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COMPTROLLER GENERAL OF THE UNITED STATES
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20548
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The Honorable David A. Stockman
The Honorable James H. Scheuer
House of Representatives

We prepared this report in response to your letters
concerning vacant schools and their potential use for other
purposes. The report discusses the alternative uses for
vacant school facilities, and legal or other barriers to
their reuse. It also includes a recommendation to the Di-
rector, Office of Management and Budget, to strengthen as-
surances that States and localities give consideration to
the use of vacant schools when requesting construction funds
under Federal programs. The comments of the Office of Man-
agement and Budget have been incorporated in the report.

In accordance with your request, we are sending copies
of this report to Congressmen Dale Kildee, Paul Simon, and
Baltasar Corrada. As arranged with both offices, we plan no
further distribution of this report until 15 days from its
issue date. At that time we will send copies to interested
parties and make copies available to others upon request.
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Use of many public school facilities, which
are closing their doors across the Nation
because of declining enrollments, may be
the source of substantial savings for new
construction projects financed by the Fed-
eral Government. Responses to a question-
naire GAQO sent to all 50 States and the
District of Columbia show that, at the
start of the 1978-79 school year, there
were 2,493 vacant schools in 19 States.
Well over one~third of them were in good
condition and located in areas that made
them suitable for continued use.

Student enrollment in public schools is
expected to continue to decline, with

34 States projecting a net decrease in
enrollment of some 2 million students

over the next 5 years. This decrease in
student population will force additional
school closings. Alternative uses for
these facilities, constructed initially

at high cost to the American taxpayer,
could be explored before additional Gover-
nment funding is authorized for new con-
struction projects. The cost effectiveness
of exercising such options can be demon-
strated in a single illustration. In this
instance, a vacant school was used instead
of constructing a new facility, requiring
a Federal contribution of $1.08 million.

A new facility would have cost the Govern-
ment as much as $4.3 million. (See pp. 15
and 16.) .

To obtain information on the potential that
vacated schools hold for other purposes,
GAO interviewed officials of four Federal
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programs that provide grant-in-aid assistance
for "brick-and-mortar" construction--projects
that were funded at more than $5.8 billion

in fiscal year 1979. (See pp. 14 and 15.)
According to these officials, State and local
authorities are not required to consider
using vacant schools in lieu of new construc-
tion when requesting grant funds. However,
they said that projects that included con-
verting vacant schools may be funded under
their programs as long as the projects meet
the various Federal requirements.

Because there may be opportunities for sub-
stantial cost savings by using more vacant
schools, GAO believes that an evaluation of
the feasibility of using such schools should
be required before construction funds are
awarded to grantees. Also, since the oppor-
tunity spans many Federal programs, GAO
believes there should be a Federal policy
requiring Federal agencies with grant con-
struction programs to consider using vacant
schools in lieu of new construction. GAO
has recommended action by the Director,
Office of Management and Budget, which will
accomplish these objectives. (See p. 18.)

AGENCY COMMENTS AND
GAO EVALUATION

The Office of Management and Budget agreed
the use of vacant schools could provide
savings to Federal construction programs.
However, the Office of Management and Budget
does not believe that all Federal construc-
tion programs should require that vacant
schools be considered in lieu of new con-
struction because (1) some States and local-
ities have legal restrictions on the use of
vacant schools, (2) significant incentives,
such as community pressure and local savings
where matching fund programs are involved,
already exist to promote the use of vacant
schools, and (3) the paperwork and processing
costs associated with such a uniform require-
ment would outweigh the potential benefits.
(See p. 18.)
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GAO recognizes that various legal barriers
exist among States and localities regarding
the use of vacant schools. However, most
jurisdictions that cited such barriers were
able to use vacant and underutilized schools
for nonschool purposes. (See pp. 9 and 10.)

GAO also recognizes that some Federal pro-
grams provide incentives, such as matching
fund requirements. However, others do not.
Moreover, contrary to the Office of Manage-
ment and Budget's contention that community
pressure provides an incentive to use vacant
schools, States responding to GAO's guestion-
naire cited community pressure as a factor
that limited their use of vacant schools.
(See p. 9.)
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Regarding paperwork and processing costs,
GAO believes the recommendation could

be accomplished by merely adding a checkoff
block to the standard application form
being used by Federal agencies that

provide construction funds.
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On September 14, 1978, the House Select Committee on
Population requested us to provide (1) an estimate of the
number of currently unused schools that cdould be converted
to alternative uses, (2) ‘an assessment of the legal barrlers
to the sale, rental, or transfer of such property in the
different States, (3) a list of the major Feéederal grant- in-
aid programs that provide "brick-and-mortar" funding, and
(4) some recommendations as to how the funding of needed
accommodations can be reconciled with the availability of
unused schools.

On March 31, 1979, the House voted to dissolve the
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Committee requested on April 4, 1979, that we continue our
work and forward the results to their offices.

OBJECTIVES, SCOPE, AND METHODOLOGY

As agreed with Committee staff, our efforts related to
items 1 and 2 above were restricted primarily to information
obtained through the use of a questionnaire sent to each of
the 50 States and the District of Columbia. Forty-one States
and the District of Columbia responded to the questionnaire
in full or in part.

