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“As president of the British Columbia School 
Trustees Association, I am pleased to endorse 
the Capital Working Group’s recommendations. 
This report aligns with our focus on the need for 
infrastructure investments and effective, healthy 
learning environments in schools across B.C. 
We believe these recommendations have the 
potential to significantly and positively impact 
the quality of education and the well-being of our 
students and staff. BCSTA’s board of directors 
fully supports these recommendations and looks 
forward to advocating for their implementation.”

Carolyn Broady, President,  
BC School Trustees Association (BCSTA)

“The work that the BCSTA Capital Working 
Group has done to create this comprehensive 
report is exemplary. Of particular interest is 
the work that the group did to ensure the 
conversation about school district assets 
include the impact of climate change and 
the mitigation actions necessary to protect 
those assets as much as possible. The BCSTA 
Climate Action Working Group believes a multi-
faceted approach to the challenges presented 
by climate change must include increased 
capital funding to reduce emissions and create 
adaptive strategies. Aligning our work will 
greatly benefit both group’s objectives and we 
look forward to working together on potential 
initiatives arising from the report.”

Catherine Zaitsoff (Kootenay-Columbia),  
BCSTA Climate Action Working Group Chair

“The Rural and Remote Network appreciated 
the opportunity to preview the Capital Working 
Group’s draft report. The Network was able to 
both identify and confirm the challenges rural 
and remote districts face.”

Helen Gilbert (Peace River North),  
BCSTA Rural and Remote Network Chair

“This report is a thorough and well-researched 
analysis regarding the five broad categories 
and provides a comprehensive overview of the 
issues and offers measured recommendations 
to address them. The report is an important 
resource for understanding the challenges 
facing schools in the province and for 
developing effective strategies to address them. 
The BCSSA supports the recommendations”

Rohan Arul-pragasam, President,  
BC School Superintendents Association

“This report a thorough document that 
provides valuable insights into capital planning 
and funding for schools in British Columbia. 
The report covers a wide range of relevant 
topics, including life-cycle maintenance 
funding, climate change, student population 
growth, school area standards, and more. The 
recommendations provided in the report are 
thoughtful and measured and are focused on 
improving the learning conditions for students 
in BC’s public schools. BCASBO supports 
the recommendations and looks forward to 
continuing to help advance the work in these 
important areas.”

Ray Velestuk, President,  
BC Association of School Business Officials

A shared visionA shared vision
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“Despite an increased level of investment  
in 2024/25 a significant shortfall in 
public school capital funding continues 
to be evident. This shortfall is the result 
of decades of chronic underfunding. 
The evidence includes 1741 “temporary” 
portables currently in use for instruction 
in the public school system in B.C. and $9 
billion required for deferred maintenance 
over the next five years.” 

Mike Murray 
Chair, BCSTA Capital Working Group
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In the spring of 2023, the British 
Columbia School Trustees Association 
(BCSTA) board of directors invited 
several trustees from member boards 
of education, as well as representatives 
of the BC School Superintendent’s 
Association (BCSSA) and the BC 
Association of School Business Officials 
(BCASBO), to sit on the 2023/24 Capital 
Working Group (CWG). The work of the 
committee is outlined in the terms of 
reference (appendix A). Essentially, the 
committee’s role is: 

- �to build on the work of the 
previous CWG which made several 
recommendations in 2020 and 

- �to address resolutions related to capital 
funding, which have been adopted at 
BCSTA annual general meetings for the 
past several years.

In framing the work of the committee, 
it was felt that a more direct dialogue 
with government and detailed analysis 
was needed to support change. The 
committee met with Ministry of Education 
and Child Care (MECC) staff to clarify 
current practice and discuss resolutions 
having to do with capital funding passed 
by BCSTA members. The committee’s 
approach has been to define the funding 
which is currently being provided and 
compare that to what is actually needed. 
Recommendations are made on how 
shortfalls can be addressed and what 
additional research may be required to 
define what is needed. 

The working group organized  
BCSTA capital resolutions and the 
committee’s recommendations into  
five broad categories:

1.  �Life-cycle / Deferred Maintenance 
Funding (Annual Facility Grants, School 
Enhancement Program funding, 
Building Envelope Program funding)

2. �Climate Change  
(Carbon Neutral Capital Program 
funding, greenhouse gas emission 
reductions, net zero construction, 
mitigation / adaptation, Bus Acquisition 
Program funding)

3. �Student Population Growth  
(land acquisition, portables, new 
schools, pre-fabricated construction)

4. �School Area Standards  
(related to growth as this applies to 
both the assessment of capacities 
in current school facilities and in the 
design of new facilities and additions)

5. �General (addressing the process of 
reviewing capital programs and who 
should be involved)

Some resolutions the committee 
reviewed were very specific, having to 
do with items such as replacing lead 
water lines and wired safety glass or 
installing sprinklers. The committee has 
determined the best approach to address 
those items is to increase life-cycle 
funding in general, which would have a 
positive impact on the way districts are 
able to address those very specific issues, 
should it be increased sufficiently.

The 2020 CWG published two papers 
which contained more detailed 
recommendations for consideration by 
the provincial government, which are 
included in the appendix.

Introduction



5

Life-cycle &  
deferred 
maintenance 
funding
There were several recommendations 
outlined in a paper from the 2020 
CWG, The Case for Increased School 
Life-cycle Funding (appendix B), which 
have been partially implemented in the 
form of increased funding. While those 
increases are greatly appreciated, the 
amount of increased funding is not to 
the recommended levels, which were 
intended to gradually increase, in order 
to cover deferred maintenance in a 
reasonable time frame. 

Despite these limitations some progress 
has been made. The average facility 
condition indicator (FCI) for the 1600 
public school buildings in the province 
has reduced, albeit not to desired levels 
(.47 in 2020 to .44 in 2023). Anything 
over .30 is considered poor condition 
in an explanation of FCI contained in 
the Maple Ridge - Pitt Meadows School 
District facilities plan, while anything over 
.60 is considered very poor. The average 
FCI for schools in BC was .38 in 2013/14 
and .44 In 2023/24, which demonstrates 
that facility conditions have worsened 
over the last ten years. In reviewing these 
numbers, ministry officials have shared 
the following observation:

“… onsite assessments for K-12 sector 
in B.C. are conducted every five years 
which gives a very different result than 
ones that are conducted annually. If 
annual assessments were done, FCIs 
would be much lower and that is what 

we see following onsite assessments that 
school districts get every 5 years – FCI 
for a district can easily drop by 0.2 for 
entire district following the assessments 
– it’s usually because the engineer will 
(for example) inspect a roof and based 
on specs it may only last 20 years but 
in actuality it has been well maintained 
and they will get 30 years out of it. In 
summary, the FCI doesn’t tell the story  
of a building – it is the details in the 
building condition report (roof due,  
boiler due, etc.).”

This report will outline the progress 
which has been made over the past 
three years later and will revisit the 
recommendations made in 2020 to 
determine if they are still valid or  
need to be adjusted. 

Climate change
The annual investment in the Carbon 
Neutral Capital Program (CNCP) has 
risen from 5 million dollars per year in 
2019/20 to $23M in each of the past 
two years. It has increased further 
to $26.8M in the 2024/25 budget. 
While this rise has come closest to 
meeting the recommended level of 
investment proposed by the 2020 
CWG, it is overshadowed by the most 
recent annual proposals from districts 
for CNCP projects amounting to over 
$76M. It should be noted that the 
School Enhancement Program (SEP) is 
often used to supplement the CNCP for 
climate mitigation projects. The annual 
SEP budget increased from $65M in 
2019/20 to $70 in each of the past two 
years. The 2024/25 budget remains at 
$70M. Requests for SEP funding totaled 
$149M in 2022/23  

https://portal.bcsta.org/app/view_resource/general/reports/10656
https://portal.bcsta.org/app/view_resource/general/reports/10656
https://facilitiesreview.sd42.ca/facility-condition-index/
https://facilitiesreview.sd42.ca/facility-condition-index/
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and $163.1M in 2023/24. The previous 
CWG’s recommendation for increased 
SEP funding was for $103M in 2023/24.

