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V: The School Run
Isn’t Child’s Play

We buiilt a transport problem
at the school gate

If you want to see Australia’s transport
dysfunction in miniature, stand outside a
primary school between 8.30 and 8.45 in the
morning. Cars idle in long lines. U-turns are
executed with creative interpretation of road
rules. Tempers rise. Engines hum. Children step
cautiously between bumpers. A ten-minute drop
off becomes a thirty-minute congestion event.

We treat this as normal.
It is not normal. It is policy.

School travel patterns in Australia have shifted
dramatically over the past few decades. Research
from the Royal Children’s Hospital (2019)
National Child Health Poll found that about 66
percent of primary school children are driven to
school most days. Among teenagers, roughly 46
percent are driven most days. Active travel such
as walking or cycling has declined significantly
compared with previous generations.

The reasons are familiar. Concerns about safety.
Longer distances between home and school. Bus
services that are limited or inconvenient. Time
pressure for working parents.
Urban design that

prioritises
vehicle flow
over
pedestrian
safety.

But when
two thirds
of primary
school
students

are driven
most  days,
the school run
becomes more than a
family choice. It becomes a
structural contributor to congestion and
emissions.

Transport emissions totalled about 90 million
tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent in 2022 and
represent roughly 21 percent of Australia’s total
emissions. On road vehicles account for about 85

3|Page



Sustainable Transport Series

percent of transport emissions (Climate Change
Authority, 2024). The school run is not the
largest slice of that pie, but it is a highly visible
daily pulse of traffic that compounds peak hour
congestion.

The feedback loop is vicious. More cars around
schools make streets feel unsafe. Feeling unsafe
encourages more parents to drive. More driving
increases congestion and risk. The cycle
intensifies.

Meanwhile, we widen nearby roads or redesign
drop off zones to accommodate the flow. We treat
the symptom and entrench the cause.

The deeper issue is that school transport has
been treated as a private responsibility rather
than public infrastructure. Families are expected
to solve it individually. When they do so by
driving, we blame congestion on general traffic
rather than the system that incentivised car
dependence.

A different approach would begin by
acknowledging that school commuting is a
predictable, concentrated movement pattern. It
can be planned for deliberately.

Electric school buses are one underused tool. In
many regional areas, buses already serve large
catchments. In urban settings, coordinated bus
services for clustered schools could reduce the
volume of private vehicles at the gate.
Electrifying these fleets would cut local
emissions and air pollution where children
gather.

School streets are another option. Temporary
vehicle restrictions around school entrances
during drop off and pick up times have been
implemented in parts of Europe and North
America. By limiting through traffic and private
car access immediately outside schools, these
programs prioritise walking, cycling and safer
public space.

Critics will argue that Australian cities are too
dispersed. Some are. But many primary schools
draw heavily from nearby suburbs. Where
catchments are small, active travel can be viable
if infrastructure supports it.

That infrastructure must be continuous and
protected. A painted line on a busy road is not a
cycling network. A narrow footpath squeezed
between parked cars and fast traffic does not
reassure parents.

There is also a planning dimension. Selective
enrolment policies and school choice
frameworks can increase travel distances. When
families’ cross suburbs to attend preferred
schools, daily car trips expand. Balancing choice
with proximity has transport implications rarely
discussed in education policy.

The
health dimension strengthens the case for
change. Active travel supports physical activity
among children, with benefits for cardiovascular
health, mental wellbeing and independence.
When daily routines involve sitting in traffic,
those benefits are lost.

Road safety statistics add urgency. Children are
vulnerable road users. Congested school zones
increase risk. Designing streets that reduce
vehicle volume and speed near schools protects
those most at risk.

None of this requires moralising about parents.
Many drive because the system leaves them little
alternative. Work schedules, safety concerns and
fragmented infrastructure shape decisions.

But continuing to treat the school run as a private
matter guarantees that congestion will remain a
daily ritual.
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There is a symbolic power in addressing school
transport. If we cannot design safe, low
emissions travel for children travelling
predictable routes at predictable times, what
does that say about our broader transport
ambitions.

Policy change would require coordination
between education departments, local councils
and transport agencies. It would involve funding
infrastructure upgrades, piloting school street
programs, expanding bus services and
communicating clearly with communities.

There will be resistance. Any change to access
patterns around schools can provoke strong
reactions. But experience elsewhere shows that
once implemented, many communities
appreciate calmer, safer environments.

The alternative is to accept the status quo. Idling
engines. Frayed nerves. Streets designed for cars
rather than children.
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