Eastern decision delayed until May 
Some commissioners want to use unspent bond money to build the replacement high school.

By Nate DeGraff

Staff Writer

GREENSBORO — Plans to rebuild Eastern Guilford High School have stalled because the county commissioners can’t decide how to spend taxpayers’ money on the project. 

Commissioners on Thursday were supposed to consider pursuing a $53 million loan to rebuild the school, but ended up putting it off until May 3. Some commissioners say the loan is the best way to raise money for Eastern, but others want to tap leftover money from the 2003 bond referendum. 

School board Chairman Alan Duncan said the brief delay wouldn’t alter the schedule for building the new school, which is due to open in January 2009. But any holdup much past that, he said, and the time line would get pushed back.

“We can’t award a (construction) contract without the funding in place,” Duncan said.

Commissioners have been facing questions about building a new school since Eastern burned down Nov. 1. The plan pushed by the school board is to use certificates of participation, a type of borrowing similar to a mortgage that doesn’t require voter approval. 

If passed, the first payment on the loan would be about $2.2 million, said Brenda Jones Fox, the county’s finance director. That’s about a half-cent on the property-tax rate, or about $5 annually for the owner of a $100,000 home. 

But some commissioners are uncomfortable with the certificates method.

They noted that the county had just issued about $150 million in new school debt approved by voters in the 2003 bond referendum. They said the school board should reorder its construction projects and put Eastern at the top of the list. 

Projects moved to the back burner can wait for the next bond referendum in November, Democrat Melvin “Skip” Alston said.

“That money is just sitting there waiting to be used,” Republican Steve Arnold said. “Some of it’s spoken for, some of it’s not.”

But in a two-page letter sent to commissioners’ c Chairman Paul Gibson this week, Superintendent Terry Grier urged Gibson to push forward with the certificates plan. Grier’s memo said the schools had just $31 million in available bond money that hadn’t been spent or wasn’t bound in contracts, and that money is already planned for other schools projects. 

He said the certificates plan “appears to be far more logical, far more palatable” for everybody involved and said the other idea “is of concern” to the schools staff and its attorney. 

Grier wrote that the idea for using unspent bond money was brought up by Fox at an earlier meeting. 

“The cash flow’s there,” Fox said when asked about the letter Thursday.

One big question mark remaining is the total insurance settlement the county will get from the state. Guilford is already spending $8 million fronted by the state to grade the site and build a village of temporary classrooms that will serve as the school until the new building opens. 

Eileen Townsend, chief of insurance with the state Department of Public Instruction, declined to speculate on what the insurance amount might be for the building. But she said the settlement could be ready by next week, or even today. 

In other business, commissioners:

 Gave preliminary support for an electronic house-arrest program. Other counties use such programs in which low-risk offenders who might otherwise occupy space in the county jails are released and monitored with an electronic ankle bracelet. 

Commissioners see the plan as a way to reduce jail crowding and save money. 

 Leased 3.5 acres at Bur-Mil Park to a private group that wants to build a $1.8 million tennis center with indoor and outdoor courts. The total lease amount over 30 years is $833,400, although that amount will likely go up over time. The center could open in November. 
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