
To ask the Minister for Education and Youth if her Department will consider retrospective payments of transport support grants approved for children attending special education schools, where families ordinarily would have qualified but were not made aware of supports available to them; and if she will make a statement on the matter.
For answer on 28/05/2026

Ref No: 40727/26

Reply

Under the terms of my Department's School Transport Scheme for Children with Special Educational Needs, children are eligible for transport where they are attending the nearest recognised school that is or can be resourced to meet their special educational needs.
The National Council for Special Education through its network of Special Education Needs Organisers (SENOs) acts in an advisory role to my department on the suitability of placements for children with special educational needs.
Where the provision of a reasonable level of transport service is not possible, a Special Transport Grant (STG) towards the cost of private transport arrangements may be provided by the department if:
· Bus Éireann is not in a position to arrange a reasonable level of service for the child, or if
· the nature of the child’s disability is such that he or she would be unable to avail of a time-tabled school bus service which picks up other children along the route.
The Special Transport Grant (STG) is intended to assist the parent with the cost of making private transport arrangements.  Once approved by the department, the payment of this grant commences on the date the parent originally signed off on the application form, or the date their child is due to start in the school, as appropriate. 
A Special Transport Interim Grant may be available to families of children with special educational needs who, following the application process, are eligible under the terms of the school transport scheme and are awaiting a School Transport service to be put in place.
This grant is a once off payment. The interim grant is offered from the date of application to assist with the cost of private transport arrangements the family had put in place until a transport service is ready to commence.
As the awarding of these Special Transport Grants depend on an application being received, retrospective grant aid cannot be considered.  
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1. [bookmark: _Toc230788225]Key Messages
· In the current school year over 181,000 children, are transported daily in approximately 8,600 vehicles across 11,100 routes daily to primary and post-primary schools throughout the country.  

· Included in this figure is close to 25,000 children travelling on the school transport scheme for children with special educational needs.

· The scheme has expanded significantly over the past six years. In that time, the numbers of children and young people using the service have grown from under 120,000 pupils in 2018 to over 180,000 pupils in 2025, which equates to an increase of close to 50%.  

· There has been more than 120% increase in investment in the scheme from 2019 to the 2024/2025 school year. This growth has been especially marked around special educational needs transport, which now represents almost 60% of the scheme’s total costs, while serving around 13% of students.

· The mainstream portal closed for applications for the 2026/27 school year on 08 May 2026 and will reopen on 01 July 2026.  Bus Éireann are currently reviewing on-time applications and planning routes for the next school year.

· While applications for SEN transport will be accepted all year around, parents are advised to make applications as soon as possible.

[bookmark: _Toc230788226]2. 	What are the details of the Special Transport Grant (STG)
· A parent/guardian may avail of a Special Transport Grant (STG) for a child with special educational needs. A school transport application under the scheme must have been made before an STG can be considered.

· Where the provision of a reasonable level of transport service is not possible, the STG may be provided by the department to assist the family with the cost of making private transport arrangements.

· As part of the actions arising from the review of the school transport scheme, it was recommended that with effect from the start of the 2024/2025 school year that the rate of the STG be increased in line with the 2022 Civil Service Motor Travel Rates.

· On that basis, the rate was increased to 41.80 cent for the first 6,437km and 31.78 cent per km for each kilometre travelled thereafter. 

· The previous rate was: 39.12 cent per kilometre for the first 6,437 kilometres and 21.22 cent per kilometre thereafter.

· The grant is calculated based on the mileage from the pupil’s home address to the school for 4 trips per day, for each day of attendance in school.

· The grant is paid following the receipt of a statement of attendance which has been completed by the parent and signed off by the school, who verify the number of days the pupil attended over the period.

· While the grant is generally payable for the full school year, the Department will also facilitate three payment periods – September to October inclusive, November – February inclusive and March to the end of the school year, including the Summer Programme if the pupil is participating in that.

·  The grant is also payable on an interim basis during the time the parent is waiting for a service to commence, or in instances where the service has been disrupted.

· The total amount paid out for the STG in 2024 was €3.7m, up from €3.4m in 2023.
3. [bookmark: _Toc230788227]What is the latest position on Over 70s Drivers
· Under the new Programme for Government (PFG), Government has committed to "Carry out an independent assessment on the feasibility of removing the exclusion of drivers aged over 70 from the School Transport Scheme". 

