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Pupil Transportation Assessment for the Liberty Public Schools 
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Executive Summary 

 
TransPar Group, Inc. was engaged to evaluate the Liberty Public Schools’ (LPS) transportation 
expenses for the purpose of determining the viability of outsourcing as a cost savings option.  It 
is our judgment that the fundamental cost issues for LPS are: 
 

� Bell time structure 
� High capital cost base 
� Inefficient routing 
� Driver shortage 

 
In our opinion, outsourcing alone would not sufficiently mitigate these issues to maximize the 
savings opportunities. Rather, the district would be better served through improved strategic 
planning and management. 
 
Outsourcing is a very viable option under the right circumstances.  The report details the pro 
and cons of this service delivery method.  In our experience the districts that benefit most face 
the following challenge(s): 
 

• Difficult labor market and/or atmosphere 
• Aged fleet with inadequate capital resources for replacement or growth 
• Poor cost controls 
• Failure to deliver safe service 

 
In a bidding process, contractors would be asked to respond to an RFP that would be reflective 
of the current system.  Accordingly, the first three strategic fundamentals identified above (bell 
times, capital, routing) would essentially remain unchanged.  Therefore, the number of buses 
required of the contractor would remain unchanged and the capital costs would be transferred 
to the contractor and reflected in the price (the contractor would buy the fleet).  Alternatively, 
the district could retain ownership of the buses but this would not reduce LPS’ operating costs.  
Some savings on a unit cost basis would be achieved as the contractor would use drivers, not 
staff, to perform routes and the driver benefit package would most likely be reduced. 
 
It is our conclusion greater savings can be achieved by addressing system fundamentals than 
by obtaining lower unit costs from a contractor.  The report estimates the number of buses that 
can be reduced through better planning, capital reduction as the result of targeted fleet 
acquisition, and the savings achieved by having a full driver force. 
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Assessment Overview 
 

TransPar was engaged to assess the Liberty Public School’s (LPS) pupil transportation operation 
to determine how the current operations and costs might be impacted if the services were 
outsourced  to a school bus contractor.  In addition, we were asked to make observations as to 
any opportunities discovered during our analysis that might result in cost reduction or improved 
efficiencies.  Our analysis was made based upon three major undertakings: 
 

1) On-site discussions and observations. 
2) Financial data provided by the district. 
3) Analysis of bus scheduling and routing data provided by the district. 

 
The LPS staff was at all times helpful and cordial.  Their bias to serve and to satisfy 
expectations was readily evident. 
 
Our report consists of these sections: 
 

I. Operational Findings 
II. Financial & Operational Data Analysis 
III. System Evaluation Conclusions 
IV. Pros and Cons of Outsourcing 
V. Proposed Path 
VI. Subsequent Events 
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I.  On-Site Discussions and Observations 
 
A.  Operations Facility & Traffic 
 
The pupil transportation operation is located centrally, is well organized, clean, and has 
adequate parking, office, vehicle maintenance, and common areas for an operation of its size.  
The transportation center is near Highway 291, a multi-lane highway that can cause delays if 
bus departures are not well coordinated.  Liberty is relatively congested with several heavily 
traveled streets, highways, and major intersections.  The community is growing therefore 
congestion may worsen and ride times might become longer. 
 
Continuing enrollment growth justified a new high school opening in 20010-11.  This has 
caused for new transportation challenges as the new high school is some 20 minutes (9 traffic 
lights) from the transportation center.  The staff was working through optimizing routes to ease 
congestion around the schools and best utilize the available resources. 
 
There is ongoing discussion of the possibility of establishing a satellite operation near the new 
high school to alleviate deadhead (bus travel with no students).  This is a common practice for 
addressing multiple high school districts, and should be further investigated. 
 
B.  Bus Fleet 
 
The district supports 90 buses at its transportation center.  The average model year is 2005 and 
a half excluding the eight 1994 and older buses.  The median model year is 2007.  We judge 
the fleet age to be within industry standards. 
 
The district’s recent practice has been to purchase 84 passenger rear engine transit-style school 
buses; transit-style units represent about 70% of the fleet.   These buses are the most 
expensive buses available with a price tag of $100,000 to $110,000 each.  Most districts utilize 
65-72 passenger conventional style school buses.  The key differences between these two 
models are: 
 

• Cost – A transit style bus costs $30,000 to $40,000 more 
• Useful Life – A transit style bus has a 2-3 year longer life cycle 
• Capacity – a transit style bus can transport 12-19 more ES pupils (8-12 HS) 

 
We were informed that the Transportation was seeking more buses to meet the 2010-11 
service demands, and that 84 passenger buses were required.  It was described that there were 
not enough 84 passenger spare buses to cover for the 84 passenger buses that were out of 
service for maintenance.  Examples were given where two conventional sized buses had to be 
sent to cover for one transit style bus being down.  
 
Our experience has been that suburban and urban school districts with multiple bell schedules 
struggle to use of all the seats on a transit style bus.  Thus, it becomes hard to justify the 
incremental cost of the larger buses. 
 
Transportation does not assign pupil load counts to buses in a manner that fills up every seat.  
Their rule of thumb for capping high and middle school load counts is 60-65 and elementary 
schools 70-75.  The common industry practice is seating 3 elementary students per bench, 2.5 
middle school students per bench, and 2 high school students per bench.  An 84 passenger bus 
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would therefore accommodate 84 riders for ES, 70 for MS, and 56 for HS.  Adopting a more 
proactive seating policy would not cause the buses to suddenly become “full”, as only a few 
buses would ever use all the seats.  But eliminating the slack in the load count guidelines would 
cause the buses to become “fuller”. 
 
There are some negatives to “fuller” buses.  Disciplinary issues can heighten.  Children come in 
different sizes such that 3 per seat may be tight; and 2.5 children per seat is “splitting” children.   
 
On the other hand, not every assigned child rides the bus every day.  Some 5% are absent, and 
some children are driven to school daily.  Thus, implementing a stricter seating policy sets the 
ceiling at the worst case scenario, with several variables in play that create empty seats. 
 
Transportation assigns many more high school students to buses than typically ride.  
Overbooking high school riders is commonly done in the industry, as many students drive or 
ride with friends to school.  More than 100 high school students might be assigned to 56 seats.  
Transportation applies judgment to each bus, and has recently implemented a procedure for 
having high school bus riders declare their transportation election.  This is a good practice.  
Getting high school buses full – but not too full – is a constant struggle.   
 
Transportation had the drivers log daily rider counts by bus for the first week of September for 
the purpose of identifying lightly and heavily loaded bus runs.  Our review of the average rider 
counts revealed that only five high school bus runs averaged more than 40 riders, with 45 being 
the peak.  One elementary school bus run averaged more than 60 riders.  These counts fall 
short of the maximum capacity rules of thumb of 60 and 70.  Therefore, it is our conclusion that 
the current level of student ridership does not support a fleet of predominately 84 passenger 
transit style units. 
 
A conventional style 65 passenger bus would seat 65 for ES, 54 for MS and 43 for HS; a 72 
passenger bus slightly more.  Since a bus serves as many as three different schools and 
completes six different segments daily, Transportation must be aware of the peak seat usage 
segment (or school) to determine the ideal bus size.  A fleet makeup of primarily 65/72 
passenger buses with a 10-20% supplement of 84 passenger buses could meet current 
demands.  Otherwise, if Transportation could assign more riders across fewer buses without 
disrupting service and increase the rider counts by 5, 10 or 15 per run this may support a larger 
ratio of bigger buses.   
 
Transportation utilizes primarily full-size buses for special needs transportation.  These buses 
have several rows of regular seats, a lift, and multiple spaces for wheelchairs.  Most districts 
utilize smaller buses for special needs services.  We found that the rider count sheets listed 24 
of the 40 special needs (excl. Early Childhood) morning bus runs having 5 or fewer average 
riders; only 4 bus run transported 10 or more on average.  We recognize that having full size 
buses with a lift and wheelchair stations provides flexibility to transport a non-ambulatory pupil 
on a regular education bus route, but this is typically the exception to the rule.  It is our 
conclusion that utilizing full size lift equipped buses to transport special needs students may be 
a flexible arrangement, but it is not a fiscally prudent practice. 
 
As referenced previously, a concern was expressed as to not having enough buses to meet the 
service demands; and/or that the spare buses are too small to substitute for the 84 passenger 
buses.  LPS was considering leasing five buses to address the increased route needs associated 
with the new high school and the grandfathering of the senior class at the original high school.  
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We determined that the 90 bus fleet consisted of 71 daily buses and 19 spares.  About half of 
the spare buses are regularly used for trips.  Regardless, 19 spare buses (a 27% spare ratio) is 
ample to cover the maintenance schedule for 90 buses.  (If each of the 90 buses is serviced on 
one day each month this causes about five buses to be in the shop on any given day; six or 
seven would appear to be the worst case scenario.) 
 
