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Electric School Buses:
When a Mandate is
Not Ready

by Dr. Rick Timbs, Executive Director; SSFC
(And a little belp from ChatGPT)

Let me be clear at the outset: this is not an argument against

clean air, environmental responsibility, or innovation. School
districts support those goals. I support those goals.
Continued on Page 2
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What I am increasingly concerned about is the growing gap between policy

ambition and operational reality when it comes to electric school buses in New York State.
Over the last several years, school districts have been told that a full transition to zero-emission
buses is not optional. Diesel purchases must stop by 2027, and full electrification is required by
2035. That may sound like a long runway in Albany. On the ground, it’s anything but.

Recent reporting by the New York Post has added real-world data to concerns school districts have
been raising quietly for years — about cost, reliability, infrastructure, and basic feasibility.
Exclusive | Lee Zeldin hits the brakes on $2.3B for Biden's green school buses -- threatening
Hochul's EV mandate | New York Post

The Cost Gap Is No Longer Debatable

One of the first questions districts must ask is
simple: what is the actual cost difference -
between what we buy today and what we are
being told to buy tomorrow?

According to the New York Post, electric school
buses funded through the federal Clean School
Bus Program are averaging more than $318,000
per vehicle, with some New York City buses
approaching $395,000 each. By comparison, many districts currently purchase diesel buses in
the $90,000 to $120,000 range, depending on configuration.

However, throughout much of Update New York the issues are framed similarly, but the costs
are more problematic. Upstate New York has more factors to consider. Update New York has
mountains, forests, significant snow belts, lakes of all sizes and configurations, big and small rivers,
long winding roads, places with no or poor cell service, high winds, long cold winters and isolated
populations with multiple hamlets, villages, and clusters of communities far from each other.

Driving through and maintaining a reliable transportation service to children with these
considerations is a complicated and expensive task to begin with. Although some Update New York
school districts have above average property and income wealth that could, in part, suggest that
fiscal capacity is not an extensive issue, they are small in number. By far the vast majority of
Update school districts truly lack the property values, resident income capacities or political will to
support the cost consideration for the mandated transition to Zero-Emission buses. With current
escalating costs, the presence of an artificial tax cap, the current economic conditions can be
characterized as an “affordability” issue as school district budgets experience increasingly strained
expenses, from cost escalations and competition for teachers and support staff, health insurance,
educationally related expenses, and other pressing fiscal issues.

Upstate school districts need all sizes of buses and many of them big buses that cost at least
$170,000 each if they are diesel. They last mostly between 5 to 10 years not depending on the miles

traveled but also based on wear and tear from the climate and topography. By comparison,
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a single large Zero-Emission Bus costs around $400,000. Every study I’ve seen suggests that
battery life is 7 years and they will not function nearly as well or as long in the climate and
topography of Upstate New York as their diesel counterparts.

Those differences totally reshape every bus replacement plan in Upstate New York. The school
districts I have conferred with have no solid financial plan, idea, or enthusiasm to hop into a state
mandate that is clearly not well thought out, funded or supported and in the view of some, would
threaten support and continuity of their core mission to provide a robust educational
program for the children of their school district.

Fiscal Scenario #1: A Typical Replacement Cycle

Consider a mid-sized district that replaces two buses per year, paying cash based on the New
York Post proposition:

. Diesel model: 2 buses x $110,000 = $220,000 per year

. Electric model: 2 buses x $325,000 = $650,000 per year

In the New York Post proposition that is an additional $430,000 annually, before accounting for
chargers, electrical upgrades, or training.

Consider a large-sized (square miles and topography) district that replaces two buses per year,
paying cash based on the Upstate New York Parameters:

. Diesel model: 2 buses x $170,000 = $340,000 per year

. Electric model: 2 buses x $400,000 = $800,000 per year

In Upstate New York proposition that is an additional $460,000 annually, before accounting for
chargers, electrical upgrades, or training.

I’ve got to believe that if school districts that currently buy buses in cash throughout New York
State attempt to maintain a cash purchase regime into the future, it will draw down on cash
reserves or capital reserves and exhaust them or create an added expense to the general fund
budget that would require a significant reallocation of expenses and district priorities over time.

