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School Budget Issues  

by Ken Larsen (+ various anonymous people) 

Last updated:  6:03 AM January 20, 2018 

Weight Issue Recommended solution Culprit 

10 When funding schools, Orange County doesn’t separate its capital budget 
funding  from their operating budget.  Any self-respecting operation should have 
one set of funding to pay their salaries and day-to-day expenses and a separate 
funding stream to deal with one-time improvements to HVAC, roof repairs and 
other major capital expenses 
 
This mismanagement has been going on for the past 15 years.  All of the 
politicians are afraid to step up and talk about it. 
 
[Ken:  A massive tax increase is needed to fix this problem.  The schools have a 
$350M maintenance backlog, teacher salaries need to be increased, and money 
is needed to fund pre-K and keep it going.  Bonds are only a temporary 
solution.  Once bond money is spent, then the underlying problems will 
resurface.  Unfortunately, if you’re a politician and advocate a tax increase, you 
won’t get elected.  The urban growth machine people will assert that growth is 
needed to spread the pain of tax increases, but growth exacerbates the school 
and other problems.  UNC and UNC hospital are non-profits.  They don’t pay 
taxes.  That’s another contributor to this problem.] 

The county commissioners need to work 
with both school districts to develop a 
better approach to funding our schools..  
The schools can’t sit there and say “I 
need $ xxx” without any accountability 
for how the money is used.   The 
commissioners can’t say “We’re going to 
give you the money but we’re not going 
to ask you what you do with it.”  Teachers 
and families are entitled to a reliable 
source of funding to their classrooms, but 
our schools are not entitled to a blank 
check.   
 
The weight watchers approach might 
help.  Every once in a while our schools 
and county should step on the scale and 
see whether their investments are 
working.    Our taxpayers can’t afford to 
keep throwing money at it.   

BoCC 

10 OC has a $ 350M backlog of school maintenance issues.  This is directly 
attributable to the poor capital planning and budgeting.   Instead of planning to 
maintain the county’s 32 aging schools, the county has been spending lavishly on 
new offices, rural parks and extravagant recycling centers.  Now there’s no 
money left for schools without a large tax increase!  
 
[Ken:   See appendix A.  Help me complete it.] 

Voters approved one bond in 2016 - – 
arbitrarily set at $ 120M.  Since the 
county is at its debt capacity, It going to 
take a 5 to 7 point tax increase to make 
the debt payments which will be justified 
because it’s for “schools”.   With better 
planning, the county could have 
anticipated these essential needs and 
funded them and delayed non-essentials 
(rural parks, offices, recycling).   

BoCC 

8 Bonds should not be issued for building maintenance or teacher salaries.  Bond 
money should only be for special projects.  

If additional money is needed for 
maintenance or teacher salaries, taxes 
should be raised so that a steady yearly 
stream to these budget items will occur; 
otherwise, another bond will have to be 
issued when the bond fund money runs 
out.   

BoCC 

7 The planning for Pre-K at Lincoln Center has been deficient and limited only to a 
building.  There is no plan that shows resource needs, costs or transportation for 
kids.    
 
Mecklenburg County has developed a pre-K plan that shows the program will 
cost roughly $12,000 per pupil and require a 4 point tax increase or pay for it.   
 
[Ken:  Looking at how the rest of the U.S. tackles school budget issues is the 
way to go.  Standardization is badly needed.  It will save a boatload of money. ]  

Develop a plan for Universal Pre-K for 
both Orange County school districts and 
defer Lincoln Center until such a plan is 
analyzed and approved.   . 

BoCC 
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Weight Issue Recommended solution Culprit 

6 Cost overrun:  Lincoln Center was supposed to cost $ 21M.  Now it’s estimated to 
cost $ 38M which means there’s no money left for Chapel Hill High and other 
schools.  
 http://www.heraldsun.com/news/local/counties/orange-
county/article187487128.html 
 
[Ken:  Todd Lofrese explained this in his pitch.  This is an extremely complicated 
issue … which underscores why decision analysis techniques such as Kepner-
Tregoe are badly needed.] 

  

4 The commissioners are trying to hide behind the NC Legislature’s decision to stop 
school impact fees which are for designated for new schools only.  Enrollment 
growth is not growing in either county school district – so the impact fees are not 
relevant.  The commissioners don't like to mention that the legislature impact 
fees because the county was abusing the privilege (which is only granted to 
Orange and Chatham Counties).  The BoCC tried to raise impact fees to $18,000 
per 3 bedroom home. That is in addition to land, building, permits and other 
costs.  So much for affordable housing.  
 
Also, county impact fees are only for new schools, and we’re not building any.  
They are not for general infrastructure.  The commissioners have had to violate 
the ordinance to use them for something else. 
 
