Aquatic Balancing Act

To go aquatic, or not to go aquatic, that is the question. It seems obvious that having a pool would increase membership, improve community relations and tremendously enhance the appeal of your facility, but would it? Whether or not your Y needs a pool to be successful is one of the most important and expensive decisions a YMCA has to make. And if a pool is the way to go, what kind of pool do you build? Is it an outdoor water playground with a lazy river? Or is it an indoor lap pool designed primarily for competitive swimmers? Or is it something totally different? Given that any “wet” area within the YMCA is the most expensive square footage to build and maintain, knowing all you can about your memberships interests in aquatic programs, design features and member/community benefits is critical. 

However, understanding the importance of a Y’s aquatic offerings is only the first step. Knowing how to correctly answer the “if” and “what” of an aquatic center addition to your Y is paramount. Having completed over 600 studies with YMCAs across the country we’ve learned a few things along the way and have determined that the two most important criteria to consider in deciding whether or not to recommend a pool and to prioritize the features of said pool are: revenue generated per square foot per capital dollar invested, and member usage per square foot.

Revenue generated per square foot per capital dollar invested.  

Not every square foot in a YMCA facility is created equal. Compared to a multipurpose studio, the cost of building and operating a pool is a substantially more. In very general terms, the annual cost of maintaining an aerobics studio is around $10,000 while the average annual costs associated with operating a pool is $300,000. Therefore to break even on the investment, the Y would need 30 times the number of member units to join the YMCA. To better understand the cost-benefit relationship, it’s crucial for any Y considering building a pool to have a market feasibility study and test the impact of a pool before making the final decision. 

Member usage per square foot. 

Ensuring the maximum number of members using a Y’s facilities without causing overcrowding is another important factor in the cost-benefit analysis of having a pool. The number of members using a facility needs to justify the Y’s expense of building and maintaining said facility. As mentioned earlier building and maintaining a pool is a pricey endeavor. However, the YMCAs fee-based programs such as swimming lessons are an excellent revenue producer. Therefore designing a pool that could host a variety of fee-based aquatic programs at the same time is another way to justify building and maintaining an aquatic facility. However, if your membership only wants lap swimming and would not partake in swimming lessons, water aerobics or family night at the pool, building a multi-purpose pool would be irresponsible. 

Once you have answered the “if you should build” question and the subsequent “what you should build,” there are other important factors to consider before moving forward with building an aquatic facility. 

Design for Outdoor Aquatics Facilities and Programming

So you’ve done the research and the desire for an outdoor, family friendly pool was the clear winner, now what? Consider the following:

Shape and Design Features.  An L-shaped pool automatically requires two lifeguards, so would a water play structure that obscures the view of the lifeguard.  If staffing cost is a concern, the YMCA should consider a rectangle or oval shape with simple slides and water spray features.  Adding a railing with a zero-depth entry feature would alleviate older members’ fears of sliding and/or falling.  If the pool will be used for rehabilitation and serving small children, submerged shelf seating should also be included. 

Features for Small Children.  An outdoor pool primarily attracts families and specifically families with young children.  To serve these members, the facility should include low-profile steps into the larger pool and a wading pool for very small children. A water spray area on the deck is popular since it is safe with no standing water and makes it easier to control sanitation and water quality for infants and toddlers still in diapers.

Recreation and Fellowship Features. Recreational swimming is typically the chief function of an outdoor aquatic facility and again this type of facility attracts families with young children. This population is interested in features such as water slides, fountains, waterfalls and sprinklers. 

Fellowship is also a very important aspect of outdoor aquatic recreation. The outdoor facility should therefore include picnic tables, cabanas and areas to congregate. The YMCA might even consider including a large gazebo/bandstand to facilitate organized social events in the pool area. 

Keep in mind an outdoor aquatic center doesn’t have to mean just an outdoor pool. For example, the Cinco Ranch in Katy, Texas (suburban Houston) designed its outdoor aquatic facility as a beach club, with a small man-made lake surrounded by a sandy beach with natural zero-depth entry and lots of trees. The complex also includes picnic areas and a cabana making it an ideal spot for families of all ages.

Design for Indoor Aquatics Facilities and Programming. 

If research shows your membership wants an indoor pool, some things to consider include:

Warm or Cool? What’s happening in the water?