To help us determine the extent to which vacant and
ilized schools could be used ocutside the school

and to identify any legal barriers to such use, we

d each of the 50 States and the District of Columbia to
complete a questionnaire designed to provide information as
of the beginning of school year 1978-79 on (1) vacant schools
and (2) underutilized schools and vacant and seldom used
classrooms. Also, the guestionnaire sought to obtain the
States' views on whether it would be worthwhile to require
Federal agencies to consider the availability of vacant
schools or classrooms before making grants for construction
of nonschool facilities. (See app. I for a copy of the

questionnaire.)

%D
3

=]



Our work on items 3 and 4 included (1) visits to two
counties in Maryland and Virginia to obtain information on
other uses made of vacant schools at the local level and
(2) discussions with officials of certain Federal programs
that appeared to offer the potential for savings through the
use of vacant schools in lieu of new construction to deter-
mine the feasibility of such a program. Also, from the
"1979 Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance," we compiled

a list of major Federal grant-in-aid programs that fund
"brick-and-mortar" projects.



CHAPTER 2

MANY VACANT AND UNDERUTILIZED

SCHOOLS HAVE POTENTIAL FOR OTHER USE

Information available on vacant and underutilized
schools varied among the States. Some States indicated in
their response that the requested information was not avail-
able. Other States provided most of the data sought by the
questionnaire.

The responses to the questionnaire indicated that, as of
the start of the 1978-79 school year, there were 2,493 vacant
schools in 19 States. Well over one-third of these schools
were in good condition and in suitable locations that poten-
tially could be used for nonschool purposes. An almost equal
number of vacant schools might, with major renovation, be
made suitable for nonschool use. Some States reported that
alternative uses were being made of vacant school space. A
few vacant schools, although in good condition, were in loca-
tions not considered suitable for other uses. In addition,
many schools were operating at less than their full capacity,
and there may be potential in many States for using portions
of these underutilized schools for nonschool purposes.

Certain legal or otier barriers to the use of vacant
schools were reported by about half the States, and about a
third of the States reported such barriers for using under-
utilized schools for nonschool purposes. However, vacant
and underutilized schools in some of these States have been
used for nonschool purposes.

VACANT SCHOOLS

Six States (Florida, Illinois, Michigan, Missouri,
New York, and Pennsylvania) and the District of Columbia
reported that they routinely collect data on vacant schools.
Seventeen other States developed vacancy information on the
basis of estimates or special surveys. Of these 23 States
and the District of Columbia, 4 States and the District of
Columbia reported that they had no vacant schools. The
number of reported vacant schools ‘in the other 19 States
totaled 2,493. Florida had the largest number of vacant
schools with 800, and North Dakota had the fewest with 1.



Twenty-two States and the District of Columbia pro-
vided information on the total number of schools in their
area and the number of vacant schools. (One State that
provided information on vacant schools did not provide data
on the total number of schools.) The average vacancy rate
in these States was about 3 percent. The rate, however,
ranged up to 8 percent. Information by States on vacancy
rates and the distribution of vacant schools is shown in the
following table.

States reporting Number of
number of schools Number of vacant Vacancy
and vacant schools schools schools rate
(percent)
Alabama 4,998 397 8
Arkansas 7.300 0 0
California 7,471 58 1
Delaware - 180 12 7
District of Columbia 176 0 0
Florida 17,794 800 4
Idaho 724 0 0
I1llinois 4,639 a/80 2
Iowa 1,800 25 1
Kentucky 1,500 8 1
Michigan 3,780 54 1
Missouri 3,422 185 5
New York 4,941 350 7
North Carolina 2,000 40 2
North Dakota 605 1 1
Pennsylvania 3,944 100 3
South Dakota 611 0 0
Tennessee 1,700 22 1
Texas 12,000 300 3
Utah 800 2 1
Washington 1,727 45 3
West Virginia 2,088 0 0
Wyoming 385 10 3
84,585 9/2,489 3

a/Excludes information on vacant schools in the city of
Chicago (information on Chicago not provided).

Q/Oregon reported four vacant schools but did not provide
data on the number of schools in the State. Therefore,
data were excluded from our computation of vacancy rates.



MANY VACANT SCHOOLS IN GOOD CONDITION
AND IN SUITABLE LOCATIONS

Eleven of the 41 States and the District of Columbia
that responded to the questionnaire provided detailed in-
formation on the condition and location of vacant schools.
According to questionnaire responses, about half of the
1,613 vacant schools in these States are in good condition
and in suitable locations so that they have good potential
for nonschool uses. Most of these schools are in Alabama,
Florida, and Texas. The following table provides informa-
tion received from the 11 States.

Vacant schools

Vacant schools in Vacant schools in location
Total number good condition needing major considered
of reported and a suitable reconstruction unsuitable
vacant location (note a) for nonschool use for other use
State schools Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
Alabama 397 200 50 183 46 14 4
Delaware 12 12 100 4] 0 0 0
Plorida ano 300 38 400 50 100 12
Iowa 25 12 48 13 52 0 0
North 40 15 38 20 50 5 12
Carolina
North 1 0 o] 0 0 1 100
Dakota
Oregon 4 4 100 0 o} 0 0
Tennessee 22 10 45 6 28 6 27
Texas 300 250 83 50 17 0 0
Utah 2 0 0 2 100 0 0
Wyoming 10 2 20 8 80 __0 9
Total 1,613 805 50 682 42 126 8

a/States determined the adequacy of the school's condition and location.

" schools classified as being in good condition were those without major
structural or mechanical defects. The suitability of location was based
on the subjective judgment of the States.

