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Los Angeles Unified School District has embarked on a pilot program offered by the Division of the State Architect to expedite the certification of nearly 3,000 school buildings. 
The program’s objective is to separate non-safety related projects from others that might constitute some sort of safety hazard and streamline them through the regular approval process at the DSA. The pilot program is open to all school districts but requires additional fees to be paid to DSA. Due to the additional costs, entering the program may only make financial sense for certain districts, said Eric Bakke, senior legislative analyst for LA Unified. 
“The pilot program is available to all school districts, but most likely will benefit those school districts with a large volume of uncertified projects,” he said in an email. 
However, Bakke expects every district will benefit from the effort because, if successful, the program will remove thousands of projects from the DSA approval waiting line, thus clearing a large clog in the pipeline.   
“The pilot program creates an opportunity and a benefit to the rest of the state by removing the pig from the belly of the snake,” he explained. 
In 2008, LA Unified passed a $7 billion school construction bond, reportedly the largest local school measure ever. Many of those dollars are awaiting modernization projects that will require matching state funds but have been held up due to certification issues. 
About a year ago, the district approached the State Architect with a plan to use existing and new regulations to accelerate building certifications on approximately 900 older buildings and 2,000 upcoming projects, said Bakke. 
A project certification is essentially a stamp of approval from the State Architect after a school district has submitted all required fees and documents on a given project. Without certification, school board members are legally liable for an unapproved building. 
Many buildings remain uncertified years after a project is completed because of change orders or modifications made after the State Architect has approved the original plans. 
Some change orders rework construction plans in a way that may affect safety. Other kinds of change orders, such as changing a paint color or extending a completion date have no safety impact. LA Unified recognized that many of their uncertified buildings were a result of the latter, otherwise known as non-regulatory change orders. 
The new DSA program bundles all of LA Unified’s non-regulatory change orders together for a quick review. The projects will be reviewed by one state architect instead of the normal three. 
That one reviewer will ensure that there are no safety issues being overlooked in the streamlined certification review. That is, anything “structural, fire and life safety, or accessibility compliance,” explained DSA representatives. 
The State Architect anticipates the pilot program to certify LAUSD’s nearly 3,000 projects will take two to three years.   
Gretchen Zeagler, a spokeswoman for the DSA, noted that LA Unified is utilizing an existing law that says any additional costs incurred in this process must be covered by the school district. The district’s payment plan is still being worked out and dollar figures are unavailable, she said. 
