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School Construction Costs Soar
Charlie Jackson 

Jan 26, 2006 -- It isn’t getting any cheaper to build schools. 

When proposed in January of 2004, a new elementary school for Brambleton was 
projected to cost about $16.5 million. Two years later, with the project delayed, the 
cost of the Brambelton school — which is proposed to be built in FY 2010 according 
to Loudoun County Public Schools’ recently adopted Capital Improvement Program 
— is estimated at $28.6 million. 

Let’s take one more example. 

Again in January of 2004, a new high school at an undetermined location was 
projected to cost about $65 million. In the new CIP, the high school — now named 
a Dulles-area school — is projected to cost more than $97 million when it is funded 
in FY 2009. 

But that’s where Supervisor Jim Burton (I-Blue Ridge) says stop. 

“Price estimates for future [projects] have been excessively high,” Burton said. 
“You can probably take 10 percent off the price of the CIP for starters.” 

Assistant Superintendent of Support Services Evan E. Mohler detailed the expected 
increases in a November 2005 memo to school board members. Citing rising 
energy costs, rising interest rates, export demands for concrete, steel and other 
construction components and reconstruction requirements in the Gulf Coast as 
causes for increased cost for new infrastructure. 

A new high school built in 2006 would cost more than $83 million, the report 
states, but in 2011 that same school would cost more than $122 million, a 31 
percent increase. Burton sees two other areas the school board can battle 
infrastructure costs, if prices do continue to rise. He’d like to see the school board 
re-examine the structure it builds for various schools, adding that a 75-acre high 
school is “getting to be ridiculous.” 

“I would be very interested in saving money any way we could,” school board 
member Sarah B. Smith (Leesburg) said, “as long as we are not taking chances 
with the kids. We don’t build schools for a few years, we build them to serve us for 
a long, long time.” 
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Supervisor Eugene Delgaudio (R-Sterling), didn’t offer suggestions to trim 
infrastructure costs, but hammered the school system for frivolously spending 
taxpayer dollars, citing the DARE and ESL programs as offerings that the private 
sector will provide for free. Burton said he would also like to see the school board, 
and he admitted this is a change in his position, look at capacity and redraw its 
school divisions to better serve the county. 

Over the next six years, the schools CIP calls for more than $980 million in 
construction to keep up with population growth. For the county’s part, it charges 
developers, in the form of proffers, thousands of dollars to offset impacts of new 
developments. But Burton said any increase in proffers is not an option. 

“If we pushed any further we’d be vulnerable to claims that we are charging an 
impact fee,” Burton said. Impact fees are not allowed in the state. 

The county’s capital intensity factor for school facilities requires developers to pay 
$29,750 for single-family detached dwelling units, $15,619 for single-family 
attached dwelling units and $7,809 for multifamily dwelling units. The county 
estimates 0.8 students per residence to determine the capital impact of new 
development. 

That is what school board member Bob Ohneiser (Broad Run) would like to see 
changed. He said he would like to see the operating cost impact of new 
developments included in proffers and a recount of the average number of students 
per household. 

“The game has been loaded,” Ohneiser said, “in favor of developers.” 

Ohneiser said he would like to see the county make determinations about how 
much impact a new development will have, adding that some new communities 
average far more than 0.8 children per residence. 

“Basically we have a development oriented society in Loudoun that is building 
homes faster than we can build schools to satisfy educational needs,” Ohneiser 
said. “It’s all about how you define the problem.” 
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