For districts using Bond Anticipation Notes or Serial Bonds, the impact compounds.
Hypothetical Examples:

Aid Ratio 0.65 Aid Ratio 0.9
Years of Amortization 5 Years of Amortization 5
1 Bus 2 Buses 1 Bus 2 Buses
Bus Price $170,000 $340,000 Bus Price $170,000 $340,000
Loan Interest $20.800 $41,600 Loan Interest $20,800  $41,600
Total Cost $190,800 $381,600 Total Cost $190,800 $381,600

Transportation Aid ~ $124,630 $249,260 Transportation Aid ~ $172,565 $345,130
Net Cost to District ~ $66,170  $132,340 Net Cost to District ~ $18,235  $36,470

Higher principal means higher interest costs, longer amortization periods, and greater pressure on
debt limits that voters must approve.
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Aid Ratio 0.65 Aid Ratio 0.9
Years of Amortization 8 Years of Amortization 8
1 Bus 2 Buses 1 Bus 2 Buses
Bus Price $400,000 $800,000 Bus Price $400,000 $800,000
Loan Interest $75,000 $150,000 Loan Interest $75,000 $150,000
Total Cost $475,000 $950,000 Total Cost $475,000 $950,000

Transportation Aid ~ $312,488 $624,976 Transportation Aid ~ $432,672 $865,344
Net Cost to District ~ $162,512  $325,024 Net Cost to District ~ $42,328  $84,656

For instance, amortizing under current conditions a $170,000 bus over five years would obviously
provide savings over the amortization of a $400,000 bus for eight years. Undoubtedly, no amount
of additional funding proposed by the Governor would be enough to assuage school districts from
the fiscal realities of the Zero-Emission bus cost issues.

Additionally, there will be a significant difference in costs to New York State government in the
form of Transportation Aid as well. I have not seen any estimates on the additional amount of
Transportation Aid that would need to be provided to school districts for the movement from
diesel to electric buses. I have got to believe, taken together, it will be considerable. I am unsure
if the additional Transportation Aid costs associated with this mandated transition have been
factored into current estimates of future state budgets not only for school districts but also for the
investment needed in power infrastructure by New York State.

Infrastructure: The Quiet Budget Buster

The bus is only part of the cost. Electric fleets require charging stations, upgraded electrical
service, potential transformer replacements, and in many cases, significant modifications to
transportation facilities. Older bus garages were not designed for battery storage, high-voltage
systems, or modern fire suppression standards.

The New York Post cites estimates placing the total cost of replacing New York’s roughly 45,000
diesel buses at more than $11 billion — and that figure does not include infrastructure or
facility upgrades. I am thinking closer to $15 billion for just the buses (spare buses needed
for special routes (special needs students transportation concerns and the need to make
longer routes shorter), athletics and DOT inspection purposes are an additional thought.)

Fiscal Scenario #2: Facility Conversion

The New York Post provides a conservative example for a district converting its transportation
facility:

. Electrical service upgrade: $750,000

Chargers (10-15 buses): $500,000-$900,000

Fire safety and code compliance: $250,000.

Design, contingencies, escalation: $300,000.

Total potential capital cost: $1.8—$2.2 million

That is a separate capital project — with its own debt, voter approval, and aid assumptions.
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While there is no “aid ceiling “ on aid eligible capital project costs for transportation facilities, there
are complex matters with a full-on electrical upgrade to a facility.

Part of the problem is access to electrical power, hampered on occasion, by distance, terrain, subsoil,
or overhead transmission line issues. Add to this the inconvenience of the timing of the
transformation, the length of time of the work, hindered by the length of time to secure the necessary
building materials. Further, there can be other obstacles to efficiency and costs- namely the
availability of a competent workforce, reasonable bids, and the phasing of the work. This may be
exacerbated by the possible reality that all of this type of work would need to be started, financed and
completed in a relatively brief period of time, and more or less, at the same time, throughout New
York State. Aside from the ‘normal” capital project problems created from “unknowns” throughout
every project, issues related to the construction itself provide and additional threat.

Reliability Isn’t a Talking Point — It’s a Safety Issue

Perhaps the most troubling aspect of recent reporting involves performance in winter conditions.

The New York Post detailed complaints from Erie County parents whose children were reportedly cold
on electric buses that struggled to maintain heat, and instances where buses broke down mid-route,
leaving students waiting in freezing temperatures. These are not edge cases. New York is a cold-
weather state. Routes are long, rural, and often involve hills, poor road conditions, and limited access
to backup vehicles. If a bus fails, the question isn’t ideology — it’s how do we get Kids to school
and home safely?