In addition to the 11 States that provided detailed
information on the numbers of vacant schools in good condi-
tion and suitable locations, 6 States (California, Kentucky,
Michigan, New York, Pennsylvania, and Washington) provided
more general information indicating that many of their vacant
schools were also in good condition and in suitable locations.
Information for these States follows:



--New York: Most of its 350 vacant schools were in
good condition, and 175 were in suitable locations
for use for other purposes.

--Pennsylvania: 70 of its 100 vacant schools were in
good condition, but State officials did not comment
on their locations.

--California: Most of its 58 vacant schools were in
good condition and in suitable locations.

--Michigan: Most of its 54 vacant schools were in
good condition and in suitable locations.

--Washington: There are 45 vacant schools, 13 in
good condition and 22 in a good location. (No
information on condition or location was provided
on the other 10 vacant schools).

~--Kentucky: 3 of its 8 vacant schools were in good
condition, but State officials did not comment on
their locations.

USE OF VACANT SCHOQLS FOR OTHER PURPOSES

Although many schools were reported to be vacant and
unused, 27 States and the District of Columbia reported
using vacant schools for other purposes. As shown in the
following table, the most common uses were for (1) adminis-
trative purposes (such as city or county agency offices
and school district administrative and support services),
(2) community services (such as a private day care and pre-
school center, a social service center, and a comprehensive
care center), (3) storage, and (4) other educational pro-
grams {such as adult education, private schocls, and com-
munity colleges).

Number of

Use States
Administrative 18
Community service 12
Storage : 11
Other educational 10
Private development 7
Sale, rent, or lease to

unspecified groups 5
Other 4



UNDERUTILIZATION OF OPERATING SCHOOLS

Tantamount to the problem of vacant schools is the
incidence of underutilization. The expected continuation
in the decline in student enrollment combined with opposi-
tion to school closures will likely aggravate this problem
in the future.

As a means of guantifying the extent of underutilized
schools, we asked States to provide us information on the
number of (1) schools operating with 70 percent or less
capacity, (2) unused classrooms, and (3) seldom used class-—
rooms as of the beginning of the 1978-79 school year. Also,
we reguested their views on the potential use of underuti-
lized schools for other purposes.

Only four States reported that they routinely collect
information on unused classrooms in occupied elementary and
secondary public schools. Fourteen States, however, provided
information on at least one of the above three categories.

Schools with 70 percent or less capacity

Nine States reported that 1,326 schools were operating at
70 percent or less of their capacity. Idaho, Pennsylvania,
and West Virginia reported the highest number of schools in
this category. The following table summarizes the responses
from the nine States.

Size of school (number of classrooms)

Less

States Number than 6 6 to 15 16 to 25 Qver 25
Delaware 18 - - 12 6
Florida 70 - 10 60 -
Idaho 100 - 25 50 25
North Dakota 25 10 15 - -
Pennsylvania 640 25 212 202 201
South Dakota 3 3 - - -
Utah 10 - - 7 3
West Virginia 400 100 100 100 100
Wyoming 60 15 _15 15 15

Total 1,326 153 377 446 350
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In addition to the information received from the nine
States, Illinois reported that 48 of its 1,116 school dis-
tricts had enrollments less than 70 percent of capacity.

Also, New York reported that, of its 760 school districts, 300
districts each had space for about 500 more students than were
enrolled. A New York State Education official told us that
the State tried to keep the number of students in each school
district at about 1,500. On that basis, the 300 schools would
be operating at about 67 percent of their student capacity.

Unused classrooms

Thirteen States reported that, at the beginning of
school year 1978-79, 3,900 classrooms were unused. Three
States--Illinois, Missouri, and Pennsylvania--each reported
more than 500 unused classrooms. ' The number of unused class-
rooms ranged from 6 in Arkansas to 1,635 in Illinois--not
including Chicago. (Information on Chicago was not provided.)
Although New York did not provide information on classroom
usage, it reported that space was available in operating ele-
mentary and secondary public schools in the State for 500,000
more students than were presently enrolled.

Seldom used classrooms

Seven States-~—-Arkansas, Idaho, Kentucky, North Dakota,
South Dakota, Utah, and Wyoming--provided information on
seldom used classrooms, which were defined as those used
only once or twice a day. These States reported 471 class-
rooms as being seldom used and said that 160 (or 34 percent)
could be vacated through consolidation.

The largest numbers of seldom used classrooms were in
Idaho, Kentucky, and South Dakota, which reported 150, 100,
and 100, respectively. Idaho and Kentucky each reported
that 50 classrooms could be vacated through consolidations.

POTENTIAL FOR USE OF
UNDERUTILIZED SCHOOLS

Twenty-seven States reported information on the poten-
tial for additional use of underutilized schools in their
States. Twenty-one (or 78 percent) reported that under-
utilized schools could be used jointly for school and non-
school purposes. Only Delaware, Kentucky, Mississippi,
Rhode Island, Texas, and West Virginia reported no potential
for other use in their States. Four of these six States
reported 528 unused classrooms.



Where space in underutilized schools was used, the
uses were similar to those made of vacant schools. For
example, in Illinois some space in underutilized schools
was used by other local government agencies, by colleges
and nonpublic schools, and for providing nonprofit social
services. In Pennsylvania some space was used for senior
citizen functions. In Wyoming school space was used for
a public library and a day care center.