The Bus Acquisition Program (BUS) has 
also experienced a significant rise in 
funding to $23M in the 2024/25 budget. 
The largest portion of that increase ($9M) 
is intended for electric busses. 

The 2020 life-cycle paper recommended 
completing a more detailed review on 
what it would take to meet the 2030 
provincial greenhouse gas (GHG) emission 
targets. A recent capstone project 
completed by UBC School of Engineering 
students has identified technologies with 
the potential to meet the 2030 targets. 
The report indicates the estimated 
investment required to implement that 
technology over the next six years 
is $218M (not including inflation and 
growth) with various sources of funding 
identified. Those include, but are not 
limited to, the MECC CNCP, SEP and the 
BUS. Other sources of funding, including 
federal grants, were mentioned and will 
need to be fully explored to determine 
how much more money will be needed 
beyond the amount already budgeted in 
ministry programs. The solutions outlined 
in the capstone paper need further 
review in a regional context, especially 
with the use of electric buses in extreme 
winter climates. Alternatives, such as 
hydrogen fueled or hybrid busses, may 
need to be explored. CWG members also 
identified the need to pursue solutions 
including solar generated electricity and 
onsite geothermal energy, which involve 
reducing reliance on the electrical power 
grid. This will be particularly important as 
growing electrical demands outpace the 
available supply. 

During the committee’s review, 
members identified the need for a 
new program dedicated to assisting 
districts in adapting to extreme climate 
events. This is essential from a climate 
justice perspective as some events 
have a significant impact on specific 
communities more than others. The 
intent would be to fund adaptation 
measures needed to address weather 
extremes such as very high or very low 
ambient temperatures, wildfires (and 
smoke), flooding and frequent power 
outages. These measures may include 
establishing schools as reception centres 
for evacuees with associated capital costs 
including emergency generators, etc. 

A final comment on this relatively 
complex subject involves a 
recommendation from the CWG for 
the MECC to pursue a formal plan on 
addressing climate change in public 
schools in concert with technical advisors 
from districts. The intent would be to 
address both mitigation, including GHG 
emission reductions, and adaptation, 
such as (enhanced air filtration in areas 
prone to wildfires.

Student  
population growth
The School Site Land Acquisitions: 
Issue and Solutions (appendix C) paper 
from the 2020 CWG recommended 
either increasing the cap on school 
site acquisition charges (which haven’t 
been increased for 23 years) or new 
enabling legislation which would allow 
local governments and school districts 
the opportunity to establish school site 
development cost charges in the same 

https://portal.bcsta.org/app/view_resource/general/reports/10655
https://portal.bcsta.org/app/view_resource/general/reports/10942
https://portal.bcsta.org/app/view_resource/general/reports/10942
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fashion that the acquisition  
of municipal park land is funded  
through locally established development 
cost charges. The need for new schools 
(and school sites) is a direct result of 
 in-migration and population growth. 
With that case, an argument can be 
made that development should pay 
the cost of school site acquisitions 
and the offsite servicing needed to 
accommodate the student population 
growth generated by new housing 
developments. The recommendations 
did not suggest that the cost of 
constructing schools or acquiring 
portables be created by developers. 

Should the proposed changes be 
implemented, the many millions of dollars 
being spent by government on school 
site acquisitions could be redirected 
to underfunded deferred school 
maintenance or building new schools and 
additions. The amount identified for land 
acquisition over the next five years in the 
capital plans from the largest 25 school 
districts in B.C. is $1.7 billion, and this 
figure provides an idea for the potential 
impact of this proposal. To illustrate 
the influence the BCSTA proposal 
would have had if it were adopted 
several years ago, this $1.7B of funding 
required for land acquisition over 
the next five years could have been 
redirected to fund the construction of 
as many as thirty elementary schools.

It is the 2023/24 CWG’s position that 
the recommendations contained in the 
school site land acquisition paper are still 
valid, but unfortunately they have yet to 
be implemented. In order to encourage 
that implementation it is felt that the 
BCSTA board needs to approach the 
Union of BC Municipalities (UBCM) and 

the Ministry of Municipal Affairs (MMA) to 
explore the required legislative changes, 
and any other collaboration needed, 
to address population growth and the 
resulting requirement for more schools. A 
BCSTA/UBCM protocol agreement on this 
and other topics may be a possibility and 
should be explored. This is particularly 
important in light of recent provincial 
government legislation on increasing 
housing density and the federal 
government’s increased immigration 
figures. Both of these factors will result 
in added pressure on existing schools, 
particularly in urban areas with more 
families opting for condominium living 
given the cost of housing. 

The provincial government identified 
student enrolment at 578,797 in 2021 and 
is projecting 623,483 students in 2031 . 
With districts such as Surrey experiencing 
growth of over 2000 new students 
per year, addressing capacity issues is 
something the MECC has prioritized. 
They have advanced a few critical off-
cycle land acquisition priorities mid-year 
by using a flexible approach based on 
available capital funding in the fiscal year. 
They have utilized the same approach 
to order prefabricated additions which 
should alleviate the need for as many 
portables as might otherwise have been 
required by September 2024. The use of 
prefabricated construction is intended to 
be faster and, expectantly, less expensive 
than standard construction methods. 
The lifespan of prefabricated classrooms 
is much longer than portables and very 
close to what can be expected from 
standard built schools. Both strategies are 
welcome news and will result in reducing 
the impact of growth and the shortfalls 
noted above. Spaces for an additional 
2400 students were approved in the 

https://studentsuccess.gov.bc.ca/school-district/099/report/contextual-information


8

province over the past year and more  
are anticipated in the near-term. 

A CBC News report published in 
September of 2023 identified more than 
2100 portables currently in use in B.C. 
school districts. According to the ministry, 
records indicated there were 1,741 
portables used for general instruction in 
the province in 2023/24. 

The fact of 1741 “temporary” portables 
being used in the system is an indicator 
of decades of chronic underfunding of 
new school construction. 

A provincial capital investment is 
needed to accommodate the projected 
increases in student enrolment. It is 
also required to correct many years of 
chronic underinvestment by replacing 
“temporary” portables, particularly those 
that continue to be used for instruction 
and have long exceeded their effective 
life expectancy. At $1M to $1.5M per 
prefabricated classroom, replacing all 
1741 portables over the next ten years 
will cost approximately $200M per year 
in addition to the amount needed for 
student enrolment growth. While the new 
approach will be helpful, this alone will 
be insufficient to resolve the problem. 
Without significant additional funding 
some districts will still need to purchase 
and maintain portables from their 
operating reserves to meet the capacity 
requirements of their growing student 
populations. Until funding for new schools 
and additions (including prefabricated 
construction) can catch up to the need, 
it is felt that government should provide 
funding to these districts for portables. 
This action would be in accordance 
with a recent recommendation found 
in the 2024 Report on the Budget 2024 
Consultation from the Select Standing 

Committee on Finance and Government 
Services (SSCFGS). 

It must be noted that government  
has announced a significant increase in 
capital funding for the next three years to 
address student population growth. The 
annual funding for new schools, additions 
and school site acquisitions has increased 
from $195M in 2023 to approximately 
$566M in 2024/25 and will continue 
at $550M per year for 2025/26 and 
2026/27. Unfortunately, that is insufficient 
to meet the requirements identified by 
the largest 25 schools districts in the 
province in their five year capital plans. 

While the provincial funding  
available over each of the next three 
years for additions, new schools 
and site acquisitions has increased 
substantially over prior years, it still 
doesn’t match the roughly $1.5B 
per year needed to address school 
district five year major capital plans 
for growing student enrolment and 
replacing what were originally intended 
to be temporary portable classrooms. 

School  
area standards
There have been several BCSTA 
resolutions adopted requesting a review 
of school area standards. The rationale 
for a 2018 BCSTA resolution referred to 
a school replacement project approved 
with a 30 per cent smaller footprint than 
the original school built for the same 
student population. While considerations 
for efficiency should be made given 
the increasing cost of construction, 
efficiency needs to be paired with 
effectiveness and functionality.

https://www.leg.bc.ca/content/CommitteeDocuments/42nd-parliament/4th-session/fgs/reports/SSC-FGS_42-4-2_Budget-2024-Consultation_Report.pdf
https://www.leg.bc.ca/content/CommitteeDocuments/42nd-parliament/4th-session/fgs/reports/SSC-FGS_42-4-2_Budget-2024-Consultation_Report.pdf
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Compounding this, there have been 
several additional responsibilities added 
to schools in recent years which require 
more space and will be outlined within 
this report. Unfortunately, without 
additional space allocations, the only 
way to address these needs is to reduce 
classroom footprints during the school 
design process. While some suggest 
the Neighbourhood Learning Centre 
(NLC) allocation provides flex space 
for these additions, that argument 
ignores the original intent to use this in 
support of community use, for enhanced 
gymnasium and performing arts spaces 
as well as Strong Start classrooms.

The CWG believes a more detailed 
review of area standards is required to 
ensure standards meet the current space 
requirements of today’s effective learning 
environments. Such a review should 
include discussions with those tasked with 
administering facility allocations within 
districts and should identify regional 
differences while providing comparisons 
to similar jurisdictions in western Canada. 

General
Another area of review for the 2023/24 
CWG is that of how capital programs for 
public schools in B.C. are determined and 
monitored and what level of ongoing 
consultation should be completed in the 
process of those determinations. Since 
this work is largely technical in nature 
the group is recommending a standing 
advisory committee be established by 
the MECC which would include ministry 
staff, key school district personnel and 
design professionals. 

Regional equity  
in capital funding
In the course of its review the CWG 
acknowledged that capital investments 
in schools are not equitable throughout 
the province. Much of this has to do  
with addressing increased student 
enrolment and safety concerns related 
to seismic activity. While capital funding 
equity is desirable, it is not entirely 
possible given the variables which need 
to be taken into consideration.

The report identifies recommendations 
for increased capital investments in rural 
and remote communities. Specifically, the 
CWG has indicated greater investments 
are needed in the annual facilities 
grant (AFG), the SEP and other capital 
programs, including the CNCP. Increases 
in these programs should have a positive 
impact on all school districts in the 
province. Greater technical support was 
also identified as being required given 
the limited staff resources in smaller 
districts. Increasingly important to rural 
and remote communities is the need 
for a new climate adaptation program 
to address extreme climate events like 
floods and wildfires, which are having 
a disproportionate impact on rural 
and remote school districts. Significant 
investments may be required in this 
program where, for example, some 
schools may need to be relocated 
away from flood plains or require 
significant flood and fire protection. 
Major mechanical upgrades dealing 
with air filtration may also be needed 
along with renovations to ensure schools 
can provide a smoke-free learning 
environment for students and staff 
during the fire season and potentially 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/k-12/administration/capital/seismic-mitigation
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provide a centre for emergency social 
services during extreme climate events. 

The subject of school replacements also 
needs to be considered. There are many 
aging facilities located in the province 
which continue to be used well beyond 
their anticipated life expectancy. Careful 
consideration must be given to replacing 
schools over completing major upgrades 
when the Facility Condition Index (FCI) 
score for the building reaches critical 
levels. This notion also acknowledges that 
the schools built 60 or 70 years ago are 
not usually best configured to meet the 
needs of today’s students, the education 
system, student and staff safety and 
current zoning requirements.

The CWG believes it is appropriate to 
keep regional disparities in mind when 
considering prioritization. Of course, the 
overall goal is to have sufficient funding 
available to address all of the identified 
capital requirements whenever and 
wherever they exist.
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Summary of  
recommendations 
(note: the agency and/or organization the advice is intended  
for is listed at the end of each recommendation) 
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Life-cycle  
maintenance  
funding
1. � �That the allocations for the AFG be increased each year by 

3 per cent for new buildings added to the system and that 
the allocations for both AFG and the SEP be increased 
by an additional 3 per cent for inflation plus 15 per cent 
beyond inflation. The intent is to catch up over time to 
address immediate deferred maintenance. That would 
amount to $179M in 2024/25 and $218M in 2025/26 for 
the AFG program and $85M in 2024/25 and $101M in 
2025/26 for the SEP program. (MECC)

2. �That life-cycle maintenance funding be available to 
complete upgrades on older portables if it is determined 
that replacement with prefabricated classrooms will be 
delayed for a period of years. (MECC)
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1. �That the MECC, in concert with the 
Ministry of the Environment and 
Climate Change Strategy (MECCS), 
provide technical leadership in the area 
of climate change to: 

a. �continue providing support for 
climate change planning particularly 
in districts who lack the technical 
expertise needed for that work 

b. �develop and fund a multi-year 
provincial public school climate 
change plan addressing GHG 
emission mitigation and climate 
adaptation strategies, taking 
the UBC capstone project into 
consideration. (MECC and MECCS)

c.� �create emission standards / guidelines 
in consultation with school districts 
that recognize regional variations 
that can be applied through the 
process of reviewing all capital 
submissions. (MECC and MECCS).

2. �That the MECC and MECCS review the 
UBC report with the report’s authors 
and complete a more detailed review 
(based on recommendations to do so 
in the report) in concert with school 
district facilities managers and energy 
managers. (MECC and the Technical 
Advisory Committee (TAC))

3. �That the ministry explore the potential 
of the outside funding sources listed 
in the UBC report to determine what 
outside funding may be available 
to implement the plan. (MECC, local 
school districts)

4. �That the recommendations contained 
in the UBC report be implemented 
following validation from the further 
review noted above with adjustments 
incorporating alternatives to electric 
busses where appropriate and other 
strategies like solar and geo-thermal 
energy sources. (MECC, school districts)

5. �That the additional funding required to 
implement the UBC plan, after outside 
sources of funding are either confirmed 
or determined not to be available, be 
incorporated into the ministry’s CNCP 
and BUS program. (MECC)

6. �That the carbon offsets collected from 
all school districts be added to the 
CNCP program. (MECCS and MECC)

7. � � �That the additional funding required 
to address the need for air cooling 
in schools not being converted to 
heat pumps and facing extreme 
temperatures as a result of climate 
change be provided. (MECC)

8. ��� �That new schools be constructed as 
close as possible to a net zero emissions 
standard. (MECC and school districts)

9. � �That the MECC approach the GHG 
emission target as a provincial 
objective meaning that investments 
in some districts (like those with 
significant school bussing) may be 
greater than other districts based 
on their greater potential to reduce 
emissions. (MECC and MECCS)

10. �That the MECC explore and fund 
whatever climate change adaptation 
measures are necessary to protect 
and preserve school infrastructure and 
healthy learning environments. (MECC)

11. � �That a specific capital fund be created 
for climate change adaptation 
to support the implementation 
of risk reduction and emergency 
preparedness measures. (MECC)

Climate change 
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1.  ��That funding for the major capital 
program for school additions, new 
schools and site acquisitions be set 
at a level matching projected student 
population growth and allows for the 
replacement of temporary portables 
which have reached the end of their 
useful life. (Approximately $1.5B per 
year) (MECC and Treasury Board)

2. �That the recommendations identified in 
the 2020 BCSTA school site acquisition 
paper be reviewed with both the UBCM 
and the MMA (possibly including a 
formal protocol agreement with UBCM 
on this and other issues of common 
interest) (BCSTA)

3. �That additional discussions be pursued 
with UBCM and the MMA on ways in 
which municipalities and school districts 
can collaborate on the requirement for 
new schools resulting from residential 
development and increased density (i.e. 
off-site servicing, urban area schools in 
high density developments adjacent to 
Skytrain routes, etc.). (BCSTA)

4. �That the use of an off-cycle approach 
to acquire school sites and purchase 
prefabricated classrooms be continued 
and monitored to determine both 
the effectiveness of prefabricated 
construction and the extent to which 

the strategy will address current 
shortfalls in school capacity across  
the province. (MECC)

5. �That the use of prefabricated 
classrooms be tested in a pilot in 
districts with more extreme climate 
conditions to ensure the approach will 
work in those areas. (MECC)

6. �That funding to cover the cost of 
portables be provided to districts who 
are growing and will not be covered 
with new prefabricated classrooms or 
other capital funding provided by the 
ministry. (MECC)

