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Introduction 
 
Sierra College is a thriving community college serving over 23,000 students in any given semester, and 
growing by leaps and bounds, with Fall 2008 student population growth reportedly tracking at 7%. 
 
The college is in excellent fiscal health, with balanced budgets that have generated $2 million in 
surpluses over the course of the last four years, growing reserves, and a Board of Trustees that recently 
reaffirmed its sound fiscal policies with a nearly unanimous 6-1 vote.1 
 
The college is a people-driven business, with fully 78 cents of every dollar spent on compensation and 
benefits for faculty, staff and administration. The remaining 22 cents of every dollar cover all of the 
operating costs of the college — utilities, technology, maintenance, etc. 
 
Sierra College delivers an incredible level of excellence and value to its community, as the premier place 
for students to acquire their general education; and as the premier place for students of all ages to 
acquire the skills and training they need to secure a good-paying job. 
 
Like most community colleges, Sierra College has a number of challenges that require attention, focus 
and effort over the coming years. Some of these challenges include: 
 

¶ The need for a more aggressive funding plan for retiree medical benefit liabilities, to ensure that 
the college can continue to compete for the best and brightest faculty and staff ten to twelve 
years from now. 
 

¶ The need for additional full time faculty in some academic divisions or departments, to increase 
the quality of curriculum and program development, strategic planning and shared governance. 
 

¶ The need to tie college resource allocation and systems for managing budgets and staffing to 
our strategic plans and priorities. 

 
The aforementioned challenges are all being dealt with in a variety of ways, but this report seeks to 
focus on a specific challenge that may be the most difficult to address, which is the need to repair and 
modernize many of the college’s existing facilities, and acquire or construct new ones. 
 
The purpose of this report is to explore why I believe that Sierra College is unique among the 72 
community college districts in the State of California, and why we will therefore need a unique approach 
to solving this important challenge. 
 
As a point of information, I utilized no taxpayer resources or staff time in the preparation of this report. 
Much of it is simply factual, but where there are opinions, I speak as an individual trustee, and my board 
colleagues will have to confirm for you where they individually agree or disagree. 
 
 
 

                                                           
1
 Source: Board Meeting Minutes, June 2005 to Present  (Policy Reaffirmation on July 19, 2008) 



PRACTICAL SOLUTIONS FOR REAL PROGRESS ON SIERRA COLLEGE FACILITIES PAGE 3 

What is the Common Approach to Funding Facilities 

Modernization and Construction? 
 
For many years, the State of California funded nearly 100% of the cost of community college facility 
construction and modernization. Colleges would apply for funding, and based on a combination of 
student population needs, total square footage, and other variables, the State would provide the 
funding. The college’s 1996 Learning Resource Center, 2007 Math and Technology Center and 2008 
Child Development Center are the final examples of primarily state-funded facilities.2 
 
However, the state funding system has changed significantly with the relatively recent addition of local 
general obligation bond measures as a primary source of community college facility funding. The state 
began requiring a significant match of local funding – typically 50% at a minimum – to access state 
facilities funding. 
 
Community college districts currently have no authority under the law to levy developer fees, Mello-
Roos fees, or other funding options that are available to K-12 districts. As a result, the state has in effect 
designated the “Prop 39 general obligation bond” as the primary funding mechanism for modernizing 
and constructing community college facilities. 
 
 

7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ $ÉÓÔÒÉÃÔȭÓ (ÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ 3ÕÐÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ "ÏÎÄ -ÅÁÓÕÒÅÓȩ 
 
The Sierra Community College District is an immense 3,200 square miles, and the sheer size of the 
district creates three individual population areas that must be served independently — the Western 
Nevada County region, the Truckee-Tahoe region, and the rest of Placer County. 
 
In 1957, on its third attempt, the college passed its first bond measure to fund the construction of the 
Rocklin campus on its current site.3 Interestingly, one of the leaders of that successful campaign was 
then-student leader and current trustee, Barbara Vineyard. The Southern / Western region of Placer 
County has not passed a bond measure since then. 
 
