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Complex quest for school sites
The nation's sixth-largest school district does a tricky dance in its pursuit of vacant land on which to build new or expand existing schools.
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When the Broward School District recently considered buying land to build a school in Lauderhill, the city moved quickly to block it.
City commissioners were pulled from their summer break for a critical vote that would prevent the school district from buying the 32-acre site. The city's goal: Keep the property on the tax rolls.
That sort of thinking helps illustrate why building schools is no longer a simple conversion of raw land into classrooms. Even for a district that is already the sixth-largest owner of institutional real estate in the country -- with 35 million square feet and counting.
Fierce competition for scarce vacant sites, tricky enrollment predictions, skyrocketing construction costs, the preservation of wetlands and the complexity of rebuilding older schools are some of the challenges faced by the nation's sixth-largest school district in a landlocked corridor where enrollment is expected to resume climbing. 
Finding sites for new schools can be a tricky dance, requiring perfect timing -- and the right partner.
''Some cities are a lot easier to deal with than others,'' said Mike Garretson, who oversees school district construction. ``We're trying to be cooperative. Generally speaking, they are cooperative back.''
Coral Springs, Parkland and Weston, for example, have donated land to the school district, negotiated with developers and helped in the hunt for available, usable land. Most recently, Weston was working with a consultant to cut through the layers of red tape that bind wetlands the district hoped to build on for a new high school.
But lately, that kind of collaboration is more the exception than the rule.
In October, board members agreed to pay 17 percent over the appraised value of five acres next to Tradewinds Middle in Coconut Creek to build a 24-classroom addition. The sellers initially asked even more for the land.
`SELLERS MARKET'
''This is the real world,'' School Board member Bob Parks said. ``It's a sellers market.''
In Sunrise, the district is in talks with private landowners Curtis and Marilyn Deems, who own about 100 acres, including a large lake.
The district wants about 30 acres to build high school FFF, which would draw students from the areas now served by Plantation High, Piper High in Sunrise and Taravella High in Coral Springs.
The Deemses want to develop the remaining land. They have said they will not close the school deal until the city grants them all of their planning changes.
''This is not going to be a quick close. We have to get all the issues resolved,'' said Tom Coates, the district's executive director of facilities management, planning and site acquisition.
Board member Stephanie Kraft pointed out that the district won't go wrong buying land for schools, because it's a good investment. ''I think we should buy whatever land is available,'' she has said.
But while the district can buy and hold land, state regulations rule out building a school in anticipation of future needs. When enrollment was steadily increasing, that rule was no obstacle. This year's steep, unexpected decline in the student population may delay the building of some new schools.
Lead time makes solid estimates key: Elementary schools take about 18 months to construct and high schools take about two years.
Before the first bulldozers rumble across a vacant lot, demographers are charged with predicting how many students will live in a new development.
In quirky South Florida, the standard formulas often don't work. A roller-coaster real estate market, periodic influxes from various Caribbean and Latin American countries and the occasional hurricane conspire to throw the numbers off.
New school construction hinges on figuring out how many desks will be needed -- and where. Underestimate, and a school needs portables on opening day. Overestimate and the district invests money in an unfilled school.
In Parkland, the district has two available sites for elementary schools, both of which seemed necessary in this fast-growing northeast Broward town. But it has already delayed the building of Elementary Z by six months and has yet to put the second one in the pipeline.
Of course, the longer construction is delayed, the more it will cost. The price of some raw materials has increased 49 percent in the last two years, in part because of shortages from post-hurricane rebuilding, Garretson told School Board members recently.
In Lauderhill, the school district was eyeing a site on U.S. 441. But the city has big plans for the area, including an international marketplace, a series of small parks, new roads and homes.
TAX-BASE CONCERNS
Lauderhill Planning and Zoning Director Earl Hahn said the city couldn't afford to allow a school on a prime site for taxable development.
''We were concerned, because the county had already taken 110 acres to build a regional park,'' Hahn said. ``It was just killing us with all this acquisition.''
The city promised the landowner it would rezone the land to allow more density -- up to 10 homes per acre -- if the owner didn't renew a nearly expired contract with the school district.
''It just happened at the time that the commission was taking its annual break,'' Hahn said. ``They came out of break to meet for that specific purpose.''
The stakes were high: 32 acres of untaxable land or $100 million added to the tax rolls, Hahn said. ``It's worth a special meeting.''
While Lauderhill schools aren't crowded now, all the development could change that.
''We were being proactive,'' Garretson said. If Lauderhill eventually warrants a new school, ``I don't think it's fair for them to say the School Board is coming in late in the game.''
In Pembroke Pines, the district is butting heads with a feisty homeowners association that wants an eight-foot concrete wall to buffer the noise and chaos of the planned High School LLL.
The school district usually landscapes around its schools, blocking views and keeping kids in with chain-link fences, trees and shrubs.
ISSUES IN PINES
But Malibu Bay isn't taking no for an answer, even though the wall would cost the district as much as $190,000 -- compared with about $80,000 for the landscaped fence.
There are other sticking points, like fire hydrants and traffic patterns. Garretson hopes to bring a proposed solution to the School Board in January.
Until there is a compromise, the city won't grant the district all the zoning changes it needs to build the school, Mayor Frank Ortis said.
Building -- or rebuilding -- schools in developed areas poses another set of challenges.
Last year, parents at Harbordale Elementary in Fort Lauderdale balked at a district plan to move students into new classroom additions at two alternative schools while classrooms were added to their own campus.
The parents' insistence that their children be able to stay in their school while it was rebuilt stretched the construction time from one year to three and increased the cost by $1.5 million.
Adding to the cost: hiring off-duty police officers to direct traffic; providing shuttles to teachers and staff who park across the street at Outback Steakhouse; and hiring a safety officer to keep kids out of the path of stray steel, concrete and other construction hazards.
In Hollywood, the district had to buy about 50 homes adjacent to the city's Lincoln Park to piece together a large enough site for planned Elementary G-1.
''That's kind of heartbreaking,'' Garretson said.
The city initially donated part of the park for the school site, but once the homes were bought and the school designed, the city balked.
The school wasn't supposed to be built on the park, but next to it, said Hollywood Commissioner Beam Furr.
The district is spending about $90,000 to redesign the site.
State law says that local building codes will not supersede a school district's ability to build schools, Garretson said.
But as for the Hollywood school, ''the city can make you do that,'' he said.
Miami Herald staff writer Hannah Sampson contributed to this report.
