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Franklin Park

As a High School Site

At the request of Purcellville Mayor Bill Druhan and Round Hill Mayor Frank Etro, I agreed to examine the feasibility of locating the new Western High School on Franklin Park. I have spent considerable time researching the subject and discussing pro’s and con’s with the County staff and the School Administration staff. My analysis follows.

In 1990 the voters of Loudoun passed a Bond Referendum to purchase 200 acres and develop a regional park between Purcellville and Round Hill. Most of the bond funds have been expended, but not all. To date, $5.55 million has been spent over and above the purchase of the land, to develop the current park facilities, including The Performing Arts Center. An additional $2 million was authorized by last fall’s Referendum for completion of the Arts Center. I asked our financial staff whether or not the Referendum language from 1990 would restrict us from using the property for any purpose other than a park. Discussions with the county’s outside Bond Counsel concluded that there is no clear answer to this question.

Acreage Requirement

The School Administration advises me that the following acreages are needed for a high school:


Building footprint 





8.4 acres


Parking lot (750 slots, parent drop-off area, bus loop)
9.5 acres


Athletic Facilities (stadium complex)



8.5 acres


Soccer/multipurpose fields (2)



2.3 acres each


Competition Baseball





4.2 acres


Competition Softball





2.1 acres


Tennis Courts (6)





1.1 acres


Other site requirements that will use up some space



Entrance roads



Sidewalks and emergency access roads



Stormwater management facilities



Buffers and landscape areas



Steep slopes, wetlands, ponds, etc.

Total acreage required – School officials indicate that they need at a minimum 60 usable acres for a high school site. Recent additions to the athletic program have increased the desired acreage to 70. Additionally, the School Board has recently decided to increase the size of a high school from 1600 students to 1800. 

Available Usable Acreage   

The upper plateau west of the Performing Arts Center parking lot is 30.0 acres. Unfortunately this plateau is solid diabase rock that will greatly influence construction costs. The ball fields currently located there were constructed on imported fill dirt to avoid expensive blasting and rockwork. While there may be sufficient room to locate the school building and parking lots on the plateau, the construction costs would be considerably higher than normal due to the rock. 

The lower plateau where the sports complex is located contains 42 usable acres. The soils in this area are hydric in nature and the existing ball fields had to be raised with stone and fill to create adequate drainage. The large area south of the sports complex contains several active springs and streams and is unsuitable for building, which is why this area is designated as the passive park area. 

There are an additional 20.5 usable acres on the lower plateau directly across from the swimming pool, north of the sports complex. This area has several drainage swales and two storm water management ponds, one with water in it and one that is dry. These ponds were sized (6.5 acres) to handle the storm water runoff expected from the current park design that contains relatively small amounts of impervious surface. The high school building footprint, parking lots, stadium and associated parking lots would add considerably more impervious surface to the site resulting in the need to increase the size of these ponds as well as adding more Best Management Practice facilities to control runoff. Consequently the available acreage for building in this area would be reduced.

There are two active wells on the site that produce approximately 70 gallons per minute between them. School officials indicate that this is sufficient to serve a high school.

The Sanitation Authority informs me that their initial cost estimate for construction and connection fees to run a sewer line from the Round Hill sewage plant to the middle of Franklin Park is $1.035 million. This estimate does not include any right-of-way costs, but does include the cost of a pump station, force main, gravity lines, and connection fees.

The above estimates are preliminary in nature and may change if and when specific engineering studies are completed on the site.

Access
The Franklin Park site with its proximity to the Rt. 7 By Pass provides good access for students coming from the west, north, and east of the site. The School Administration staff indicates the there would have to be a traffic light installed at the site entrance on Rt. 7, and that additional turn lanes with longer tapers would also be required. Additional right-of-way would be needed for these features. The school may require a second emergency entrance/exit to the site. The dirt road on the west side of the upper plateau could serve that purpose, however it would have to be paved all the way down to Rt. 7. Paving costs are currently running $1-2 million per mile, depending on the site specifics. 

Replacing Park Facilities

It appears that there is room on the site for a high school and all of its amenities, or a regional park, but not both. If the school were located at this site, most, if not all, of the current park facilities would have to be replicated at another site, probably Fields Farm. The Performing Arts Center could remain at the current site and become an added amenity for the school setting. It may also be possible to retain the pool, but many will argue that it is wrong to break up a regional park such that some facilities are at one location and the remaining facilities are at another location several miles away. The school system shares the use of ball fields and gymnasiums with the Department of Parks and Recreation at elementary and middle school sites. At the high school level, these facilities are used full time by the school and are not available for shared use. 

As indicated above, the county has already invested $5.55 million to develop the site as a regional park not including the cost of the land. Over the past year, the county and the school system has experienced a 20 percent increase in construction costs for projects currently under construction. The prices of steel, asphalt, and concrete have skyrocketed. Consequently, the cost to build the displaced park facilities somewhere else would probably be in the neighborhood of $7-8 million. Unfortunately, there are no funds available for this purpose. The county set aside approximately $1 million to purchase a high school site. The cost for sewer lines and to replicate displaced park facilities at Fields Farm is far greater than the savings associated with not having to purchase a new site.

Since 1993, we have built, or have under construction, 37 new schools plus numerous county infrastructure projects such as libraries, firehouses, county and school office buildings, recreation centers and ball fields. These facilities are being paid for primarily through bond financing, that is, long-term debt. Like every household, the county has a limit on how much debt it can undertake. We have reached our limit and have recently informed the school administration that the proposed 5-year school and county building program exceeds our debt limits by $250 million. Reductions in the planned building program, such as delaying some school and county projects, will have to be made during the upcoming budget exercise. 

Conclusion 

All of this leads me to the conclusion that, while it is clearly feasible to physically locate the school at Franklin Park, there is not enough usable acreage for both the school and the park at the same site. The cost of replacing the park at another site is approximately the same as the cost of a new fire station. Under our current debt situation, I doubt that the Board of Supervisors will agree to take on additional long-term debt to essentially build a new, replacement regional park at another location so that the school can be located on Franklin Park. 

Jim Burton

Blue Ridge Supervisor