We were informed that the average number of buses out of service for 2009-10 school year 
was ten per day, and that holding to only six or seven out of service would become difficult 
once the weather worsened.  Given the fleet is modern LPS should not have more than 10% of 
the fleet out of service on any given day.  This outcome points to an underlying problem with 
the fleet maintenance program or a maintenance scheduling problem.  Best practices would 
have most work schedule to be performed during hours (evening) that the fleet is not in 
operation. The fleet maintenance matter should be researched prior to supplementing the 
already high number of spare buses.        
 
C.  Workforce & Timekeeping 
 
We were informed that Transportation is, and has been, burdened with an ongoing driver 
shortage of around ten positions.  Because of this several daily route buses not being covered 
(no driver is assigned).  The office staff and maintenance crew have been regularly serving as 
substitute drivers.  This undermines the daily responsibilities of the workers pressed into service 
and creates unnecessary staff overtime at rates well in excess of what a first year driver would 
be paid. 
 
This shortage existed throughout the previous school year ranging from 5 to 10 positions.  This 
situation was not corrected during the summer and is now a larger problem as more daily buses 
are in operation this school year than last.  The perception is that Human Resources is not 
recruiting, training, and hiring drivers swiftly enough to meet Transportation’s needs.  Plus the 
labor agreement is blamed as to restricting how and when open positions can be filled.  We did 
not pursue this further to confirm the ultimate causes of this predicament.  Regardless, in 
today’s economy LPS should have no difficulty in filling vacant, benefit eligible positions.  This 
matter is a prime example of an impediment that has been continually tolerated, rather than 
addressed. 
 
Another impediment was noted with the driver attendance and timekeeping system.  A new 
system, Kronos Workforce, was recently implemented to replace TPS.  All employees sign in at 
a hand/fingerprint scanner.  This system is not providing real time attendance reporting (such 
as notification of drivers who failed to clock in and are presumably absent that day).  An office 
person visually takes attendance.  This is a vital undertaking because of the driver shortage, 
where the staff must identify absences and scramble to cover open buses.  Furthermore, it was 
explained that Workforce does not capture the driver time such that the drivers can be paid via 
interfacing with LPS payroll system.  Accordingly, a Transportation office staff member spends 
approximately four hours a day converting and entering driver time records into the payroll 
system.  The staff described that the previous TPS system did all of that without such 
intervention.  This raises questions as to the effectiveness of the attendance, timekeeping, and 
payroll control process. 
 
D.  Trips 
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School activity and sport trips were noted to place demands upon Transportation’s resources, as 
there were not enough buses or drivers to meet the demands, with about 20 trips performed 
each day. This has become of higher concern with the opening of the second high school.  We 
examined a sample of trip activity and the associated paperwork relating to trips, which includes 
entry of data into a system that allocates cost to each school.  This work was being performed 
by a temporary worker and appeared to be tedious and time consuming work. 
 
The “Activity Month End Report” we were provided detailed 92 trips for the five day period 
August 30 – September 3.  The trips are charged out at $11.00 per hour and $1.50 per mile, 
with a 1 hour minimum charge.  Each school has a trip budget, and this accounting tracks 
spending against that budget.  Transportation believes that the school officials monitors and 
manage their trips budget, and that the school generally stays within its budget. 
 
A shortcoming is that the costing practice does not cover the actual cost of performing such 
services, and therefore may not be leading to informed decision making.  The lowest driver pay 
rate is $13.29, which correlates to at least $17 per hour including a 30% benefit load.  
Overtime rates can approach $25 per hour.  The trip billing process should be refined to 
become a cost control tactic and be more meaningful to Transportation and school officials.  
Furthermore, the volume of bus trips should be scrutinized in that the scheduling of these trips 
may lack a reasonable degree of fiscal discipline.     
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E.  Bus Scheduling and Routing 
 
LPS recently adopted a five tiered school bell time schedule aligned across bell times of 7:20, 
7:45, 8:10, 8:45 and 9:10.  The bus run schedule is portrayed as follows: 
 

