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Schools face $800M CIP shortfall 

December, 22, 2000
By KATHERINE SHEK 
Journal staff writer 
     

Fairfax County's public schools face more than $800 million in unfunded capital projects in the next five years, delaying the schedule for some new renovations and construction, according to the proposed fiscal 2002-06 capital improvement program, a needs assessment of the system's building demands. 
    School officials have identified some $1.7 billion in capital projects for the 5-year period. They said it will take 17 years to finish these projects based on the system's limited cash flow, anticipated at $100 million a year from the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors. 
    ``Seventeen years to meet the needs we see today is a very long time, and it's unacceptable," School Board Vice Chairman Jane Strauss, Dranesville District, said yesterday. 
    School officials said continuing growth in student enrollment and changes in instructional needs are driving the facilities demands in county schools. 
    The 160,000-student school district anticipates its student population will grow to about 175,000 by the 2005-06 school year, an increase of almost 11 percent. Projections indicate that enrollment might peak in 2009-2010 at just under 177,000 students before slowly declining. 
    The number of students enrolling in special education and English-as-a-Second-Language courses is expected to grow during the 5-year CIP period. 
    For the first time, school officials are making CIP recommendations to put modular classrooms at overcrowding schools. These portable, pre-manufactured modules consist of a series of classrooms and bathroom facilities. 
    Currently, the school system has about 750 trailer classrooms to accommodate overcrowding. The School Board wants to reduce the number of students in these structures by 15 percent next school year. 
    School officials said using modular buildings will save more than $34 million in project costs over time. 
    The CIP outlines the need to put modular classrooms in 10 schools and the south county region at a estimated cost of $30 million, which is unfunded. 
    Also unfunded is construction of three new elementary schools - Andrew Chapel in the Great Falls-McLean area, Island Creek in the Franconia area, and Lorton Station in the southern part of the county, at a cost of $18 million each. 
    Additions for Hybla Valley, Rose Hill, Weyanoke and Bren Mar Elementary schools, as well as for Lake Braddock Secondary School, will continue. Lake Anne Elementary was added to the document for expansion estimated at $5.4 million and unfunded. 
    The document also shows the need for a new middle school in the northwest county at a cost of $35 million, which is funded; and continuous funding for the new southwest county middle school under construction and set for opening in 2002. 
    Luther Jackson, Thoreau and Longfellow Middle schools are added to the document for additions and/or modular classrooms, all of which are unfunded. 
    For the first time, the CIP shows additional funding needed for a new south county high school, which received $1 million for study from the 1999 bond referendum. School officials would like to secure $2 million for planning the school in fiscal 2003 and eventually complete the building around fiscal 2007. 
    Renovation of 20 elementary schools previously identified will continue. The plan also includes an additional 18 elementary schools recently recommended by a consultant for renovation at a cost of $140 million. No funding has been identified for them yet. 
    Longfellow Middle School, Woodson and Edison High schools are also added to the document for renovation. These schools topped the consultant's ranking list for upgrades. 
    However, cash-flow constraints will limit the number of projects the school system can take on every year. For example, Woodson won't likely see any funding until fiscal 2005, pushing back completion until around fiscal 2009. 
    ``That is not acceptable to us," said Robert Griendling, a member of RENEW, formed by Woodson pyramid parents to push for early renovation. ``We are not going to sit by and wait for 10 years until renovation is completed." 
    The bottom line is, school officials said, they must have more cash flow from the county to speed up the projects. The schedules outlined in the CIP take more than $200 million a year in cash flow to complete. 
    The School Board last night also adopted a resolution supporting a proposal by Supervisor Elaine McConnell, R-Springfield District, to raise the sales tax 1 cent for school and transportation uses. 
    The current CIP will be a guide for school officials when drafting the 2001 school bond referendum. All unfunded projects will be considered. 
    The School Board will hold a public hearing on the proposed CIP Jan. 8 and 9 before voting on the document Jan. 25. 
    The public can sign up to speak until Jan. 5 by calling (703) 246-3649. Public hearings will begin at 7 p.m. at Jackson Middle School, 3020 Gallows Road, Falls Church. 
