Christmas coming early for districts awaiting construction funding
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State Allocation Board members were practically giddy Tuesday at the thought of handing out millions this December in school construction funds, made available by last week’s sale of $1.8 billion in general state obligation bonds. 
While there was little in the way of new information presented on the topic during the board’s regular monthly meeting, its members were happy to remind districts that Dec. 14 is the day many will receive state matching money for their shovel-ready projects. 
On a separate matter, the board directed staff to also put districts whose projects fall under prior bond authorizations on notice that, when it comes to meeting labor compliance requirements, it will accept no excuses for why these regulations weren’t met. 
“[On Dec. 14] we’re going to be dealing with a lot of money so we need to have everyone here for that,” said Pedro Reyes, who represents the governor’s Department of Finance on the SAB. 
“I personally would like to thank the state treasurer’s office on the bond sale,” said Kathleen Moore, director of the School Facilities Planning Division at the California Department of Education and State Superintendent Tom Torlakson’s representative on the State Allocation Board. “We’re all very thankful for that because we really need it.” 
Following the Oct. 20 bond sale, Gov. Jerry Brown announced that the Office of Public School Construction would receive a $1 billion share of the proceeds, with the balance of the money going to state and local transportation programs. 
The sale came as welcome news to both the SAB, which decides how state money for school construction will be divvied up, and school facility managers who have in recent months watched anxiously the state’s existing pool of matching funds dwindle to dangerously low levels. 
With a list of 504 certified projects requiring a state contribution of $1.34 billion, OPSC staff is now in the process of determining which projects get funded, based on their readiness and time waiting for state action. 
In a separate action, the State Allocation Board directed OPSC staff to send a letter to every district in the state informing them that if they have projects approved under existing bond programs that require a labor compliance plan, they must have it or risk losing part of their funding. 
An appeal by the North Monterey County Unified School District – not the first of its kind – to grant labor compliance funding on a new school project despite the district not having a documented plan was granted Tuesday but not without some shuffling of bond sources to make the project compliant. 
In Monterey’s case, the district hired a Labor Compliance Program firm, Harris and Associates, which started work on the plan but was removed by the state from an approved list of providers mid-project. 
The district continued with the project and notified the state that it would supply its own labor compliance report, which it says it followed but could not produce. 
Believing that there was no intention on the part of the school district to circumvent the process, the SAB on Tuesday approved a staff option of switching the bond authority for the project and approving a revised monetary award at $480,000 less than what the district would have received had its labor compliance plan on the $2 million project been documented. 
SAB member Assemblywoman Joan Buchanan took the Monterey District to task for not following through on its documentation of the labor plan but said that because other districts have been in similar situations –  thus setting a precedent for reshuffling funds to match a project – she would support the appeal. 
Board members made it clear, however, that rules are rules and with funds in various bond authorities running low, there will be no wiggle room for districts in this situation. 
