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Riding the Redemption Wave In Water Parks
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AMUSENMENTS

he indoor water park
T industry is one of the

fastest growing leisure

businesses in North

America and it represents a
great opportunity for opera-
tors who know how to pro-
vide good, solid, family-fo-
cused entertainment.

How do [ know this?
Well, for one, we already op-
erafe a number of premier in-
door water parks. Plus, | at-
tended the annual World
Water Park Association
Symposium and Trade Show
in Ft. Lauderdale, Fla.

It was a very good show,
with total attendance some-
where around 3,000, mean-
ing it’s about the size of our
industry’s Fun Expe. The ex-
hibit space is probably a lit-
tle smaller than what we are
used to, but that's because
you can’t set up the large
water park attractions inside
a convention center. So they
bring miniature versions of
their products.

Exhibitors are selling all
the aquatic components,
open water shides, tube
slides, lazy rivers, water can-
nons, body boards, water ski
equipment, uphill slides, plus
all the pumps, motors, parts
and filters. Then there are
ancillary preducts and ser-
vices, like food and bever-
age, ticketing and POS sys-
tems, dry entertainment play,
promotional retail and give-

away items.

The indoor water park in-
dustry right now really has
the ear of the hotel, resort,
convention and casino busi-
ness because it lets them
charge more per room and
increase occupancy, Here's
how it works, generally:

Giuests are able to access the
water park and that fee is
consolidated on your room
charge so the hotel can
charge a lot more per room.
Many hotels are redesigning
their rooms into family suites
that can sleep four to six
people and building and sell-

Jeff Coy of JLC Hospitalty Consulting, explans to the 80-phus atten-
dees "What is a Waterpark — Realty?" as he goes through their history
starting with the Garden of Eden, the “first pleasire gardens theme
park,” to when God first told Noah, *| wanna build a waterpark™ (Great
Flood). fo tha opening in 1986 of Lake Compounce Armusemeant Park.
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ing condos that sleep eight and even up
to 12 that are rented as needed from the

condo owners.

Wisconsin Dells, Wisc., is the indoor
waterpark capital of the world. There are
currently 62 hotels in Wisconsin Dells.

flliam L. Haral-
e Waterpark
LIEWEIODITIE: ricshop twhich
ha and Jeff Coy put together),

Of those hotels, 18 have indoor water
parks, but those 18 hotels garner 81% of
total room revenue in the Dells. They
simply get more guests who are willing
to pay S200-3400 per night for their
room, The Wildemess Hotel, one of the
first o open up & major indoor water
park, offers three indoor waterparks with
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a total of 160,000 square feet of activi-
ties (the largest in the U.S.) with 593
rooms and suites.

By the end of 2004, there will be 79
indoor water parks in operation in the
U.S. Four years ago, there were only 31.
In addition 10 those 79, there are another
32 under construction, and 69 more in
development. In the hotel category, there
are currently more than 12,000 rooms
connected to water park facilities with
another 4,000 rooms under construction
and 15,000 1 development. These num-
bers represent five-fold growth over a
relatively shont period of tme. Much of
this development is focused in the Great
Lakes states of Michigan, Minncsota
and Wisconsin, where the cold winters
make these types of venues particularly
attractive for long weekend and extend-
ed holiday stays.

So what makes these facilities so at-
tractive to investors and developers?
Let’s go back to family, something we
have been talking about every month in
this column. Today, the family as a lei-
sure consumer is defined as parents with
young children or grandparents with

young grandchildren — everything ex-

cept the typical teenagers. This is the
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Yours truly (ieft] and Mickey Starks (right) exhibited two Benchmirk games (Siam-A-Winner and ACME Crane) at the World Waterpark Association
Symposium & Trade Show, Ft. Lauderdale. Alpha-BET Entertainmant provides games and aftractions and dry entertainment consulling senvices (AEM)
to both indoor and outdoor waterpanks (Schitterbahn Waterpark, Domeay Park & Wiid Walter Kingdom, Kalahari Hotel/indoor Waterpark Reson,
Haliday Inn, Frankenmuth Bavarian Inn Lodge, Massanutten Resort, H2O Entertainment, Daytona Lagoon, and several hotel chains.)

group that spends the most money on
leisure enterfainment. Teens generally
make up a separate customer demo-
graphic. For example, say a family sits
around the dinner or breakfast table (a
rare event these days) and considers a
three-day weekend to an indoor water
park. All of & sudden, the teenagers want
to zo along. It revives the old definition
of family! Outside of an exotic trip to a
ski resort or a European vacation, teen-
agers can be counted upon to start mak-
ing excuses of why they need 1o stay
home (and of course party in a home
where the parents are away),