7. �That funding to cover the cost of 
detailed school planning (project 
definition reports) be covered up 
front by the MECC rather than being 
reimbursed as projects proceed. (MECC)

8. �That districts maintain as much 
flexibility as possible to maximize the 
use of space including the use of school 
shifts (as a last resort where necessary), 
and further, that collective agreement 
language be pursued through BCPSEA 
which is consistent across all districts 
to allow school day schedules to be 
adjusted to permit alternate schedule 
offerings and alternate program 
delivery solutions to accommodate 
more students at a single site. (BCPSEA)

Student 
Population growth
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School area 
standards 
1. �That a technical review of school area standards be 

undertaken by BCSTA involving BCSSA, BCASBO, the 
Education Facilities Manager Association of BC (EFMABC) 
and MECC staff to establish an appropriate standard going 
forward. The new standard should recognize changes in the 
education system as well as accessibility issues, regional 
differences and climate adaptation priorities. (BCSTA)
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General 
1. �That a technical advisory committee on capital  

be formed by the MECC to:

• �monitor progress on a continuing basis on all aspects 
of capital programs and funding 

• �make further recommendations to the MECC on the 
strategies required to address growth, life-cycle and 
climate change issues as well as school area standards. 

The advisory group should include representatives from 
BCASBO, BCSSA and EFMABC who are directly involved in 
implementing capital programs within districts. It may also 
include representation from the Ministry of Emergency 
Management and Climate Readiness (MEMCR) and/or 
MECCS. (MECC)
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The following data is offered as an update to the 2020 paper on this subject.  
All data is provided by the MECC. Historical fiscal year budgets for the routine capital 
programs versus deferred maintenance versus average provincial FCI (as assessed by VFA 
Canada Corporation) are as per the following table:

Life-cycle/deferred 
maintenance funding

DATA &  
ANALYSIS

Fiscal year

Routine capital 
program budget 
(afg, bep, cncp, 
sep) n.i.c. Afg 
operating

Immediate 
deferred 
maintenance 
(cost of repairs 
and upgrades 
required 
within 1 year) 
n.i.c. closed 
schools

Total deferred 
maintenance 
(cost of repairs 
and upgrades 
required within 
5 years) n.i.c. 
closed schools

Average 
provincial FCI 
for total asset 
inventory

2023/24 $224.6M $422M $8.97B 0.44

2022/23 $202M $363M $7.77B 0.44

2021/22 $191.5M $437M $7.67B 0.47

2020/21 $181.2M $441M $7.05B 0.47

2019/20 $170M $491M $6.95B 0.44

2018/19 $170M $343M $6.70B 0.43

2017/18 $155M $396M $6.28B 0.43

2016/17 $172.3M $332M $6.26B 0.42

2015/16 $152M $305M $6.09B 0.42

2014/15 $98M $296M $5.98B 0.41

2013/14 $98M $254M $5.41B 0.38
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2023/24

• �AFG 2416 projects submitted in district 
spending plans, $147.1M allocated.

• �BUS 100 project requests valued at $20M, 
71 projects approved within $13M budget.

• �CNCP 166 project requests valued at 
$76.4M, 82 projects approved within $23M 
budget.

• �Playground Equipment Program (PEP) 
109 project requests valued at $21.3M, 25 
projects approved within $5M budget.

• �SEP 235 project requests valued at 
$163.1M, 111 projects approved within $70M 
budget.

2022/23

• �AFG 2407 projects submitted in district 
spending plans, $120.5M allocated.

• �BUS 117 project requests valued at $19.6M, 
84 projects approved within $15M budget.

• �CNCP 169 project requests valued at 
$67M, 84 projects approved within $23M 
budget.

• �PEP 111 project requests valued at $18.3M, 
30 projects approved within $5M budget.

• �SEP 244 project requests valued at 
$$149M, 137 projects approved within 
$70M budget.

2021/22

• �AFG 2632 projects submitted in district 
spending plans, $120.5M allocated.

• �BUS 142 project requests valued at $21.5M, 
84 projects approved within $15M budget.

• �CNCP 206 project requests valued at 
$77.7M, 96 projects approved within $23M 
budget. 

• �PEP 91 project requests valued at $15M, 
60 projects approved within $10M budget.

• �SEP 346 project requests valued at 
$179.6M, 127 projects approved within 
$59M budget.

2020/21

• �AFG 2993 projects submitted in district 
spending plans, $115.5M allocated.

• �BUS 165 project requests valued at 
$24.2M, 101 projects approved within $13M 
budget.

• �CNCP 124 project requests valued at 
$40M, 67 projects approved within $17.2M 
budget.

• �PEP 137 projects requests valued at $12M, 
40 projects approved within $5M budget.

• �SEP 413 project requests valued at 
$207.8M, 164 projects approved within 
$64M budget.

 2019/20

• �AFG 2768 projects submitted in district 
spending plans, $115.5M allocated.

• �BUS 148 project requests valued at $21.8M, 
87 projects approved within $13M budget.

• �CNCP 112 project requests valued at 
$36.3M, 19 projects approved within $5M 
budget.

• �PEP 146 requests valued at $14M, 50 
projects approved within $5M budget.

• �SEP 431 requests valued at $219.5M, 138 
projects approved within $65M budget.

 

2018/19

• �AFG 2605 projects submitted in district 
spending plans, $115.5M allocated.

• �BUS 123 project requests valued at $16M, 
93 projects approved within $13M budget.

• �CNCP 90 project requests valued at 
$26.5M, 19 projects approved within $5M 
budget.

• �PEP 158 project requests valued at $15M, 
51 projects approved within $5M budget.

• �SEP 415 project requests valued at $145M, 
175 projects approved within $65M 
budget.”

Historical Minor Capital Program project requests versus projects funded are as following:

DATA &  
ANALYSIS
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The 2024/25 budget anticipates annual 
expenditures of $150.1M for AFG funding, 
$70M for the SEP and $26.8M for the 
CNCP. The total annual amount invested in 
school maintenance through the AFG (both 
from capital and operating), the CNCP, 
the Building Envelope Program (BEP) and 
the SEP totaled $248.1M in 2023/24 and 
is budgeted at $255M in 2024/25. While 
this represents a significant increase from 
prior years, this level of investment should 
be compared to the $422M in immediate 
deferred maintenance recommended to be 
completed in one year by the engineering 
firm engaged to assess school buildings 
in the province. This amount is reinforced 
by the requests for funding submitted in 
2023/24 by school districts in each of these 
capital programs (over $410M).

The BUS will also benefit from a  
significant increase from $13M to $23M  
in 2024/25. $9M of that amount is 
intended for electric busses. 

In 2020 the previous CWG recommended 
AFG investments of $203.6M in 2023/24, 
BEP investments of $8M in 2023/24, CNCP 
investments of $32.1M in 2023/24 and SEP 
investments of $103.2M in 2023/24 for a 
total of $346M. This is $98.8M more than 
the amount actually allocated. 

While we appreciate the increases which 
have been made it is apparent the $50.6M 
per year added since 2020 is insufficient 
to achieve what the 2020 CWG had hoped 
for. While the increase has covered inflation 
it has done little to slow down increases 
in deferred maintenance which now 
total $8.97B required within five years. 
Thankfully the increased investment has 
resulted in a reduction in the average 
provincial FCI from .47 in 2020/21 to .44 in 
2023/24. Unfortunately, that rating still falls 
in the “poor condition” category. 

With this the case the 2023/24 CWG wishes 
to make the following recommendations on 
life-cycle funding:

1. �That the allocations for the AFG be 
increased each year by 3 per cent for 
new buildings added to the system 
and that the allocations for both 
AFG and the SEP be increased by an 
additional 3 per cent for inflation plus 
15 per cent beyond inflation. The intent 
is to catch up over time to address 
immediate deferred maintenance. That 
would amount to $179M in 2024/25 
and $218M in 2025/26 for the AFG 
program and $85M in 2024/25 
and $101M in 2025/26 for the SEP 
program. (MECC)

2. �That life-cycle maintenance funding 
be available to complete upgrades 
on older portables if it is determined 
that replacement with prefabricated 
classrooms will be delayed for a 
period of years. (MECC)

The second recommendation is needed 
given the age and deteriorating condition 
of older portables in the province and 
recognizing that replacing older portables 
with new prefabricated classrooms will take 
some time to complete. 

