
 

Calgary Board of Education chair Sheila Taylor says the CBE has the “know-how and the manpower” to get new schools built a year earlier than if the province uses a public-private partnership model.
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Feb. 4 -  Community pressure, skyrocketing student enrolment and uncertainty over the Alberta government’s ability to deliver new schools by 2016 has Calgary public school board trustees calling on the province to return to a traditional design-build model.

“We are concerned that with our rate of growth we will quickly run out of space if school construction doesn’t proceed on schedule,” Sheila Taylor, chair of the Calgary Board of Education, told the Herald.

“It’s important to us that the new schools that were announced are completed for the 2016 school year,” Taylor added.

CBE officials estimate more than 9,000 new students will enter the public school system over the next three years, further straining capacity at many schools.

In a Jan. 24 letter to Alberta’s ministers of education and infrastructure, CBE trustees said they are concerned that under a public-private-partnership model, any new schools approved by the province will not be built until 2017.

“As our administration could expedite the design and construction of these schools for completion a year earlier in September 2016, we would request that you consider awarding the responsibility for delivery of new schools to the CBE, in order that we may meet the community demand for new schools in their areas,” trustees said in the letter.

In an interview, Taylor said the CBE has the required “in-house expertise” to get new schools built in a timely manner.

“We’re a $1.2-billion school system, so we have these departments within our facilities system that have the know-how and the manpower to execute on this,” Taylor said.

But the press secretary for Infrastructure Minister Ric McIver said the request from CBE trustees was “premature” because the province hasn’t decided how the construction of yet-unannounced schools will unfold.

“It could take a P3 model, it could take a design-build model with (the province) managing it, or we could do what we’ve done before and let the large school boards like the CBE and others be the ones that manage it,” said Parker Hogan.

“Those are discussions that we are having not only with the school boards, but as we go forward the minister is also talking with the construction industry to find out what their capacity is,” he added.

Premier Alison Redford promised $1.4 billion to build 50 new schools and modernize another 70 schools over her four-year term.

The government plans to build 19 new schools through a P3 model, despite attracting only one private bidder for the project.

The Build to Learn consortium has to submit a request for proposal to the province, detailing how it will design, build and finance the project at a lower cost than a traditional model.

The government contends the plan will ultimately save taxpayers money and ensure the 19 new schools are constructed on time, though it could return to a more traditional model if the RFP doesn’t meet government expectations.

However, critics question the province’s motives for choosing the P3 model for the 19 schools.

“(P3s) are simply a bad idea,” said Liberal education critic Kent Hehr.

“It’s a way that they can keep debt off the books,” Hehr added. “You’re allowed to spread the payments out for these schools over the next 30 years . . . if they do it with a traditional build all that debt will show up on the books in this fiscal year.”
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