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Declining enrollments in public schools have 
left many schools vacant. A large number of 
these schools are in good condition and in 
locations making them potentially suitabie 
for use in lieu of new construction for proj- 
ects financed by Federal programs. 

Because of the substantial cost savings that 
might be available through the use of vacant 
schools, GAO recommends that Federal 
agencies which provide grants for construc- 
tion projects make sure that adeouate con- 
sideration is given to the use of vacant 
schools before funds for new facilities are 
authorized. 
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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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COMPTROLLER GENERAL'S USE OF VACANT SCWOOLS COULD 
REPORT TO THE PROVIDE SAVINGS TO FEDERAL 
HONORABLE JAMES H. SCHEUER CONSTRUCTION PROGRAMS 
HONORABLE DAVID A. STOCKMAN 
HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES 

DIGEST - d - -. - . 

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 GAO 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 14.) 

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 question- 
naire cited community pressure as a factor 
that limited their use of vacant schools. 
(See p. 9.) 

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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INTRODUCTION I: s 
.' I ,'*. .\ '. 

On September 14i 1978, the 'House Select Committee on 
Population requested us to provide ('1) an astimate of the' 
number of currently unused schools that could be converted ' 
to alternative uses, (2) an assessment of the legal barriers 
to the sale, rental, or transfer of such property in the: ' 
different States, (3) a list of the major 'Federal 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 
Select Committee. Because of the need for this information 
to effectively make policy in the field of education, how- 
ever, the former Chairman and a former Member of the Select 
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 
underutilized schools could be used outside the school 
system and to identify any legal barriers to such use, we 
asked 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 questionnaire 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.) 



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, Darnerstic 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 oti,:?r 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. 
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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 sn 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 schools 
and vacant schools 

Alabama 4,998 
Arkansas 7,300 
California 7,471 
Delaware 180 
District of Columbia 176 
Florida 17,794 
Idaho 724 
Illinois 4,639 
Iowa 1,800 
Kentucky 1,500 
Michigan 3,780 
Missouri 3,422 
New York 4,941 
North Carolina 2,000 
North Dakota 605 
Pennsylvania 3,944 
South Dakota 611 
Tennessee 1,700 
Texas 12,000 
Utah 800 
Washington 1,727 
West Virginia 2,088 
Wyoming 385 

Number of 
schools 

397 
0 

58 
12 

0 
800 

0 
480 

25 
8 

54 
185 
350 

40 
1 

100 
0 

22 
300 

2 
45 

0 
10 

a 
0 
1 
7 
0 
4 
0 
2 
1 
1 
1 
5 
7 
2 
1 
3 
0 
1 
3 
1 
3 
0 
3 

84,585 b/2,489 3 

Number of 
vacant 
schools 

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

Vacancy 
rate 

(percent) 

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

State 

Alabama 
Delaware 
Florida 
Iowa 
North 

Carolina 
North 

Dakota 
Oregon 
Tennessee 
Texas 
Utah 
Wyoming 

Total number 
of reported 

vacant 
schools -~ 

397 
12 

800 
25 
40 

1 

4 
22 

300 
2 

10 

Total 1,613 

Vacant schools in Vacant schools 
good condition needing major 
and a suitable reconstruction 
location (note a) for nonschool use 
Number Percent Number Percent 

200 50 183 46 
12 100 0 0 

300 38 400 50 
12 48 13 52 
15 38 20 50 

0 0 

4 100 
10 45 

250 83 
0 0 
2 20 

805 50 Z 

0 0 

0 0 
6 28 

50 17 
2 100 
8 80 

682 42 
CZZZ 

Vacant schools 
in location 

considered 
unsuitable 

for other use 
Number Percent 

14 4 
0 0 

100 12 
0 0 
5 12 

1 100 

0 0 
6 27 
0 0 
0 0 
0 9 --- 

126 8 

&/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: 
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--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 SCHOOLS 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 schools, and com- 
munity colleges). 

Use 
Number of 

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 quantifying 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 requested 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. 

States 

Size‘of school (number of classrooms) 
Less 

Number than 6 6 to 15 16 to 25 Over 25 

Delaware 18 
Florida 70 
Idaho 100 
North Dakota 25 
Pennsylvania 640 
South Dakota 3 
Utah 10 
West Virginia 400 
Wyoming 60 

Total 1,326 153 377 446 

10 
25 

10 15 
25 212 

3 

100 100 
15 15 -. 7 

12 6 
60 
50 25 

202 201 

7 3 
100 100 

15 15 
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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. 
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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- 
pases, 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, 
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Although these barriers present a problem for particular 
uses, they have not, in most cases, prevented some use being 
made of 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 15-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 reported 
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 
over next 

States 5 years 

Alabama 10 
California 400 
Delaware 5 
Florida 
Illinois 27 
Iowa 25 
Kentucky 30 
Michigan 150 
Missouri (a) 
New York 200 
North Carolina 10 
North Dakota 
Oregon d 
Pennsylvania 300 
Rhode Island 10 
South Dakota 10 
Tennessee 
Texas (15 
Utah 3 
Washington 25 
Wyoming 3 

Total 1,228 

a/Information on projected closures 

1978-79 
vacant 
schools -- 

397 
58 
12 

800 
80 
25 

8 
54 

185 
350 

40 
1 
4 

100 
(b) 

0 
22 

300 
2 

45 
10 

Total 

407 
458 

17 
818 

80 
50 
38 

204 
185 
550 

50 
5 
4 

400 
10 
10 
47 

300 
5 

70 
13 

2,493 3,721 

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 
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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. 
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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.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 V_Eibh:ZANT S/XOCLS 

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- 
fiisters this program, which provides funds for 
(1) construction of new domiciliary 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 (ERA) 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 required 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. 
cials believed that vacant schools, 

Program offi- 
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 ST.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 moire positive and direct involvement 
in determining their own needs, without "Federal controls 
and redtape." 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 particular 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 South 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, Tounty office building, 
vocational skill center, and warehouse. According to ques- 
tionnaire responsesl 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 
State governments. 

Because there may be 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. Al.so, since 3ae 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), re'quire Federal agencies that provide 
grants for construction projects to make sure that adequate 
consideration is given to the use of vacant schools 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. 17.1 
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 I 

The putgore aE -hit quarcimntirt it ci7 
help ut dectmine tSe tx:tnt :o which vtcmc and 
underutilized Tublic school buildings could 5e 
used oucridt cht school ryrctin and co identify 
any ltgbl berrierr :o such use in :he 30 reacer. 
We recognizt :hac some Srrcas may not colltcc 
such infomacion rtiaeed to all school districts 
in their scats .md, accordisSly, havr asked 
for your berc cathate in such cases. 

3. 

The qutseionnairt is divided ineo ehrte 
;)lrf‘* ?art I rtltttt CJ unurtd public rchooi 
buildings in your seato, ?rrc Ii rtiacts :o 
underuciiired school buildings and vacant class- 
roam, and Pare III is Ssnrrel. Ve a&ourrSe 
you to conme: cbe school dirt&ccc ia your 
lraee to obtain :hir intomacion an17 if ehe 
requtrced infocution vould tlro aervt t uraful 
purpose jrictin your Start’s tducacion bpency. 

._ 
If you have any quereicnr relrrtd LO cle 

quastiowaire, please call Y.r. Sobby Boovtr 
at (20:) 34-9623. 

3. 

LTUSED PL’SLX SCXOL 9CI231YGS 

1. Does your Start raucinely collect infsr- 
awrution releced co weam public school 6. 
buiidingr in your Scars? <Check one.) 

/ I 
-; Yes 

jcx go 

:uiE : If ‘+a”, pltase snrver the following 
questions gring :ht informcion 
conreined in your ryseem. If ?lo” 
phase provide your best ercimater 
as towers co quescionr t-13. 

2. At the baginnizg of rchool year i978-79, 
how YDV public tleeentary and secondary 
(I(-1:)chool buildinga vere there in your 7. 