Bonds are only for capital (building, HVAC, roofs, buses) – not operating costs 
(e.g. salaries). 
 
[Ken:  I’m a proponent of impact fees.  I assert that they’re needed to control 
growth.   This is another long story that I have documented on my website.] 

Stop playing games with taxes and start 
planning for the county’s fiscal priorities. 

BoCC 

4 The NC General Assembly (NCGA) has passed several bills in recent years which 
have severally injured Orange County schools: 
 

1. They eliminated the State Public School Building fund in 2009-2010.  
[Ken:  I need to learn what this was all about.] 

2. They’ve used lottery money for teacher salaries instead of 
maintenance. 

3. They’ve eliminated Orange County’s ability to charge impact fees.  That 
removed a source of $ 3M/year.  [Ken:  This is really bad.] 

4. They passed a class size reduction bill. 
5. They now restrict when bonds can be put on the ballot.  They must 

only appear on even numbered years.  [Ken:  I’ve changed my opinion 
on this.  I now agree that this is a good thing.] 

6. In 2011 they removed the limit on the number of Charter schools.  The 
limit was 100.  Now there are 173 charter schools across NC.   Charter 
schools take money away from traditional public schools.  [details] 

 
[Ken:  There needs to be standardization in the way communities (across the 
U.S.) address issues such as school maintenance and funding.  I will write a web 
page essay on this.] 

 NCGA, 
voters 

2 PTA thrift store no longer gives money to the CHCCS PTA.  They used to provide 
$200,000 a year that helped teachers with classroom supplies.  Instead the PTA 
Thrift store decided to invest in a multi-million dollar building.  So, thrift store 
profits go to paying mortgages instead of classrooms.  
http://www.heraldsun.com/news/local/counties/orange-
county/article180681826.html   

 PTA 
Thrift 
Store 

http://www.heraldsun.com/news/local/counties/orange-county/article187487128.html
http://www.heraldsun.com/news/local/counties/orange-county/article187487128.html
http://www.newsobserver.com/news/local/education/article194381019.html
http://www.heraldsun.com/news/local/counties/orange-county/article180681826.html
http://www.heraldsun.com/news/local/counties/orange-county/article180681826.html
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1 If it moves forward, DOLRT will surely siphon money from schools as DOLRT faces 
overruns and revenue shortfalls.   DOLRT is currently burning $5M/month 
($1M/month is Orange County’s share), but it may have to be canceled in 2020 if 
it doesn’t get Federal funding.  DOLRT is currently ranked last in the queue for 
such funding and is asking for the most Federal money.   
 
On  April 27, 2017 the BoCC had an opportunity to stop DOLRT, but instead they 
voted 5-2 to endorse funding for it. 
 
[details] 

Abandon DOLRT ASAP. 
 
[Ken:  The 5 BoCC commissioners who 
voted to support DOLRT need to either 
resign or be ousted by the voters.  
Period.] 
 

BoCC, 
voters 

SOLVED Parents are upset that Chapel Hill Carrboro City Schools (CHCCS) want to spend 
its 2016 bond money on new offices and a pre-K program which has not been 
planned. Parents want the money to go instead to long overdue repairs at Chapel 
Hill High.   

(SOLVED) At a December school board 
meeting, the parents’ wishes (which were 
expressed in a petition) were respected.  
The bond money will be spent on Chapel 
Hill High.  Cheers to the School Board! 

CHCCS 

 

 BoCC =Board of Orange county Commissioners 

 CHCCS = Chapel Hill- Carrboro City School Board 

 OCS = Orange County School Board 

 NCGA =North Carolina General Assembly 

Appendix A:  List of schools 

There are 21 schools in district 1: 

School Built in Condition 

Carrboro Elementary School 1957  

Carrboro High School   

Chapel Hill High School 1965 F 

Culbreth Middle School 1968  

East Chapel Hill High School 1996 C 

Ephesus Elementary School 1971  

Estes Hills Elementary School 1957  

Frank Porter Graham Elementary School 1969  

Glenwood Elementary School 1952  

Lincoln Center 1950  

McDougle Elementary School 1996 C 

McDougle Middle School   

Middle College High School   

Morris Grove Elementary School   

Northside Elementary School   

Phillips Middle School 1962  

Phoenix Academy High School   

Rashkis Elementary School 1996  

Scroggs Elementary School   

Seawell Elementary School 1969  

Smith Middle School   

UNC Hospital School   

 

 F =Needs to be totally demolished and rebuilt 

http://kenlarsennc.com/DOLRT101.htm
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 C =Major infrastructure changes are needed 

 