LEGAL OR OTHER BARRIERS TO USE OF
VACANT AND UNDERUTILIZED SCHOOLS

Thirty-four States and the District of Columbia pro-
vided information as to whether there were any legal or
other barriers to using vacant schools for nonschool pur-
poses, and 28 States provided similar information regard-
ing underutilized schools. Thirteen States reported that
there were no legal barriers to the use of either vacant or
underutilized schools for other purposes. Two States and
the District of Columbia reported no legal barriers to the
use of vacant schools but did not respond as to whether
there were legal barriers to other uses of underutilized
schools. The other 19 States cited barriers, such as zoning
laws and restrictions, on the use of schools for other than
school purposes. However, in most of these 19 States, some
vacant and underutilized schools were used for nonschool
purposes.

In 12 States zoning laws limited the use of vacant or
underutilized schools. Other factors cited by States which
limited their use include:

--Restrictions that allow only nonprofit organizations
to use the schools.

~-=-A lack of legislative authority to dispose of vacant
school buildings for other uses.

--Deeds that preclude their use for nonschool purposes.

--Need for a public referendum to authorize the sale of
school property.

--Community opposition, lack of interest by public or
private groups, and environmental considerations.



Although these barriers present a problem for particular
uses, they have not, in most cases, prevented some use being
made c¢f vacant schools. For example, in one State~-which
cited barriers relating to zoning restrictions, environmental
considerations, and community opposition--vacant schools have
been put to various nonschool uses, such as senior citizen
centers, nursing homes, and storage facilities. In addition,
some vacant schools have been sold or leased to nonpublic
schools.

Similarly, zoning restrictions and other barriers did
not prevent a State from using vacant schools for administra-
tive offices, special education centers, and other community
services. In another State vacant schools were leased to
private schools, used for storage, or leased to businesses.

A third State, which reported that use of vacant schools was

limited to nonprofit organizations, also indicated that there
was a good possibility that this restriction would be removed
by an action of the State legislature in the near future.
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CHAPTER 3

DECLINING STUDENT POPULATION COULD

RESULT IN ADDITIONAL VACANT SCHOOLS

The major cause of vacant schools has been declining
school enrollments. The questionnaire responses indicate
that declining school enrollments are expected to continue,
which is expected to cause additional schools to become
vacant or underutilized.

Thirty-four States provided information on expected
student population changes over the next 5 years. Five
States expect student enrollments to increase, and one State
expects no change. However, 28 States reported that they
expect enrollment to decline.

The expected declines ranged from less than 1 percent
in North Carolina and Oregon to 15 percent in Florida,
New York, and Oklahoma. Eight States--Delaware, Florida,
Iowa, Massachusetts, Nebraska, New York, Oklahoma, and
Pennsylvania--reported expected declines of 10 percent or
more. Overall reported declines averaged 7 percent.

In the 34 States a net decrease in enrollment of about
2 million students is expected. New York's expected decline
of 465,000 students is the largest, and New Hampshire's
expected decline of 1,725 is the smallest.

The National Center for Education Statistics estimates
that nationwide elementary and secondary school enrollment
declined by 4.7 million students between 1970 and 1978 and
will further decline by about 3 million by 1984. Actual and
projected declines for 1970-84 represent a l5-percent drop
in student population. While elementary school population
declines are not expected after 1984, secondary school en-
rollments are expected to decrease steadily through the
1980s as the children born in the low birth rate years of
the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s progress through the high
schools.
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PROJECTED SCHOOL CLOSURES
OVER THE NEXT 5 YEARS

In addition to the 2,493 schools that were xeported
vacant in the 1978-79 school year, 17 States estimate that,
during the next 5 years, they will close 1,228 schools.
Most (1,050) of these projected closures were reported by
California, Michigan, New York, and Pennsylvania. The
projected closures by State are shown below.

Projected
closures 1978-79
over next vacant
States 5 years schools Total
Alabama . 10 397 407
California 400 58 458
Delaware 5 12 17
Florida 18 800 818
Illinois (a) 80 80
Iowa 25 25 50
Kentucky 30 8 38
Michigan 150 54 204
Missouri (a) 185 185
New York 200 350 550
North Carolina 10 40 50
North Dakota 4 1 5
Oregon (a) 4 4
Pennsylvania 300 100 400
Rhode Island 10 (b) 10
South Dakota 10 0 10
Tennessee 25 22 47
Texas (a) 300 300
Utah 3 2 5
wWashington 25 45 70
Wyoming 3 10 13
Total 1,228 2,493 3,721

E/Information on projected closures was not reported.
b/Number of vacant schools not reported.

The relationship between enrollment declines and pro-
jected school closures varied by States. In some cases,

States estimating a relatively small decline in enrollment
project a large number of closures. For example, California

12



estimated that, by the beginning of the 1983-84 school year,
total enrollments would decline about 40,000, but it projected
400 school closures.

Conversely, some States estimating large enrollment
declines expect to close only a small number of schools.
Florida, for example, despite an estimated decline of
230,000 in its student population expects to close only
18 schools.

Some States cited an increasing community opposition
to school closures. This could partly explain the seemingly
disproportionate correlation between the number of projected
school closures and the estimated projected declines in en-
rollments. The situations in the State of New York and the
city of Buffalo are illustrative.

The questionnaire response from New York showed that, at
the beginning of school year 1978-79, there were (1) 500,000
fewer students than could be accommodated by classroom space
in the State and (2) an expected additional decrease of
465,000 students in the next 5 years. The questionnaire
also contained a statement, however, that the State would
"be lucky" to close 200 schools even though they needed to
close 1,000.