Manufacturing and Delivery Risk

Another issue that deserves more attention is supply. Has anyone asked for a guarantee that the
industry can deliver 45,000 buses to school districts by 2035? The Post reports that dozens of
school districts nationwide are still waiting for buses that were funded years ago. The EPA’s own
inspector general found vulnerabilities to waste and abuse, including payments made before buses

were delivered — or, in some cases, before manufacturers proved they could deliver at all.

New York school districts are being asked to bet their transportation systems on a manufacturing
pipeline that has not yet demonstrated the capacity to meet demand to scale.

Questions That Still Don’t Have Answers

In earlier columns, I laid out a lengthy list of questions school districts need answered. They still apply
— and in light of new data, they matter even more:

. Will New York State have the financial resources in Building Aid to cover transportation
facility conversions?

. Will New York State have the financial resources in Transportation Aid cover the
purchase of Zero-emission buses with greater cost and amortization schedules?

. Will the electric grid support mass overnight charging statewide?



CNYSBA.org January 26, 2026

. Will training for mechanics, drivers, and first responders be affordably funded by
school districts?

. Will smaller and rural districts receive flexibility or waivers for as long as they are
needed?
. What do we do with a mandate that requires voter approval to buy Zero-Emission

buses and a mandate requiring us to buy Zero-Emission buses simultaneously?

. Will grants today cause a financial jolt tomorrow? To date, many of these questions
remain unanswered or vaguely addressed.

A Mandate Without Margin for Error

Even supporters of electrification should acknowledge a basic truth: there is no margin for error in
student transportation. Encourage those ready and able to make the transition to move accordingly.

As Assemblyman Robert Smullen told the New York Post, districts are being forced to divert money
from classrooms into transportation systems that add nothing directly to instruction — while
assuming risks they did not create.

Good policy is phased and adapts - because hopefully, state government listens and reevaluates
previous choices. The mandate to transition to Zero-Emission buses is clearly aspirational, and
currently unrealistic. Right now, many school districts are saying the same thing:

1. We are planning but there is no discernible political or fiscal path for almost all of us.
We are wasting hard earned political support and political capital from our school
district residents and we just don’t have the money now or in the near future.

2.  Waivers are not the answer. Using 4 years of waivers, if the mandate remains, would
offer school districts less time (4 years only compared to 8 years without waivers) to
transition their fleets to Zero-Emission buses.

3. We are not ready — and neither is the system.

4. But unambiguously, the prudent thing to do is
to move this mandate back a decade immediately.

f r
Coupled with topographic and climate issues, look at # O Squa ©
these data sets and think practicality: Districts Miles
The disappointment about this issue is palatable; the 13 > 300
state has not only failed to realistically recognize 38 =200
the dilemma here, but they have not provided
appropriate relief either. The remedy is obvious. 158 >100
We are watching and we are 256 >T5
nervous.... 366 >50
Rick
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CAYUGA-ONONDAGA BOCES

CORTLAND-MADISON BOCES

INTERESTED? , QUESTIONS?, WANT TO LEARN MORE?

DERRICK@CNYSBA.ORG
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EVENT SCHEDULE:

(CENTER FOR INSTRUCTION,
CITIBOCES 7;cino10cy, & INvovATION)

6:00PM - 7:30PM - VIRTUAL VIA ZOOM

VIRTUAL / ZOOM

m— e
-y Y
TOMPKINS-SENECA-TIOGA BOCES
2/ (rs)
g - HOSTED IN-PERSON @ TST BOCES - 6:00PM-
IN-PERSON LA

2 I ]2 :  CAYUGA-ONONDAGA BOCES
6:00PM - 7:30PM - VIRTUAL VIA ZOOM

VIRTUAL / ZOOM

: ONONDAGA-CORTLAND-MADISON
2/ 28 : BOCES (OCM) 3
IN-PERSON ~ :

- HOSTED IN-PERSON @ OCM BOCES - 3:00AM-1:30AM _~

S://CNYSBA.ORG/CNYSBA-EVENT
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CENTRAL NEW YORK
SCHOOL BOARDS
ASSOCIATION
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RURAL SCHOOLS ASSOCIATION
——OF NEW YORK STATE —

S ¥ l ‘ ¥ RS Held Virtually on November 11th, 2025 via Zoom

Virtual Rural School Issues Forum
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The Rural Schools Association (rsany) partnered with the Central New
York School Boards Association (cnyssa) to host a virtual rural issues forum
on 11/11/25.

