Growing dilemma over school construction as funds begin to dry up
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 On Monday, a key legislative committee set aside plans to put a $6.1 billion school construction bond measure before voters in November. 

This afternoon, the state board overseeing school facility financing will contemplate the growing billion dollar mismatch between applications for new construction funding and the state’s ability to cover their share. 

Tough choices seem to abound these days in Sacramento, but the dilemma over how to pay for new school construction could not be any more perplexing. 

Facility interests said this week that state funds for new school construction could run out as early as September. Without a new bond measure, local districts could be forced into some drastic steps including hiking developer fees on their own or shutting down needed projects. 

Supporters of the statewide bond say there’s little choice. 

“I think we need to move forward because good schools enhance teaching and learning and good schools help make communities more vibrant,” said Assemblywoman Julia Brownley, D-Santa Monica. 

Her bill, AB 220, would put the bond measure on the November ballot, but it was sent to the ‘suspense’ file Monday by the Senate Appropriations Committee – a move reflective of the political realities facing the measure. 

In addition to the two-thirds vote required from the Legislature, AB 220 would also need the signature of Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger, who only last week seemed to signal his opposition to the idea. 

“We passed in 2006 infrastructure bonds to rebuild our schools,” the governor said at a chamber of commerce function in San Diego of Propositions 1D, 55, and 47. 

“It was $10 billion,” he explained. “And before then they passed, twice, $12.5 billion to build schools – altogether $25 billion. And so the money is available to build the schools and the money is going out the door to build the schools.” 

While the governor’s statement that money is going “out the door” is accurate, the problem of how to replenish the construction fund is just over the horizon. 

In June, the state released approximately $517 million for school construction projects. That is a drastic increase from previous months – from August 2009 through May 2010, the state only released about $437 million.  

But looking forward, some lawmakers, state officials, and facility stakeholders are concerned about the state’s ability to continue to pay for new schools. 

Today, the State Allocation Board is expected to apportion funds to school construction projects awaiting $408 million in a special pilot program. 

The “priority funding” program dismantled the state funding waiting list and caused 157 school districts to jump at the money. At Wednesday’s hearing, state officials are also expected to report that the program became oversubscribed by $1.2 billion. 

After financing all the projects on the unfunded approval list, the state has less than $160 million left in new construction bonding authority. 

School districts are already in line for that money. In addition to the list of projects that has been approved for funding by the allocation board, there is a second list of projects that have submitted funding requests and are awaiting approval. This list, known as the workload list, has $138 million worth of funding requests. 

Factor in the workload list, and the entire School Facility Program contains just $22 million leftover for incoming new school construction funding requests. 

Most new school funding applications request several million dollars from the state. One applicant on the workload list, Los Angeles Unified, is asking for $85 million for a single project.