Two other investments will have an 
impact on the FCI over time. The first is 
the seismic upgrading program while the 
other has to do with school replacements. 
A recent recommendation during the 
2024 budget consultation from the 
Select Standing Committee on Finance 
and  Government Services (SSCFGS) 
encouraged increased funding to enable a 
faster pace for seismic upgrades than has 
been the case in the past. 

“Allocate necessary capital funding for the 
seismic mitigation program.”

DATA &  
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The provincial expenditures for seismic 
upgrades over the past several years follow. 
They are expected to continue into the 
future until all necessary upgrades have 
been completed.

2018	 $119M

2019	 $221M

2020	 $310M

2021	 $369M

2022	 $326M

2023	 $245M

School replacements, which often occur 
at some point after a building reaches 60 
years of service, will also have a significant 
impact on deferred maintenance since all 
the deferred maintenance attached to a 
school which is to be replaced, including 
seismic issues, will be eliminated by 
replacement. The province has funded the 
following amounts for school replacements 
(partial and full including seismic work in 
partial replacement projects) over the past 
several years.

2018	 $118M

2019  	 $209M

2020	 $215M

2021	 $226M

2022	 $228M

2023	 $196M

DATA &  
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Investments in the CNCP have increased 
significantly in recent years, which signals 
the importance that government has 
attached to GHG emission reductions. 

2020/21		 $5M
2021/22		 $17.2M
2022/23	 $23M
2023/24	 $23M 

The program will increase further in 
2024/25 to a total of $26.2M. The 2020 
CWG recommendation was that the 
CNCP program be increased to $32.6M 
in 2023/24 based largely on the number 
and value of requests for funding under 
the program. The proposals received 
from school districts throughout the 
province totaled $74.6M in 2023/24. 
The SEP provides another source of 
funding for GHG reduction projects, and 
recommended increases to the funding 
are included in this report. 

Currently, school districts are required to 
purchase carbon offsets as part of the 
carbon neutral government policy. The 
CWG believes adding the collected amount 
from all districts to the CNCP program 
would be beneficial and make a direct 
connection between the amount districts 
are required to pay and the strategies 
necessary to reduce emissions. An article 
from policynote.ca makes the same case. 

What is needed to achieve the GHG 
emission targets for 2030? The previous 
CWG report recommended a detailed 
technical review of this question. 
Subsequently, UBC engineering students 
were invited to conduct such a review 
which they have now completed. 

The report can be found on BCSTA’s 
Portal and provides the following 
recommendations to BCSTA and through 
BCSTA to the MECC and school districts. 
It should be noted that further study is 
identified as being required for the draft 
recommendations to be proven effective. 

“11. Recommendations for BCSTA

This study shows that the total GHG 
emissions from all B.C. public schools 
in 2021 only dropped by 9 per cent of 
GHG emissions when compared with the 
baseline GHG emissions in 2010. It is far 
behind the 2030 target of a 43 per cent 
reduction from 2010. A further reduction 
of 68,077 tCO2e is required. To achieve the 
target, the following recommendations are 
proposed for BCSTA: 

a. �Introducing 450 electric school buses 
can bring a reduction of around 8,100 
tCO2e by 2030.

b. �Replacing less-efficient boilers with heat 
pumps for 485 elementary schools, 
replacing boilers with condensing 
boilers for 80 elementary schools, and 
replacing boilers with condensing boilers 
for 230 secondary schools can bring 
another reduction of 60,000 tCO2e by 
2030. Thus, a total of 68,100 tCO2e can 
be reduced. 

c. �To support these projects, BCSTA needs 
to advocate the B.C. government for 
extra funding of $37.5 million for electric 
school bus adoption. Besides, BCSTA also 
needs to continuously communicate with 
the B.C. government to ensure that all 
the current available funding would not 
be cut or reduced in the future. 

Climate change
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d. �Also, BCSTA may need to lobby with the 
B.C. government to ensure the funding is 
approved in a timely manner. 

e. ��With reference to the demographic 
data, GHG emission measures should be 
prioritized to adopt in the school sectors 
that have a greater size in student 
numbers, such as School District 36 
Surrey and School District 39 Vancouver. 
Early results in GHG reduction would 
be seen and work as a reference to 
expanding the measures to other school 
districts with specific modifications. 

f.  �Further study and considerations 
are suggested to be made during 
the planning stage of measure 
implementation, to ensure the retrofitted 
operations are able to provide support to 
the special needs students. For example, 
the accessibility design and equipment 
on the electric school bus. 

g. �Due to the limited information 
available, the estimates in this study 
are very preliminary. To have a more 
comprehensive study, BCSTA is 
suggested to collect the indoor footage 
and the age of all school buildings 
and conduct a detailed analysis by 
clustering all B.C. schools according 
to their locations, the indoor footage, 
and the age of the buildings. These 
three variables are important variables 
for determining the requirement of a 
heating system. 

h. �BCSTA is also recommended to work 
closely with the energy managers/
specialists of school districts since the 
energy managers/specialists know 
very well about the conditions of all 
equipment. With an understanding of 
the current conditions of the equipment, 
BCSTA can have a better picture for 
prioritizing the retrofit projects across 
different school districts. Besides, 
energy managers/specialists can share 
their success stories in reducing GHG 
emissions with BCSTA. 

i.  �Promoting behavioral change in energy 
consumption also helps in reducing 
GHG emissions. There are many 
behavioral change programs run in 
School District 51 Boundary and School 
District 37 Delta such as the paper-cut 
program, the recycling program, the 
Unplug Appliances program, the Green 
Awareness program, etc. By promoting 
these behavioral change programs, 
energy consumption can be reduced 
without having a significant amount of 
capital investment. BCSTA can share 
these success stories through the 
website and enewsletters “

DATA &  
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The report also provided the following 
tables for consideration and rough costing:

“Table 7 

Cost and Funding Estimates on Boilers 
Replacement Items - Project cost Funding 

Cost of heat pumps for southern 
elementary schools ($96,000 per school x 
485 schools) $47 million 

Cost of condensing boilers for northern 
elementary schools ($83,000 per school x 
80 schools) $7 million 

Cost of condensing boilers for secondary 
schools ($125,000 per school x 230 schools) 
$29 million 

CleanBC Custom Program capital incentives 
for proposed heat pumps in southern 
elementary schools ($60/tCO2e of lifetime 
GHG savings) $37 million 

CNCP for boiler upgrades projects ($3 
million per year x 5 years) $15 million 

SEP for boiler upgrades projects ($16 million 
per year x 5 years) $80 million “

“Table 6 

Cost and Funding Estimates on Electric 
School Buses Items Project Cost 

Funding Cost of 450 school buses 
($300,000 x 450) $135 million 

Electric school buses funded by the B.C. 
government ($150,000 x 450) $67.5 million 

Electric school buses funded by the Canada 
Infrastructure Bank $30 million 

Cost of Level 2 EV chargers $8,000-$9,000 
/ charger EV chargers funded by CleanBC 
Go Electric Fleets Program Full funding 

Additional funding required: $37.5 million 

By switching 450 school buses to electric 
school buses, around 8,100 tCO2e can 
be reduced. However, the funding for 

electric school buses currently available 
is insufficient for switching 450 gasoline/
diesel school buses to electric school buses. 
Extra funding of $37.5 million is required.” 

The MECC notes the average cost of a 
full-size electric school bus was $500K 
in 2023/24, considerably more than the 
amount noted above. 

Another quotation is derived from 
the recommendations contained in 
the report of the SSCFGS on the 2024 
budget consultations. In that report it is 
recommended that government:

“Increase funding for zero-emission 
school buses so that all new school 
buses are zero-emission.”

One of the other benefits of converting 
as many schools as possible to heat 
pump technology is that of providing 
cooling at times of year when schools 
are increasingly experiencing extreme 
temperatures resulting from climate 
change. A means of addressing this in 
schools not being serviced with heat 
pumps needs to be pursued and funded to 
maintain healthy learning environments. 