Current Distribution of Bus Runs 

Tiers 
Served 

# 1 
SVMJr 
7:20 

# 2 
HS 
7:45 

# 3  
MS+Jr 
8:10 

# 4  
ES 
8:45 

# 5 
ES  
9:10 

Runs 
per 
Bus 

#  
of 

Buses 

1      1 2 

1-2-3-5      4 1 

1-2-5      3 1 

1-3      2 1 

1-3-4      3 4 

1-3-4-5      4 1 

1-3-5      3 24 

1-4      2 12 

1-4-5      3 7 

1-5      2 5 

2      1 1 

2-3-5      3 1 

2-4      2 3 

2-5      2 3 

3      1 1 

3-5      2 1 

4      1 2 

5      1 1 

 58 10 34 29 46 2.5 71 

 
This school grouping schedule allows for sufficient time (about 60 minutes) for the buses to 
complete a bus run.  Most buses perform two or three runs; only one bus achieves a fourth.  
Our observations include: 
 

• The most common assignment is 1-3-5 which is performed by one third of the buses. 
• The busiest tier is #1, with 58 of the 71 buses in service. 
• The busiest adjacent tiers are 1 & 2 with 68 buses operating before 8 a.m. 
• Five buses perform only one scheduled prime-time Transportation event. 

 
We compared the five tier structure to LPS’ 2007 two tier structure.  Five tiers are allowing for 
the Transportation of 20% more students with roughly the same number of buses as in 2007 
which is commendable. 
 
The 7:20/7:45 a.m. school service period is most critical to LPS’ cost conservation as it requires 
the highest number of buses (68) to be in simultaneous service.  Once a bus is scheduled for a 
7:20 or 7:45 school, that bus becomes available to serve subsequent elementary school runs 
and is so assigned.  Keeping the bus count as low as possible for the 7:20/7:45 schools is the 
key to saving money.   
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The five buses that perform only one piece of work each morning are costly and are consuming 
resources.  Examples include one bus goes to Excelsior Springs and another to Platte City, 
where they remain there until a mid-day return.  Alternative and less expensive modes of 
transportation should be investigated and evaluated. 
 
Our analysis of the rider count and route time data found the following: 
 

Bus Time & Capacity Utilization by School Type 

 
School Grouping 

Live Minutes 
per Run– AM 

Live Minutes 
per Run- PM 

Riders per 
Run - AM 

Riders per 
Run – PM 

ES 22 19 40 40 

MS 26 21 52 52 

JR/MS 29 26 43 43 

JR 22 21 45 43 

HS 36 33 24 22 

 Combined Reg Ed 27 24 38 38 

Special Ed 36 27 6 5 

  LPS Combined 29 24 28 29 

 
 

Average Time and Riders per Bus each Morning 

Morning Averages Live Minutes per Bus Riders per Bus 

Regular Ed Buses 74 71 

  Utilization 52% 51% 

Special Ed 88 13 

  Utilization not applicable not applicable 

 
 
The data indicates that LPS’ five tier structure results in relatively short bus runs that are not 
full with riders.  Transportation described that an impediment preventing better routing 
efficiency is the number of long, rural bus runs.  The morning route schedule revealed 18 non-
special education routes where at least one pupil was scheduled to be on the bus for more than 
40 minutes; the afternoon schedule contained 15.  We did not examine the routing details to 
ascertain that those longer routes are travelling a long distance, or just traveling a long time.  
We recommend this concern be investigated to determine the impact of far reaching routes; 
there may be alternative solutions. 
 
As for the 68 buses in service for the 7:20/7:45 schools, the South Valley Middle and Junior 
High (7:20) buses are well routed based upon a two student per bench seat assumption.  The 
7:45 high school buses exhibit opportunity for consolidation.  This opportunity is clouded by the 
high school bus arrival time guideline of buses arriving as early as 7:00 and as late as 7:25.  
This is a wide window for a 7:45 school start, creating idle capacity and related driver costs in 
the mornings.  We were informed that the bus ramps and unloading practices at the high 
schools are the reason for this scheduling.  Transportation described problems with parent and 
student traffic in the mornings that disrupt the bus path and time, including not being able to 
access the afternoon bus ramp for the morning drops.  This matter should be investigated with 
school building officials to find a solution that is safe and works for all factions.      
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The targeted utilization for a regular education bus should be to reach at least 80% of the time 
or 80% of the seat capacity.  Also, any bus not achieving at least 60% of the time or at least 
60% of the seat capacity is not being used efficiently.  With the fleet consisting of primarily 84 
passenger buses, the strategy to operate the fewest number of buses would be to run the 
buses 10 minutes longer and fill up the seats.  On a bus by bus basis it is difficult to compress 
time or riders, but on a school by school basis it is easier to compress buses.  The LPS schedule 
time and rider counts revealed these schools to have bus consolidation opportunities: 
 
