Briefing for the Parks Board on Aquatics Planning – 8/13/08
Prepared by Project Seattle Pools -- http://www.seattlepools.org
Contact:  Elizabeth Nelson – elizabeth@seattlepools.org
Requested Board Action

This briefing covers the efforts of “Project Seattle Pools” and an overview of their call for a Comprehensive Aquatics Plan for Seattle.  

This is the right time for Parks to take a comprehensive urban planning approach to aquatics, just as it did for skate parks.  City Council Resolution 31073 recommends that the 2010 Parks levy address aquatics.  Unless significant planning begins today, real concerns about ongoing costs, depth of planning and community consensus will be unanswered in time for aquatics proposals to go into the next levy.  This year’s levy committee rejected aquatics requests for lack of detailed planning. Only spray parks were included in the 2008 levy.

The Preliminary Outdoor Pool Study, completed by Parks this spring, identifies excellent opportunities for addressing unmet needs for aquatics by expanding both facilities and services.  
Project Description and Background

What is being proposed? A  Comprehensive Aquatics Plan (CAP)
A plan is needed to establish a long-term vision of for how our city can meet its citizens’ aquatics needs.  Only through the public process such a plan would provide can we build broad consensus on priorities and methods for addressing all aspects of costs.  Ongoing maintenance and operational costs are a mounting challenge for the Parks Department as a whole, but these issues are particularly problematic for our aging pool system.  The CAP would provide a timely “case study” of possible ways to address costs (operations, maintenance, capital and programming) -- from optimizing existing facilities to identifying potential new revenue streams.  

What is the goal of the project?
The plan would provide a blueprint for improving our pool system as funds become available through a future levy, grants, fundraising efforts or other mechanisms.  It would not commit funds; rather, it would evaluate a range of funding options that could be considered by city leaders and legitimize community fundraising efforts.
Plan deliverables would include an analysis of funding options for ongoing operational and maintenance costs that would provide a “case study” for an issue broadly challenging the Parks Department. Deliverables would also include a review of existing conditions and needs, spanning both programming and facilities. The plan would examine the city-wide distribution of aquatics resources and prioritize projects based on equity, community feedback, site practicality and costs, both capital and long-term. Its recommendations could include modifications to existing facilities that would reduce ongoing costs (e.g., converting wading pools to spray parks), enhance revenues (e.g., adding warm-water teaching pools to increase the capacity of existing pools) or meet the needs of underserved populations (e.g., adding slides to attract teens).  Its recommendations could also include adding new facilities (e.g., outdoor pools that follow Mounger pool’s model to achieve high cost-recovery rates). 

Project Seattle Pools is currently working on a fundraising campaign to contribute some of the funds necessary   to conduct a Comprehensive Aquatics Plan.  It is also working with a professor of urban planning to leverage in-kind contributions of research and outreach by Masters-level students.
Where did the project originate? Project Seattle Pools
This request for city-wide aquatics planning comes from a citizen movement.  Project Seattle Pools is a grass-roots community organization dedicated to enhancing aquatic opportunities for Seattle citizens of all ages and abilities, living in all economic and geographic sectors of our City.  Team members hail from throughout our city — North to South, East to West.  Efforts that began independently in the Northeast and Southeast have merged.  Pools are unique among the athletic facilities provided by Parks in that they are accessible to all citizens to a degree that exceeds even walking trails.  Comfort in the water is learned young and opens professional, health and recreational opportunities throughout life.  Furthermore, many of us have seen how well private outdoor pools succeed in building community.  We aim to see the health-building and community-building benefits of pools become more widely available.
Why is the project coming before the board?  Critical Need to Address Maintenance Funding

It is generally agreed among City officials and Parks staff that aquatics are an important recreational offering in our parks system.  More and more community members are joining Project Seattle Pools to assist in efforts to enhance aquatics in Seattle. The ability to privately fund capital projects has long been celebrated in this City.  However, the hurdle citizens cannot overcome independently is the funding of long-term maintenance, not just for pool facilities, but for our green spaces, children’s play areas, ball fields, and community centers.  We need to work together to address maintenance as a whole. Project Seattle Pools recommends using a Comprehensive Aquatics Plan as a test case for finding alternative funding sources to address maintenance.  Mounger Pool is a great example of a community trust fund supporting major maintenance at that facility.  Other success stories can be found further afield in Canadian cities that have outsourced entire community complexes with libraries, pools, and other facilities to professional community associations.  This problem won’t go away on its own. We need to solve it.  Aquatics provides a great test case to work toward a solution.
Public Involvement Process

