptschulen in 1974 (Kramer 2002, p.18). A report on the (former) Ostfriesland Bezirk mentions a reduction of the number of Volksschulen from 359 in 1956 to 319 in 1964, with the comment that the operation has been largely completed (Spatial planning … 1964, p.23). Of the remaining schools some 120 were to be found in the present County (Landkreis) of Aurich. The site of the Landkreis Aurich presents a list of all its Grundschulen. In 2007 only 53 survive (www.landkreis-aurich.de Schulliste). The total reduction for the countryside is likely to have been 70%.  

For secondary education an ideal maximum of four parallel classes was defined. At present the Aurich schools are allowed to grow to a size of 8 parallel classes. For the Gymnasium with its 8 classes it implies an absolute maximum of 1760 pupils. 

The latter information was provided by the Aurich IGS director at the 29th of November 2006. He declared spontaneously that this degree of concentration in the county capital led to unnecessary and undesirable travel distances.

In the countryside all Hauptschulen of the County survived thanks to the relative youth of secondary education outside the cities, the increasing participation in general education and the integration with Realschulen, which give access to higher vocational education. The minimum pupil number for an individual Hauptschule is roughly 30 pupils per year.

In the 1990’s the Netherlands embarked for an upsizing operation of primary and secondary schools, without even looking across the German border.

The Ministry of Education developed ideas for a minimum of 250 pupils in primary education for reasons of educational quality, given the financial need to economise on the cost of education. Until then the minimum was 23 pupils in certain situations and even less in the case of ‘extreme inaccessibility’, often a dangerous road of some length. 

In secondary education a minimum of 60 pupils per curriculum year was proposed in stead of the existing 15 pupil norm. For the four year curricula in the lowest level of education this would have implied a minimum size of 240 pupils in stead of 60. 

Both rural regions and education associations attacked these plans, calling the quality argument plain nonsense. The Ministry had to decide to close large urban primary schools in stead of small rural ones. For secondary schools the norm was increased to 30 pupils per curriculum year.

Now the minimum primary school size for existing schools depends on the population density of a municipality and on the distance to the next school. The absolute minimum is 23 pupils for isolated schools in the countryside and for urban schools sometimes over 200 pupils. The number of primary schools was reduced by about 20% between 1990 and 2005 (see table 2). The countryside lost less than 10% (de Boer and van Goeverden, 2005).
Norms for school foundation were increased strongly. A new settlement in an isolated environment might need more than a 1000 dwellings to justify founding a primary school. It certainly would not be able to afford schools of competing networks.

The school size in secondary education is increasing rapidly, reaching an average of more than 1400 pupils per school in 2005 (table 2). This was caused only partly by increasing the minimum pupil numbers. Three other factors are of importance: a decreasing participation in the lowest level of general and vocational education, an increasing participation in education after fulfillment of the school duty and the introduction of the integrated secondary school system around 1995.
	
	1990/1991
	2000/2001
	2005/2006

	Primary school pupils (x1000)
	1443
	1547
	1549

	Primary schools
	8450
	7059
	6970

	Secondary school pupils (x1000)
	916
	894
	940

	Secondary schools
	1768
	850
	666


Table 2.  Development of the number of pupils and of schools in the Netherlands 1990 – 2005 (source CBS national education statistics)

2.3.2. School location
The map of the Dutch Province of Groningen shows the development of the secondary school location pattern in the countryside during two decades.  Apart from the regional capital of Groningen there are six regional centers, each having at least one integrated school.  Outside these centers only two schools survived, one at the northern coast and one in the extreme southeast, at the German border. These schools have 1200 and 900 pupils respectively. 
Another 14 schools or rather school locations survived as satellites, teaching first phase secondary education. Fifteen settlements with schools for lower general or vocational education, mostly agricultural or ‘household and industry’ (girls) schools, lost these, partly by a considerable decrease in demand and partly because of the need for integration into broader schools

School location policies are less pronounced, but both in the Netherlands and Germany one finds tendencies towards concentration of different schools in one location, which leads to a relocation towards the urban fringe.
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Map 2.  Dutch Province of Groningen. Settlements with secondary education in 1985 and 2005 (scale 1:750.000)

School concentration makes it possible to share certain facilities, especially those for sporting. It makes the organization of transport easier. 

One finds concentration in Germany in School Centres (Schulzentren). Aurich has its Schulzentrum with the IGS and a Berufsschule (Vocational school) and the Gymnasium nearby. The small town of Hesel, 15 km to the southwest, has a Schulzentrum with a primary ‘Mittelpunktschule’, a Hauptschule and a special school. Especially in urban areas these concentrations, which may require easily 50 hectares, can be located only in the urban fringe.

