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yla Brown’s city had a problem. Its 40-year-old
waterpark was deteriorating. Maintenance and
upkeep costs were draining the city of muchneeded cash. And attendance was dropping
faster than a kid rushing down a slide.
Enter David Busch. The president of HFE-Horizon had a solution, albeit unconventional. His private company retrofits existing aquatics facilities and expands them into micro-waterparks — highly themed facilities on about 7 acres with up to 12 slides,
wave pool and children’s area that are typically called Hawaiian Falls
Adventure Parks. Under his plan, Horizon would front all the cost
of construction, and oversee the operation and maintenance of the
waterpark. In return, the municipality would receive a percentage of
the park’s annual gross revenues in place of a lease payment.
The details sounded perfect to Brown, community services supervisor for Fontana, Calif. “It struck us that we have this water
slide park that doesn’t meet the needs of the city,” she says. “The
reason we felt secure going forward is that we don’t have the upfront money to renovate or refurbish this park the way they can.
This is not something we would have thought up on our own.”
A lot of municipalities feel the same way. City budgets are strapped
for cash, yet more and more citizens are requesting state-of-the-art
recreational water facilities. As a result, an unconventional trend
from the past is re-emerging in today’s aquatics industry. Organizations from cities to hospitals, schools to YMCAs, are partnering with
like-minded groups to create joint-venture developments, and when
done correctly, the results can be mutually beneficial marvels.

United
They Stand
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In an era of tight budgets, enterprising
organizations from nonprofits to school
districts are joining forces to develop
aquatics facilities they otherwise
couldn’t afford. Could it be right
for you? | by Shabnam Mogharabi

A history of big benefits
In a nutshell, those interested in joint-venture partnerships are
looking for savings. And experts say the trend is growing.
“I see more and more alignment with communities as they evolve
from the traditional swimming pool to the aquatics play area to the
waterpark,” says Jeff Nodorft, director of aquatic engineering for Ramaker & Associates, an engineering and consulting firm based in Sauk
City, Wis. “There’s more interest today in doing it jointly, and it’s a
concept that has become more and more popular the last few years.
“It’s a great opportunity to use the synergy between two entities
that can benefit the community as well as the developer,” he says.
Public-private ventures like the micro-waterpark being developed
in Fontana are the most common application of the partnership structures. In these cases, private developers build an aquatics facility on
city land, usually a large park, and pay a percentage of gross revenues
to the city. The percentage, which ranges from three to 10 percent,
depends a lot on the quality of the land and any existing facilities.
For the city, however, that means a boost of cash, ranging from
$100,000 to $1 million a year, depending on the facility.
Those funds can be used to offset the cost of some or even all
of the operating budgets for the remainder of the city’s public pools.
In addition, a public entity such as a city or school district can learn
operating techniques from its private partner.
“As a public agency, we get to look over the shoulder of the private operator and enhance some of the processes we have in place,”
says Jim Stone, managing director of parks, recreation and cultural
services for the City of Garland, Texas. Two years ago, the city installed a $4.1 million Hawaiian Falls micro-waterpark identical to
the one being developed in Fontana.
POWERFUL PARTNERS The synergy between a city and a private
developer gives cities such as San Diego superior aquatics venues.
www.aquaticsintl.com | APRIL 2005 | AQUATICS INTERNATIONAL
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Dozens of applications
While public-private partnerships are
the most common, there are other, less obvious ways to partner up. In recent years, a
plethora of projects have revealed the different ways to successfully implement a joint
venture. Here’s a look at the three most
common types.

1

Public-public ventures
These are joint ventures in which two
or more public agencies work together
to create an aquatics facility.
For example, in the late ‘90s, Michigan’s Huron Valley School District was looking for ways to generate additional revenues.
The board brought hundreds of people together to complete a strategic plan, which
revealed that the district really needed recreational aquatics facilities. That would prove
difficult, since there was no parks and recreation department in Huron Valley.
“We had to reach out to the community,”
says Paul DeAngelis, director of community

schools and recreation facilities for the district.
“Two of our municipalities were actually looking at doing a similar project, raising money
to bring a recreational aquatics center. It took
a lot of effort to reach out to all five of our
surrounding municipalities and create a partnership that all five would back and endorse.”
The result was a $104 million bond for
developing facilities at Huron Valley’s two high
schools —Milford High School in Highland
and Lakeland High School in White Lake.
Now, each school has a themed community
pool, an eight-lane, 50-meter competition
pool, and plenty of spray structures and slides.
Functioning much like a parks and recre-

2

neighborhood of five percent.
The grand opening of the facility will be
this summer, and Lochtefeld is projecting
three million people will visit the year-round
entertainment and aquatics boardwalk.
Haralson also notes that smaller private
facilities can make great partners for a city
or school district as well. The city of Raytown, Mo., partnered with a private swim
club to develop a small aquatics play area
and slides without affecting the competitive swim lanes. The new center more than
doubled the revenue of both groups.

