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oward “Mac” Dashney admits that Michigan was a bit

behind other states when it came to cracking down

on motorists who illegally pass school buses. That was

before a female driver overtook a stopped school bus

recently and struck two students, breaking several
bones in the process. At least a dozen other students each year,
on average, aren't so lucky.

Shortly after the Michigan passing occurred, Dashney, a
long-time pupil transportation consultant for the Michigan As-
sociation for Pupil Transportation, was at his local coffee shop
when he overheard two elderly couples at the next table discuss-
ing the issue.

“I was just flabbergasted about just how little they knew about
our stop law. That becomes an issue,” he recalls.

Well-publicized incidents of illegal passings always seem to
jump-start conversations and even debate about exactly how
motorists are supposed to respond to stopped school buses.
And that inevitably leads to legislators stepping in and seeking
to increase fines and perhaps even seek a law requiring school
buses to have cameras trained on the roadway in an effort to
document just who is breaking the law. Par for the course, the
Michigan state legislature responded in June by introducing a
bill to double the fines for motorists if they injure or kill another
person as a result of an illegal pass by. Dashney said a result has
been a renewed interest by the motoring public on how they are
supposed to respond when they come upon a stopped school
bus, which is a good thing. But the underlying problem is that
newly-licensed drivers are seldom, if ever, required to understand
school bus stop laws. And, as demonstrated by Dashney’s coffee
shop experience, many older drivers have no clue.

Aside from changing how we educate our children, our young
drivers and our older ones, how can school transporters better
help law enforcement go after these perpetrators?

It's unrealistic to expect drivers to manage a bus load of
students, keep their eyes on the traffic around them and concen-
trate on crossing students either onto or away from the bus. It
can also be nearly impossible for drivers to accurately write down
the license plate or make and model of an automobile that blows
by, though Michigan currently allows school bus drivers to sub-
mit reports. But, according to Dashney, often times the courts
are hesitant to prosecute the offenders.

“Judges have a problem trying to get their hands around, ‘Are
we being too capricious and arbitrary in going after and giving a
ticket to this owner?”

Are video cameras trained on other motorists the answer?
Dashney and others like him say yes.

Ray Miller is a school bus police officer for the Palm Beach Dis-
trict School Board. The district recently began installing external
Seon cameras on certain school buses on summer school routes
to test video quality. The plan is to eventually capture both the
license plate of the passing vehicle and to make a positive iden-
tification of the driver. If all goes well, he said the district will
expand the number of buses with cameras installed.

“Even if we do nothing more than [send] warning letters, we
can capture the public’s attention,” Miller said, adding that the
fully uniformed and sworn police department of 200 officers can

also issue citations. “It is a major concern of our school board,
and we hear complaints from our bus drivers pretty consistently.”

When interviewed in late June, he said there was still little
data to go on, as tape had yet to be downloaded much less
viewed. Adjustments were still being made to the cameras
themselves, and school bus drivers were just being trained on
how the cameras might work, all prep work should the opera-
tion ramp up later.

Since last December, North Carolina has allowed school dis-
tricts to install external cameras to capture footage that will
stand up in court. That's because it's the only state that requires
positive identification of the driver's face via camera. Examples
abound of school districts looking to crack down on illegal
passers. And many are turning to cameras to help bring these
violators to justice. But the video itselfintroduces an entirely new
set of challenges.

Jeff Tsai, director of the pupil transportation group at North
Carolina State’s Institute of Transportation Research and Educa-
tion, has been studying the effectiveness of camera technology
on identifying illegal passers. “My suggestion to North Carolina
is to change the legislation,” he says. “l don't think the industry is
capable of producing a system that is affordable but still able to
offer the resolution needed to study the offending driver frame
by frame”

‘I don’t think the industry is
capable of producing a system that
is affordable but still able to offer

the resolution needed to study the

offending driver frame by frame.??

o Jeff Tsai

Institute of Transportation Research and Education

His research included a test in mid-June that used a high-
definition, 60 frame-per-second camera mounted on a tripod
to determine the quality of footage possible. But catching the
driver’s face through the windshield proved difficult.

“It's almost impossible for a camera to catch both the license
plate and the driver’s face because of the glares, the angles you
have to have,” says Larry Vaughn, president at mobile surveil-
lance equipment manufacturer Zen-tinel.

