Aquatic 2010
The Aim of This Update
This paper offers some facts and viewpoints to keep our community informed. MBARC management committee (currently Ken Gray President and Coralie Kemp Secretary|Treasurer) welcome any views from the community and hope this helps clarify the current situation. Contact us at: Ken Gray 07 4068 7617 ktgray@bigpond.com; Coralie Kemp Info@coraliez.com; MBARC Box 285 Mission Beach 4852
If we differ in opinion that’s fine; diversity is a key prerequisite for quality outcomes. However, we soon have to agree on a path then pull together as a community to apply for funding. A divided community seldom wins State or Council funding.
How Long Have we Waited?
For 10 years Mission Beach Aquatic and Recreation Inc. (MBARC) has been working to obtain an aquatic facility. Long term residents say the call for a pool was long and loud years before this.
We are closer than ever to achieving our goal yet have much work to do to see it actually happen. Debates are continuing around our villages as expected and the odd letter or email has quite emotional statements about the best site or what facilities should be or should not be included. In this context Council sometimes comes in for criticism, not all of it fair or factual.

What Plans Have been Completed?

Three feasibility studies have been completed, the first by a Marketing consultant (2004) the others by two different Sports and Recreation consultants (2005 and 2009). A Needs Analysis has been completed and a Facilities Preference Study: these studies captured the opinions of over 700 individual residents as well as the views of many community groups.
A specialist pool architect (ARGO, Brisbane) visited the area twice and worked with a 12 member community consultation group to define the priority needs, determine the best sites and provide a concept design and master plans. In December 2009 another architect (Facility Design Group NSW) provided Council with a second concept design.

Where is the Best Site: Why?

Three sites have been considered:
1. The paddock near the school (let’s call that ‘Wooly’s Paddock’). The developer of this land was asked by the Cardwell Council to provide the usual open space parkland area together with their developer contributions. The area provided is east of the school.
2. MARCS Park (North West corner).
3. Rotary Park near Millers and Scotties.

When the community was polled on their preferred sites they generally opted for the one closest to their own homes. All three sites received good levels of support; none was head and shoulders above the others. Each had its strong advocates and detractors. Being close to the school was always a big factor for obvious reasons.

The community consultative committee agreed on selection criteria with ARGO and determined relative weightings for each. They then rated the sites: Rotary Park was number one, MARCS Park second and Wooly’s Paddock last.
The obvious site for many in the community is Wooly’s Paddock because of its proximity to the school. However, the area assigned was found to have several major problems:

· It is a low lying bog and requires massive fill together with deep concrete piers to make any structure stable. This assessment was revisited by Facility Design Group and they deemed the site unsuitable and not feasible.
· The site is also too small to accommodate the staged plans for this facility.

· The site is far too close to residences to provide the appropriate ambience and amenity.

Rotary Park has two imposing impediments that now preclude it:
· Cardwell Council ignored the architect’s advice and built the skate park on the pool’s planned footprint. Subsequently, children’s play areas have been added to this area so we would have to lose this infrastructure to use the site for an aquatic facility.

· The Department of Environment (DERM) plays hard ball with Council’s on the use of beachfront land for infrastructure. MBARC have never accepted that this is an insurmountable problem because beachside lagoons are popping up in many towns. Today Port Douglas is planning a lagoon beachside. However, all Council’s have baulked at this obstacle here and we could not apply for funding based on this site until we had DERM approval. That may take several years so the pragmatic among us opted for MARCS Park.

More recently, some have suggested that the Council Camping ground site could be used for a pool built by private enterprise. Council says the barriers to approval by State Government and DERM are even greater there than for Rotary Park so that is not an option.
MARCS Park has many fine attributes and was a close second to Rotary Park when assessed by the consultative committee. Its largest drawback is the distance to the school. Otherwise it is a beautiful site, is available for public use, has plenty of space to accommodate all facilities planned and is close to other sports, recreation and cultural facilities.  The good thing is that there is now bikeways linking the area and this will make it easier for kids to get to the Aquatic Facility.
MARCS Park does not tick every box but it is the best site in town.
How Much Can We Afford?

There is no simple ‘right’ answer but we think it should be around $3.5million. Let’s look at the issues.
Issue 1: State Funding Limits

Funding for an aquatic facility invariably comes from State Government (Sports and Recreation Funding) and Council. These funds now provide a maximum of $2 million per project to match funds from other sources (S&R funds will not exceed others).