Indoor waterpark facilities offer ac-
tivities for every segment of the family,
and you don’t have to leave the premis-
es; that's why the revenue soars, You
are also going to eat a decent percentage
of your meals on site and of course play
games and partake in other dry attrac-
tions typically seen at family entertain-
ment centers,

This tremendous growth in indoor
waterparks has been duly recognized by
the organizers of the water park show,
which, for the first time this year, of-
fered a two-day seminar on this market
segment, having split its pre-show con-
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ference time between indoor and out-
door parks. Congratulations to Bill Har-
alson (William L. Haralson & Associ-
ates) and Jeff Coy (JLC Hospitality
Consulting) for putting together the Wa-
terpark Development & Expansion
Warkshop, which attracted more than
150 attendees for both sessions along
with 30 top industry speakers. By the
way, Wisconsin Dells represents the
meeting of these two markets, starting
out as an outdoor water park destination
and then evolving into an indoor water
park area.

Cutdoor and indoor parks are very
different animals, An outdoor water park
is # one-day experience, because fami-
lies with young children aren’t going to
stay in the sun all day long day after
day. The weather becomes a severely re-
stricting factor and the outdoor business
has not been a big growth business.

It"s a mature business and its season-
ality limits growth in cold weather re-
gions, However, the first indoor parks
didn’t spring up until the mid-1990s,
less than 10 years ago, History gives
credit to Stan Anderson who, in 1994,
installed several water attractions to the
indoor pool at his Polynesian Resort in
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the Dells. [But for the record, the
first actual indoor waterpark in the
US was the Bavarian Inn Lodge in
Frankenmuth, Mich., where, in the
carly 1980s, the Zehnder family
(Judy and Bill) added three indoor
swimming pools and whirlpools
with a complete family entertain-
ment center (games and attrac-
tions, Rathskeller) to the lower
level of the 360 room lodge.

So how do the indoor water
park market and the FEC or games
market relate? Well, so far they are
Jjust getting to know one another.
The FEC or dry component enter-
tainment has been an afterthought,
an animal nobody knows what 1o
do with, like the game room in a
bowling center used to be,

Hewever, water park develop-
ers are beginning to embrace the
idea of the FEC as an additional
revenue source; its function is 1o
get the people out of the water, en-
Joy themselves and spend addi-
tional money. The FEC business is be-
coming another hub for this industry like
it is with every other leisure business.

There have always been games at wa-
ter park facilities, but now developers in
this business are looking at more than
Jjust video and novelty games. Some of
the resorts are going so far as to put in
bowling centers as well as games, re-
demption, sofiplay. bumper cars, minia-
ture golf, go-karts, mini-bowling and
laser tag. They are looking at the whole
universe of more than 260 FEC revenue
generating components.

Fortunately, there are more operators
interested in redemption as @ way of life
now that video has been on the long-
term downslide, and those are the ones
who will be prepared to serve this
growth market, But we are still talking
maybe 10% of the total number of
amusement operators. Redemption is the
component of the games industry that at-
tracts the family, and most serious lei-
sure businesses understand that games
are a new source of epportunity.

At a seminar | gave at last year’s
IAAPA on redemption, more than 40%
of the attendees were full-fledged theme
park executives and game managers.
That crowd used 1o be largely the FEC
owners/developers who came to [AAPA
and enthusiastically attended my game
seminar. These people, as well as other
leisure developers and investors, see not
only that redemption revenue, but also
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George Millay (left), “Father of the Waterpark” presents his new book, The Wave Maker wit-
ten by Tim O'Brian {right), VP publshing and communications, Ripley Entertalnment, with ma in
the middie, In 1964, George Millay created Sea Workd and Magic Mountain in 1971, In 1977, he
opened Wat "N Wi, the world's first waterpark. This book is a ‘must read’ for everyone in the wa-

terpark incustry.

the ability of our games 1o keep custom-
ers on site for a longer period of time as
something that can no longer be over-
looked,

Redemption is easy and it’s foolproof

as long as you know what you are doing,
The problem is that the average age of
the owners of game operating companies
is such that most of the business people
who run them are not going to change
their business radically or take a big
risk. even if it’s simply a perceived risk.
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Fortunately; the next generation is be-
ginning to jump into this segment of the
business.

It"s a great time for our business.
People who bemoan the loss of the video
boom have blinders on, They want to do
the same thing they were doing in the
1970s. They are missing an even greater
opportunity — the family boom that has
been steadily growing over the past 13
years, Don™t miss out on the next 15
great years ahead of us. 'Y
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