There are some issues that will need 
further discussion with respect to the 
proposed technologies. First, while electric 
buses are working well in some locations, it 
is the experience of some school districts 
that they are not necessarily the best 
solution in areas of extreme cold in winter 
and where they are serving longer routes. 
Further exploration is needed to determine 
if hybrid and/or hydrogen powered buses 
might be a better solution to fully electric 
buses in some areas. 

Another issue cannot be ignored while 
considering electric school buses and 
other GHG emission reduction strategies 
like heat pumps. In the longer term the 
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province’s capacity to generate electricity 
may be stretched beyond powering the 
proposed emission reduction strategies 
which are based on electrical power being 
readily available. This is especially true 
with government considering the phasing 
out of natural gas. What that discussion 
leads to is placing some level of priority on 
creating schools that generate their own 
energy, whether through solar panels or 
geo thermal systems, which would also 
help schools achieve net zero status. 

There is a further concern which has 
been expressed by those involved in the 
design and construction of new schools. 
This topic was the subject of a BCSTA 
resolution submitted by Greater Victoria 
in 2021, albeit for all schools and not 
just new facilities. Those involved in the 
design of new schools have advised that 
ministry guidelines insist new facilities be 
“net zero ready,” meaning they should be 
easily converted to a net zero operation 
over time and result in a minimum 50 per 
cent reduction in emissions compared to a 
building constructed to lead gold standard 
heated with natural gas. The CWG believes 
that every new school should be as close 
to a net zero standard in terms of GHG 
emissions as possible. 

As noted in the introduction to this 
report further discussion is required with 
respect to the need for adaptation related 
to climate change. This is particularly 
important in areas prone to extreme 
temperatures and regular climate disasters 
like wildfires (smoke) and floods. Schools 
need to benefit from the most robust 
protection possible in terms of flood 
proofing and wildfire protection. They also 
need to consider their role in some areas as 
reception centres, which require equipment 
that includes emergency generators. Air 

quality issues can arise from wildfires and 
higher levels of filtration are required to 
ensure healthy learning environments. 

The message in this discussion is that while 
meeting GHG reduction targets is important 
as a climate mitigation strategy, adaptation 
is also required, which will vary from region 
to region in the province. An additional fund 
is required to focus on adaptation strategies 
beyond the current CNCP program. 

Given the complexity of this subject it is the 
view of the CWG that the MECC (in concert 
with MECCS) should be encouraged to 
provide more technical leadership in the 
area of climate change and that a climate 
change plan should be developed for 
public schools that addresses both GHG 
emission reductions and climate adaptation 
strategies, while also recognizing regional 
differences throughout the province. 
It is noted that the MECC has already 
provided consultant services to assist 10 
school districts by doing energy audits and 
providing advice on future submissions for 
the CNCP, SEP and AFG programs. 

During the pandemic, air quality was 
addressed in schools with enhanced 
filtration and more frequent air changes. 
Air quality in the face of wildfires and 
smoke pollution is another challenge that 
will need to be addressed in whatever 
mechanical systems are utilized, 
particularly in areas where wildfires are 
more prevalent. 
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Given this report the 2023/24 CWG wishes 
to make the following recommendations on 
climate change:

 1. �That the MECC, in concert with the 
Ministry of the Environment and 
Climate Change Strategy (MECCS), 
provide technical leadership in the area 
of climate change to: 

a. �continue providing support for 
climate change planning particularly 
in districts who lack the technical 
expertise needed for that work 

b. �develop and fund a multi-year 
provincial public school climate 
change plan addressing GHG 
emission mitigation and climate 
adaptation strategies, taking 
the UBC capstone project into 
consideration. (MECC and MECCS)

c. �create emission standards / 
guidelines in consultation with 
school districts that recognize 
regional variations that can be 
applied through the process of 
reviewing all capital submissions. 
(MECC and MECCS).

2. �That the MECC and MECCS review the 
UBC report with the report’s authors 
and complete a more detailed review 
(based on recommendations to do so 
in the report) in concert with school 
district facilities managers and energy 
managers. (MECC and the Technical 
Advisory Committee (TAC))

3. �That the ministry explore the potential 
of the outside funding sources listed 
in the UBC report to determine what 
outside funding may be available to 
implement the plan. (MECC, school 
districts)

4. �That the recommendations contained 
in the UBC report be implemented 
following validation from the further 
review noted above with adjustments 

incorporating alternatives to electric 
busses where appropriate and other 
strategies like solar and geo-thermal 
energy sources. (MECC, districts)

5. �That the additional funding required 
to implement the UBC plan, after 
outside sources of funding are either 
confirmed or determined not to be 
available, be incorporated into the 
ministry’s CNCP and BUS program. 
(MECC)

6. �That the carbon offsets collected from 
all school districts be added to the 
CNCP program. (MECCS and MECC)

7. �That the additional funding required 
to address the need for air cooling 
in schools not being converted to 
heat pumps and facing extreme 
temperatures as a result of climate 
change be provided. (MECC)

8. �That new schools be constructed 
as close as possible to a net zero 
emissions standard. (MECC and  
school districts)

9. �That the MECC approach the GHG 
emission target as a provincial 
objective meaning that investments 
in some districts (like those with 
significant school bussing) may be 
greater than other districts based 
on their greater potential to reduce 
emissions. (MECC and MECCS)

10. �That the MECC explore and fund 
whatever climate change adaptation 
measures are necessary to protect 
and preserve school infrastructure 
and healthy learning environments. 
(MECC)

11. �That a specific capital fund be created 
for climate change adaptation 
to support the implementation 
of risk reduction and emergency 
preparedness measures. (MECC)
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ENROLMENT INCREASES

The provincial government identified 
student enrolment at 578,797 in 2021 and 
is projecting 623,483 students in 2031. 
Recent federal projections anticipate an 
additional 485,000 immigrants arriving 
in the country in 2024. We are not aware 
of whether the MECC contemplated 
these numbers in their projections. 
Regardless, an increase of 44,686 
students over 10 years is substantial. A 
portion of that number may be absorbed 
into current capacities although that is 
significantly offset by students who are 
currently housed in temporary (portable) 
classrooms. A significant percentage 
of the growth is landing in the lower 
mainland, on southern Vancouver Island 
and in the Okanagan. The districts in these 
areas already lack capacity so the issue of 
overcrowding will be exacerbated. 

Based on these enrolment projections 
1900 new classrooms will need to be 
constructed by 2031 (translating to 
approximately 90 elementary schools 
each accommodating 500 students). 
Of course, none of this anticipates the 
current shortfall with thousands of B.C. 
students currently being housed in 1,741 
temporary portables in the province. These 
are the result of chronic underfunding of 
major capital over many years. Replacing 
temporary portables over time (with 
new schools and additions) is another 
requirement, especially those that have 

exceeded their useful life expectancy.  
To illustrate the shortfall even further the 
largest 25 school districts in the province 
submitted their five year capital plans 
in June 2023 based on their student 
enrolment projections. The required 
investment to meet the needs of those 
districts over the next five years follows: 

New schools 		  $3.01B
Additions 		  $2.918B
Land acquisitions 	 $1.69B
Replacements 		  $1.468B
Seismic repairs		  $3.168B

Given these figures the annual investment 
required for new schools, additions and 
land acquisition alone is approximately 
$1.5B. This compares to the current and 
previous annual investments for the entire 
province on expansions, new schools and 
school site acquisitions which follow:

2018	 $76M 

2019	 $190M

2020	 $174M

2021	 $236M

2022	 $174M

2023	 $195M

The 2024/25 provincial budget has 
recognized the significance of the shortfall 
with an increased annual investment of 
roughly $550M included for new schools, 
additions and land acquisition in each 
of the next three years. Although two 
and three years into the future is a little 

Student  
population growth	
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more challenging to predict, ministry 
staff anticipate a total expenditure in 
2024/25 of $566M for new schools, 
additions and land acquisition based on 
their review of projects currently moving 
forward. A further $65M is anticipated 
for replacements on top of $176M for 
seismic work (some of which is partially 
funding school replacements). While that 
is not sufficient to address the noted 
requirements it represents a significant 
improvement from the amount of funding 
previously available. 

