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Questions surrounding the seismic safety of a large number of school buildings throughout California have prompted state officials to launch a new identification effort in advance of funding for retrofitting. 

The issue will come before the California’s Seismic Safety Commission today as well as efforts to help schools access the approximately $195 million available in Proposition 1D bonds that have been set aside for seismic upgrades. 

The commission will hear updates on a new program that will help schools verify if any of their facilities are eligible for the 1D seismic funds. 

Under a pilot initiative, grants would be given to private engineers to evaluate structures at specific schools. Engineers would be looking for buildings that might fit a critical, most vulnerable category that would represent the state’s weakest school buildings. 

Once identified, those structures would be given funding priority for safety upgrades. 

Expectations are that an evaluation template would also be created out of the pilot program, to be used by other districts in analyzing their buildings for safety and funding. 

But officials acknowledged that the $195 million would cover upgrades for only a fraction of the schools believed to be unprepared for a major earthquake, although there remains uncertainty about exactly how many buildings might still be unsafe. 

State officials have developed a list that includes 48 buildings considered the most dangerous and – if still in use – would be eligible for the Proposition 1D seismic funds. 

Some of those 48 buildings are still occupied by children, and some are not. An official from the Office of Public School Construction said the agency won’t know exactly which schools are eligible for seismic funding until districts apply for the funds and their application is reviewed by the state. 

Fillmore Unified School District in Ventura County, for instance, uses two classrooms on the “most vulnerable” list that were built in 1937, and both of those buildings need repairs, said school officials. 

Denise Berrington, the district’s facilities secretary, said she is also trying to get two additional buildings on the most vulnerable list, including a classroom built in 1923 and an administrative building constructed in 1922. 

“We’ve been trying to go through the process, but with furlough days and turnovers on the state’s end, it just seems like there is always a new person we have to deal with,” said Berrington. 

West Contra Costa Unified has two buildings on the “most vulnerable” list, but Bill Savidge, the district’s engineering officer, said those buildings were closed last year after the district determined they were unsafe. 

A third building is not on the most vulnerable list but is in fact eligible for the bond money, said Savidge. West Contra Costa is in the process of reporting information about the building and needed repairs to DSA in order to ultimately receive an apportionment.  