This event was designed be an opportunity to hear from school leaders,
business community leaders, higher education officials, as well as community
members, students and parents.

RSANY took all of the attendees comments and incorporated them into a
policy brief and legislative platform. It's not too late to share any
issues/concerns with RSANY & CNYSBA. Below the thought exchange link is
still open for anyone to share thoughts, questions, issues, or concerns.

VIDEO & THOUGHT EXCHANGE LINKS:

Click on Logo Below to Play the Video

Watkeh Tiis v

CNNY &

CENTRAL NEW YORK
SCHOOL BOARDS
ASSOCIATION

|

Video Presentation

CLICK HERE TO PARTICIPATE IN RSANY’S ONLINE THOUGHT EXCHANGE



https://bit.ly/ruralforum
https://vimeo.com/1145380975
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WE WANT TO SHOWCASE ALL THE GREAT THINGS THAT OUR MEMBERS ARE DOING-TOMAKE
AN IMPACT IN THEIR DISTRICTS, COMMUNITIES, AND MORE!

WE ARE ASKING ALL CNYSBA MEMBERS T0 SUBIIT A
STUDENT, STAFF, OR COMPANY HIGHLIGHT FOR OUR
NEWSLETTER.

Did a student(s) in your district do something amazing?
Did a staff member go above and beyond?

Did or is your company doing something great in our
community?
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2025-2026 CNYSBA

Board of Directors

Revised 12/2025

BOARD LEADERSHIP CNYSBA STAFF
_ _JOAN REEVES DERRICK DORSEY - Executive Director
Derrick@cnysba.org
ViCEIPRESIDENT - MISSY RYNONE ASHLEY STOLTZ - Executive Assistant
Ashley@cnysba.org

CAYUGA-ONONDAGA SBA TOMPKINS-SENECA-TIOGA SBA
RUSS RIDDELL (CAYUGA-ONONDAGA BOCES) _ (Newfield & TSTBOCES)

* Vacant Seat *

SUSAN TABRIZI (Lansing & TST BOCES)
* Vacant Seat *

DAVID PECK (Dryden & TST BOCES)
CORTLAND-MADISON SBA

PEG PERI (Cincinnatus & OCM BOCES)

* Vacant Seat * OSWEGO SBA
* Vacant Seat * NICOLE NADEAU (APW)
ONONDAGA-MADISON SBA CONNIE DOUGLAS (Mexico)
JOAN'REEVES (ocv s0CES)

TOM CIAPPA (Oswego City)

ALISON BRAINARD (Fabius Pompey)

ROBERT CRABTREE (NSCSD & OCM BOCES)

SYRACUSE CITY SCHOOLS

CENTRAL NEW YORK
SCHOOL BOARDS
ASSOCIATION

GWENDOLYN RAEFORD (Syracuse City)

SOCIATION

WE WANT

\

YOUR —

LET US KNOW WHAT ROUNDTABLE
EVENTS YOU WANT CNYSBA TO

OFFER IN THE 25-26 SCHOOL YEAR!
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ADVANCE 2

APPRENTICESHIPo
Jumpstart Your Career Gain in-demand skills
- = and knowledge to launch
in ManUfacturlng your career in advance

manufacturing.

Next Training

Feb. 18th - April 24th

Weds. & Fri. from 3 - 6 PM
at Onondaga Community
College - Whitney Applied
Technology Center

i
Get Started! | =
[=]
Program Details Shaping Pathways
To Success

Advance 2 Apprenticeship® is a no-cost, pre-apprenticeship
training program that delivers a comprehensive, hands-on
learning experience designed to build foundational technical
skills and confidence for careers in advanced manufacturing.

This program breaks down
barriers to employment by
connecting participants with
resources like transportation
and childcare, and providing
real-world experience. It
prepares graduates to thrive in
a Registered Apprenticeship or

v Guaranteed job interviews. step into an entry-level job.

v No cost to participate.

v Help with clothing and work supplies.

v Incentives when participants reach milestones.

v Support with transportation and childcare.

*MACNY does not discriminate against any applicant to the program
because of race, creed, color, national origin, sex, age, disability, or

marital status. Funding for the program is provided by a grant from Z) ;%:%g:"
Empire State Development.

**The CMfgA certification exam will not be administered for this session.

Empire State ®
Development MACNY

The Manufacturers Association
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