State? (Include orrLy :hort buildings srhich 
arc used for direct educrtionel purgorar 
omicring such buildicgs as =inzenanct and 
utility facilititr) 

(number of schooi buildings) 

. f 

AC tSt beginning of school year :978-Y9 
hov maw vacant public alanencary and set- -e 
dary (:C-12) rchoo!. bui?dings irere :hare 
in your Scrct? (30 not include once vacant 
buildings which bre Planned fsr furura school 
use or buildings *which havt Seen scheduled 
for denolicion for such rtbsons as safacy.: 

(number of vacant school 
buildings) 

Of the toeal xnber of vbcanc school 5uilC- 
mgs in quesc:w 3, Llwr zany are in good 
tnougk condition ehac they coult St used tsr 
non-school purposts vithcuc major :tcJn- 
rcruccion? !That is, ehey have no ajar 
rcruccural or atcAanica1 dtftcts rtquiriag 
capital izaprovc=tncs) 

(sunber in 3ood condicionj 

3ov runy of :ht vacant azhool bui?di?.gr is :. 
obovt arc Locored wkert :hty could be csed 
for ochtr public or coszaercral use? 

(3nber in ,wuabla :s:ation) 

During :he ?asc 2 caicndar years (‘?77-i973), 
hov cmnv school SuiLdingr i:: :rour Sca:a hava 
beta sold, rcncod, ieastd, or ochrr-rise 
ezonrftrred far ochtr ;ub?ic or czzer:lai 
ust? 

(number sol<) 

(r3.mbtr rmtad) 

(number :tat+d) 

(ambar omervisa ::anste:rsd; 

(TOTAL 1 

irov aany of :ht 3cSoci buildings ir. g:od 
condition (a!3 above) are ?rcscnc!y ?!sr.r.td 
for relc, rm:, lease, or other :ransfc: 
for altarnat+ pub?ic or comcxrical use. 

(nunbtr co be 3oldJ 

(number CJ 5e rtnrrd) 

(nuzbes :o be lea3eCi 

(nunbtr :o be 9cSer-Lsa 
:ronsferred) 
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3. 

9. 

10. 

;;hat are :Ct :htre :ost comon alternative 
us*, of rchool juildizgs in your jta:r? 
(?!eese List) 

3. 

?ltast list any type of school building reuse 
I;rlannod ur actual) which you consider i= 
varive or unique and which sight benefit othet 
States considering the problam of vacant ele- 
mtntary and secondary public school buildings. 

1. 

2. 

Are there me Legal or other barriers :o :tie 
rait, :er.ca:, Lease, or ocler trznsfsr of 
vacant e:en?entary or secondary pubLie schao! 
buildings for ocher public+or comnerc~al 
use in your State! (Check one.) 

// go -- If "pJ" , skip to ques:ioa 12. 

11. :;hich of chc following are barriers io the 
aale, rental, lease, or other rransfer of 
vacan: eLazc?.tar~ or stcondary ?cblic school 
buildings in your State? (Check all that 
apply.) Tletse ust cht rpact Provided btlow 
CO givt fur:htr details available on lagal 
barriars, 

// Zoning rtotrictions 

J/ Znvironne~tai considerations 

// Leek of interest by ?ubLic at‘ 
private groups 

,,.- 
-’ Coseaunit-1 opposition 

/ Other (Please specify) 

- 

%%tailr on ltgai barriers: 

::. 

13. 

1s. 

13. 

:iow xanv studrncs art currer.c::? enroiltd -- 
ZR elezrncarg red secandarp lx-!t) p~bli. 
schools in your Scacel 

!nunber of students ez:;rLi@dJ 

Over tSe wxt 3 ;rears, %a: dzmgs, if any, 
00 you *antl;lpaKt rn CF. e wnber of rcudents 
enrolled in +lezwz.tar;~ and secondary public 
schools in :7our Zta~e? ii::eck aat and fill 
in the blank s?ace.i 

J_1 An incrsasa 3f a.DOCE 
pzrcenc 

I/ 

// 

:ro csar.ja 

A dd:raase of about 
:el-cCi!lt 

Jased u:on :r-ur projected enrollnent levels, 
do you &xc: my tlexentary or secondary 
(K-l?) aus;:c schools es clost in your State 
durmg :Sa :.2x: 5 years? (Check ont.) 