Temperature

There are two types of aquatic facilities, warm-water (recreational and therapeutic) and cool-water (exercise). The YMCA should never try to accommodate both warm-water and cool-water activities in a single pool; such a generic approach leads to constant headaches for the staff who maintain the pool and for the instructors and members who attempt to use it. With segmented facilities, the warm-water pool can be kept 82° and the cool-water pool at 78°, making both populations happy. Further, water exercisers and those that recreate in the pool require different pool depths.

Depth

The cool water users can be further subdivided into shallow-water exercisers and deep-water exercisers.  Shallow-water exercise involves working out in the water while maintaining contact with the bottom of the pool such as water aerobics or water running. A proper water depth for shallow-water exercise is 3.5 to 4.5 feet.  Since exercisers are on the floor at all times during shallow-water exercise, the pool floor should have enough traction to allow exercisers to feel stable in bare feet or with aquatic footwear. According to Aquatics International, each shallow-water exerciser requires 25 square feet (5 feet by 5 feet) of water surface area.  

Deep-water exercise refers to any water exercise movement performed with the body suspended     vertically in the water. A pool depth of 6 feet or more is usually needed to perform deep-water     exercise. The optimum working space for deep-water exercise is 36 square feet because exercisers tend to drift or float.  

If building a “multi-purpose” pool with segmented water temperatures and depths are not possible, then determine what the majority of your members are going to be doing in the pool and build accordingly. One emerging trend is for an association to centralize cool-water activities at one facility in the association; this has been very successful in most cases, since lap swimmers and swim team participants are dedicated participants and will travel the extra distance. Another possibility is to form an outside of a partnership with a hospital, school or private clinic. However, the only way to really tell what your members want, need and are willing to do to for these wants and needs is through market analysis.

Thinking outside the rectangle: Aquatic design ideas

YMCA associations throughout the Country are trying some new and innovative ideas. For instance, the YMCA in Franklin, Tennessee built a large aquatic complex that has segregated areas for diving, recreational swimming, and rehab activities, In Suisun City, California they constructed a greenhouse over an existing outdoor pool to create an inviting indoor/outdoor effect. 

We often encourage the YMCA to challenge tradition and build a non-rectangular pool (amoeba and kidney shapes are popular).  Rectangular pools are very naturally divided into lanes, which invites lap swimming and thus leads to the use of cooler water temperatures and less overall usage.  For an interesting environment, the design of an indoor pool might also include high ceilings, abundant skylights and floor-to-ceiling windows, green plants of various heights throughout the deck area, a bright color scheme and rows of banners that use a rainbow of colors. 

To facilitate members using the pool for therapeutic, recreational, and instructional activities, the indoor warm water pool should also include low-profile entry ramp with railing and submerged shelf seating and slides (if feasible) as well as family recreation equipment such as inflatable, portable slides, water logs, and water games.

When possible the pool should be situated on the front of the building to enhance curb appeal and attract the attention of prospective members.  For most YMCAs, the warm-water pool really is its calling card.  Even though prospective members are more likely to use the fitness center than the pool, innovative design in the aquatics center will be more impressive than in any other area of the facility.
Diverse Programming

Simply having an attractive pool is not enough to ensure success.  A large number and variety of    innovatively designed aquatic programs not only help to retain high satisfaction levels among current   members, but also attract prospective members.  

Keep in mind the following two-pronged strategy when designing aquatics programs: first, provide a wealth of class options that will interest and meet the needs of members and, second, make education the foundation of the marketing of those programs.  Many members may not realize the potential of a pool to offer effective exercise options other than swimming.  

The YMCA should also keep in mind that a warm-water pool offers as many opportunities for therapy programs as it does for exercise and recreation programs.  The range of therapy programs now being offered in the warm-water environment continues to grow, and hospitals are increasingly interested in using the YMCA's pool for their therapy programs. 
The possibilities for uses and designs of an aquatic center at the Y are endless. However, your pool is only as good as your membership’s interest in it. If you build the most innovative lap pool with top-notch programming but your members really wanted a small wadding pool with fountains for kids, you’ve wasted your Y’s money, time and credibility. If you spend money on unwanted and unused facilities, your membership is going to feel disconnected, unappreciated and will be a lot less likely to contribute at the next fundraising event. So save your Y the hassle and do the research: measure twice and cut once. 