Also, a New York State Education official told us that
Buffalo had planned to close 16 schools but closed only 4
because of community opposition to the closings. He said
that, even if all 16 were closed, there would still be
excess space in the Buffalo school system to accommodate
10,000 additional students.

13



CHAPTER 4

USE OF VACANT SCHOOLS IN LIEU

OF CONSTRUCTING NEW FACILITIES

SHOULD BE CONSIDERED

According to the Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance,
24 Federal grant programs in fiscal year 1979 were authorized
to provide funding for "brick-and-mortar" construction proj-
ects. Funding authorizations for these programs totaled
over $5.8 billion. (See app. II for a list of programs and
authorized funding.)

Not all programs K have awarded grant funds for construc-
tion, and we were not able to readily determine the types of
projects funded by all the programs that did award grants.
We noted, however, that seven of the programs provided funds
for a wide range of construction projects, including social
service centers, health centers, libraries, low-rent housing,
police stations, vocational education training schools,
recreation facilities, dining facilities, small infirmaries,
laundry facilities, classrooms, hospitals, nursing care
homes, and day care facilities. (The seven programs are
identified with an asterisk in app. II.)

We interviewed officials of four of the seven programs.
The four programs were selected on the basis of size and
availability of program data. According to officials we
interviewed, some grant programs have, in certain cases,
financed renovations of vacant schools for nonschool activi-
ties in lieu of constructing new facilities. In these cases,
the cost for renovation was substantially less than the esti-
mated cost to construct new facilities. However, the Federal
agencies responsible for administering the four programs do
not require State and local jurisdictions that request fund-
ing for new construction to routinely consider the feasibil-
ity of renovating available vacant schools to meet their
needs. Such a requirement could increase the opportunities
for making effective use of vacant schools and result in
significant savings to the Federal Government.
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POTENTIAL SAVINGS BY
USING VACANT SCHOOLS

The four programs we obtained additional information
on through interviews with program officals are described
below. Fiscal year 1979 construction funding under these
programs totaled over $858 million.

-~Grants to States for Construction of State Home
Facilities: The Veterans Administration (VA) ad-
ministers this program, which provides funds for
(1) construction of new dom1c111ary or nursing home
buildings and (2) the expansion, remodeling, or al-
teration of existing buildings to provide domicili-
ary, nursing home, or hospital care.

--Public Works Impact Projects: The Economic Develop-
ment Administration (EDA) administers this program,
which provides funds to construct public facilities
in order to provide jobs to the unemployed and under-
employed.

--Vocational Education--Basic Grants to States: The
Department of Education administers this program,
which provides funds for constructing area vocational
education school facilities.

—--Community Development Block Grants: The Department
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) administers
this program, which provides funds to develop viable
urban communities by providing decent housing and a
suitable living environment and expanding economic
opportunities, primarily for persons of low and
moderate income,

Our interviews with officials of the four programs were
directed toward obtaining information concerning program re-
quirements for considering the use of vacant schools or other
buildings in lieu of new construction. According to these
program officials, construction projects, including the con-
version of vacant schools, that meet Federal requirements
may be funded under these programs. However, State and local
authorities are not requlred to examine the possibility of
using vacant schools in lieu of new construction. The Fed-
eral program officials said that using vacant schools could
result in substantial savings to the programs. Procgram offi-
cials believed that vacant schools, in some cases, could be
used without major reconstruction. .
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In cases where vacant schools had been substituted for
new construction, substantial cost savings have been realized.
VA officials told us that Arkansas converted a vacant school
into a 146-bed domiciliary for veterans at a cost of $1.66
million. VA's contribution to the project, according to one
agency official, was $1.08 million. This official said that
VA was using a $40,000-to-$45,000-per-bed cost when it esti-
mated the construction cost of new facilities. On this basis,
the cost to construct the domiciliary could have been as much
as $6.6 million, with the Government's share being about
$4.3 million. VA officials stated that most elementary schools
are too small to be converted or renovated for VA domiciliary
and nursing homes, but larger schools may be suitable for VA
and State use.

A Department of Education Vocational Education program
official told us that the costs of constructing vocational
education facilities are currently ranging between $7 and
$8 million. Because of soaring costs, program funding has
shifted from new construction projects to "add-ons" and
renovation projects costing from $700,000 to $2 million--a
difference of at least $5 to $6 million per project over new
construction costs.

While Vocational Education officials did not believe
conversion of all vacant schools built before 1950 would be
cost effective because of high costs to correct deficiencies,
such as electrical systems for machine shops and other heavy-
duty equipment, they thought that reusing such buildings for
various classroom training programs would be feasible. For
the newer vacant schools, they believed there were numerous
opportunities for reuse in the Vocational Education program.
One Vocational Education official indicated that there might
be some objection to the use of old buildings because it
might adversely reflect on the program. He believed, how-
ever, that a quality program would overcome this difficulty.

Community Development Block Grant program officials
stated that the use of vacant school buildings in this pro-
gram could save costs. However, they believed that requir-
ing them to be used where it is feasible to do so could
adversely affect the program's intent, which is basically
to allow communities a more positive and direct involvement
in determining their own needs, without “Federal controls
and gedtape." We noted, however, that the recently passed
Housing and Community Development Act of 1980 (Public
Law 96-399) amended various secticns of the 1974 Housing
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and Community Development Act, in particuvlar section 105(a)(4),
to permit local governments to renovate closed schools with
the use of Federal funds from the Community Development Block
Grant program.

