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Jester Park Conservation Center (JPCC)
Scenario Planning and Considerations
June 2015

At the regular May 2015 meeting of the Polk County Conservation Board (PCCB), there was a presentation from Jerry Linzy (from Jerold Panas, Linzy, and Associates) concerning the Feasibility Study we contracted from their agency. Following this presentation, Board Chair Connie Johnson and Director Richard Leopold presented a number of different options and considerations moving forward with the Jester Park Conservation Center (JPCC.) From that discussion, the PCCB asked Director Leopold to address the following:
1. Prepare scenario planning of differing amount and include pros and cons of each scenario
1. Include reconsideration of bond dollar amount
1. Give a strong analysis of office space / needs
1. Include consideration of use of enterprise funds
1. JPCC needs vision, marketing plan, operations plan, etc.
1. Our need to discuss with Polk County Board of Supervisors and County Administrator Mark Wandro
Givens:
1. We ARE going to build a conservation center, and it is going to be FABULOUS! 
1. The current total project cost is $12M.
1. Fundraising to-date is $6.25M.
1. The recent Feasibility / Development Analysis recommended a conservative goal of $2M in potential additional fundraising that will take 12-18 months.
1. Polk County Water and Land Legacy (PCWLL) bond commitment to JPCC has historically been $4M.
1. We have invested $700K in project to-date.



Analysis of Polk County Conservation Office Needs

Although on the surface this would appear to be a simple discussion, it is actually quite complicated. PCC has “offices” throughout Polk County, where employees go as their official work station and have computers, desks, files, telephones, etc. that constitute an office. These include Chichaqua Bottoms, