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Quick Read: Guilford County Schools struggles with high construction

costs.

GREENSBORO — School construction officials expected project costs to rise. But

a tab $11.7 million over budget for Northern High School surprised everyone.

“Given where prices are today and the cost of materials and things, we had

expected it to come in $4 (million) to $4.5 million over budget,” said Joe

Hill, director of facilities for Guilford County Schools. “But it came in right

much more than that.”

The district has begun negotiations with Raleigh-based contractor J.M.

Thompson, who offered the low bid at nearly $38 million. Add to that separate

bids for site work and technology, and Northern’s total cost comes to about

$43.5 million. The district estimated construction costs at $31.8 million.

Overall, the district is running about $10.8 million over budget in its $300

million construction bond program. Voters approved the 28-project bond in 2003.

The Guilford County Board of Education must approve any final bid price. The

board’s options to save money range from rebidding to cutting out a project.

Those savings are critical because the rising costs of steel and other

construction materials are putting projects over budget. 

In addition, larger projects such as Northern don’t draw as many bidders

because fewer contractors can handle the scope of work, said David Smith, the

district’s bond program manager. Fewer bidders mean less competition, and

often, higher bids.

“It probably was bid at the worst time,” said board member Darlene Garrett,

whose northwest Guilford County district will feed into the new school. By bad

timing she meant rising construction costs coupled with the effects of

Hurricane Katrina, which has increased fuel costs for shipping materials.

Bids for several projects have come in higher than anticipated. School

officials have negotiated with contractors to reduce costs below estimates for

all but one project, Hill said. The Northern Middle School bids, which included

site work for the high school, ended up $3.1 million more than budgeted.

Projects also have come in under budget. Renovations and additions at Irving

Park Elementary ended up about $500,000 under budget. Work at Florence

Elementary came in about $800,000 lower than anticipated. 

Overall, the bond program is about $10.8 million over estimates, although that

is before any negotiations over Northern High’s final price.

School officials warned in March that prices would continue to escalate,

forcing the district to rethink its bond program. In July, the school board

voted to prioritize the 28-project bond list to cover a predicted shortfall of

up to $30 million.

Projects at the bottom of the list, which means they likely will not happen

under this bond, include replacing Jamestown Middle, renovating Ragsdale High

School and demolishing a section of Guilford Middle.

Negotiating with contractors has helped keep some projects within their budgets

and trimmed others.

Officials negotiated Northern Middle’s price down by about $3 million.

“We’re looking for the same kind of success on our negotiations on the high

school,” Hill said.

Rebidding the project is an option. It can allow more bidders to compete for

the project, driving down prices.

The board took that route this year when renovations to McLeansville Elementary

came in more than $1 million higher than budgeted. That project is not part of

the 2003 bond program.

But rebidding comes with another price. The process delayed McLeansville’s

opening by a couple of months. Students who were expected to start there this

school year have been split at two other schools until McLeansville is ready,

which likely won’t be until November. The plan is to move students in after

Thanksgiving break, Smith said.

Hill doubts the district would choose that route with Northern, which is slated

to open in 2007.

“I think we’re going to have to bite the bullet at some point and approve a

price,” he said. “The longer we have to deal with the cost issues, the more

that opening date is jeopardized.”

Meanwhile, the district may be looking for a new person to oversee the

multimillion-dollar construction program. 

E.J. Deering, executive director of facilities,  officially retires on

Saturday, although Hill said he has departed by using vacation and sick-leave

days.

Hill, who has a long relationship with the district and an even longer one with

construction work, has taken over Deering’s work for now.

Board chairman Alan Duncan said the district had hired more people because of

the bond program and that officials will look at sharing Deering’s former

duties.

 Garrett said Deering’s job should be filled.

Deering, 66, was hired in October 2000 to manage the $254 million construction

program, funded in large part by a bond passed that year. 

After a shaky start, those projects eventually came in largely on time and

under budget. The district saved enough money to do other  projects, such as

replacing Oak Ridge Elementary School.

SCHOOL CONSTRUCTION OVER BUDGET

Overall, Guilford County Schools is  about $11 million over budget on its

construction projects. Reduced costs have been negotiated in several projects.

Officials are working with contractors to whittle away at the largest overrun,

nearly $12 million for Northern High School. The 14 of 28 projects bid so far

look like this:

school
project
estimated cost
bid total
over (under)

Irving Park Elementary
R,A
$2,219,318
$1,716,246
($503,072)

Northern Middle
N
17,776,575
20,876,575
3,100,000

Madison Elementary
A
1,688,602
1,671,508
(17,094)

Northeast Middle
A
4,213,684
3,842,400
(371,284)

Florence Elementary
R,A
5,666,770
4,832,001
(834,769)

Southwest High
A
6,205,534
6,195,774
(9,760)

Northeast High
A
9,206,013
9,028,655
(177,358)

Gibsonville Elementary
RS
9,833,850
9,830,901
(2,949)

Southern High
A
7,494,090
5,954,231
(1,539,859)

Peeler Elementary
A
1,306,057
1,190,478
(115,579)

Morehead Elementary
A
1,273,620
1,239,324
(34,296)

Peck Elementary
A
2,437,136
2,278,253
(158,883)

Northern High*
N
31,781,406
43,498,854
11,717,448

Stokesdale Elementary**
A
6,962,939
6,778,751
(184,188)

TOTAL



$10,868,357

Project key: R (Renovations), A (Addition), RS (Replacement school), N (New

school)

*Under negotiation  **Negotiated amount, pending approval by Guilford County

Board of Education

Source: Guilford County Schools