· An independent review was completed under the remit of the RSA in 2024 for larger vehicles.   Bus Éireann has no plans to amend the driver age limit for larger vehicles. 

· An independent review of the upper age limit of drivers as it relates to smaller vehicles has been completed. Following this review, Bus Éireann has advised of an extension to the upper age limit of drivers from age 70 to 72, for a trial period.  This extension will apply to drivers of small public service vehicles (max 8 seats and driver), who are contracted by Bus Éireann under the School Transport Scheme.

· Bus Éireann further advise that this decision follows extensive research, stakeholder engagement and the undertaking of a thorough safety review.

· The trial period for this extension for two years, beginning from the start of the new school year in September 2026 and ending at the conclusion of the 2027/2028 school year in June 2028. Under the revised policy, enhanced safety measures will be implemented whereby drivers over 70 years are required to undertake an additional 6-month medical fitness assessment. Contractor compliance with conditions associated with the change to this policy will be monitored by Bus Éireann for the duration of the trial.

· Bus Éireann advise that this policy change will remain under continuous review throughout the two-year trial period, with a further evaluation conducted at its conclusion to determine whether the extended age limit should be maintained or discontinued.


[bookmark: _Toc230788228]4. What is the latest update for the 2026/27 school year.
· The mainstream portal closed for applications for the 2026/27 school year on 08 May 2026.

· Bus Éireann are currently assessing all on time applications and payments received and planning for routes and services for the 2026/27 school year.  Routes may be altered or extended depending on the number and location of children who will be availing of school transport for the following school year. 

· Where a child is eligible for transport and the application and payment process has been completed on time, they will get a seat on a school bus service, where a service is available.

· Where a child is not eligible for school transport, but the application and payment process has been completed on time, they will be considered for any spare seats available after eligible children have been accommodated. These seats are called concessionary seats.

· There may be more demand than availability for concessionary seats. In such cases, Bus Éireann will use a selection process to allocate tickets for the spare seats.    

· Tickets will begin issuing in July and continue to issue throughout the summer.  Where pupils are unsuccessful in receiving tickets, refunds will issue from Bus Éireann.

· The portal will reopen on 01 July 2026.    Applications or payments/medical card details entered after the portal reopens will be considered late and a service may not be available. Additionally, late applications cannot be considered for a Remote Area Grant for the 2026/27 school year.  
[bookmark: _9pswtoxdzp8h]
5. [bookmark: _Toc230788229]What is being done to mitigate potential driver shortages?

· The Department of Transport has indicated that the wider public transport sector has faced a number of challenges with regard to the recruitment of drivers and mechanics/craftworkers in the last 12-18 months. Unfortunately, these challenges are impacting on service delivery and on the speed at which new public transport services can be rolled out.

· Bus Éireann conduct targeted campaigns seeking operators through NTA bulletins.  They also work closely with National Garda Vetting Bureau to ensure all vetting applications for drivers operating school transport services are prioritised.  

· As part of a national focus on driver requirements, the Department has facilitated a working group between the Department of Education, Department of Transport, Bus Éireann and Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI) to increase the availability of drivers within both the school transport scheme and other public transport areas nationally, through existing and potential training schemes.   

· The aim of the taskforce is to work collaboratively to identify contributing factors to the recruitment issues and put forward recommendations and measures to create a pipeline of workers to address these issues.



6. [bookmark: _Toc230788230]Can a new pickup point be considered for the Boleyglass/Derryfadda route?

· Bus Éireann is responsible for the planning, timetabling of school transport routes and issuing of tickets on behalf of the Department of Education and Youth.  

· Routes are planned based on the locations of children who are eligible for school transport only.  Routes cannot be altered for concessionary pupils.

· Routes are planned so that, as far as possible, no eligible child will have more than 3.2 kilometres to travel to a pick-up point. Children are generally expected to make their own way, or to be brought to convenient pick-up points along the main route.

· All eligible pupils have a service currently within guidelines.  Furthermore, it is not possible to extend the current route because of time constraints - the contractor has two runs, and it would push eligible pupils outside of the allowed timeframe for pick up/waiting times. 




