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Fairfax Schools' Capital Plan Is Short $800 Million 
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Fairfax County school officials say they need to come up with more than $800 million over five years to keep pace with booming enrollment in one of the nation's largest school districts, noting that some buildings have deteriorated to a point close to crisis.

Without the additional funding, officials will have to push back needed repairs and scheduled construction, according to the school system's proposed 2002-06 capital improvements plan (CIP), which was unveiled Thursday night. Once approved, the plan will help determine which projects are included in next fall's bond referendum.

"If we begin to meet the needs that we've identified now with projected enrollment and dealing with the deterioration of older schools, we'd need $800 million [in additional money] to take care of it," said School Board member Kaye Kory (Mason), chairman of the board's facilities committee.

The five-year proposal outlines $1.02 billion in projects -- $801 million of which are unfunded. The cost of completing all projects, including those begun before 2002, is $1.7 billion, which officials say would take 17 years to finish based on the amount of money provided each year by the county's Board of Supervisors. The supervisors limit the sale of school bonds to $100 million annually as a way of managing the county's debt load and preserving its AAA credit rating.

School officials said that amount is simply too little to keep up with student enrollment, which is expected to grow 11 percent to about 175,000 by the 2005-06 school year, and peak at 177,675 around 2009.

The proposed project list would require more than $200 million a year to complete. For that reason, school officials are hoping the coming General Assembly will give Fairfax permission to hold a referendum on a 1-cent sales tax increase to be used for schools and roads.

"We are eager to implement the construction and renovation projects listed in that plan," said Fairfax School Superintendent Daniel A. Domenech. "However, under the current funding mechanism, we cannot possibly do so. The sales tax increase . . . could, if implemented, help us catch up with our facilities needs over the next several years."

Among the many projects that could be delayed under the proposed plan are renovations at W.T. Woodson High School and Glasgow Middle School, both of which are in a condition that Kory called "close to . . . crisis."

Robert Griendling, a member of RENEW, a group of Fairfax residents pushing for the renovation of Woodson, said members are outraged that millions of dollars may be spent on a new high school in the Lorton area while Woodson continues to deteriorate. Under the proposed plan, he said, construction at Woodson would not begin until 2007, and likely not be completed until 2010 or 2011.

"It's not okay with us, not at all," Griendling said. RENEW's analysis of the plan shows that renovation work at almost all high schools, middle schools and elementary schools in the county would have to be delayed two years to free up money for the new high school.

"The school system [should] renovate its older schools before it builds new ones where a need is not firmly established," Griendling said.
Hoping to curb the need for new classrooms and cut back on renovations, the five-year plan recommends putting modular classrooms -- which, unlike trailers, have bathrooms -- at some crowded schools, for a savings of more than $34 million.

"This CIP is different than all others that have gone before it," Kory said. "It shows the true need. It's important for people to know the condition of the schools and understand the difficult choices the School Board has to make."  Public hearings on the proposed plan will be held Jan. 8 and 9.

