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Faith schools: discriminatory school transport 
Religious discrimination is widespread in discretionary and statutory school transport policies. The 
National Secular Society seeks equitable school transport policies which are free from religious 
privilege, or discrimination, and fair to all families and taxpayers. Many local authorities choose to 
spend public money transporting children to faith schools when other suitable schools are available 
closer to their homes. Policies often go beyond the minimum and give preferential treatment for 
pupils at faith schools. Such generous transport subsidies can routinely be denied to other pupils 
based on their religion or belief or wishing to travel to their nearest non-faith school.

Statutory Transport 
Local authorities are under a duty to ensure 
suitable travel arrangements for “eligible 
children” primarily families whose children are 
entitled to free school meals or receive their 
maximum level of working tax credit. 

The 1944 Education Act ensured that local 
authorities had the discretion to provide free 
home to school transport. This included pupils 
aged 5–16, attending the nearest suitable 
school (or nearest faith school) beyond walking 
distance from their home.  

• The Education and Inspections Act 2006 
introduced a duty on local authorities to 
provide free transport for most 
disadvantaged pupils.  

• This extended provision was above the 
existing arrangements whereby local 
authorities had the discretion to provide 
free home to school transport to faith 
schools. 

• Following successful lobbying from the 
Catholic Education Service, this duty gave 
preferential treatment to those attending 
the nearest faith school. 

• Pupils can miss out on subsidised transport 
if they do not come from the same religious 
background as the faith of the school.  

• Expenditure on home-to-school transport is 
running at £1billion per year and is above 
the rate of inflation.  

Discretionary transport 
Many local authorities offer discretionary 
assistance to children who do not qualify for 
statutory free travel. This can be used to fund 
travel to distant faith schools when suitable 
inclusive alternatives are available locally. This 
can come at a significant cost to the taxpayer. 

Discrimination 
The Equality Act 2006 places a duty on local 
authorities to not discriminate based on religion 
or belief. However, policies related to school 
transport are exempt. 

• NSS research shows local authorities 
provide free transport to pupils from 
families choosing faith schools up to 15 
miles from their home, while not making 
similar provisions available where pupils 
have no local non-faith schools. 

• School transport is exempt from the 
Equality Act, it can lead to ridiculous 
situations such as that in 2016 when a 12-
year-old pupil was denied a place on the 
subsidised school bus as it was reserved for 
church-going pupils. 

https://www.gov.uk/free-school-transport
https://www.gov.uk/free-school-transport
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo6/7-8/31/contents/enacted
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/40/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/40/schedule/8
https://www.secularism.org.uk/opinion/2014/11/transport-to-faith-schools-local-authorities-shouldnt-be-subsidising-segregation
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/40/schedule/8
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/schedule/3
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/3/contents
https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/faith-shaped-holes-how-religious-privilege-is-undermining-equality-law.pdf
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2016/05/faith-school-pupil-not-allowed-on-council-run-christian-only-bus
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• Pupils attending the same schools can be 
treated differently based on their religious 
background. 

• Local authorities around the country have 
opted to end discretionary school transport 
subsidies as part of cost-cutting measures. 

• This has provoked disingenuous claims of 
religious discrimination. The real 
discrimination is that subsidised transport 
to faith schools is frequently more generous 
than transport to other schools. 

Choice and diversity 
Supporters of enhanced transport subsidies for 
children attending faith schools claim the 
removal of privileges would be a breach of 
human rights. Some point to the European 
Convention on Human Rights Article 2 Protocol 
1, which provides that: No person shall be 
denied the right to education. 

• The Protocol does not say that states must 
provide schools of any religion less running 
costs that should be paid from public funds 
or that transport costs be subsidised.  

• Making statutory provisions equitable and 
the removal of discretionary transport to 
denominational schools would not affect 
parents’ rights to express for their child to 
be educated according to their beliefs. 

• When the UK ratified the European 
Convention and the First Protocol, it 
entered a reservation to the education 
article, stating that it is accepted “only as far 
as it is compatible with the provision of 
efficient instruction and training and the 
avoidance of unreasonable public 
expenditure”. 

Campaign: What next? 
Our attempts in 2011 regarding the Education 
Act to make discrimination in school transport 
on the grounds of religion and belief unlawful 
were resisted by the Government.

Many local authorities are phasing out 
discretionary spending on free or subsidised 
travel to faith schools in a bid to cut out 
unnecessary expenditure. 

• When proposals meet religious objections, 
we are supporting the right of local 
authorities to end unnecessary financial 
assistance to parents to send their children 
to faith schools when other schools are 
available more locally. 

• In November 2019 we submitted evidence 
to a consultation by Telford & Wrekinham 
Council, supporting proposals to reduce 
privileged and discriminatory transport 
subsidies for faith schools. 

What you can do 

• Please consider adding your comment of 
support for the campaign. 

• If you support our work, please consider 
joining us. The NSS receives no funding from 
government or outside bodies – our 
campaigning is supported by our members 
and supporters. Visit our website at 
secularism.org.uk. 

• Please contact your MP to express your 
objections to discriminatory transport in 
schools. 

Who supports the campaign? 
Find out more about our range of supporters 
and their experiences with collective worship, 
on our supporter comments page. 

Get in touch 
For more information on this issue please visit 
our campaign page. If you have any questions 
or need advice, please contact our education 
team via education@secularism.org.uk. 

https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2018/12/two-councils-may-cut-preferential-transport-to-faith-schools
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2015/02/catholic-schools-transport-discrimination-claim-disputed-by-secularists
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/what-european-convention-human-rights
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/what-european-convention-human-rights
https://www.secularism.org.uk/faith-schools/right-to-education.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/faith-schools/end-discriminatory-school-transp.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2015/05/court-rules-parents-have-no-right-for-state-to-subsidise-transport-to-faith-schools
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2014/03/derbyshire-county-council-scraps-faith-school-transport-bradford-and-northumberland-to-follow-soon
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2019/01/council-abandons-review-of-discretionary-faith-school-transport
https://www.secularism.org.uk/uploads/travel-assistance-consultation-tekford-wrekinham-nss-response.pdf
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2020/02/nss-urges-council-to-reduce-funding-for-transport-to-faith-schools
https://www.secularism.org.uk/faith-schools/end-discriminatory-school-transp.html#form199337
https://www.secularism.org.uk/faith-schools/end-discriminatory-school-transp.html#form199337
https://www.secularism.org.uk/join-and-renew.html
http://www.secularism.org.uk/
https://www.secularism.org.uk/write-to-your-mp.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/mp-letter-compulsory-worship-in.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/faith-schools/end-discriminatory-school-transport-comments.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/faith-schools/end-discriminatory-school-transp.html
https://www.secularism.org.uk/end-compulsory-worship/