In 2003, prior to my service on the Board of Trustees, the college proposed a $394 million district-wide 
measure designed to repair and modernize the Rocklin campus, build a new Truckee-Tahoe campus, 
expand the Nevada County Campus, and build a new center on a 20-acre parcel in Lincoln. This measure 
failed with 49% voting yes. 
 
Shortly thereafter, the board proposed two “local” bond measures — covering only the Western Nevada 
County and Truckee-Tahoe regions — to accomplish the local goals of Measure E in those communities. 

                                                           
2
 The 2007 Math and Technology Center experienced construction cost inflation that caused state funding to cover 

approximately 96% of total costs, requiring the district to make up the difference, or forfeit the funding for the 

building. The district wisely chose to cover this gap and the building opened for the Fall 2007 semester. 

3
 Source: http://sierracollege.edu/AboutUs/publicRelations/history.html 
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Measure G passed in Western Nevada County with nearly 60% of the vote; Measure H passed in 
Truckee-Tahoe with 70%. 
 
At this point, the center of the college’s facilities needs shifted squarely to the repair and modernization 
of the Rocklin campus, with a slightly longer-term emphasis on preparing to handle the significant 
student growth in Western Placer County that is projected over the next ten to fifteen years by most 
population models. 
 
In 2006, the college proposed a $78 million measure specifically designed to repair and modernize the 
Rocklin campus. The proposed boundaries for this new measure excluded the areas covered by 
Measures G and H, and also left room for a possible future measure in the Western Placer Unified 
School District to fund the aforementioned long-term expansion. 
 
So to recap, Measure E had received 49% support district-wide. After the removal of the two areas that 
had registered the support of 60% (Western Nevada County) and 70% (Truckee-Tahoe) of the voters 
respectively, 2006’s Measure B declined about seven percentage points, with 42% in support. 
 
During the last two years, it has been stated repeatedly that “every other community college district in 
our state’s populous counties has been supported by its citizens with the passage of a general obligation 
bond measure.”  Even if one ignores the negative tone towards our voter population, the underlying fact 
is correct. Which leads to the question…what is different about Placer County? 
 
 

The Unique Climate of Placer County 
 
It is an invariable feature of Sierra College board meetings that follow any election in the State of 
California, for the positive results of another college’s bond measure to be reported, in an effort to 
complain that Sierra College’s four separate attempts to pass measures (two of which were successful) 
have been insufficient. 
 
At our February 2008 board meeting, it was reported in this fashion that the San Bernardino and Long 
Beach community college districts had passed substantial bond measures. To consider these facts in full 
context, we need to find an objective way to compare these two districts with ours. 
 
Without commenting on the merits of either point of view, political scientists will tell you that in the 
diverse sea of public opinion, there are two basic philosophies that are gravitated toward by varying 
slices of the electorate in any given region: a more conservative point of view that favors lower taxes 
and smaller government, versus a more liberal point of view that is more accepting of higher taxes in 
exchange for greater spending on education and social services. And of course, the vast majority of 
people find themselves somewhere within the wide spectrum between these two philosophies. 
 
Because voters do not register their philosophy when registering to vote, it is generally accepted that 
you can gauge a region’s leaning toward one or the other philosophy using party affiliation statistics in a 
given area. As a general guideline, areas with more Democratic Party registration will tend toward the 
more liberal point of view; areas with more Republican Party registration will tend toward the more 
conservative point of view. 
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Precise voter registration statistics are difficult to find for community college districts, but a rough 
approximation can be made for the aforementioned districts by looking at San Bernardino County as a 
whole, and at the Los Angeles County 4th Supervisorial District (which includes Long Beach). 
 
San Bernardino County is 41% Republican, 38% Democratic (a +3% Republican margin). Los Angeles 
County District 4 is 33% Republican, 43% Democratic (a +10% Democratic margin).4 
 
This is where Placer County’s uniqueness 
becomes quite apparent. 
 
