No School Bus AC For A.M. Routes Will Save Pinellas About $400,000 in 2008-2009 

School Board Candidate Steven Isbitts says simple change could keep dollars in the classroom and provide incentives for bus drivers

CLEARWATER, May 26, 2008 -- Pinellas County Schools officials can't argue with the math. Air conditioning school buses for morning routes is costing hundreds of thousands of dollars. 

District school buses travel about 15 million miles annually and buses get about 6 miles per gallon, according district data. That means about 2.5 million gallons of diesel fuel is burned annually. 

The most recent diesel fuel purchase by the county was about $4.17 per gallon of diesel, according to Leonard Krysko, facilities and operations director for the district. This cost is up 60 percent from a year ago, Krysko said.

At this price and usage rate, Pinellas County Schools would spend about $10.4 million on diesel fuel for the 2008-09 school year. 

Pinellas has one of the largest air conditioned school bus fleets in the state, at about 75 percent of all buses. Buses running air conditioning get an estimated 10 percent to 20 percent fewer miles per gallon than if the air conditioning was not in use. And there are no significant restrictions on air conditioning usage for county school bus drivers. 

Pinellas County School Board Candidate Steven Isbitts said that if the district were to prohibit using air conditioning in the a.m., and in temperatures less than 80 degrees, this measure could reasonably save the district and the taxpayers about $400,000 annually. 

Isbitts said this estimate assumes 5 million air conditioned miles are eliminated and gas mileage on those routes improves 15 percent. Buses transporting special needs students would not be affected. 

Isbitts wants the School Board to consider a policy change immediately. 

“The goal of eliminating 5 million air conditioned miles is attainable,” Isbitts said,  “even as the district expects to cut total mileage in 2008-2009  for its new “close-to-home” student assignment plan.”

Isbitts, 39 of Countryside, suggests creating an incentive plan for drivers, possibly providing bonuses for gas mileage savings. 

“Drivers, students, parents and taxpayers understand the need to cut costs,” Isbitts said. “This is a great way to help keep budget cuts out of the classroom, which is the stated goal of the Board and the teachers union.

“The School Board must act on this immediately. I think the Board will find drivers eager to participate, especially if an incentive plan for fuel savings can be established.”

Pasco County has very few air conditioned school buses, Isbitts said. “Officials there believe it's a luxury that they can't afford.”

Candidate Steven Isbitts can be reached for comment at 727-771-9438.