EDA provided funds to Scuth Carolina to convert two
vacant schools into a multipurpose community center and a
human service center. In addition, EDA's Public Works
Grant Projects program provided funding in fiscal year 1978
to 39 States and territories for 111 construction projects,
including a multipurpose building, community center, recrea-
tion center, police station, library, county office building,
vocational skill center, and warehouse. According to gues-
tionnaire responses, many vacant schools were available for
alternative use in several States that received EDA construc-
tion funds. However, according to the EDA program official
we interviewed, vacant schools were not considered as an
alternative to constructing new facilities.

The officials of the four programs we interviewed believe
that the responsibility of screening new construction against
vacant school inventories should rest with the States or the
local governments since they must make the final decision on
where the project is to be located and whether to construct
new facilities or renovate existing ones.

Officials ¢of the Vocational Education and VA programs
believe that matching fund requirements in their programs
provide an incentive to State and local officials to use
vacant schools when possible. The Vocational Education
program has a 50-~50 matching fund requirement while, under
VA's Grants to States for Construction of State Home Facili-
ties program, the Federal Government contributes 65 percent
to the project and the State contributes 35 percent.

Officials of the EDA and HUD programs believe that
State and local authorities should consider the use of
vacant schools before requesting new construction funds
because of the possible savings to both the Federal and

Qt+ate cgoavernmani e
e A e N u\JV‘uLLllll\’lJ\—g.

Because there may he opportunities for substantial cost
savings by using more vacant schools in lieu of new construc-
tion, we believe that an evaluation of the feasibility of
using such schools should be required before construction
funds are awarded to grantees. Also, since “lhe opportunity
spans many Federal programs, we believe there should be a
Federal policy requiring Federal agencies with grant con-
struction programs to consider the use of vacant schools in
lieu of new construction.
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RECOMMENDATION

We recommend that the Director, Office of Management
and Budget (OMB), reéquire Federal agencies that provide
grants for construction projects to make sure that adequate
consideration is given to the use of vacant schcols before
funds for constructing new facilities are authorized.

AGENCY COMMENTS AND OUR EVALUATION

OMB agreed that the use of vacant schools could provide
savings to Federal construction programs. OMB, however,
does not believe it would be appropriate to mandate that
all Federal construction programs contain within the appli-
cation process a uniform requirement that existing vacant
schools have been considered in lieu of new construction
because: ’

--"statutory and other legal restrictions today exist’
in various states in varying degrees, creating a
patchwork quilt of differences among various states
and localities.

--"there already exist significant incentives that
promote the use of vacant schools, including com-
munity pressure and local savings where matching
fund programs are involved; and

--"the paperwork and processing costs associated
with the additional uniform requirement outweigh,
in our view, the potential benefits that might be
gained in some programs and in certain locations.”

We recognize, as discussed on pages 9 and 10, that
various legal barriers exist among States and localities
regarding the use of vacant schools. However, as noted
earlier, most of the jurisdictions that cited such barriers
were able to use vacant and underutilized schools for non-
school purposes.

We also recognize that some Federal programs provide
incentives such as matching fund requirements. However,
other construction programs such as those administered by
EDA and HUD do not provide similar incentives. (See p. 17.)
Moreover, contrary to OMB's contention that community pressure
provides an incentive to use vacant schools, States respond-
ing to our questionnaire cited community pressure as a factor
that limited their use of vacant schools. (See p. 9.)
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With regard to paperwork and processing costs, we be-
lieve our recommendation could be accomplished efficiently
and economically by adding a checkoff block to the standard
application form which is already in use by Federal agencies
that provide construction funds.
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APPENDIX I

APPENDIX

U.§. GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICZ
SURVEY OF UNUSED PUBLIC
SCHOOL 3UILOINCS AND CLASSROOMS

INSTRUCTIONS:

The purpose of =his questionnaire is to
help us determine the extent to which vacanc and
underutilized public school duildings could Se
used outside the school systam and to identify
any legal barriers to such use in che 30 states.
We recognize that some States may not collect
such informacion related to all school districts
in their scate and, accordiagly, have asked
for your best estimate in such cases.

The questionnaire is divided into three
parts. Part I relates 22 unused public schooi
duildings in your state, Part I relactes 2o
underutiiized school buildings and vacant class~
rooms, and Part III is zemeral. We encourage
you to contact the school districes in your
1tate co obtain this information only if the
requested inforcation would also serve a useful
purpose within vour State's education agency.

If you have any questions relaced to the
questiouraire, please call Yr. Bobby Hoover
at (202) 245-9623.

UNUSED PUSLIC SCHOOL BUILDINGS
1. Does vour State routinely collect infor=-

mation relaced to vacant public scheel
vuildings in your Stats? (Check one.)

Lf———/ tes
{ / Yo
MOTE: 1If "yes'', pleass answver the following

quescions usiag the information
contained in your system. 1If "ao"
plaase provide your best escimatas
as ansvers to questions 2~-13.

2, At the beginning of school year [978-79,
now zanv public elementary and secondary
T&=17) scheol buildings were there in your
State? (Include only those buildings which
are used for direct educational purposes
omitting such ouildings 2s maintenance and
utility facilities)

(number of schooli dYuildings)

20

At t4e beginning of school vear 1978-79

now many vacant public elementary and sec-
dary (X-12) school buildings were :here

in your Stace? (Do not include once vacant
buildings which are planned for Zuture school
use or buildings which have been scheduled
for demolition for such reasons as safecy.!