Ifow nany elesentary ar.d secondary oublic 
schools do you wpec: to close durir.: the 
ntxc 5 years? 

(an3btr of closures) 

16. 3oes your State routinely callecc infsrri:ion 
rtiated to unused classrooms located in 
operating elementary and secondary public 

buildings ia your Stata? (Check one.j schoo 1 

I 7 Yes 

I/ 
YOT’C : 

!7. AC iht beginning of school par 197P-i9, 

SO 

If “yes”, pieast answer the followicg 
questions using the izar’omation :OJ- 
tained in your syotdn. If “no” 
please provide your best tstiaaie as 
answers to questions 17-29 3r 
contact the school districts. 

how manv eLaaer.tary and secmiary ?uolic Y- scnooLs (K-L?) in your State 5ad er.ro!l:,encs 
of i0 ?er:eac or iess oi school ca?acir:i? 

(nuzbtr of 3;hoois uirh mnil- 
ntnt of 70 Percent or less 
sf capaciyr) 
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13. 

19. 

;0. 

-1 4.. . 

22. 

23. 

-lease distribute :be sumber of schools 
indicated i:, 17 above ‘baged upon t.L.e nu:bcr 
Jr’ c:a9sroons in each sckoal. 

hrrber of C~asrroo3s Ycnrber of Schools 

Less than 6 

6 - L5 

16 - 25 

G-ver 25 

At the beginning OF school year 1978-79, bow 
aeny unused c?assrooms were there in operz 
ing ele=entar:r and secondary (K-12) Tublic 
schools in you: Sate? 

:nccber of unused clasrrooms) 

Virhin some Scaterlschools districts, some 
c!as#rooma are being used by ocher public or 
cascercial organizations. TSis sharing unused 
space has been referred to as “joint use” of 
school iaciL;ries. Lloer the porential exist 
for “joize use” of school facilities in your 
State? (Check oxe.1 

17 Yes 

I(=-7 Yo - IC “!?o” skip to guescion 26. 

Xow zacv of the unused ;Iarsroomr aeentizned --. m quesclm ;9 offar tS.a potential ?er “joint 
use”? 

(number of unusea clas9rooms 
with potential for “joint 
ura”) 

During tSe Tart 2 calendar years (L977-19781, 
how nan~ claasroour in your Strta have been 
rented, leased, oc othemise transferred for 
other public or commercial usc. 

(number rented) 

(number Icaaed) 

(number ot5emise :ransLerred) 

(TOTAL) 

WOW lnny of the claaarooms in question 11 
above are presently planned for renca?, 
hare, or otker transfer for alternate 
public or coctoercial use? 

(number co be rcnced! . 

(number to be leased) 

(number :a ‘Je otherwise 
transferred) 

,!A 

25. 

26. 

27. 

:Y?MC are :.ie rime =ost C3rnC” al:e:%%clve 
use3 pi vacant :lassroars in :four j;dCa? 
(Please’ :Isc). 

7.. ’ 
. 
4. 

Tlease iiSt any tyype of siassrooa reuse 
(planned or actual) which you consldor 
innovative or unique and which S;:lc benefit 
other Stacas considering the problerr of 
unused classrooms ir! rlementary and seconC- 
ary 2ubli.c school buildings. 

A. 

2. 

A:e there legal or other barriers cc the 
rental, lease, 5r o:ker :rsnsfrr oi unused 
classroom located iz elementary and 
secondary pubiic school buiidings in your 
Seace? 

/ Yes 

I-7 I Xo - :f "!io", ski; fa cuestic?. 29 

Knich of the following ars barrises :o :ha 
rental, Lease or other transfer of unused 
claosroom Located in elegencary snd 
secondary public school 5uiLdinjs In your 
State7 (Check all the apply). ILease 
3se the space provided belcv to give an:: 
further decaiLs avaiiabia cn Legal bar::cra. 

