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   Superintendent’s Statement Regarding Third-Party Review and Report 
About District’s Land Acquisitions from 1999-2009 (7-21-2011) 

 

     Today the Gwinnett County Board of Education and I received the report from the independent third-

party review of our land acquisitions since 1999. The review was conducted by former United States 

Attorney Joe D. Whitley and a team of attorneys, assisted by former FBI agents, real estate and appraisal 

experts, and professionals in data retrieval. This evening we are sharing the report with the public and 

the news media, as we said we would do. The full report will be posted on the school district’s website 

at the conclusion of this press conference. I will share an overview of the report’s findings and 

recommendations, and then Board Chairman Dr. Robert McClure and I will answer questions from the 

press. 

     By way of background, on April 12 I recommended to the Gwinnett County Board of Education that 

an independent, third party conduct a review of 95 land transactions over a 10 year period - 1999 

through 2009 - in response to a series of newspaper articles on the topic. The articles questioned the 

integrity of the district’s land acquisition process and impugned staff. These insinuations needed to be 

thoroughly investigated. The Board agreed and voted unanimously to hire Mr. Whitley to lead this 

review.  

     The review was quite extensive, taking more than three months to complete. Mr. Whitley’s team 

collected and reviewed more than 175,000 relevant documents, and interviewed 53 people, 32 who were 

connected with the school district and 21 who were not in our employ. Several of them were interviewed 

more than once. In the introduction to his report, Mr. Whitley commended the school district on, its 

“…commitment to openness, desire to learn what happened, and willingness to improve its land 

acquisition practices going forward. We were given total and complete access to the Members of the 

Gwinnett County School Board…, the Superintendent, and all department heads and their staff 

members, as well as internal documents and data. Nothing we asked for was denied us, and we asked for 

a good bit.” 

     After the methodical and comprehensive review, Mr. Whitley’s team reported that they found no 

evidence of any illegal or unethical conduct on the part of school system employees or the Board. No 

one improperly disclosed confidential information regarding potential land acquisitions. No one 

personally profited financially from, nor made any attempt to profit from, the school district’s land 
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transactions. In addition, the report commends the leadership in the school district’s Facilities and 

Operations Division and the Educational Planning Department on the district’s response to the 

extraordinarily rapid growth that occurred in Gwinnett County schools’ student population during the 

10-year time period the team reviewed. 

     The findings verify that school district officials consistently demonstrated sound financial 

stewardship in its land transactions. School sites were purchased at fairly assessed values at a time of 

tremendous volatility in the real estate market in Gwinnett County. Between 2000 and 2008, the 

competitive market made the acquisition of land for schools more challenging, but the report notes that 

the school district was successful in purchasing the land it needed at costs that were competitive and 

consistent with land purchases by other school districts in metro Atlanta.  

     The report covers instances when staff members did not follow Board policy in the site acquisition 

process. Some of these violations were the result of differing policy interpretations. Nevertheless, it is a 

concern… one that we will address with staff and through a revision of our current policy.  

     The report outlines 12 policy recommendations and six procedural improvements “… calculated to 

eliminate the potential for the appearance of impropriety…” and to prevent anyone from gaining unfair 

commercial or illegal advantage in future land acquisitions. The recommendations include: 

 Strengthening the Board’s Site Acquisition Policy with additional requirements for staff in 

presenting proposed sites to the Board; 

 Ensuring that no property is purchased without prior review and specific approval by the Board;   

 Condensing the current 19-step, nine-month acquisition process to minimize the potential for 

information being acquired by anyone who might have an interest in the property under 

consideration; 

 Formalizing a written confidentiality policy that would require signed statements by key school 

district personnel and outside contractors involved in any pre-purchase land acquisition activity, 

as well as regular training in best ethical practices concerning land transactions.  

 Improving the appraisal process, to include the identification and hiring of appraisers as well as 

the appraisal format and steps to take if there are variances of 30 percent or more in appraisals. 
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   Other recommendations deal with the use of real estate brokers, contingency contracts, and eminent 

domain in land acquisitions. We are in the process of carefully reviewing each of the recommendations 

to determine their feasibility and applicability for Gwinnett County Public Schools. 

     The findings of the review by the independent, third-party investigators clearly show that there was 

no criminal, unethical, or illegal conduct on the part of anyone associated with the school district. There 

were instances in which Board policy was not followed explicitly, and this behavior will not be allowed 

to continue. We are making changes to ensure that all of our management practices, especially those 

associated with the purchase of land, are not only efficient but also comply with School Board policy. In 

so doing, we can ensure that we keep our focus on our core business… teaching and learning.   

     The revision process for the current Site Acquisition Policy is already underway. In April, we began 

looking at improvements that would reflect current best practices and reinforce the Board’s wishes and 

expectations of staff. The proposed policy revisions have been tabled by the Board since April to allow 

us to incorporate improvements recommended through the third-party review.  

     Some may question the cost of this investigation. The Board and I believe it was warranted.   We will 

not let a local newspaper’s speculations undermine the confidence and trust of our community. We value 

both too highly. This school district has been recognized for the effective and efficient manner in which 

we carry out all of our responsibilities -- instructional, operational, and financial. Our success is well-

documented. The community has entrusted us to educate and care for its children and to manage the 

public’s resources responsibly, and we do not take that trust for granted.  

     The findings of this review should reassure our stakeholders that the school district has acted as -- 

and is committed to being -- good stewards of their tax dollars. The Whitley investigation substantiates 

that during the years when our need for new schools was greatest, our processes allowed us to acquire 

the land we needed at fair market prices. In fact, we saved taxpayers over $37 million in land costs. The 

improvements we will make based on the findings and recommendations will serve the school system 

and taxpayers well as we look to the future. 