The urban planner hired to assist in developing the Aquatics Plan would not only research demographics and emerging trends, but would also hold community meetings across the city to assess city-wide needs and gather community input. This type of community engagement and planning process would bring consensus on priorities and needs throughout the city.  Outreach efforts for these meetings would include all citizens, but would especially target non-swimmers, communities known to be underserved by Parks and members of communities with the highest drowning rates:  lower-income children, Asian- and African-Americans. 
Moreover, the process of identifying funding strategies for our pool system would leverage the expertise and input of both citizens and city officials beyond those focused on Parks and pools.  A broad range of expertise is required to successfully answer the question of how to fund long-term maintenance of our Parks system.   

Issues

Long-term operating and maintenance costs of both existing and new facilities.  The Aquatics Plan will address these issues head-on and provide a “case study” analysis of solutions for problems that pose a growing challenge to almost all Parks facilities.  The Aquatics Plan is not a promise of new or improved facilities and does not commit Parks to any additional costs beyond the study.  Just like the skate park plan, it is simply a roadmap for meeting citizen needs for aquatics when solid, long-term funding becomes available through city, community or state contributions.
Funding for the Plan itself.  This is a lean budget cycle, so Parks has already had to propose a budget that cuts $6 million.  Even though money is tighter this year than in years past, postponing long-term planning has costs in and of itself.  Childhoods are short while planning cycles are long, so delaying aquatics planning could impact a generation of kids facing the growing challenge of obesity.  Existing long-term costs issues and aging facilities will not improve on their own.  Project Seattle Pools looks forward to working with Parks to fund a study of this nature. We are currently fundraising for cash contributions and we are working with Seattle University to secure in-kind labor from urban planning Master’s degree candidates.

Budget

Aquatics Plan Cost Estimate: $225,000
· $50,000: Financial Planning (analysis of funding mechanisms for ongoing costs)

· $75,000: Urban Planning (professional services)
· $50,000: Design and Engineering (including life-cycle facility planning and site analysis)

· $50,000: Parks Staff Time (costs off-set by in-kind contributions by Seattle U. students)
In-Kind Community Contributions

Michelle C. Kondo (an urban planning Ph.D. from the University of Washington) is a Visiting Assistant Professor at Seattle University in the Institute of Public Service.  She has years of professional experience in engineering and environmental consulting and city planning, During the 2008-2009 academic year, she will lead Masters-level students in completing two pieces of work relevant to the proposed Aquatics Plan:

· Pools Accessibility Analysis. Students will analyze pool access by facility type and programming at both the parcel level and the census-block level.  The study will reveal socioeconomic factors (such as age, employment, income, race and immigration status) that may inhibit access to pool facilities and aquatics programming in Seattle.  Students will employ a number of measures to determine accessibility, such as travel distances or the time required for travel via public transit. Students will present their findings to the City Council and the Parks Department.
· Community Outreach.  Students will conduct initial community outreach for the proposed Aquatics Plan in a planning studio.  Students will target groups of particular interest (including underserved demographic groups and potential users) through methods such as focus groups and surveys.  After the outreach effort, students will compile a comprehensive report of their findings for presentation to the City Council and the Parks Department.
Fundraising Contributions

Project Seattle Pools has begun a fundraising effort to supplement city funding for the CAP with community donations.
Schedule

Using the successful City-Wide Skate Park Plan as our guide, Project Seattle Pools estimates a span of two years before the plan is fully complete. 
Additional Information (attached but also linked)
· Fact Sheet (supports the case for pools): 

· http://seattlepools.org/2008/07/28/fact-sheet-supporting-the-case-for-pools/ 
· Comprehensive Aquatics Plan Proposal:
· http://seattlepools.org/2008/08/13/a-comprehensive-aquatics-plan-cap-for-seattle/
· 2008 Preliminary Outdoor Pool Study (prepared by Parks): 

· http://seattlepools.org/wp-content/uploads/file/OutdoorPoolStudy.doc 