Public-private ventures
Micro-waterparks are not the only public-private ventures succeeding. In another instance, Lochtefeld, of Wave Loch,
is developing a project called Wave House at
Belmont Park for the City of San Diego.
“It’s a large, combination retail, aquatics and restaurant-use that sits on 7 acres
of city-owned land at the beach,” he says.
“There’s a huge indoor swimming pool, and
I’m putting in several waves.”
Lochtefeld bought the leasehold on all
the buildings and will collect a percentage
of the rent from bar, food and retail shops.
The city meanwhile will get a percentage
of the rental income, somewhere in the
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INNER ENERGY The historical “Plunge” pool
in San Diego was redesigned by a private
developer. The city gets a percentage of fees.

spring and is set to open in the summer of
2006, is a 68,000-square-foot complex that
will feature a large 75-by-40-foot swimming
pool that ranges from a zero-depth children’s play area to a mid-range slide area
and finally a lap lane section for swim lessons and aerobics.
“Rather than each of us spending $5
million, we’re spending $8 million for a
better facility and better site,” says Dave
Neiman, president of the YMCA. “The
land was donated by developers who will
be developing housing and shopping centers around it.”
Neiman says the membership and programming fees will pay for the operational
budget. In fact, he says, this type of set-up
is not new. There are lots of instances when
YMCAs have partnered with other private
entities, including hospitals, universities and
military institutions.

SMART MONEY Two competitors will split the
profits generated by this $8 million fitness
facility, which breaks ground in the spring.
KOCH HAZARD BALTZER

HURON VALLEY SCHOOL DISTRICT

3

Private-private ventures
These ventures can involve two nonprofit entities working together on a
single project.
For instance, in Sioux Falls, S.D., there
are not a lot of private swim facilities to
serve the population of 134,000. So, when
the YMCA of Sioux Falls and the Sioux
Valley Hospital Wellness Center each found
out that the other was looking to develop
a Westside fitness facility, it only made sense
for the competitors to partner up fifty-fifty.
“There were people who wondered how
we were going to bring two groups, two nonprofit agencies, with two different missions
and two different goals together,” says Cal
Hanson, director of the Wellness Center.
“But we’ve come together so well for the
betterment of the community. It’s not always
about competition.”
The facility, which breaks ground this

CALL OF THE WILD Huron Valley’s school district asked students to suggest themes for their
new pools, which are open to the community.

ation department, the school district offers
learn-to-swim programs, scuba lessons, competitive swimming and more. In fact, it is
through those fees and memberships that the
board expects to cover its operational expenses.
Since it opened in July 2004, the development
has garnered about 5,000 members.
It’s a public-public model that DeAngelis says has inspired more than a dozen different school districts to contact his office.
“It’ll be interesting to see what happens with
the schools that are around us,” he says.

WAVE LOCH

“At our other aquatics facility, which is
a wave pool, we’ve changed our food services. There are fewer items on the menu,
and it’s more streamlined now, and that’s a
direct result of observing the waterpark,”
he says.
City councils especially admire the benefits joint ventures offer to the community.
Rather than having to pay high-priced admission to large amusement parks, families
with small children can afford to pay the
low entry fees for these aquatics centers,
which are usually less than 10 acres in size.
In addition, the complexes create hundreds
of jobs for local youth.
Still, the concept of joint ventures is
not a new one. In the ‘80s, a tight economy forced many cities and counties to pursue alternative ways to develop facilities.
Take the Raging Waters parks, which were
developed in the late ‘70s by Bryant Morris and Tom Lochtefeld.
“We negotiated that we would develop
the park, and they would provide the land,
and then we would make a lease payment
in the form of a percentage of gross revenues,” says Lochtefeld, now CEO of Wave
Loch in La Jolla, Calif. “Now, it’s starting
to manifest itself on a smaller scale. On the
recreational end, there’s more flexibility and
a little more entrepreneurial spirit needed.
All they need is a forward-thinking parks
and rec guy.”
Lochtefeld believes that in the future,
cities will step up to take on the development and management of stand-alone waterparks. Today, larger developers are more
interested in combination resort-retail-waterpark facilities.
“A lot of communities don’t have any
kind of leisure aquatics,” says Bill Haralson,
principal and owner of William L. Haralson & Associates, an aquatics consulting
firm based in Richardson, Texas. “Public
sector aquatics, for years, didn’t understand
the needs of their constituents. They were
building rectangular swimming pools and
they thought that should suffice. Now they
realize that the public likes [waterparks].”