(number of vacant school
buildings}

0f the total aumdber of vacant school builde
ings in guesticm 2, hew manv are in 3ood
encugh condicion that chey could be used Ior
non-school purposes without major recou-
scruccion? (That is, they nave ao major
structural or mechanical defects requiring
capital improvements)

(aumber in zood condition)

;

How many of the vacant school buildings ia &
above are located wrere thev could 2e csed
for other pudlic or commercial use?

sumber in usuable lozation)

—~

During the past 2 calendar vears (1977-19739),
how manv schocl buildings in vour 3tace have
been sold, rented, leased, or otharvise
transferred for scher public or commerzial
use?

(aumber sold)

reatad)

number

(number lazsed)

|

(aucber otherwisa

(TOTAL)

How many of the schooi Suildings in good
condition (#3 above) ars presently plarred
for sale, rent, lease, or other Iransfer
for alternate public or commerical use.

sold)

ranzed}

(number to be

(number ts be

(number o Ye laasad)

|

to be ocherwise
transferzed)

(number

(TOTAL)

l
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APPENDIX I

“hat are the shrae most coumon alfernative
uses of school duildings in vour Stace?
(Please iisc)

1.

ISy

3,

?lease list any type of school building reuse
(planned or actual) wiich vou consider inno=

vative or unique and which might benefir otherz

States cousidering the problem of vacant ale~
2entary and secondary public school buildings.

i.

[ 5]

are there legal or other barrisrs to the
sale, rencal, lease, or ccher trensfar of
vacant elementary or secendary public school
buildings for other public or commerc:al

use in your State? (Check ome.)

Yes

No == If "No"

1]

skip to question 12,

which of the following are bSarriers to the
sale, rental, lease, or other transfer of
vacant elementary or secondary public school
buildings in vour State? (Check all that
apply.) ?Please use the space provided below
to give further details available on legal
barriars,

I / Zoning restrictions

/ / Environmental considerations

/ / Lack of inmterest by public or
private groups

| ———— - ‘ s .

/ / Community opposition

/ / Other (Please specify)

Details on legal barriers:

21

13.

1a.

APPENDIX I

dow manv students are currenclv enrolled
in glementary and secondary (X~12) audli:
schools in your Scace!

{number of students earzlled)

Qver the next 3 years, what change, if any,
do you-anticipate in the aumber of students
enrolled in elementary and secendary sublic
schools in vour Stace? (Check ome and fill
in the blank space..

/ 7 An increase o5f aoout
sercentc

(! Jo charza

/ / A decrease of about

rercent

3ased uzen your projected envollment levels,
do you expec: any 2lementary or secoundary
(K-12) public schools to close in your State

the next 3 years? (Check one.)

Tes

Mo == If "No'" skip o gquesticm L%

How many elementary and secondary public
schools do you expect to close during the
next 5 years?

(aunmber of closures)

UNUSED CLASSROOMS

Joes your State routinely collect information
related to unused classrooms .ocated in
operating elementary and secondary public
school buildings ia your State? (Check cne.)

l/ Yes
/ / So
NOTE: 1If "yes", please answer the followin

questions using the iaformation con-
tained in your systeém. If "no",
please provide your best estimate as
answers to cuestions 17-29 or
contact the school districes.

At the beginning of school vear 1978-7%,

how manv elamentary and secondary public
schools (K-i2) in your State had anrollcments
of 70 percentc or less of school capacity?
(aumber of schools wizh anrol:i-
nent of 70 percent or lass

9f capacity)
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20.

[ E 3

P

"
13

3.

sumper 3f schools
vased upon :tne nuzber
sehaol,

“laase distribute the
indicated inl7 adove
2f clasarooms in each
dumber of Schools

Number of Classroons

Less than ¢
6.~ 15
i6 - 15

Over 25

i

At the beginning of school year 1378-79, now
nany unused classrooms wera there in operat-
ing elezentary and secondary (X~12) public
schools in your S:tate?

{number of unused classrooms)

Within some States/schools distrigts, some
classrooms are being used by other public or
cormercial orgamizations. This sharing cnused
space has been referved to as "joint use” of
school facilities. Does the potential exist
for "ioint use' of school facilities in your
State? (Check ome.) :

L /

—

Tes

o == If Yo" skip to question 6.

27.
How many of the unused classrooms menticned

in gquestion .9 offer the pocential Zor "joint
use"? -

(oumber of unuses classrooms
with potencial for "joinc
use™)

During the past 2 calendar years (1977-1978),
how manv classrooms in your State have deen
rented, leasesd, or ocherwise transferred for
other public or cowmercial use.

(number rented)

———————— A Ao

(number leaged)
(number otherwise Iransferred)

(TOTAL)

How many of the classrooms in question 21
above are presently planned for rencal,
lease, or other transfar for altarnate
public or commercial use?

(number to be renced)

{number to be leased)

(number ta be otherwise
transferved)

(TOTAL)

———————
———————————————
—————————
——————————
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¥hac are :he three most cammen alternative
uses of vacant classrooms in vour Jtate?
(Please’ List).

?lease list any rype of classroom reuse
(planned or actual) which you gonsider
innovative or unique and which aighc benefic
other Stagas considering the problem of
utiused classrooms in zlementary and seconé-
ary public school buildirgs.

1.

15
.

Are there legal or other darviers to the
rental, lease, or other :ransfer of unused
classrooms located ia elementary and
secondary public school buildings in your
§cace?

