
 

 

26 March, 2016 

Chair Linda Van Alphen 
Board of Education 
School District No. 67 (Okanagan Skaha) 
425 Jermyn Avenue 
Penticton, British Columbia V2A 1Z4 

Dear Chair Van Alphen: 

RE: Rural subsidy for West Bench Elementary School 

Residents of the West Bench have asked the Regional District of Okanagan-Similkameen 
(RDOS) to investigate the possibility of subsidizing the operation of West Bench Elementary 
School.  My understanding is that rural elementary schools in Naramata and Kaleden receive a 
provincial subsidy.  The subsidy reduces their per-pupil cost to a level comparable to non-rural 
schools and was an important factor in the decision not to consider the Naramata and Kaleden 
schools for closure despite their low utilization.  The West Bench apparently does not meet the 
Province of British Columbia’s criteria for rural subsidization; however, we believe the many 
arguments favoring continued operation of rural elementary schools in Naramata and Kaleden 
apply with equal force to West Bench Elementary. 

I am thus proposing an annual operating grant to SD67 in order to keep West Bench 
Elementary School open. The grant would be similar to the provincial grants received by 
Naramata and Kaleden schools but would be funded by West Bench residents and 
administered by the RDOS. 

This proposal creates to two questions for the Board of Education: 

1. Is SD67 willing to keep West Bench Elementary open if an operating grant is provided? 
2. Is SD67 willing to postpone any closure actions until the RDOS can enact the necessary 

bylaws for the subsidy? 

Funding an RDOS grant requires the creation of a new “local service area” for taxation 
(ostensibly properties within the West Bench Elementary catchment).  This in turn requires 
explicit voter assent through a referendum or alternative approval process (AAP).  Although I 
currently sense strong public support on the West Bench for any measure—including additional 
taxation—that might keep the school open, establishing a new service and obtaining taxpayer 
assent requires time. 

In addition, many details need to be worked out between our two organizations.  I envision the 
subsidy as a temporary measure that will be phased out if and when the enrollment-to-capacity 



ratio of West Bench Elementary approaches the district average.  Although no one has a crystal 
ball, we see some evidence of a demographic shift on the West Bench towards the historical 
norm of vibrant, family-oriented neighborhoods. And as noted in previous correspondence, 
densification in the longer term is likely.  I would suggest an initial five-year commitment with 
well-defined renewal and opt-out conditions for both parties. 

West Bench residents are fully aware of the challenges your board faces as it balances the 
resource requirements of rural schools with broader educational imperatives.  Moreover, we 
recognize that the additional costs that arise from our decision to live in low-density rural areas 
should not be borne by the school district.  A subsidy represents an elegant and economically 
efficient solution: It allows the Board of Education to achieve its mandates of fiscal sustainability 
and fairness while providing West Bench residents with the oft-enumerated benefits of a small 
rural elementary school. 

My hope at this point is that the Board of Education will consider this proposal and agree to it in 
principle. 

 

 

 

 

Regards, 

 

Michael Brydon 
Director, Electoral Area F (West Bench Faulder Okanagan Lake West) 
mbrydon@rdos.bc.ca 

 

cc Dan Ashton, MLA 
 Ginny Manning (Rural Trustee) 
 Wendy Hyer (Superintendent of Schools, SD67) 
 Bill Newell (Chief Administrative Officer, RDOS) 