1-j Z0nir.g rescric:ions 

I -’ Lavironnencal tonrideratrcns 

/ Lack of incereat by PubLLc or 
private groups 

I/ Coemuniey oppositicn 

/I Other (Please specify 

3etaiLs on itgai barriers: 
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18. At the beginniiag of school ysdr 3978-1379, 32. :f you have anjr additional cor;?excs on 
how any stLdom used clasrroonr ~claesracse any of the question3 or reiatod c~pics 
used oaly once or tw%ca a do7j wcrt thara? zot ;ovcrad by :hc quastrms, picese ?ro- 

vide your corencs in&c syaacr balow. %;u: 
inumber of setdm used view+ are grtatly appraciaerd, x3r.k you! 

clas~rocms~ 

29. Ecu adny o’f the clarsrotsc;r in que4cicn 29 
could ba VdCdC4d through conrolidrtion! 

(number thdt tould be 
vdCdC4d) 

30. 

31. 

In your opinion, ,dould i: 54 substanciaL!y 
wotthuhilc to require Taderr a$ancies to 
consider $54 avrilabilic-r of vacant schools 

,or cLassroom before z&~g aranes for con- 
struction of non-school facilities which 
zighe utilize the vacant school sprea? 
(Chtck ma). 

lrovida explanatory commnts if possitrla. 

I/ 3tfizitely yes 

I/ ?robably *yes 

/ / I Undecided 

/57 ?robai?ly no 

l-1 134iinittcly no 

Explanatory commts: 

Do you know or' any situations 21 which 
ttderal funds were used for zw conat~c- 
cion when available vacant school facilities 
could have 54411 used instaad? 

17 Yes - If "yad" provide details 

I/ SO 

Jetails: 
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1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 

6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 

10. 

11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 

16. 
17. 

18. 

19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 

23. 

24. 

FEDERAL GRANT PROGRAMS THAT PROVIDE 

FUNDS FOR "BRICK-AND-MORTAR" PROJECTS 

Farm Labor Housing Loans and Grants* 
Industrial Development Grants* 
Economic Development--Grants and Loans 
Economic Development--Public Works* 
Grants to States for Supplemental and Basic 

Funding of Titles I, II, III, IV, and IX 
activities 

Military Construction, Army National Guard* 
Handicapped Innovative Programs 
School Assistance in Federally Affected Areas 
Vocational Education --B'asic Grants to States* 
Rehabilitation Services and Facilities--Basic 

Support 
Rehabilitation Services and Facilities 
Developmental Disabilities 
Community Development Block Grant/Entitlement 
Community Development Block Grant/Discretionary* 
The Urban Mass Transportation Capital and 

Operating Assistance Formula Grants 
Appalachian Supplement to Federal Grant-In-Aid 
Appalachian Vocational and Other Education 

Facilities and Operations 
Coastal Plains Supplements to Federal Grant- 

In-Aid 
Fotir Corners Supplements to Federal Grant-In-Aid 
New England Supplements to Federal Grant-In-Aid 
Ozarks Supplements to Federal Grant-In-Aid 
Upper Great Lakes Supplements to Federal Grant- 

In-Aid 
Grants to States For Construction of State 

Nursing Home Care Facilities* 
Old West Supplements to Federal Grant-In-Aid 

Total 

a/Estimated. 

g/Not identified. 

*The "1979 Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance" did 

Fiscal year 1979 
grant program 

funds 

$ a/33,000,000 
~-/10,000,000 

228,500,OOO 
~/20,000,000 

a/52,000,000 
~/16,000,000 
a/59,000,000 

%7430,671,966 
817,484,OOO 

32,028,OOO 
33,058,OOO 

3,161,229,000 
~/850,000,000 

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

a/4,307,000 

a/4,414,457 
(b) 

8,353,OOO 
4,470,808 

a/12,834,000 

a/2,443,960 

$5,854,874,678 -- 

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

EXECUT!VE OFFICE OF THE PREENDENT 
OFFKE OF MANAGEMENT AND BUDGET 

WASHINGTON. O.C. 20503 

November 7, 1980 
Mr. Gregory J. Ahart 
Director 
Human Resources Division 
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 schools, including community pressure 
and local savings where matching fund programs are 
involved: and 

0 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. 

Sincerelyj 

i!l!t?%~ . 
Associate Director for 

Management and Regulatory Policy 
(104111) 
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