Government more than doubled the 
capital funding available for new 
school construction, additions and 
land acquisition from 2023/24 to 
2024/25. We are very appreciative of 
that increase, however, a preliminary 
analysis of school district major capital 
plans suggests the amount budgeted 
in 2024/25 is just over one third of the 
annual investment required to address 
the identified needs of school districts in 
the province. 

The CWG believes more detailed analysis is 
required and that the major capital program 
for school additions, new schools and site 
acquisitions should be set at a level that 
matches projected student population 
growth plus the replacement of temporary 
portables moving forward. That amount will 
likely be in the order of $1.5B per year.

PORTABLES

There is perhaps no greater frustration 
for boards of education, district staff and 
parents than the need to place students 
in portables when the capacity of existing 
schools is insufficient to accommodate 
growing student populations. Adding 
to this frustration is that the cost of 
purchasing, servicing and maintaining 

portables is held by school districts, 
with no contribution from the provincial 
government, and that the need for 
portables is driven by the lack of sufficient 
provincial capital funding for new schools 
and additions. This practice causes millions 
of dollars, used for this purpose, to be 
unavailable for direct student services 
and learning. We are hopeful the need for 
portables will be considerably reduced with 
the additional investments promised for the 
next three years and, hopefully, beyond. 

Government has acknowledged  
this situation in the recent provincial 
government report on the 2024 budget 
consultations published by the SSCGSF. 
The report includes the following 
recommendation to government related  
to portables. 

“Provide targeted funding for the 
purchase, maintenance and relocation 
costs of portables and establish clearly 
defined timelines to ensure their use  
is temporary.”

As noted in the introduction to this paper, 
there are over 2000 portables currently 
in place in the province, 1741 of which are 
being used for instruction. The number of 
portables in the province is an indicator of 
the chronic underfunding for new schools, 
school additions and land acquisition, 
which has been evident over many years. 
Since the current cost of a basic portable 
can be as much as $350,000 (Kelowna) 
the investment of local school districts 
has been substantial. The cost of fully 
serviced ‘wet’ portables (with washrooms) 
can be considerably more. In fairness there 
are some exceptions where additional 
funding was provided by the provincial 
government for childcare facilities and 
extra classrooms needed as a result of the 
teacher labour settlement several years 
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ago. Unfortunately, that has resulted in 
increased pressure on the system since 
there was no plan developed at the time to 
eventually replace the temporary portables 
acquired to meet the immediate needs of 
the system with new schools or additions. 
The vast majority of the 1,741 units currently 
being used for instruction were paid for 
directly by local school districts. Many of 
these are reaching the end of their useful 
life and need to be replaced. 

Population projections for the province 
suggest continuing growth in a number of 
districts for several years. Of course, the 
answer is to build new schools in a timely 
fashion so that portables are not needed. 
Doing so is easier said than done given the 
costs involved. 

OFF-CYCLE APPROACH AND 
PREFABRICATED CLASSROOMS

Recently the ministry has launched an 
initiative to use a flexible approach based 
on available capital funding in the fiscal 
year to acquire school sites and order 
prefabricated classrooms which have a 
lifespan more in line with regular school 
buildings. The prefabricated units are 
proposed not only to replace portables 
but also to reduce the cost and timing of 
construction of traditionally built schools. 
We understand three urgently required 
school sites were purchased in this fashion 
and 12 prefabricated projects in seven 
school districts were also approved (and 
fully funded by the province). The 12 
projects include 104 classrooms and more 
are anticipated in the near-term. The 
initiative to use prefabricated construction 
is based on a similar approach used 
extensively in other western provinces. 
The CWG suggests BCSTA monitor the 
use of prefabricated classrooms to 

adjudicate the success of the program 
and to consider endorsing their use 
recognizing that prefabricated classrooms 
alone may be insufficient and will need 
to be supplemented by ancillary spaces. 
Growth doesn’t just mean there is a need 
for classroom space. At a certain point 
additional gymnasium and other spaces 
are also required. 

It is understood by everyone that this 
off-cycle approach alone will not be 
sufficient to accommodate growing student 
populations. We must also acknowledge 
that the increased investment identified in 
the 2024/25 to 2026/27 three year budget 
will not be sufficient to address the student 
population growth illustrated by the five 
year capital submissions of the largest 
twenty five school districts in the province. 
The amount required will also be dependent 
upon such things as the value of land to 
be acquired for new schools, construction 
costs and the level of population growth. 
Where sufficient major capital is not 
available interim funding for portables to 
accommodate growth should be provided. 
Funding should also be prioritized to replace 
existing portables where their age and 
condition has long exceeded their planned 
life expectancy. Capital maintenance funding 
may also be required to extend the life of 
existing portables if they cannot be replaced 
in a timely fashion. 

PLANNING FUNDS

There is another item of irritation for 
boards of education struggling to fund 
their operating budgets and that is 
the timing of detailed school planning 
following initial approvals to complete 
a project definition report (PDR). The 
problem is that the ministry does not 
provide up front funding for PDRs 
although it does reimburse districts for 
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those expenses once a project proceeds. 
Since these reports can cost up to several 
hundred thousand dollars, it is felt to be an 
unreasonable burden for districts to carry 
for a significant amount of time, especially 
if their capital reserves are already 
reduced to minimum levels. 

SCHOOL SITE ACQUISITION CHARGES

A second paper prepared by the previous 
CWG and referenced in the introduction 
was titled School Site Land Acquisitions: 
Issues and Solutions. The paper 
recommended either a significant increase 
to the cap on school site acquisition 
charges or new enabling legislation which 
would allow local governments and school 
districts the opportunity to establish 
school site development cost charges, in 
the same fashion that the acquisition of 
municipal park land is funded through 
locally established development cost 
charges. Roughly 90 per cent of school site 
acquisition costs are currently covered by 
the provincial government, with minimal 
amounts covered by inadequate school 
site acquisition charges which have not 
been increased for 23 years. The notion is 
that the need for new schools (and school 
sites) is a direct result of in-migration and 
development and that the many millions 
of dollars being spent by government on 
school site acquisitions could better be 
spent on underfunded deferred school 
maintenance or on building new schools or 
additions. It is the current CWG’s position 
that the recommendations contained 
in that paper are still valid since the 
recommendations it contains have yet to 
be implemented. Even more compelling is 
the fact that land values have increased 
significantly over the past several years, 
especially in areas of significant growth. 
Development cost charges used for this 

purpose need to be adjusted regularly to 
reflect current land values. 

The following table identifies the 
funding provided by government for the 
acquisition of new school sites since 2020. 

2020 	 $64M

2021 	 $63M

2022 	 $2M

2023	 $62M

All of this represents funding which could 
be available to address other needs if not 
required for land acquisition. The amount 
identified for land acquisition in the capital 
plans of the largest 25 school districts in the 
province over the next five years is $1.7B. 
That amount could be utilized for deferred 
maintenance or building many new schools 
if not required to purchase school sites. 

Some have indicated that making this 
shift in funding for site acquisition (from 
government to development) will result 
in increased housing costs at a time 
when government wishes to do just the 
opposite. Others suggest that housing 
prices are set by the marketplace and 
that an increase in school site acquisition 
charges or the implementation of a 
development cost charge for this purpose 
would not necessarily result in increased 
prices. With that said, school districts 
are at an inflection point in terms of the 
need for new schools and cannot wait 
any longer to match the funding required 
for new schools to government’s own 
enrolment projections. Government needs 
to increase funding for new schools and 
additions and make a choice between the 
proposed legislative changes for school 
site acquisitions or increasing the amount 
they budget for new schools and additions 
even more than they would have without 
the proposed adjustment for school site 
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acquisition charges.

EXTENDED SCHOOL DAYS

Although not ideal, if increasing space 
cannot be achieved, consideration may 
need to be given to using extended school 
days in secondary schools to increase 
school capacity. The down side to this 
approach is the impact on extracurricular 
sports and arts activities which already take 
place before or after school. Bus schedules 
can also be disrupted by using shifts in 
schools. Extended days are currently 
possible in many but not all districts due 
to their collective agreement language. 
This would need to be changed to allow all 
districts that option. The BC Public Schools 
Employer Association (BCPSEA) will need to 
be involved to achieve that end. 