Placer County has the highest percentage of 
Republican affiliated voters in the State of 
California. The county’s voter registration is 
49.7% Republican and 29.6% Democratic5, 
making it the only populated county in California 
where half of the voters (after rounding) have a 
Republican affiliation (the other being 
exceedingly rural Modoc County). 
 
Placer County also has the largest lean toward Republican affiliation of any county in California, with a 
+20.1% Republican margin. The only populated county that comes even close — Orange County — is 
four points back with a +16.1% Republican margin (Republican 46.6%, Democratic 30.5%). 
 
Quite simply, Placer County is in a league of its own: the only populated California county with a near-
majority of voters, and a margin of more than 20%, leaning toward a core voter philosophy that is 
inclined against higher taxes. 
 
The point of these statistics is not to bring partisan politics into this discussion, but rather to point out a 
basic fact: our electorate is not inclined to support the state’s primary means of funding community 
college facilities. 
 
More critically, the board’s mid-2004 decision (prior to my election) to split off the other two 
communities — areas that had contributed 60% and 70% majorities to a district-wide measure — may 
well have eliminated any possibility of even a relatively small bond measure passing in the next four, six 
or eight years. 
 
A simple look at recent election results in Placer County provides ample evidence, with four out of the 
last four general obligation bond measures failing to win passage by the voters.6 
                                                           
4
 San Bernardino and Los Angeles voter registration statistics were compiled as of February 2008, when the 

comparison was made between Sierra College and the districts that passed bond measures. 

5
 As of September 2, 2008. 

6
 Four measures cited are 2006 Measure B, 2006 Measure M, 2008 Measure E and 2008 Measure G. This does not 

include 2007 Measure A, as it was not a broad-based general obligation bond, but a 12-voter future funding 

mechanism. Source: http://www.placer.ca.gov/Departments/Recorder/Elections/Statement%20of%20Vote.aspx 



PRACTICAL SOLUTIONS FOR REAL PROGRESS ON SIERRA COLLEGE FACILITIES PAGE 6 

Our Choice: Lecture or Listen? 
 
Some see the unique situation that Sierra College finds itself in as a blemish on the college itself, and 
have sought to lecture the voters, prove their lack of intelligence for choosing not to support bond 
measures, and use the “shame” of negative comparisons with other districts to try and change their 
minds. 
 
It is time for our Board of Trustees to make a choice: do we view our role as lecturing the public on what 
their attitudes should be, or do we view our role as listening to the taxpayers that we work for and are 
accountable to? 
 
It is my hope that, rather than pursue a policy that has little to no chance of success and will leave 
current students stagnating in the wake of zero progress, the college will instead choose to develop 
practical, real world solutions that have a strong chance of being successful, and can be beneficial to 
students in the near-term. 
 
 

Proposed Plan: Practical Solutions foÒ 4ÏÄÁÙȭÓ 3ÔÕÄÅÎÔÓ 
 
This section provides, in very broad strokes, the outlines of a plan to fund significant repairs and 
modernization of classrooms and labs at the Rocklin Campus, and the construction of new facilities at a 
to-be-determined site in Western Placer County. 
 
Two important points are relevant prior to discussing this plan: 
 

¶ First, this plan is not all-inclusive. There are a variety of innovative ideas that we could 
potentially add to it in order to increase capital project funding, which would have the added 
effect of increasing state match funding. It is my hope that compiling some of our best thinking 
in this format may provide the spark for other exciting and innovative ideas to be added to the 
college’s plan. 
 

¶ Second, even with additional innovative ideas, it is quite possible that the college will not be 
able to acquire every last facility or modernization that it might need using alternative funding 
sources. 
 
However, the pursuit of this plan will (a) give the college a solid path forward amid the current 
economic and political climate; (b) decrease the amount of funding needed as projects are 
completed using alternative resources; and (c) demonstrate that the college is taking strong and 
decisive action to rise above the “norm” and exhaust existing resources first, thereby increasing 
the public’s potential support for increasing educational opportunity via an additional 
investment in Sierra College. 
 