 

Schools with Inefficient Regular Education Bus Runs  

 
 

Bus 
Tier 

AM Bus 
Runs 

Inefficient 
Runs 

PM Bus 
Runs 

Inefficient 
Runs 

Targeted 
Reduction 

Kelly Brook ES 5 5 5 5 5 2 

Lewis & Clark ES 4 8 7 8 4 2 

Liberty HS 2 13 3 14 3 1 

Liberty North HS 2 7 5 8 4 2 

Liberty Oak ES 5 8 8 8 8 3 

Ridgeview ES 4 5 3 6 3 1 

Schumacher ES 5 7 4 9 6 2 

Warren Hills ES 5 8 5 8 7 3 

  Total Targets      16 

Schools with Inefficient Special Education Bus Runs  

Early Childhood 5 11 5 11 10 3 

 
 
The targeted bus run reduction is TransPar’s estimate, derived by looking at the smaller of the 
AM or PM inefficient run count, then assuming for every 2 to 3 inefficient runs that 1 could be 
eliminated.  A 16 bus run reduction could squeeze 5-8 buses out of daily service. 
 
The data demonstrates that the 4th (8:45) and 5th (9:15) tier service for the elementary schools 
is far less efficient than the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd tiers.  As described earlier, we suspect that the 68 
buses required to serve South Valley and the two high schools are being scheduled to serve 
additional schools throughout the day to fulfill the driver pay requirement.  This puts more 
buses on the street at those times than is needed; these buses consume fuel and related costs 
whereas they could be parked. 
 
Our bus scheduling and routing conclusions are that: 
 

• 5 to 8 buses could be eliminated by streamlining and consolidating the bell times. 
• There is ample opportunity to consolidate riders on fewer buses at many schools. 
• The middle and junior high schools are efficiently routed. 
• The bus system becomes less efficient in the late morning and late afternoon.  



Draft October 15, 2010 

Page 10 of 16 

II.  Financial & Operational Data Analysis   
 
A.  Costs 
 
TransPar was provided the transportation costs for the past two fiscal years, and the current 
year’s budget.  We analyzed that data to ascertain the competitiveness of the district’s 
transportation costs.  See Exhibit 1 for that data. 
 

Costs per LPS Accounting System with Ops Data 

 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 

Operating Costs $4,961,935 $4,627,454 $4,872,495 

Daily Buses 66 66 71 

Total Cost per Bus $75,181 $70,113 $68,627 

Cost per Bus Run $30,072 $28,045 $27,451 

Total Cost per ADT $803 $771 $788 

Total Cost per Mile $5.53 $5.09 $4.98 

  
These costs are within a reasonable range for a suburban school district, which we would 
expect to be higher than the state averages, and lower than the urban school districts. 
   

LPS Costs Adapted to MO DESE Format 

 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 

Allowable Costs $4,634,926 $4,342,142 $4,633,055 

Cost per ADT $791 $744 $771 

Cost per Mile $6.08 $5.50 $5.45 

    

Cost per ADT-MO $690.79   

Cost per Mile-MO $3.43   

 
 
We compiled the 2008-09 DESE data for comparably sized or regional school districts.  The 
source of the data is the MO DESE website. 
 

Comparable District Data 

 
School District 

District or 
Contracted 

Eligible 
ADT 

Cost per 
ADT 

Cost per 
Mile 

SpecEd 
Mile% 

Efficiency 
Factor 

Lee’s Summit District 11,215 $671 $3.51 22% 102% 

Columbia Contracted 8,136 $902 $2.97 27% 102% 

Blue Springs District 8,001 $912 $4.01 32% 120% 

Independence Contracted 7,929 $961 $3.53 45% 110% 

Liberty District 5,879 $791 $5.18 31% 127% 

Park Hill Contracted 5,751 $871 $4.78 22% 137% 

Jefferson City Contracted 4,498 $553 $3.28 6% 99% 

Raymore-Peculiar Contracted 4,014 $778 $2.70 24% 95% 

Platte County District 2,090 $797 $3.85 14% 113% 

       

Comp Averages  6,849 $828 $3.61 29% 110% 
Missouri 33% District 534,037 $691 $3.43 19% 104% 
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This comparison reveals that LPS’ cost per eligible transported student of $791 is higher than 
the state average, but within the range of the identified comparables. 
 