Given this information, the working group 
offers the following recommendations on 
student enrolment growth:

1. �That funding for the major capital 
program for school additions, new 
schools and site acquisitions be set 
at a level matching projected student 
population growth and allows for the 
replacement of temporary portables 
which have reached the end of their 
useful life. (approximately $1.5B per 
year) (MECC and Treasury Board)

2. �That the recommendations identified 
in the 2020 BCSTA school site 
acquisition paper be reviewed with 
both the UBCM and the MMA (possibly 
including a formal protocol agreement 
with UBCM on this and other issues of 
common interest) (BCSTA)

3. �That additional discussions be 
pursued with UBCM and the MMA 
on ways in which municipalities and 
school districts can collaborate on the 
requirement for new schools resulting 
from residential development and 
increased density (i.e. off-site 
servicing, urban area schools in high 

density developments adjacent to 
Skytrain routes, etc.). (BCSTA)

4. �That the use of an off-cycle 
approach to acquire school sites and 
purchase prefabricated classrooms 
be continued and monitored to 
determine both the effectiveness 
of prefabricated construction and 
the extent to which the strategy will 
address current shortfalls in school 
capacity across the province. (MECC)

5. �That the use of prefabricated 
classrooms be tested in a pilot in 
districts with more extreme climate 
conditions to ensure the approach will 
work in those areas. (MECC)

6. �That funding to cover the cost of 
portables be provided to districts who 
are growing and will not be covered 
with new prefabricated classrooms or 
other capital funding provided by the 
ministry. (MECC)

7. �That funding to cover the cost of 
detailed school planning (project 
definition reports) be covered up 
front by the MECC rather than being 
reimbursed as projects proceed. 
(MECC)

8. �That districts maintain as much 
flexibility as possible to maximize 
the use of space including the use of 
extended school days (as a last resort 
where necessary), and further, that 
collective agreement language be 
pursued through the BC Public Schools 
Employer Association (BCPSEA) 
which is consistent across all districts 
to allow school day schedules to be 
adjusted to permit shifts and the 
ability to accommodate more students 
at a single site. (BCPSEA) 

DATA &  
ANALYSIS



31

There have been several BCSTA resolutions 
adopted requesting a review of school 
area standards, which does have an impact 
on the “growth issues” currently being 
experienced. One resolution’s rationale 
referred to a school replacement project 
approved with a 30 per cent smaller 
footprint than the original school built for 
the same student population. While one can 
and should argue for efficiency given the 
increasing cost of construction, creating 
inadequate learning spaces will not serve 
our students well. On top of this there have 
been several additional responsibilities 
added to schools over the past few years. 
All of the following are adding to the 
requirement for more space:

1.  More robust food security programs, 

2. Child care, 

3. �Integrated Child and Youth (ICY) Teams 
in schools (involving other ministries), 

4. The need for calming spaces 

5. �The need for spaces for small group 
and one on one instruction (for growing 
numbers of students with diverse needs) 

6. �The need for some level of dedicated 
safe space for indigenous learners. 

Recommendations contained in ministry 
requested equity scans related to truth 
and reconciliation identified the need for 
dedicated space for Indigenous education. 
With the trauma inflicted upon survivors 
of residential schools whose families are 
part of current day school communities, 
it is paramount that we maintain space 
design consultation with Indigenous rights-
holders. Adequate consultation will ensure 
we are creating welcoming and safe 
spaces while actioning the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples to “retain shared responsibility 
for the upbringing, training, education and 
well-being of their children, consistent with 
the rights of the child.”

Unfortunately, without additional space 
allocations, the only way to address these 
identified needs is to reduce classroom 
footprints during the school design 
process. While some point to NLCS 
as providing the flex space for these 
additions, that argument ignores the 
original intent to use these for enhanced 
gymnasium and performing arts spaces as 
well as Strong Start classrooms. Moreover, 
these spaces are generally planned in 
response to community consultation which 
is a requirement for school planning. A 
more detailed technical review of area 
standards needs to be completed to 
identify what the standards ought to be 
given new education requirements. 

School  
area standards 
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The review should include consultations 
with those tasked with administering 
facility allocations within districts and a 
review of area standards from similar 
jurisdictions in western Canada. Particular 
attention must also be given to regional 
differences within the province since what 
works in the Lower Mainland will likely not 
be suitable in Prince George. Given this 
report the 2023/24 CWG wishes to offer 
the following recommendations on school 
area standards:

1. �That a technical review of school 
area standards be undertaken by 
BCSTA involving BCSSA, BCASBO, 
the Education Facilities Manager 
Association of BC (EFMABC) and 
MECC staff to establish an appropriate 
standard going forward. The new 
standard should recognize changes 
in the education system as well 
as accessibility issues, regional 
differences and climate adaptation 
priorities. (BCSTA)
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Finally, while there are no BCSTA resolutions 
to this effect, the current CWG wishes to 
recommend the formation of a standing 
technical advisory committee to the MECC 
involving those who are managing facilities 
in school districts. The purpose of such a 
group would be to monitor:

- �the adequacy of school lifecycle 
maintenance programs

- �the degree to which recommendations 
from the UBC GHG emission study are 
being implemented and to determine if 
adjustments are needed over time

- �the extent to which modular construction 
and funding addresses capacity issues in 
growing districts

- �school area standards including 
recommendations for change tied to 
the further integration of community 
services into school facilities.

An advisory committee could be used by 
ministry staff to review proposed program 
changes before they are finalized and 
should meet at least once per year to 
review progress and offer advice to ministry 
staff on priorities within the system. 

Given this report and background the 
2023/24 CWG wishes to offer the following 
recommendation on establishing a 
technical advisory committee. 

1. �That a technical advisory committee 
on capital be formed by the MECC to:

• �monitor progress on a continuing 
basis on all aspects of capital 
programs and funding = 

• �make further recommendations 
to the MECC on the strategies 
required to address growth, 
lifecycle and climate change issues 
as well as school area standards. 

The advisory group should include 
representatives from BCASBO, BCSSA 
and EFMABC who are directly involved 
in implementing capital programs 
within districts. It may also include 
representation from the Ministry of 
Emergency Management and Climate 
Readiness (MEMCR) and/or MECCS. 
(MECC)

General 
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What is obvious from this report is 
that there has been progress made 
since the previous CWG offered its 
recommendations in 2020. That evidence 
is largely provided in the increased capital 
funding provided by the province. We 
thank everyone involved for that progress. 

Despite an increased level of investment 
in 2024/25, a significant shortfall in 
public school capital funding continues 
to be evident. This shortfall is the result 
of decades of chronic underfunding. 
The evidence includes 1741 “temporary” 
portables currently in use for instruction 
in the public school system in B.C. and $9B 
in deferred maintenance required over the 
next five years.

The intent of this report has been to define 
the issues raised in BCSTA resolutions on 
capital funding and government policy 
more clearly and to offer measured 
recommendations to address those issues. 
Like most reports of this nature, it does 
outline additional work to be done to 
achieve the aspirations of the province 
and school districts in B.C. Positive working 
relationships with the MECC and with 
organizations such as UBCM will be key to 
achieving those aspirations. 

In concluding this report, we acknowledge 
significant contributions in the form of 
data and answers to many questions 
from the MECC, notably Assistant 
Deputy Minister Chris Brown, Executive 
Director Damien Crowell and the Capital 
Management Branch along with their staff. 
We also wish to acknowledge the work of 
UBC engineering students Christopher 
Wong and Rebecca Yuen (supported by 

BCSTA’s Director of Education Services 
Gordon Li as industry partner) for their 
capstone project work titled Reducing 
Emissions in BC Public Schools. We have 
also benefitted from others too numerous 
to mention who have reviewed earlier 
drafts of the report and have shared their 
wisdom with the CWG.

Finally, we acknowledge the members of 
the 2023/24 BCSTA Capital Working Group 
for their collective efforts wrestling with 
the issues outlined in this paper.
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