The more you ask for the less likely you are to succeed of course. If we asked for $1.75m then we have to find matching funds.
Issue 2: What Council Thinks and Can Afford

It should first be stated that the current Council has been universally helpful and encouraging about this project. Sure, we have had to wait but none on Council stand in our way. It has been a matter of when rather than if we should have an aquatic facility and, most importantly, no false promises have been made by CCRC Councillors.

We do mention the Mayor’s involvement below but MBARC have the support of all Councillors. Being the local Councillor, Jennifer Downs has been and remains our strongest and most passionate advocate. Bill Horsford has spoken up for us and took the time to come to our AGM recently.  Carmel Silvestro has been a long term supporter of Mission Beach in all respects and of this facility in particular. Indeed, all CCRC Councillors have given us a fair hearing and a good measure of support for sensible proposals. 

We also have had enduring support from Bob Katter MP who amazingly makes himself available and heard whenever MBARC ask. Andrew Cripps MP has likewise been to many events and shown his support for our project.

If State S&R provided $1.75 million and Council provided $1.25 million plus $500,000 from developer contributions we could achieve a modest start to a viable aquatic facility. This seems reasonable. Mayor Bill Shannon suggests that Council may budget its contribution over three years to manage the burden optimally.

Some in our community seem oblivious or unconcerned about the reality of Council’s financial status. We must take this into consideration and not put our heads in the sand. There are two extremes: some believe that because we pay high rates we should merely demand a 50m Olympic pool with all mod cons and we will get it. Others of the opposite view (usually not from Mission Beach) say Mission Beach should wait even longer and let Council fix everything else first.

Many say that Johnstone Council was a financial basket case. In fact, its debt levels were no higher per capita than Cardwell. However, over many years Johnstone Council had not invested sufficiently in roads, water and sewerage. Some from the former Cardwell Shire believe their Council was somehow superior and that the infrastructure problems need to be fixed by Innisfail ratepayers not the whole region.

That’s an interesting perception yet not altogether helpful. Cardwell Shire inherited an almost no-cost water supply that needs little or no ongoing investment; its old sewerage plant was replaced to accommodate Mission Beach sewerage (ie that was paid for by both Councils) and the major road infrastructure issues were attended to by huge Federal funding (Bruce Highway). There is no doubt that the former Johnstone Council had major problems as it was placed under administration but the people of Innisfail did not somehow get a free ride that they now have to pay for.

Whatever the causes of our region’s temporary financial woes, the new Council inherited a large black hole in its finances and turning that situation around is not easy. Council is attacked from some quarters whatever action it takes. The emotion surrounding the East Innisfail Bridge is an example of just how difficult the job is. And, while the State and the residents expect Council to manage the financial affairs well and balance the books, when Council attempts to rein in past spending on services of dubious value or underutilised assets it is continually bitten by local lobby groups.
When MBARC approached CCRC early on we received a fair and sympathetic hearing and were told that, despite the severe inequity and the risks to our children, Mission Beach would have to wait another three years because the first priority was basics like roads, water and sewerage. That is difficult to argue with unless we all want rates hiked by 20% pa for 5 years! Few residents were suggesting that as the way forward.

Council (both its elected members and executives) then put in a huge effort to obtain State and Federal Funding to fill the inherited black hole. Mayor Shannon came home with a huge chunk of that recently (over $40 million) yet concedes there remains much work to be done to achieve financial stability.
There will always be arguments between areas in the region as to which town or project has first place in the budget queue. On sports and recreation infrastructure Mission Beach is undoubtedly the poor cousin. It is the fastest growing area in the Cassowary Coast region and in the whole of North Queensland and (because it is a new town) has the least infrastructure. So the aquatic facility is certainly way overdue and many feel that it is grossly unfair for it to be delayed further.

While there is no doubt that Council must first make roads, bridges, water and sewerage safe making the children of Mission Beach safe and healthy (via learn to swim training and protection from marine stingers) comes a close second.
What Council Cannot Afford
There are many things Council cannot afford:

1. It cannot afford to build an aquatic facility that will not be widely used

2. It cannot afford a facility that will cost huge amounts to run

3. It cannot afford a 50 metre pool

4. It cannot afford a beachside lagoon like Cairns or Townsville or the Whitsundays

5. It cannot afford to build a cheap shortcut asset that will not last or function properly.
These issues are all interrelated. The biggest danger is not that Council will spend too much on building the facility it is that it will spend too little and cause the annual costs to blow out unnecessarily.
If Council builds a facility that has a low capital cost but does not provide the mix of facilities to attract many users it will certainly fail.  Already Council has three 50 metre pools that cost over $500,000 per year to run and earn almost nothing in revenue. Why? Mainly because they are 1960’s lap pools and meet only a small fraction of the community’s aquatic facility needs. They are relatively unappealing to all but the few dedicated lap swimmers. Our region is not on its own in this respect – practically every Council in Australia has the same problem because pools were designed when the world was a very different place. Community expectations today are very different from expectations of the 1960’s and 70’s when many pools were built.
We have spoken to other Councils, pool lessees, architects and associations to see what is right and wrong with new aquatic facilities. The Kuranda pool is cited by some in Council as an exemplar. It is an example of what NOT to do for many reasons:

· It was built on an inappropriately low budget and shortcuts were taken eg the Council designed the facilities itself to save architect fees. Successful pools are very difficult to design. Many architects without specialist aquatic design experience come up with dud pool designs so what chance would a regular Council civil engineer have? 

· As a result of the design and budget Council is now having to rectify problems at higher cost eg they did not allow for heating and that is essential for recreational use and more importantly, learn to swim in winter. Learn to swim is the bread and butter revenue earner in a public aquatic facility. The pump and filtration systems are also up for redesign already. The quick fix for heating was heat pumps and Council has learned now that with escalating energy costs that is not the way to go. They have successfully added solar heating to their Mareeba pool and will later have to do that at Kuranda– costly lessons.
· The facility design was so badly constrained by the budget that they got a hole in the ground with no trees or shade, no winter heating, no leisure water, no kiosk and a 1960’s kids pool that does not meet today’s family expectations. In short yet another lap pool that attracts a small portion of the community so costs a heap to run.
· On the positive side the magnesium treatment plant is a big success bringing in many people who will not swim in chlorinated water. We need to follow that lead and learn from their errors.
Council must use highly experienced architects with proven designs that appeal widely and that means providing an appropriate budget. Saving half a million on the capital cost is attractive and easy to do but it can mean an extra $100,000 a year being added to running costs over the next 30 years.

A small portion of the community still feels that Mission Beach must have a 50m pool because nearby towns have them. Some think that you cannot run a swim competition or carnival in a 25 m pool or in a 6 lane pool.
However, there are many ‘short course’ carnivals using 25m pools these days and our region does not yet have a 25m pool so that will be an added benefit for the region. Many existing pools in Queensland are 6 lanes and they run comps eg Tully, Mareeba, Atherton and Babinda are all 6 lane pools. Gordonvale is only 5 lanes and holds school competitions. Normanton’s 25m pool has 6 lanes and runs successful regional swim carnivals. 

Swimming Australia is the authority on this and says,
“A competition, and times in a 6 lane pool are acceptable.”

Laurie Lawrence has weighed in to the debate and is emphatic that big lap pools are a thing of the past: 
“The entire US Olympic swim team trains in 20-yard pools. There are world championships held in 25m pools. You don’t need 50m. ..... even Kieren Perkins trained in a 20m pool until he was 15.”

Wayne Lomas (Swimming Aust) agrees and adds that many of our own Olympic medallists train in 25m pools.
Some think that it is the CCRC Mayor who is demanding that Mission Beach accept a 25m facility. The reality is the Mayor could not get funding for a 50m facility even if he wanted to because the State does not provide such funding anymore in its Sports and Recreation rounds.
Some suggest we could build a pool on a small budget by using local volunteer workers. Public pools are difficult to construct well; this is no place for well meaning amateur enthusiasts. The specifications for a competition pool are very tight and the level of difficulty in design and construction of a leisure-lap pool (the facility that meets modern community needs) is more complicated than a straight lap pool.

An option many like is a beachside lagoon. Who would not like one of those for Mission Beach? They are so popular and attractive AND so expensive to construct and run. We can dream on but none of the three feasibility studies rated that option as being viable in a town of 4,000 people. It is certainly more viable than a big lap pool however.
What Facilities Attract Most Users?

