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Easthampton school price tag rises $10M
By CATHERINE BAUM
Staff Writer

Tuesday, October 6, 2009

EASTHAMPTON - Recent studies indicate a brand-new high school building will now cost $48 million,
roughly $10 million more than the figure project planners discussed in August, but it is still cheaper
than the renovation and addition projects formerly on the table.

"Two or three months ago we thought renovating was the only way to go," said project manager Mel
Overmoyer, of Chicopee-based Strategic Building Solutions. "These three months have revealed
there's more issues with the old building ... It isn't a construction issue, it's a project issue."

Set to be twice as large as the existing high school, the new building was found to be cheaper than
renovation and addition projects largely due to the absence of contingency costs for relocating
students and programs during the construction. The other two projects would cost approximately $1.5
million and more than $3 million in relocation expenses.

"In our minds not only do (options) #A' and #B' cost more, but you're also spending money that
doesn't give you any value," Overmoyer said, referring to temporary facilities that won't help the
school community once the project is completed. Students will continue to learn in the existing school
while the new one is being built.

A new building is "the option that makes the most sense from the point of view of the kids," said
Mayor Michael A. Tautznik. "Yeah, it's a two-year disruption, but we don't change where they go to
school."

Also included in the estimated $50 million and $52.7 million renovation and addition options were
expenses in bringing the building up to code and preloading the land with 7-foot piles of dirt to set the
foundation for additions. The existing school, south of where the new school is set to be located, was
built on "old marshy" land with poor compaction, Overmoyer said.

"The building is on a marsh," Tautznik said. "It's on clay; it was not designed to hold up the way that it
should have been. The building's sitting on a pad that moves and there are cracks because of that."

The new building's gym, auditorium, cafeteria and lobby area will be isolated from the academic
classrooms as recommended by the Massachusetts School Building Authority, set to fund at least
59.9 percent of the project. The state's reimbursement will likely increase if the project includes
rainwater reuse, photovoltaics and other green options down the road.

City voters will weigh in on funding the remaining portion in a May or June debt exclusion vote. The
$48 million is a "conservative" estimate, Overmoyer said. The figure includes an auditorium that seats
510, which is not reimbursable by the state board because the board reimbursement seat limit is 350.

Superintendent Deborah Carter and Tautznik suggested the auditorium be subject to a second vote
on the May ballot.

Meanwhile, the state board is expected to approve the new construction option Nov. 17, with the
project scope, schematic design and final price tag to be considered by the board in late January.
The new building project submission will be sent Friday.
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"After this submission goes in, they told us we can get into the design," Overmoyer said. "We can't
afford to wait for them to make a decision before we proceed with the work."

Catherine Baum can be reached at cbaum@gazettenet.com.
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