“If that doesn't work, it won't work on existing products [on
the school bus market] because they’re much lower end,” adds
Tsai, who was set to present some of his findings at this summer’s
STN EXPO in Reno.

The technology does exist to capture whatever you want it to.
But the problem, as it nearly always seems to be, is cost. The New
York State Police performed an experiment a couple of years
ago using a $25,000 camera unit capable of capturing the nec-
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essary type of information. But such an
expense is unrealistic for school districts
in a normal budget year much less com-
ing out of the Great Recession. Rob Scott,
president of school bus surveillance man-
ufacturer 247Security, says the average,
more affordable camera for the school bus
market shoots at 480 resolution at about
30 frames per second. While that’s good
enough to catch the driver’s license plate

at speeds up to 60 or 70 mph, capturing
a face behind the windshield depends on
the camera range and the angle it’s shoot-
ing. This, he adds, can mean that a camera
imbedded in the stop arm won't necessar-
ily get you the shot you need.

“It all comes down to what you are try-
ing to do,” Scott says. “Capturing a license
plate and a person in a car can very well
require two different cameras.”

AMOUNT EMITTED BY A SINGLE SCHOOL BUS EVERY YEAR.
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Equip your buses with Espar's
E-Guardian anti-idling technology.

Cab Warming & Engine Pre-heat without Carbon Emissions

Espar Independent Heating Systems enable drivers to pre-heat their school buses, offering warm starts,

defrosted windows and

safe and comfortable environment for students, all without engine idling.
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If it’s just the license plate you're af-
ter, Sl'Op arm cameras remain an option,
There are also externally-mounted cam-
eras that can be moved around the bus
to create different angles with a variety
of lens sizes that can allow school bus
operators to achieve the viewpoint they
and law enforcement need to get inside
the offender’s vehicle. But as Tsai points
out, the picture can quickly become
blurred by more obstacles that some
municipalities have even stumbled over
when it comes to much more expensive
intersection cameras trained on drivers
who run red lights.

“Technology is just part of the prob-
lem,” he says. “You also need a rigorous
process for handling evidence. You must
store it, document it and explain how the
system works if it goes to court.”

Schooldistricts must also work with law
enforcement officials so they understand
what the tape shows and what they need
to prove to secure a conviction. This, Tsai
adds, can introduce the additional burden
on school districts to properly manage
the tapes, often with an employee well
versed in the technology and especially
working in conjunction with the technol-
ogy provider. And then, the tape might
need to remain secured and tamper-proof
to meet local evidentiary rules, especially
in this “YouTube generation,” as Guy Jukes
of BUS-WATCH by REI pointed out.

“That hard drive is your evidence of
anything that happens. We always tell our
customers, "You guys really have to pro-
tect your chain of custody,” added Jukes,
the vice president of marketing at Radio
Engineering Inc. “If there’s something bad
enough, God forbid, you need to pull that
hard drive and put it under lock and key.
Treat it like you would any other evidence
you have to take to court.”

This also entails that school districts
should go the route of using encrypted,
proprietary software that doesn't allow
any old Tom, Dick or Harry to gain ac
cess via wireless Internet connection or a
thumb drive.

“The administrative and legal logistics
are really the hard part,” says Scott at 247.
“This is something for school districts to
keep in mind” W



Big value, small package

The most popular DVR in the school bus industry just got better.

Seon Design Inc. introduces the next generation of our best-selling mobile DVR, the Trooper® TL. The TL series is the ideal video
surveillance solution for school districts that demand value without compromise. Representing the next evolution of a proven
product, the high-performance Trooper TL offers superior video quality and efficient H.264 compression in a compact package.

TROOPER®

The benefits of the Trooper® TL

Supports 2 or 4 cameras with audio FREE De"'"'| NOtEbOOk

Features H.264 compression for best image quality and

video retention with the purchase of 10 or
Records up to 30 FPS (per camera) at 720 x 480 to capture more Trooper TL systems between
high detail

elivers Wi-Fi capability to manage video data remotely March 1 & September 1, 2010.*

« Provides a simple point-and-click graphical user-interface
a3se of use
for ease of use * 2010 promational terms
Features a compact, integrated lock box design for simpler, & conditions apply.
quicker installation
Offers one user-friendly software program for all Seon DVRs
to reduce T support

Supports GPS and mapping software

SEON

1.877.630.7366 www.seon.com Mobile Surveillance