There are essentially four facilities that create high patronage and/or revenue generation for aquatic facilities:
1. Learn to Swim Facilities generate a base revenue. Most financially successful facilities excel at Learn to Swim. Ideally you have a dedicated LTS pool and the modern ones are only 12.5m by 8m, they are indoor and heated to 30 degrees down south. Some lessees achieve up to 80% of their revenue via such pools and use these pools for hydrotherapy as well (brings seniors in). Here we would look for such a facility at stage 2 and in stage 1 would use the leisure pool for LTS. Providing solar heating and shade cloth cooling is essential to maximise outdoor LTS revenue.
2. Leisure Facilities are also red hot attractions as evidenced by the huge success of lagoons in Queensland. You do not need a giant lagoon to bring people in. The recipe is nice grassy areas beside a leisure pool, shallow entries; safe kids play areas, temperature control and cover (roof or shade cloths), shade trees, attractive relaxation picnic style environment and a small, modern, attractive and well run kiosk|cafe. 
The two studies undertaken in Mission Beach show this is the biggest need of all. The original Needs Analysis (406 resident responses) had 155 people comment on their facility needs – 122 (30%) spoke of safe, cool water with shady recreation areas while only 22 (5%) spoke of lap pools. The Facilities Study showed that number one facility desired was a leisure pool with a slide. A leisure pool without a slide was of similar popularity to a lap pool. 
For these reasons, using the entire available budget on a lap pool is not meeting most people’s needs. It could be done but why would we spend everything on a facility that leaves most people out?

A lap-leisure combination is the answer here. Adding a leisure pool of around 180msq (a triangle down one side of a 25m lap pool) adds only 20% extra pool water volume but adds 50% extra area to swim and play in. This can be used for learn to swim, aqua aerobics, and tiny tots (in one shallow corner). Adding 2 lanes to a 6 lane 25m pool adds 33% extra water to treat and only 33% extra water area (most of that being too deep for many leisure users). Leisure water is good for all ages and meets a wide variety of community needs.
It is amazing what design features cause greater pool use. Argo architects worked recently on the Emerald aquatic facilities and made some changes: adding a creative roof over the pools to reduce water heat in summer and provide shelter on rainy days quadrupled poll visitor numbers. So, getting water temperature and shelter right has big impacts.

3. Moving Water attracts kids and their families in droves. A new Argo designed facility in Hervey Bay (opened November 2009 and called ‘Wetside’) attracts up to 3,000 people a day and is a magnet for primary school children and their parents. This is a large area of flexible rubberised matting with water jets and animal features. We cannot afford that size facility but instead of a 1960’s tots pool (0-400mm deep water with a mushroom!) we could have a small shaded water jet area easily for the same price or less.
Laurie Lawrence endorses the view that “play areas with moving water” are the go these days.

4. Challenge Facilities are the formula for youth’s. Slides, rolling logs, water nets and dive facilities attract youth’s. We could not afford these at stage 1 but could add a modest facility in part of the leisure pool at stage 2.
What Facilities Are Needed Stages 1 and 2?

Stage 1
Please note that the ideal mix of facilities that would be included depends on further study of options and costs as well as revenue generation. It is fair to say though that adding moving water and leisure water will only increase revenue from the base case stated in our current Feasibility Study (which differs very little from  the previous two studies in financial outcomes). 

The following would be a highly desired result but we need to work with Council and the architects appointed to design the facility (yet to be appointed) to proof and cost the final proposal (capital and annual expense). 
In short: no promises!
· Lap pool 25m x 6 lanes, 8 lanes if budget allows;
· Leisure pool - triangle on one side with resort edge (as in Argo concept without slide pool);

· Solar heating for leisure-lap pool;

· Magnesium treatment plant (adds extra participation);

· Tots are within the leisure pool and design of leisure area allows LTS classes in that water;

· Small water-jet area as in ‘Wetside’ facility at Hervey Bay (located where tots pool is in concept plan);

· Kiosk, change rooms, storage, treatment room, small deck and small cafe (maybe Kiosk and Cafe in one space?);
· BBQ;
· Shade for all pool areas (note Innisfail uses up to 75% shade in summer).
Stage 2

· LTS 12.5m x 8m indoor heated;

· Modest youth facilities in the leisure pool: eg water slide, rolling log or challenge nets;

· Added water jets to the existing Wetside area and modest array of animal features;
· Movie screen at one end of the pool to enhance patronage;

· Gym;

· Cultural connecting art e.g. indigenous features linking to the bikeways.
Next Steps?

· MBARC work with Council to achieve a mutually acceptable solution on design and budget;
· Determine (from Council and Sports and Recreation) funding deadlines and detailed selection criteria;
· Appoint architect using agreed criteria;
· Concept designs and costs revised and agreed;
· Finalise designs and gain Council approval of these;

· Final Quantity Survey;

· Achieve community and other letters of support to maximise our chances of success;

· Funding drive to augment the proposal;
· Apply for funding and cross fingers (again).
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