LPS’ cost per mile operated is higher than all comparables.  This may signal opportunity for 
continued improvement in cost efficiency.  It implies that LPS’ operating costs per distance 
travelled is high, which could be caused by operating too vehicles.  In other words, LPS may be 
utilizing more drivers, more buses, and more hours per ADT than the state average. 
 
We examined the disabled versus non-disabled data for each district.  LPS was elevated.  
Districts apply different criteria with special needs IEP preparation and related Transportation 
requirements.  Districts should remain mindful of how those decisions are made.  
Transportation should participate in every transportation-required IEP to assure that services 
can be delivered efficiently.  
 
The data also denotes that LPS’ non-disabled transportation efficiency factor is the highest – or 
least efficient – of the group.  This correlates to each of the other districts receiving a higher 
proportion of state funding per ADT than LPS.  This matter is discussed more extensively later 
in the report.    
 
B.  Wage & Staffing Data  
 
This data was provided to us from the payroll department. 
 

Staffing Recap 

Positions Base Pay Position Count 

  Starting Driver Pay $13.29  

Average Driver Pay $14.18 85 

  Starting Monitor Pay $9.75  

Average Monitor Pay $11.41 23 

Mechanics $22.47 4 

Dispatch/Routing $16.53 4 

Office Supervisor $19.67 1 

Assistant Manager $56,729 1 

Transportation Director vacant 1 

 
The driver pay rate is competitive and should attract experienced drivers.  A contractor might 
pay slightly less per hour.  Each LPS regular driver has a level of guaranteed paid hours per day 
depending upon his/her work schedule.  All are guaranteed at least five hours per day.  Drivers 
scheduled to work more than five but less than six hours are guaranteed six hours per day.  
The bus schedule assures that most drivers are paid six hours or more.  An important factor 
when adjudicating whether bus contracting is less expensive is the basis (hours) for the drivers 
being paid.  Data as to how long the drivers are on the clock, how long the runs are, mid-day 
and trip services, etc. is essential for securing an apples to apples pricing comparison.  
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Referencing the Transportation Department Staffing Guidelines in Exhibit 2, we would find the 
typical staffing for a 71 daily (route) bus operation to be: 
 

• 1 Manager 
• 1-2 Dispatchers 
• 1-2 Routers 
• 1 Trip Coordinator 
• 1 Office Staff 
• 3-4 Shop Personnel 

 
With 7 office positions assigned and a temporary helper in the office working with trips, the 
manpower count is at least plus one.  And the Transportation Director position is now vacant.   
 
The office staffing sufficiency is complicated by the history of the office staff driving buses.  Of 
the $75,424 of overtime dollars expended in 2009-10, 49% sourced from mechanics, dispatch, 
and the office supervisor.  We estimate that one full time non-driving FTE was consumed in 
driving buses.  Accordingly, Liberty has paid some $25 - $30 per hour for covering those routes, 
whereas an entry level driver would represent only $13 per hour. 
 
C.  Vehicle Maintenance Costs 
 
We found nothing remarkable with vehicle maintenance costs.  The average maintenance cost 
per bus of $5,500 and parts cost per mile of $0.18 are on the high end but within industry 
benchmarks.  The technicians’ average base hourly pay of $22.47 is relatively high.  Four 
technicians supporting 90 buses are within standards.  
 
D.  Budgeting & Planning 
 
The 2010-11 budget is prepared without a formal transportation plan.  Such a plan would 
typically include forecasts as to manpower, bell time scheduling, number of daily buses, bus 
replacement, miles operated, etc.  Such plans would typically include a list of initiatives that, if 
approved, would address matters with service, cost and efficiency.   
 
E.  Missouri DESE Reports, Funding, and Efficiency Ratio 
 
We examined LPS’ 2008-09 and preliminary 2009-10 Missouri DESE transportation cost and 
data submissions.  This review was performed in the context that LPS’ non-disabled (regular 
education) allowable operating costs have historically exceeded the Missouri DESE threshold for 
being deemed “efficient”.  The DESE district cost factor target is 104%; any factor greater than 
104% results in a funding penalty. 
 
