SAB backs off transfer into depleted fund for new construction
By Allen Young
Wednesday, June 08, 2011 

  

A proposal to shift school facility dollars from a rarely accessed fund into the nearly-exhausted new construction account has been cancelled by members of the State Allocation Board. 

In past months, board members had considered shifting a large portion of about $450 million remaining in the Overcrowding Relief Grant – money earmarked to replace portable classrooms – into the new construction program, a pool with just over $300 million remaining. 

But several district representatives and advocates opposed to the plan on general principle and it died before reaching an allocation board hearing. 

However, a key board member who originally supported the proposal said it may return if the new construction account reaches dire levels. 

“Depending on how much remains in each fund and what the demands are, we very well could end up coming back and revisiting this issue,” said Assemblywoman Joan Buchanan, D-San Ramon, in an interview. 

School construction advocates opposed the transfer on the grounds that the overcrowding grant was vital and should be maintained. 

In a letter to the board, representatives from the Coalition for Adequate School Housing suggested that the overcrowding grants and other rarely-accessed programs would be more popular if eligibility criteria were loosened on them.    

“C.A.S.H opposes any transfer of funding authority,” wrote Tom Duffy, the firm’s legislative director. “The continued existence of bond authority at this time does not indicate a lack of need, on the contrary, it may point out to the board that the School Facility Program eligibility requirements are in need of revision.” 

Concerns over the low level of the state’s new construction account have been growing in the school facility world for over a year.  

The fund currently has approximately $310 million left, a mere fraction of the nearly $16 billion in bonds that voters have approved for new construction over the past 12 years.  

If and when the account goes to zero, residential housing builders would have to pick up the cost of building new schools through a major hike in developer fees. Construction advocates argue that event would decimate the state’s languishing housing industry.    

Further complicating the matter, a bill that would have allowed legislators to place a school construction bond on the 2012 November ballot was shelved in the Assembly Education Committee earlier this year. 

AB 331 by Assemblywoman Julia Brownley, D-Santa Monica, was postponed due to budget constraints and is not expected to return to a legislative policy committee until early 2012. 

