Financing School Concurrency

School concurrency could prevent the stress and strain of school rezoning by preventing school overcrowding.  Since school construction would be required to keep up with new residential growth, schools would maintain sufficient capacity to absorb students generated by that new growth.

Recent events in Alachua County call for a closer examination of some of school concurrency’s requirements.  In this article, I want to focus on the impact of the financial feasibility requirement.

School concurrency requires the school board to make long term plans for new school construction.  These plans must include maps that show where new schools would be built or existing schools expanded.  The plans must also show exactly where the money to finance this new construction would come from.  This last requirement is called the financial feasibility requirement.

On November 13, 2003, elected officials, business representatives, and other members of the community met to discuss school concurrency.  The meeting resulted in a call to create a task force called the School Concurrency Steering Committee, or SCSC, to study and report on ways to implement this new method of dealing with school growth.

Establishing a task force is a time-honored way to approach this issue.  Unfortunately, it has failed more often than it has succeeded.  One of the classic reasons for failure has been disagreement on how to fund the financial feasibility requirement.

School boards throughout Florida are notoriously strapped for funds.  Additional funds to meet the financial feasibility requirement would have to come from sources which are just as notoriously controversial. Experience elsewhere shows that the members of the SCSC would have to face the hurdle of funding the financial feasibility requirement right from the start.

The Alachua County School Concurrency Project (ACSCP) has recently begun researching methods of funding this requirement.  This research has turned up eight methods that have either been proposed or put into practice in Florida.  These can be divided into two categories, standard sources and non-standard sources.

Standard Sources

· Revenue Bonds – Revenue bonds are general obligation bonds issued by the school board and backed by local property taxes.  They are the workhorse method of raising local funds for schools and must be approved by voters. 

· Certificates of Participation – COPs are like revenue bonds but are not directly backed by property taxes.  Typically, the school board would create a corporation with the school board members as the board of directors.  This corporation would sell COPs to investors and spend the proceeds to build new schools or make additions to existing schools.  The corporation would lease the new facilities back to the school board on a ‘rent to own’ basis.  The lease payments would go to pay off the investors and, upon final payment, the school board would own the facilities.  COPs don’t require voter approval

· Impact Fees – Impact fees are fees charged on new construction to help pay for the impact it has on local government facilities.  Impact fees for schools are normally charged only on new residential housing units.

· Sales Tax – The local option sales tax can be used to pay for needed local services and facilities, including schools.  Increases in the local option sales tax or changes in the way its proceeds are distributed must be approved by voters.

Non-standard Sources

· Special Tax Districts – Special tax districts are geographic areas in which fees for specific purposes are collected.  Tax districts for school facilities improvements have recently been created in Osceola County to help pay for their backlog of school construction projects.

· Real Estate Transfer Fee –The same as an impact fee except that it applies to sales of existing homes as well as to sales of new homes.  One of the advantages alleged by its proponents is that the actual fee can be lower than an impact fee since it would be spread among more payers.

· Document Stamp Tax – ‘Doc stamps’, familiar to buyers and sellers of real estate, are fees charged by local governments to cover the costs of maintaining real estate records.  Supporters of an additional document stamp tax for schools contend that it could be lower than a real estate transfer fee since it would apply to all types of real estate transactions, not just to sales of residential property.

· Telecommunication Tax – A tax on telephone and/or cable bills that would be dedicated to school construction.  Its advocates argue that it could be much lower than either a real estate transfer fee or a document stamp tax because it would have a large base of payers and also recur every month. 

This list is not exhaustive, further research will likely turn up other methods.  But it illustrates some of the means that could be used to fund the financial feasibility requirement.

Fortunately, Alachua County doesn’t have a severe backlog of school improvements like some counties in south Florida.  Palm Beach County and Orange County, for example, each face backlogs of one to two billion dollars whereas the estimate to improve our overcrowded schools is around thirty million dollars.

Nonetheless, our funding needs would be significant to us.  Coming to grips with those funding needs will take all the skill and patience that the members of the SCSC can muster if school concurrency is to have a real chance in Alachua County.

For more information on school concurrency, please visit the ACSCP website at www.acscp.org or email to info@acscp.org for a copy of the report School Concurrency for Alachua County. 