/ 7 Yes
L
/ / No -~ If "No', ski; to questizn 18

Which of the following are sarriars £o the
rental, lease or other transier oi unusad
classrooms located in elemeacary and
secondary pudlic school buildings in your
State? (Check all that apply). 2laase

use the space provided belcw to give any
further details available on legal barviers.

/ / Zoning restriciions

/ / - Zavironmencal considerat:icns

U

/ Lack of interest by public or
private groups

Community oppesiticn

Other (Please specify

1]

Details on iegal arriers:
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9.

At the beginning of school year 1978~1379,
how many seldom usad classrooms {(classrooms
used only once or twice a day) were thare?

(number of seldom used
classyooms)
How many of the classrooms in question 28

could hHe vacated cthrough consclidation?

(aumber that could be
vacated)

GENERAL

e ——

3¢.

.

In your opinion, would i% be substantially
worthwhile to require Federal agencies to
consider the availability of vacant schools

or classrooms before making grants for con-

struction of non-school facilities which
zight utilize the vacant school apace?
{Check ome). )

Provide explanatory comments if possible.

]

Definicely ves

|

|

Probably yes

;\

~,

]

Undecided

| |

~d

Probably no

1

Definitely no

Explanatory comments:

Do you wnow of any situatioms in which
Federal funds were used for zew comstruc-
tion when available vacant school facilities
c¢ould have been used instead?

/ ] Yes -- If "yes' provide datails
/ Yo
Details:

23

32.

APPENDIX I

I& 4ou have any additional comments on

any of the questions or related ctopics

a0t covered dy the quescizns, please pro=-
vide youyr comments inthe space below. Tour
viewg are greatly aporasciated, Thank rou!



APPENDIX II

1.

FEDERAL GRANT PROGRAMS THAT PROVIDE

FUNDS FOR "BRICK~-AND~MORTAR" PROJECTS

Farm Labor Housing Loans and Grants*

2. Industrial Development Grants*

3. Economic Development~~Grants and Loans

4. Economic Development-~Public Works*

5. Grants to States for Supplemental and Basic
Funding of Titles I, II, III, IV, and IX
activities

6. Military Construction, Army National Guard*

7. Handicapped Innovative Programs

8. school Assistance in Federally Affected Areas

9. Vocational Education--Basic Grants to States*

10. Rehabilitation Services and Facilities--Basic
Support

11. Rehabilitation Services and Facilities

12. Developmental Disabilities

13. Community Development Block Grant/Entitlement

14. Community Development Block Grant/Discretionary*

15. The Urban Mass Transportation Capital and
Operating Assistance Formula Grants

16. Appalachian Supplement to Federal Grant-In-Aid

17. Appalachian Vocational and Other Education
Facilities and Operations

18. Coastal Plains Supplements to Federal Grant-
In-Aid

19. Four Corners Supplements to Federal Grant-In-Aid

20. New England Supplements to Federal Grant-In-Aid

21. Ozarks Supplements to Federal Grant-In-Aid

22. Upper Great Lakes Supplements to Federal Grant-
In~Aid

23. Grants to States For Construction of State
Nursing Home Care Facilities*

24. 0l1ld West Supplements to Federal Grant-In-Aid

Total
a/Estimated.

b/Not identified.

APPENDIX II

Fiscal year 19792

grant program
funds

$ a/33,000,000

a/10,000,000

228,500,000
a/20,000,000

a/52,000,000
a/16,000,000
a/59,000,000
a/430,671,966
817,484,000

32,028,000
33,058,000

3,161,229,000
a/850,000,000

a/54,980,487
a/20,100,000

a/4,307,000
a/4,414,457
(b)
8,353,000
4,470,808
a/12,834,000

a/2,443,960

$5,854,874,678

*The "1979 Catalog of Federal NDomestic Assistance” did not show the

percentage of program funds spent for construction activities,

For

six of the seven programs we identified as providing funds for con-
struction projects, however, we found that the percentage of program

funds used for construction purposes averaged about 23 percent.

seven programs are identified by an asterisk.
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APPENDIX III APPENDIX III

EXECUTIVE OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT
OFFICE :F MANAGEMENT AND BUDGET
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20503

November 7, 1980

Mr. Gregory J. Ahart

Director

Human Resources Divisgion

U.S. General Accounting Office
Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Ahart:

Thank you for your request for comments on the draft GAO report
entitled "Use of Vacant Schools Could Provide Savings to Federal
Construction Programs."

The report includes much useful and interesting information,
and the conclusion stated in the title of the draft report
is undoubtedly true. In fact, because of the potential
savings involved in rehabilitating existing vacant schools,
it is becoming quite common to convert them to other uses.
Some of those uses are spelled out on page 8 of the draft
report.

We do not, however, believe it appropriate to mandate that

all federal construction programs contain within the applica-
tion process a uniform requirement that existing vacant schools
have been considered in lieu of new construction. It seems to
us that such a uniform policy would be inappropriate because:

0 statutory and other legal restrictions today exist in
various states in varying degrees, creating a patchwork
quilt of differences among various states and localities;

0 there already exist significant incentives that promote
the use of vacant schoocls, including community pressure
and local savings where matching fund programs are
involved; and

o the paperwork and processing costs associated with the
additional uniform requirement outweigh, in our view,
the potential benefits that might be gained in some
programs and in certain locations.

We would be pleased to aid in disseminating the information

contained in the report to state and local governments if the
report were recast as an information document. In any event,
we appreciate the opportunity to comment on the draft report.

Sincerely,

Wayne G. Grdngquist
Associate Director for
Management and Regulatory Policy

(104111)
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