LPS’ last 3 submissions were 127% for 2008-09, 164% for 2007-08, and 157% for 2006-07.    
Concerns with these continually unfavorable cost factors were communicated to us by school 
officials and the Transportation staff.  The District has taken measures to improve cost 
efficiency (moving to 5 bell times to reduce buses and curtailing bus purchases) and there was 
hope of improvement in the 2009-10 DESE data. We were presented a preliminary 2009-10 
DESE submission; the cost factor was calculated as 108%.  That improvement is commendable.  
The path toward breaking the 104% barrier would be to reduce any non-essential operating 
costs and better leverage the current fleet buses, that is compress the current service across 
fewer buses.  
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III.  System Evaluation Conclusions 
 
TransPar has drawn several conclusions as to Liberty’s pupil transportation system operation.  
These matters are viable opportunities for bettering the transportation system regardless of 
whether the system remains district-operated or contracted.   
 

1) A more intense degree of strategic management and problem solving should be evident 
in the Transportation department.  Perceived operational and fiscal hurdles should be 
promptly investigated and addressed.  Rules of thumb should be replaced with carefully 
considered policies and practices.  Assumptions should be replaced with data.  Being 
fiscally responsible should receive the same priority as providing safe, on-time service.   

 
2) The fleet of predominately 84 passenger buses - costing $100,000+ to replace - is not 

necessitated by the current service practices and levels.  It is not fiscally responsible to 
continue procuring these vehicles unless more of the seats can be used on the big 
buses.      

 
3) The fleet of special needs vehicles is excessive as to size and cost for the current service 

needs. 
 

4) The number of spare buses appears adequate to fulfill the 2010-11 service needs if the 
fleet maintenance process can be streamlined to reduce the number of out of service 
vehicles.  Leasing five more buses on a temporary basis may not be necessitated. 

 
5) The persistent driver shortage should be evaluated and resolved to assure the 

Transportation department is fiscally and operationally responsible.  The office staff level 
and use of temporary office workers should be reassessed once the office and 
maintenance personnel cease driving.  There is potential for $50,000 to $100,000 of net 
annual cost reduction in this regard.  

 
6) The five tiered school bell schedule provides pros and cons from a transportation service 

and efficiency standpoint.  A tighter structure may allow for more efficiency. 
 

7) Bus time and seat utilization is less than ideal for some schools, particularly the 
elementary schools.  There is sufficient time and seat capacity to compress service 
across fewer bus runs, then fewer buses.   

 
8) The trip cost charge-out process should be scrutinized as to objectives and effort 

required to support those objectives.  The cost factors are wrong and should be 
increased substantially. 

 
9) The driver time and cost control efforts should be examined in pursuit of a more 

streamlined means of utilizing the available attendance tracking technology.  
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IV.  Pros and Cons of Outsourcing   
 
Exhibit 3 provides an overview of the merits of both a district-operated transportation system 
and a contracted transportation system.  Please examine it in detail as it adequately denotes 
the advantages and disadvantages of both approaches.  Before we more fully explore 
contracting, this overarching point should be made. 
 

The primary cost driver of LPS transportation system is the school bell 
structure and related Transportation service practices and policies. 

 
A contractor will be constrained within the current bell structure which will force the number of 
daily buses required and dictate the length of the driver pay day.  Continuing to fine tune these 
transportation parameters will benefit LPS regardless of the decision to out-source. 
 
As to the advantages of outsourcing . . . the contractor has tremendous incentive to keep its 
costs low as its revenue stream is fixed.  This forces fiscally responsible decisions as to fleet 
size, bus size, pay scales, pay practices, staff size, vehicle maintenance and fuel conservation.  
A contractor will execute a fiscal and operational discipline that assures a reasonable degree of 
efficiency.  A contractor will implement a driver pay scale that matches the local economy 
regardless of current pay scales.  A contractor’s costs for part time benefits will be much less 
than a school district. 
 
As to the disadvantages of outsourcing . . . a district must withstand the concerns of a 
‘displaced’ workforce.  A contractor will implement a system that has proven to work for them 
and it will be different than what LPS now does, not necessarily inferior, but different.  They will 
deliver the core service with no frills.  There will be no extra buses or office workers or drivers.  
Anytime they are asked to add a bus, or perform a trip, they will bill the district for it.  
Contractors benefit as more buses are added and more trips are scheduled; their 
accommodation of those requests can escalate costs if not closely managed. 
 
As to the advantages of a district operated system . . . the district is in control.  It can more 
swiftly adapt service to demands.  School districts have cost advantages with insurance and bus 
financing costs.  A district operated fleet may provide the public with a perception of a higher 
degree of care, concern and safety. 
 