Another approach to solving this problem should be efforts to reduce the total size of the need. 
This could be accomplished with a strong effort to seek reforms from the State of California that 
would allow  the college to comply with the general building code, as opposed to the 
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Department of State Architect standards that require the college to build to San Francisco 
earthquake standards. 
 
Such a reform would dramatically decrease the cost of new facilities construction, and create 
opportunities for lease-to-own arrangements for existing vacant facilities, such as the beautiful 
Hewlett Packard building that is available in West Roseville. 

 
 
This proposed plan has four broad categories of funding. 
 

Federal 

Sierra College has productive working relationships with present and future congressional leaders both 
in the Senate and House of Representatives, and we have already initiated informal discussions with 
them about the potential of dramatically increasing federal funding for the college. 
 
Today, federal funds are being invested in community colleges to house educational and job training 
programs that affect broad numbers of people across large regions, with real, measurable outcomes. 
 
Sierra College provides a perfect opportunity for that purpose — with job training programs in a variety 
of innovative fields, and the potential expansion of general education programs that can help rebuild 
American competitiveness in science, technology, engineering and math. 
 
Specific opportunities where federal funding could play a significant role include the construction or 
modernization of facilities for: 
 

¶ Clean energy and solar job training programs 

¶ Nursing programs 

¶ Firefighter training programs 

¶ Mechatronics job training program 

¶ STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) 
 
We believe there is a strong potential to acquire $30 million in federal funding for these capital projects, 
spread across five years starting in the college’s 2010-11 fiscal year. 
 

Foundation Growth  

Sierra College enjoys the support of a group of talented and innovative leaders in the Board of Directors 
of the Sierra College Foundation. It has been amazing to see the results of the foundation’s good work, 
with the limited staffing it has been provided, under the guidance of its innovative Executive Director, 
Sonbol Aliabadi, as well as several key board members, including Howard Rudd, Bill Halldin and Kris 
Mapes. 
 
At the July 19 board retreat, there were a variety of discussions about how the foundation and college’s 
growth plans could be better aligned, and staff was directed to prepare a plan for the staffing and 
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infrastructure the foundation would need to begin raising $5 to $10 million annually in capital project 
funds. 
 
The projections in this plan assume hitting right in the middle of that target, and raising $7 million in 
annual capital project funding, starting in the 2012-13 fiscal year. Achieving this tremendous growth will 
require a significant investment for staffing and infrastructure, which the Board of Trustees would need 
to approve. 
 

Development of Prime Rocklin Land 

As the Rocklin campus nears a saturation capacity for its parking, student services and infrastructure, it 
has become clear that the college will not have a need for additional educational facilities on 72 acres of 
surplus land located across Sierra College Boulevard from the campus. 
 
At the July 19 board retreat, there was a strong consensus from the Board of Trustees that this land 
should be developed into an ongoing revenue stream, likely derived from a ground lease in partnership 
with its development for a mix of residential and commercial uses. 
 
One other asset the college has in this category is a very strong and productive relationship with the City 
of Rocklin. It is easily apparent that the Rocklin City Council would be pleased to partner with the college 
in accelerating needed approvals and cutting red tape in order to develop a long-term funding source 
for repair and modernization funds for the Rocklin campus. 
 
Current estimates are that the land might generate $1 to $2 million annually; the projections in this plan 
assume $1.5 million each year. 
 

State Match Funding 

 Finally, one of the overlooked facts of the State of California’s financing for community college facilities 
is that while the “normal” method of acquiring local match dollars is via a general obligation bond, there 
is no rule, requirement or preference governing where the match funding comes from. 
 
The state matching system is a complex formula depending on the college’s existing square footage, 
enrollment growth, and the type of facility planned. The state could theoretically contribute as much as 
100% of a project’s funding under the rules, but such a funding application would never be approved in 
practice, because you gain priority over other community college districts based on the amount of local 
funding to match. 
 
In general, the college will be able to expect the state to double our local funding for a given project, but 
there are circumstances where the state may provide less. For the purposes of this plan, we project that 
the state will contribute 33% of the funding for our repair and modernization projects. 
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Total Plan Funding  

The following table details the total funding that Sierra College could achieve under this plan by the end 
of the college’s 2016-17 fiscal year. 
 

