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Jennifer Stewart’s son attends Simon Fraser elementary school, but she wonders if the nearby Tupper secondary school will still be open when her children reach high schoal.

Closing the books
on B.C. classrooms

Many of province’s schools saddled with declining enrolment, aging buildings

TRACY SHERLOCK

VANCOUVER SR

everal B.C. school districts, including Vancouver, are
wrestling with the emotional prospect of school clo-
sures this fall, with as many as 40 schools facing the

chopping block.

Vancouver was told by a provineially appointed adviser
to close as many as 19 schools, while Richmond has excess
eapacity equal to seven schools, and Nanaimo, Summer-
land and Penticton and Campbell River are also consider-

ing multiple closures.

The main reason schools are

closing is becanse the number
of school-aged kids is deq:iinin;;
in the province, but the issue is
more complex than that. Peo-
]p!e with kids are choosing to

Al
hm n schools are bursting while
schools in single-family home
neighbourhoods are losing stu-
dents. This means eities like Van-
couver or Richmon i

few k:ds in Ol]h.’l‘ areas.

Another factor is that many
of the provinee's schools are
aging and in need of significant
maintenanee, including seismic
upgrades to make school safe in
an earthquake,

It may not make sense to
upgrade or rebuild a school
that's filled with empty seats
when the money would be bet-
ter spent building a new school
in a more popular area, or so the
logic goes.

Still another factor is that more
and more students are attend-
ing private schools, In the past
decade, enrolment has grown by
about 14,000 students at inde-
pn-nde‘nl schools in B.C.

The process of closing schools
is slow — policies call for a sev-
eral-months long decision-mak-
ing process that includes public
consultation.

The issue of what happens with
a closed school is controversial,
Should the land be sold and
used to pay for new schools or
seismic upgrading? Should the
land remain a publie asset for
use in the future when popula-
tion grows? These are questions
school trustees throughout the
province grapple with as they

juggle the wishes of their com-
munities and a demand from the
provinee to get school usage up
to g5 per cent.

Jennifer Stewart, a Vancouver
parent of two, savs she's con-
cerned because she sees closing
schools us short-sighted,

“If we're talking about sell-
ing schools, we really need to
make sure that we're looking at
the number of kids coming up
and alse plans for the future in
terms of redevelopment and
large numbers of people coming
into the eity,” Stewart said, "We
shouldn't be deing planning for

é I look at the
numbers of kids
inmy son's school —
there’s this huge bulge
of kindergarten to
Grade 3 and they

education, which is an extre
long-term thing, with an e
balancing the budget ne
or making short-term
terms of selling off ou
and not getting it back.”™
She's particularly worried that
hool lands are sold, the di
triet will never be able to bu;
similar properties in the future.
“The board has said it won't
sell school land, but the ministry
s very adamant that they want
the board to start selling off and
start closing schools, That's wor-
rving as a p.1mnl Stewart said.
"Her son is in Grade 2 now a
Simon Fraser elementary and
her daughter is three. T!
1 the tal(}m

n
capital

closer, r\:pxur:s ane of fo
side secondary sehools with low
enrolment, which means it could
be at risk of closure,

“(1f it close:
short-term thinking because 1
look at the numbers of kids in
my son’s school — there's this
huge bulge of kindergarten to
Grade 3 and they need to take
that into account,” Stewart said.
“You can't look at schools that
are 70 per cent full today and say
we should close them because
nobody’s using them, because
in five vears there may be a lot
more people,”

Richmond hi

Iready closed
six schoaols e 2003, but
they are now faced with closing
more. School board chairman

School closures by city 2002-2015

single-fam
of reach for voung families,
schools in those areas of the

face low enrolment. At the same

'8 o o
e at the highest
risk in an earthquake.
“We've got a large prt:h'lum.

The ministry has said they're

not going to give us any money
for seismic remediation until
our utilization rates go up, They
don’t see the point in fixing all of

: schools when we currently
don’t need all of the schools,”
Yung said.

“Unless someone has a magic
wand and puts more kids in
the seats i
waon
our existing sites.”

In 2007, Richmond closed Ste-
veston secondary school and
merged the student population
with London secondary into a
new school called Steveston-
London.

The Steveston property sat

emply for years, but was sold for
$41 million in 2013 to a devel-
oper who plans to build town-
homes on the site.
The money has not been offi-
Iy allocated vet, but it i
designated for three proje
schools in the city centre, in
Dover and in Hamilton, three
areas that have seen or will see
tremendous growth,

Surrey is well known for its
overflowing schools. But even
there, several schools have been

closed and four sites have been
sold. The school district has
Ld the money either to build

cement schools nearby or
to i:luld new schools elsewhere,
in the case of two older schools
with declining enrolment.

The Vancouver school board
recently decided it would not
sell school lands, although it may
sell lands not used for schools, or
of those lands,

: imes a school property
can be leased to another vser,
such as a child care centre, but if
the school needs seismic ar other
upgrades, that can be difficult

The Vancouver school distriet

recently submitted a five-year
capital plan to the ministry of
education 1skmg for four new
schools, 39 seismic upgrade proj-
ects, 10 other upgrade projects
and additions to g George
secondary Wrier annex.
The proposed new schools are
elementary schools in Olympie
Village, Coal Harbour, Univer-
sity of B.C. South Campus and
Fraserlands,
h ]ul’l) ancouver real
estate prices, a lot of money
could be made by selling school
lands; however, if demographics
change, more land for schools
may be needed.

B.C. Stats projects that by
2025 there will be over 8,000
e school-aged kids living
Vancouver than there are
today, a number that would
pretty well bring Vancouver up
to 95 per cent eapacity, assum-
ing the majority of those kids
end public schools
mmber of scho
will be another 17,000 higher,
E.C. Stats projects.

Urban planner Andy Yan of
BTAworks, the research and
development division for Van-
couver-based Bing Thom Archi-
tects, urged trustees to put
schools in “hibernation,” but
not ta sell school lands, becanse
so many more school-aged kids
are expected in Vancouver in the
next decade.
here is a caveat to the pro-
. which is that if hous-
ing prices for families with chil-
dren (remain unaffordable and

]

nd economic
limited, we
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“But that being said, the pro-
jection is that the city is going
to grow by 160,000 people by
2041.”

Given those projections, for-
mer VSB chairwoman and Vision
school trustee Patti Bacchus
can’t see the wisdom in closing
schools.

“It takes 10 years to get a school
built. With International Village
it was over 10 years from when
we started asking for funding
and we're just getting started on
building it now,” Bacchus said.

“For us to start looking at
closing down schools, which
does take a while, the fact that
we would need them again is
insane.”

In California’s Silicon Valley,
school lands have been used
to build affordable housing for
teachers, an idea San Francisco
is considering, according to the
Los Angeles Times.

Building affordable housing for
teachers isn’t being considered
at this time, but a few years ago
VSB considered selling off slices
of land at John Oliver second-
ary and Carleton elementary for
development to pay to rebuild
those schools, Bacchus said.

The province will pay for seis-
mic upgrades for those schools,
but Bacchus said they're in need
of replacement.

Carleton was considered for
closure in 2010, but after trust-
ees rejected that idea, the board
signed a long-term lease for part
of the school with the Green
Thumb Theatre, which Bacchus
said has worked out well as a
partnership.

Bacchus takes issue with the
ministry’s g5 per cent capacity
goal, saying it leaves no flexible
space.

“If you ask any community if
they want their school to be that
full, they’'d say no. If they want
the school to close, they'd say no.
Do they want the kids to be safe?
Yes,” Bacchus said.

“They shouldn’t have to make
that kind of compromise. What
is wrong that we have to give up
so much to make our kids safe?
They made this promise (to seis-
mically upgrade all schools) and
they're trying to weasel out and
stall and blame it on the school
boards.”
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