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Madison Elementary to reopen Monday - 6 months, $2.5 million in repairs later 
Back to school is Monday – 6 months, $2.5 million in repairs later 
By LISA PEMBERTON 
January 4, 2014   
 
Olympia, WA  After six months of being shut down for about $2.5 million in emergency repairs, Madison Elementary School in 
Olympia will reopen its doors Monday.  
“I think there’s a lot of excitement,” principal Domenico Spatola-Knoll said Friday during a tour. “There’s a lot of wondering what the 
first day is going to be like.” 
Crews have:  

Replaced the building’s stucco exterior, which was damaged from moisture. In some areas, “they had to rebuild some of 
the structure of the school,” said Olympia School District spokeswoman Rebecca Japhet.  

 
“It was installed very differently this time,” she said. “We installed two additional layers of vapor barriers, including a painted-

on water barrier and a rain shield that pulls moisture down and out before it can penetrate the building.”  
In addition, crews built the walls thicker, added control joints to make the building more flexible and used a rigid insulation that 

will help prevent moisture intrusion, Japhet said.  
“We worked with a national expert who agreed it is a robust system that will not leak,” she added.  

Addressed some safety concerns at the school. For example, a new window was put in the office so staff can have a clear 
view of the entryway, and the library has a new door that can shut during a school lockdown.  

Installed a new telephone system. 
Gave the school a fresh coat of paint – inside and out.  
 

Japhet said the moisture-related repairs were paid for with the district’s unrestricted capital funds. The district plans to recoup that 
money, but it could take up to a year for that to happen, Japhet said.  
“We don’t know yet because there were multiple subcontractors involved, and groups and entities and multiple insurance compa-
nies,” she said. “We don’t really know who’s going to be ultimately responsible yet.”  
 
According to Olympian archives, the school was built in 1999 for $5.8 million. It was scheduled for a new paint job last summer; but 
during preliminary work, crews noticed some cracking in its stucco exterior. 
 
After further investigation, crews confirmed there was moisture damage in several areas, particularly around the school’s exterior 
windows, according to district officials. 
 
In September, the school’s 60 fourth- and fifth-graders were moved to Roosevelt Elementary School. Its 140 students in grades K-3 
temporarily attended classes at New Bridge Community Church, which was the original Madison school.  
 
 
“I think we were very fortunate to be in just two main locations,” Spatola-Knoll said, adding that the school’s preschool program 
was held at the Olympia Regional Learning Academy. “I went from building to building regularly to meet with kids at both locations.”  
 
 
Teachers began moving back into their classrooms in early December, and several staff members were at the school Friday to help 
unpack boxes.  
 
“It’s a little hectic; it’s a little crazy,” said paraeducator and office assistant Joy Moorhead. “We’re getting a chance to clean out. … 
Home – we’re home.” 
 
The work isn’t finished. Repairs are still being made to the school’s play shed, and some of its students will continue being bused to 
Y-Care at Roosevelt until the state reissues a childcare license for Madison. 
 
But “as far as what kids can expect when they come back, it’s business as usual,” Spatola-Knoll said.  
 
Madison parent Brandy LeGault said she thought school officials did a good job keeping families in the loop on the construction pro-
ject. But she was looking forward to the school reopening.  
 

“It’s going to be very, very nice to feel as one united group again,” she said. “We’re all very excited to be back together.”  



BELLINGHAM — The exterior of Whatcom County Courthouse is crum-
bling away because water has been collecting inside the walls. 

The county executive and council indicated on Tuesday, Jan. 27, that 
they were prepared to start planning what Executive Jack Louws called 
a “multimillion-dollar project” to replace the entire facade. 

Council heard on Tuesday a sobering report from HKP Architects, which 
for the past four months has been inspecting the outside walls of the 
courthouse from top to bottom, inside and out. 

The consultant found several construction flaws, all with the same re-
sult: too much water getting behind the brick, and water pooling inside the exterior walls. 

The culprit, according to a presentation given to council by Brian Poppe of HKP, was the construction company that did the most 
recent exterior courthouse renovation, in 1991. 

Construction drawings, likely provided by the contractor at the time of the renovation, include cross sections of exterior walls done 
correctly. But the drawings consistently did not match what actually was built, Poppe said. 

“Nearly every time we opened a wall, we found something different from the construction drawings,” he said. 

Normally, rainwater will find its way behind a brick wall on a building. A crucial job of the contractor is to install simple water-
collection systems along small holes in the brick so the water can escape. Instead, the contractor, Strand Inc. of Kirkland, built inad-
equate or ineffective solutions — or no solutions at all — leading to evidence that the 23-year-old facade is beginning to fail, Poppe 
said. 

HKP workers conducting the recent inspection were able to remove some bricks with their hands. Water has rusted the steel sup-
ports of the brick wall, destroying the brick and worsening the leaks. 

Poppe asked the council for another $80,000 to conduct further inspections to see if any of the modular brick panels can be saved. 
Louws and council members said they didn’t see a reason to spend more money to learn what they already knew. 

“Ultimately, we’re going to have to put an entire new skin or exterior surface on this building,” council member Pete Kremen said. 
“I think we should just go ahead. ... We already know that it’s an abomination.” 

In addition, Louws said, more than half of the double-paned, hermetically sealed windows leak, so probably all of the windows will 
have to be replaced. 

The uppermost part of the courthouse roof, from the 1948 section of the building, is in “the most dire need” of being replaced, 
Poppe said. That work will be complicated by the generator and mechanical rooms installed on that part of the roof. 

During Tuesday’s discussion, Louws referred to the building repair — now inevitable, but before Tuesday not even on council’s ra-
dar — as a “multimillion-dollar project.” If the county retains the firm, HKP Architects will provide a more detailed cost estimate. 

Louws explained to a disgruntled council that the county had no legal recourse against Strand Inc. The county agreed to an out-of-
court settlement with the contractor long ago, he said. Strand hasn’t done any other building construction for the county and might 
no longer be in business, officials said. 

These days, the county uses outside inspectors to ensure that contractors complete all work properly. 

“We have a lot better controls in place than we had in ’91,” Louws said. 

Reach Ralph Schwartz at 360-715-2289 or ralph.schwartz@bellinghamherald.com. Read the Politics Blog at bellinghamherald.com/
politics-blog and follow him on Twitter at @BhamPolitics. 
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