In the Netherlands there is a tendency to cluster schools on one location as well (de Boer and Velstra 2005). Primary schools of different networks are clustered on ‘school islands’ or in a ‘broad school’ offering more facilities for each school. It may create locations with more than a 1000 pupils in new town quarters. We studied school locations in 30 municipalities with about 20% of Dutch primary schools and found 103 school islands by comparison of postal codes, no doubt missing some. It implied that about 15% of Dutch schools were built in clusters. The city of Hendrik-Ido-Ambacht (35.000 inhabitants) has a unique four school island (de Boer  2005).

In some places urban zones are designated to schools of any kind. One example is the city of Gorinchem (30.000 inhabitants). The town lies south of the highway A15. North of the highway it developed a zone at the ‘Hoefslag road’ with branches of two secondary schools with a range of curricula, two practical schools (special secondary education) and a primary special school. Several of these have a regional function. The pupil number is over 2000.

Secondary schools may be clustered as well in ‘learning parks’. The most remarkable is one in the city of Dordrecht (100.000 inhabitants) which is redeveloped to host over 4000 pupils.

Maximum school sizes are not defined, but there is an outcry of national parliament: ‘no more large schools!’

Maybe this is partly caused by a lack of sufficient facilities at the central location. In fact Ostfriesland Gymnasiums do use Hauptschulen as outposts for the same reasons.
The phenomenon can be found in urban primary school consolidation as well (see the Zwijndrecht case in de Boer 2005).

3.

School travel behaviour

The school system and location developments will affect the distances that pupils travel to school and, through that, the travel modes they use. This section presents figures regarding both travelled distances and modal choice in school travel. Modal choice no doubt is affected too by other factors, especially school transport policies. These will be the subject of section 3.3. One should keep in mind that travel behaviour is influenced by more factors than characteristics of the school system. Therefore, no definite conclusions can be drawn about the impact of the latter on travel behaviour.

The figures relate to three countries/regions: the Netherlands, Flanders and the UK, and two or more time periods. So, they show both regional differences and developments in time. Niedersachsen is lacking because we have no data about this region.

Separate figures for young pupils in the age of primary education and older pupils in the age of secondary education are presented, because the conditions for visiting primary schools deviate from those visiting secondary schools,. The age limits differ by country. In the Netherlands and Flanders the primary education age is defined 5 to 11 and the secondary education age 12 to 18. In Britain the defined age ranges are 5 to 10 and 11 to 16 respectively.

The data are based on the national travel surveys. In the Netherlands and the UK continuous travel surveys are performed since the 1970s. In the Dutch surveys, travel of children aged < 12 is included since 1994. In Flanders two surveys have been carried out, one in 1994 and one in 2000. The Dutch and Flemish figures were produced by analyzing the source data.  The British figures were derived from the 2005 edition of the NTS reports (Broadly et al, 2005).

3.1.

Increasing travel distances

The ideal for school travel is, that the child can travel on its own to school after initial guidance by their parents and by the school, either by walking or cycling or by taking the bus. In modern traffic this is difficult for ages under 6, because the children are too playful. The distance to school should be such that it is walkable or cyclable for the children who are able to go to school on their own. Physically they should be able to walk distances of at least 2 km. Physically and mentally they should be able to cycle distances of up to 5 km. In secondary education cycling distances of up to 10 km should be no problem. Of course this requires minimum conditions for walking and cycling: a reasonable level roadway, and separate facilities for walking or cycling outside traffic calming zones. 
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Figure 1 
Development of the average distance for education travel in the Netherlands, Flanders and the UK

Figure 1 shows the development of mean distances for the travel purpose of education in Britain, the Netherlands and Flanders, irrespective of age. The Dutch and Flemish figures relate to the distance between home and place of education, the British figures relate to all trips made for education. Including all trips generally produces smaller observed distances, because pupils will be more inclined to make additional trips between home and school, for instance for lunch at home, when the distance is shorter. However, different definitions can explain only a small part of the gap between the Dutch/Flemish figures and the British ones. Either British school-home distances are considerably smaller, or the data used are not comparable. Probably the British figures exclude students travelling to higher vocational schools and universities, unlike the Dutch and Flemish figures.

Except for Flanders, the development shows a gradual growth, which is more pronounced in Britain. Remarkable is the fact that the escort of education trips (mostly bringing children by car) is restricted to short distances in the Netherlands and that it is not growing in this country.