United They Stand

www.aquaticsintl.com | APRIL 2005 | AQUATICS INTERNATIONAL

31

Every formula has its limits
Like any arrangement, joint ventures
have some drawbacks. From having to compromise to please a partner to usage conflicts, slight tensions can and do arise.
For instance, many jointly designed facilities end up competing with their individual partners. That may or may not be a
good thing. In the Texas micro-waterparks,
the city park departments are hoping that
the attendance at unsuccessful public pools

will drop to the point where they can be
shut down. However, in the case of the
Sioux Falls fitness facility, the pool will be
directly competing with both the YMCA
and the Wellness Center, and those effects
will be uncertain for years.
Another conflict is over hours of operation. “The main problem we see is the
usage pattern,” says Bill Rowley, president
of Rowley International, a design and consulting firm in Palos Verdes Estates, Calif.

Circle 47 on Postage-Free Card
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Taking a Chance
with Joint Ventures

S

ometimes, joint ventures give cities the financial freedom to take chances on new facilities.
But in Dallas, it’s doing something even bigger: creating an “urban” waterpark in an economically disadvantaged area, which may be the
first of its kind.
Indeed, trend watchers are keeping an eye on
the project. “It’s a great location, but no one has
ever had the courage to invest in a minority area,”
says Bill Haralson, principal and owner of William
L. Haralson & Associates, a consulting firm in
Richardson, Texas. “You’ve got a mix of Caucasians
and African Americans and Hispanics. It’ll be interesting to see how that works. I’m hoping it will
be successful and will encourage similar development and investments in economically diverse
areas.”
Five years ago, the city completed a master
aquatics plan. In 2003, the first bond was issued
as part of this strategy at $5.5 million.
“We chose the highest priority site, which was
in an urban neighborhood, not a location where
you typically would locate a waterpark,” says Willis
Winters, assistant director for planning, design
and construction at the Dallas Park and Recreation
Department. The facility will be operated, though
not constructed, by David Busch, president of HFEHorizon LLP in Gold River, Calif.
“We were interested in a private operator because we were concerned we would continue to
suffer budget decreases and we wouldn’t be able
to staff and operate, in the highest manner possible, an attraction like this,” Winters says.
Scheduled to open on May 31, the Bahama
Beach Water Park at the Thurgood Marshall Park
will feature the same elements as Horizon’s other
micro-waterparks — up to 12 slides on 7 acres,
highly themed with a wave pool and children’s
area. “However, it’s also the first urban waterpark
built in the inner core of the city with a socioeconomic rating that’s below the national average,”
Busch says.

“A school has no flexibility in the use of
their pool. When they’re using it, nobody
else can use it. As we move into the 2000s,
you’re finding it’s necessary to have more
than one facility for use by the community
if it’s on a public site.”
In the Huron Valley district, the solution to the usage problem has been to open
the facilities to the community up to 14
hours per day. Even when the high school
swim teams are practicing, lanes are left
open for lap swimmers.
Security can also be problematic. For
instance, if the facility is located on a high
school that needs to be closed on weekends,
private security guards may be required for
weekend access. In addition, some sites,

HFE-HORIZON LLP/HAWAIIAN FALLS ADVENTURE PARKS
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to improve our relationship with the community to give them that sense of ownership.”
In addition, the operator of the facility
has to balance tensions between public and
private users. Competitive high school swimmers, for example, prefer cooler water to their
recreational and slide-using counterparts.
Still, the developments are proliferating. “The cities are in need of quality, family recreation,” says Busch, whose company
is a division of Herschend Family Enter-

United They Stand

tainment, which also operates amusement
parks such as Silver Dollar City, Stone Mountain and Dollywood.
“With budgets being what they are, we’ve
found that the parks departments are strapped
to come up with the significant capital investment required to build a competitive,
first-class recreation complex that appeals
to a large number of people,” he says.
Reprinted with permission of the publisher.

BRIGHT IDEAS The jointly developed Bahama
Beach Water Park will use colorful slides like this
to brighten the landscape of Dallas’ inner city.
Winters is more excited because of the impact
it will have on the city’s other aquatics facilities.
“We’ve had declining attendance at our public pools
and the operational costs keep going up each year,”
he says.
“We fully expect that attendance will
decline at the pools surrounding the waterparks to
the point where we can shut some of them down,”
Winters says. “In fact, we think the income will fund
our entire operating budget for the remainder of the
city’s pool system. We have 24 pools, and community pools tend to drain money.”
— S.M.

such as schools and hospitals, are under
more stringent government regulation than
other types of facilities, which can add to
the cost of a development.
Still, the biggest drawback is that a certain degree of autonomy is lost when one partner has the ability to influence the other. In
the case of a Horizon micro-waterpark that
was constructed in The Colony, Texas, there
was a rule prohibiting coolers from being
brought into the park. When parents complained, saying they should be allowed to bring
their own sandwiches since the facility was
solely a public site, Horizon changed the rules.
“The bottom line is that we’re a neighborhood park,” says Greg Yost, development
director for Horizon in Peoria, Ariz. “We have
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