Fiscal Year Federal Foundation Ground Lease State Match TOTAL 

2009-10 $0 $1,000,000 $0 $330,000 $1,330,000 

2010-11 $6,000,000 $3,000,000 $0 $2,970,000 $11,970,000 

2011-12 $6,000,000 $5,000,000 $0 $3,630,000 $14,630,000 

2012-13 $6,000,000 $7,000,000 $1,500,000 $4,785,000 $19,285,000 

2013-14 $6,000,000 $7,000,000 $1,500,000 $4,785,000 $19,285,000 

2014-15 $6,000,000 $7,000,000 $1,500,000 $4,785,000 $19,285,000 

2015-16 $0 $7,000,000 $1,500,000 $2,805,000 $11,305,000 

2016-17 $0 $7,000,000 $1,500,000 $2,805,000 $11,305,000 

TOTAL $30,000,000 $44,000,000 $7,500,000 $26,895,000 $108,395,000 

 
Providing time for ramp-up, this plan would generate over $85 million in new capital project funding by 
the end of fiscal year 2014-15, and annual ongoing capital project funding of over $11 million. 
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Potential Future Plan Components 

There are two other ideas that have been discussed and need further development before inclusion in 
an overall resource development plan. 
 

¶ The college’s lease of the Roseville Gateway campus will come to an end in 2015. The college 
could reallocate the current lease expenditure to fund a financing plan that would construct 
initial buildings for a new Sierra College campus based in Western Placer. 
 
Alternatively, if the Western Placer campus has a stronger focus on job training and is therefore 
a better fit for federal funding, this reallocation could instead be used for repair and 
modernization of Rocklin campus facilities. 
 

¶ The college may be able to pursue partnerships with the City of Rocklin or a development 
partner to provide affordable student housing that would allow aggressive expansion of 
international student enrollment, which could provide a significant ongoing increase in student 
tuition revenue that could be used to address facility or other needs. 

 
 

Next Steps 
 
We can — and should — begin today in the process of implementing practical solutions for real progress 
on our facilities problems. The following are “next steps” the college should undertake: 
 

¶ We should formally adopt a policy direction that embraces our district’s unique status, chooses 
to rise above the “norm” and commits to the taxpayers that we will take strong and decisive 
action to improve college facilities for today’s students with real world, practical solutions and 
strategies that have a strong chance of success. 
 

¶ We should hire a Vice President of Governmental Relations and Advancement, to begin the 
process of acquiring federal funds, helping to coordinate grant development, and as a secondary 
role, assist the foundation in growing its size and scope. 
 

¶ We should increase our advocacy for the college to state and federal governments, both at the 
staff and trustee level, and develop even stronger relationships with our congressional and 
legislative leadership in Washington DC and Sacramento. 
 

¶ We should be prepared to fully fund the plan that is currently being prepared by staff to 
aggressively invest in the foundation’s staffing and infrastructure, and give it the resources it 
needs to reach capital funding goals. 
 

¶ We should seek authorization to levy developer or Mello-Roos fees, so that new facilities to 
handle rapid growth in our student population can be at least partially paid for by the 
development causing the growth to occur. 
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¶ We should seek reforms to state law that require expensive compliance with San Francisco 
earthquake standards, allowing the college to comply with general building codes instead, 
thereby reducing the total need. 
 

¶ We should create a joint task force with the City of Rocklin, focused on speeding approvals and 
cutting any red tape for the effort to develop the college’s surplus land as a funding source for 
Rocklin campus repair and modernization. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
Sierra College has the opportunity to pursue serious and practical solutions for real progress on 
repairing, modernizing and constructing the facilities it needs to thrive and grow. It is my hope that this 
integrated strategy will gain the support of my board colleagues. 
 
It is also my hope that this report will spark innovative ideas among the readership for addressing facility 
construction and modernization issues. I hope you will contact me at ak@aaronklein.com to contribute 
those ideas to the discussion. 

mailto:ak@aaronklein.com