In Britain the mean escort distance is much larger and it grows significantly. One explanation may be a different use of transport modes, especially the bike. See the next section.
Looking in detail at the development of distances in Dutch primary and secondary education, roughly those under 12 and those from 12 to 18 years of age, we will see, that the general increase is a few hundred meters for the first category (since 1994) and more than one kilometre for the second one (since the late 1970s), in both cases about 1% annually. Figures 2 and 3 show the developments in three different urbanization categories: rural areas, medium sized cities and large cities. The fluctuations indicate that the figures by category have rather large margins, due to a smaller number of observations. Yet the graphics show that the growth of distances is valid for all categories.
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Figure 2
Development of the average travel distance between home and school by city size for pupils under 12 in the Netherlands (source Dutch NTS)
[image: image5.emf]0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

1979 1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005

year

trip distance (km)

small

medium size

large

total


Figure 3
Development of the average travel distance between home and school by city size for pupils from 12 to 18 in the Netherlands (source Dutch NTS)

Distances to primary schools are largest in large cities and smallest in medium sized cities. The relative differences are small and seem to remain unchanged. The general trend is upward until 1997, but hardly so after that year. It is likely to be the result of the 1996 closure operation which was effectuated from 1994 onward. Strange enough the development in small cities follows the trend, in spite of the fact that these lost only few schools.

Distances to secondary schools are largest for those living in rural areas and smallest for those living in the large cities. The disparity between the medium sized and large cities is small, but there is a large difference between both types of cities and rural areas. Distances in the countryside used to be twice as high as in the large city. The relative difference has decreased somewhat, although quite a few small schools in the countryside had to be closed. The curves show two jumps: one around 1985 for the small cities and a more general one around 1991. It looks like closures started in the countryside, but that urbanised areas took a share later on. For those the relocation of larger consolidated schools to the urban fringe will have been influential.
3.2.
Undesirable shifts in travel mode choice
We have seen that travel distances have increased, but not really spectacularly so. Therefore one would expect minor changes in travel mode choice to the detriment of the slower traffic modes, walking and biking. 

Analysis of the Dutch data shows varied results regarding the pupils travelling to primary schools (Figure 4). In 1994 a spectacular 82% of the pupils under 12 went to school using soft transport modes. This decreased to 78% in 2005. Cycling remained remarkably constant, but walking went down from 42% to 35%. Car use increased from 15% to nearly 20%. There are complaints now about dangerous school environments, because parents deliver their children in an environment
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Figure 4
Development of the travel mode choice on school journeys for pupils under 12 in the Netherlands (source Dutch NTS)

not accommodated to car delivery. The travel mode ‘other’, mainly transport by school bus or taxi, proves to be nearly inexistent.

Figure 5 presents the modal split for the three countries and two years, around 1994 and 2002.

The differences by country are large. In the Netherlands, cycling and walking are the dominant modes, in Flanders the car and the bicycle and in the UK walking and the car. The general development is similar though in all three countries: car use is increasing substantially, mainly to the detriment of walking.

A real miracle is the modal choice of Dutch pupils in secondary education which is shown in Figure 6. In figure 3 we have seen, that the distances traveled by the 12 to 18 years old have increased. This is hardly visible though in the share of biking: still over 70%. This remarkable fact will be discussed in section 3.3. The reduction of walking is the only (vague) sign of growing 

[image: image7.emf]0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

1994 2002 1994 2000 1992-94 2002-03

Other

Bus

Car

Bicycle

Walk

Netherlands Flanders United Kingdom


Figure 5
Mode choice on school journeys in the Netherlands, Flanders and the UK for the young pupils, primary school age (sources: Dutch, Flemish and British NTS)
distances. The use of the moped, motorized individual transport for the over 16 years old, has declined. Car use is very limited.
Figure 7 puts together the modal choice in secondary education for the three countries and two periods. Again large differences between the three countries can be observed. As we saw before, cycling is by far the most important mode for the Dutch. Flemish pupils use the bicycle frequently too, for about half of their trips. British pupils mainly walk or travel by bus. Remarkable is the nearly absolute absence of bicycle use in the UK. 