As to the disadvantages of district operated system . . . the dynamics of managing a school bus 
system within a school’s educational program are less than ideal.  It takes a healthy degree of 
fortitude operate buses efficiently while fulfilling the demands of district executives and school 
principals.  The district’s administrative staff is rarely experienced in making sound pupil 
transportation decisions with policy, bus purchases, cost control and service issues.  A mid-level 
manager with no industry experience is responsible for millions of dollars of budget 
responsibility.  Generous wage scales and benefit programs inflate costs. 
 
 
If outsourcing is pursued a well crafted pupil transportation service agreement (contract) 
defining the service and prices, and compliance thereto is an important tool for managing a 
contractor.  Unfortunately, a district is never able to completely walk away from the bus 
operation as the district’s enforcement of that agreement and decision-making as to new issues 
and exceptions is critical to delivering operational and fiscal responsiveness.            
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V.  Proposed Path for Cost Savings 
 
Can LPS measurably reduce its operating costs by contracting?  Assuming: 
 

• no change in the bell schedule 
• no change in the number of buses in operation 
• the contractor provides all the buses 
• the bidders price the business responsibly (no low ball pricing) 
• the contractor delivers no or negligible increased operational efficiencies 

 
LPS should expect the following deviations in costs as a % of total operating costs: 
 

• Driver Wages & Staffing – a 1-2% overall cost reduction 
• Driver and Monitor Benefits – a 5-10% reduction 
• Insurance – a 3-5% premium 
• Bus Capital Costs (depreciation) – a 2-3% reduction (depreciation) 
• Contractor Profit Charge – a 5-10% profit premium 

 
Exhibit 4 shows the impact of these assumptions on the current system costs on an apples-to-
apples basis.  We estimated the cost impact of outsourcing to be negligible.  With LPS’ wage, 
maintenance and operating costs all relatively low, the contractor’s cost savings opportunities 
will be in bus capital costs and the driver benefit costs.  The impact of contracting on the 
current driver workforce and any related unrest needs to be weighed in this evaluation.   
 
The biggest factor that limits what LPS can save with a contractor is that LPS’ driver wage scale 
is not excessive compared to the market; this factor can often be a huge cost reduction 
opportunity.  We do not see that as the case at LPS. 
 
The area of greatest uncertainty with choosing to contract is the disposal of the existing fleet . . 
. either selling it on the market, or to the contractor, or providing it to the contractor as a cost 
reduction measure.  Again, these vehicles are very large and expensive; this could be a 
stumbling block to outsourcing and achieving cost reduction.   
 
Therefore, we do not anticipate that the act of outsourcing will secure material cost reduction, 
unless the contractor can dramatically reduce the day to day operating costs, such as in driver 
hours.  Yet at a minimum outsourcing will move the responsibility for overseeing and managing 
the day to day operations to a contractor. 
 
It is our recommendation that LPS carefully assess the conclusions and opportunities noted in 
our report as to refining their pupil transportation operation before determining a course of 
action with contracting.  In this manner, the matters that are impeding operational and fiscal 
efficiency will be addressed regardless of in-sourcing or outsourcing. 
 
 

VI.  Subsequent Events 
 
On October 11 we met with Transportation to clarify several matters and confirm conclusions 
we had preliminarily drawn.  We were informed that several major route changes were 
implemented that week that would reduce the number of buses in operation from 71 to 67, and 
clear up the driver shortage. 



Draft October 15, 2010 

Page 16 of 16 

 
We inquired as to how this came about.  The routers had recognized the need to compress 
routes because minor bell changes had been implemented this fall and the new high school 
routes needed to be checked.  But there had been no time to do this as the office staff was 
driving buses.  Time was eventually found and routing inspected the student rider count sheets 
to identify lightly loaded bus runs, then they grouped these target bus runs by area to explore 
consolidation possibilities.  Buses with idle time were considered as well.  This culmination of 
this effort was that over a dozen bus run segments were merged onto other buses, freeing up 
several buses. 
 
The buses previously serving the CCVI, ABCND and School for the Blind programs were to be 
freed up by hiring cabs to transport these students, which was found to be a less expensive 
means of performing this transportation.  This not only free up buses for other runs, it also 
reduced one bus monitor position. 
 
As an outcome of the new routing schedule and a few recent new hires, Transportation expects 
that the driver shortage is cured, as every daily bus will have a driver assigned.  Transportation 
believes there are ample spare bus drivers to fill in for absences.  The parking of four buses 
should reduce operating costs by tens of thousands of dollars per year.  Staff overtime will be 
reduced. 
   


