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A construction mess that doesn't have to be  
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The construction program, as far as anyone can tell, is in shambles.  
Thirty-five months ago, voters entrusted the Grossmont Union High School District with $274 million in 
bond funds, and another $120 million or so in state matching funds. A school district with no particular 
expertise in running massive construction projects decided to do it in-house. District executives came and 
went. No audits were performed at the changing of the guard. The citizen oversight committee could not 
muster a quorum and was out of compliance with state law. 
No one seems to know the status of any school project. How much will the cost be over estimate? Is the 
improvement behind schedule? Were bids awarded to the most qualified contractor, free of political 
connections or campaign contribution overtones? How much will be left undone when the money runs 
out? 
No one can answer. 
But it doesn't have to be this way. There are people and companies willing and capable of helping. There 
are many success stories in the region, just waiting to be copied. The college district, Grossmont-
Cuyamaca, is one. Sweetwater Union High School District is another. 
The good news is that the Grossmont Union board, at the request of trustee Larry Urdahl, voted 5-0 at its 
last meeting to seek help. An outside firm will be hired to conduct a performance evaluation. Further good 
news is that, under the leadership of new President Priscilla Schreiber, a struggling citizen oversight 
committee will be re-energized with four new members added to the current seven. 
Among those willing to help is Ernie Ewin, a La Mesa council member with years of experience in 
overseeing public construction projects. He was the chair of the Grossmont-Cuyamaca Community 
College District's oversight committee for three-plus years. Now he's heading a similar committee 
shepherding the $247 million entrusted to the Grossmont Healthcare District for hospital improvements. 
The college district just brought three buildings online in a 60-day period. Click on its Web site and see 
the status of any project, the percentage of completion, how actual costs compare with estimates, and 
whether it is on schedule. 
Ewin has offered to help the high school district, if only it would listen. 
Mercifully, voters spoke in November, changing the balance of the board. Jim Kelly, president for four 
years, has been pushed toward irrelevancy. As a member of the minority, he can still speak up. But often, 
it is only to embarrass himself. (See dialogue box.) 
Our guess is that the third-party performance evaluation, if it is candid, won't make for pleasant reading. 
The people of Alpine have been given 100 days to come up with a plan for building their long-promised 
high school. The clock is ticking on the school board and the district bureaucracy, too. Will they have their 
act together and know what to do when the public's advice is turned in? 
The high school district is in the business of delivering education, and its performance there has hardly 
been above reproach. It should get out of the construction business, hiring experts for that purpose. It 
should build a transparent Web page so that the public can see what is happening on any school 
improvement and what disappointments lie ahead. It should even spring for outside performance 
evaluations on an annual basis. 
In short, it is time to listen to people such as Ernie Ewin. 
HEAR NO PROBLEMS, FIX NO PROBLEMS 
Ernie Ewin, a La Mesa councilman and authority on citizen bond oversight committees, has offered to 
help the Grossmont Union High School District turn its troubled construction management program 
around. 
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Jim Kelly, board president for 32 of the 35 months the program has foundered, confronted Ewin at the 
Feb. 8 board meeting. 
Kelly: ... Ernie, feel free to share with me or any board member any money or anything that has been 
mismanaged. I'd be interested to hear it. I have never heard it. So this assumption that a couple people 
are making that don't beat yourself up for the last two years, I think that unfairly maligns the seven very, 
very amazing professional individuals. 
Ewin: Well, I appreciate those comments but I think I have to respond, Mr. Kelly. Why couldn't it (the 
status of the district's construction) go public before now? Why was there always this control on what the 
results were and how it was being handled? Your citizens bond oversight committee, in my opinion, didn't 
have the tools they needed to operate until Mr. Patterson came on board. They were in the dark. 
Everyone else was in the dark. I see little changes taking place on your Web site that look like it was 
mimicking of what had been done on other Web sites. So I think that if what comes out of this (third party 
performance review) is that if all of these (suggested) programs and binders are implemented and 
everything is in place, I will be the first to apologize. On the other hand, if they come out and say, 'You 
know if you had done this a lot sooner, before these cost increases, and perhaps had a little more diverse 
bidding process,' if that happens to be the case, then we learn from that and we move forward. Because 
those things are done. 
Kelly: Mr. Ewin, I would challenge you respectfully, the statements of 'in the dark' and 'secret' and 'not 
public' and so forth, I haven't a clue of what you are referring to. These are just blazing generalities with 
no specifics. Would you please do me a favor, would you please put something in writing to give to this 
board at your leisure and your convenience that talks about specifics. 
Ewin: Actually, I will give it to you at your next school board meeting. 
Kelly: What I would prefer is that you write it out so we can slowly go through it, and examine it one step 
at a time. You've never told me this. I've never heard this. And still as of this moment I have heard not a 
single specific. I think there is a tremendous amount of bias in your comment which is completely 
unsubstantiable and I welcome any sort of specific, even a single example. 
Ewin: I would ask you to read then the audit report that I prepared with that committee (Budget Advisory 
Committee) a year and a half ago that was delivered to you. If you will read that, that will be a good start. 
Kelly: We receive many, many reports -- 
Ewin: Well, it's the one you commented on and credited us for and gave us a certificate for having 
completed. I hope you looked at it.  
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