The development during the relatively short period covered by our analysis is distinctly unfavourable for the UK and less so for the Netherlands. In Britain both walking and cycling declined to the advantage of car use. In Flanders there seems to be a stable share of the different modes.
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Figure 6
Development of the travel mode choice on school journeys in the Netherlands  for the 12 to 18 years old (source Dutch NTS)
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Figure 7
Mode choice on school journeys in the Netherlands, Flanders and the UK for the older pupils, secondary school age (sources: Dutch, Flemish and British NTS)
3.3. 
Additional explanations for travel mode choice 
Travel mode cannot be explained by the distance factor only. The (subjective) safety and security of walking and cycling is an important factor as are the facilities for the different travel modes. 

A growing concern about safety and security is no doubt an explanation for growing car use, as long term developments in the USA show (Ewing and Greene 2003).  

National traditions must be of importance too. Flanders and the Netherlands are traditonal cycling countries and the bike is quite common in Niedersachsen as well. Observations at a few rural schools in the county of Aurich (Moordorf and Victorbur) showed, that 50% or more of primary school children used the bike in good weather! In the Netherlands the number of bikes surpasses the number of people. In the UK biking is less common, although   the percentage of households with at least one bike grew from 36% in 1989/91 to 47% in 2002/2003). Active cyclists are rare though: only 6% of the population (Broadley 2005, table 2.14).

Flanders and the Netherlands both have a network of cycling facilities along main roads, but the Netherlands have improved this massively after about 1980 and extended it to urban arterials as well.  Niedersachsen created cycling facilities on sidewalks. Traffic calming was undertaken in the Netherlands and to a lesser degree in Niedersachsen and England.

The facilities for pupil transport are just as different. In the Niedersachsen countryside there is massive free pupil transport for those living outside the school settlement at a distance of 2 km from a primary school or 3 km from a secondary school. Formally this is public transport. 

This was the price to be paid for the radical ‘Volksschule’ closures. The great concern on the safety of schoolbus transport, including the bus stops and the access of these led to the construction of local cycleways to bus stops and of bus stations at school centres.

In England there are comparable transport facilities, but for about 2 and 3 miles from school respectively and only for the local catchment school (information John Taylor, TAS). In Flanders there is a      4 km threshold for free transport to the primary school of the desired colour. In the Netherlands a 6 km threshold for primary education is allowed by the national administrative court and parents have to contribute to the cost of transport. There are no transport facilities whatsoever  for secondary education, although subsidised regional transport transports predominantly pupils.

These features of national traditions and arrangements explain especially the differences in the share of the bicycle and the car. In fact Dutch pupils cherish the independence biking provides them with and in the countryside cycling in groups makes the ride more comfortable.

4.

Positive policy developments in two of the countries

Increasing car use in school travel seems to be the most important phenomenon for rethinking policies in the countries studied. Traffic safety in the direct school environment and the contribution to traffic congestion are motives. Promotion of the environmentally friendly modes of walking and cycling is stimulated by considerations of child development (learning to participate in traffic) en child health: preventing obesity.

Initiatives for change are taken especially in the countries with the least satisfactory conditions: England and Flanders. 

The idea of the ‘walking bus’, walking groups of children to school in stead of car pooling or even individual transport by car, is introduced in all countries (www.walkingbus.com). More important is the obligation to develop sustainable school travel plans with the general purpose to improve traffic safety and to increase the modal share of walking and cycling (Department for Education 2007, p. 8). The Conservative opposition launched the idea for a general introduction of the yellow school bus (Conservatives 2007).

Flemish government issued a progressive transport plan in 2001, the ‘Mobiliteitsplan Vlaanderen’ with as its motto ‘towards a sustainable mobility in Flanders’ (Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap 2001). The plan is intended to reduce the growth of car traffic and it mentions the construction of bicycle networks. We were involved in the preparation of the plan. Initially there was no intent to encourage cycling, because it was thought to be too dangerous.  

The Mobility Plan demands that each school develops a school travel plan (schoolvervoerplan). The direct environment of the school must be a 30 km zone. Flemish government has selected 12 pilot municipalities for introducing general free bus transport in order to reduce car use. It is to be used only outside the zones within which walking and cycling are appropriate respectively. To safeguard this, transport will be provided for 10% of the pupils at most (http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/nieuws/2006p/0224-leerlingenvervoer.htm) 

5.

Conclusion: comparative studies worthwhile

Developments in school travel are caused by a complex of factors. The characteristics of the school system and of location policies are only two of these complexes. Travel conditions and general travel behaviour have to be studied as well to get an understanding of the causation of school travel phenomena. 

Comparative international studies are useful for getting an insight into the causation of school travel and into the potential of measures to control undesirable developments. Especially the design and implementation of integrated strategies might gain from this type of studies.
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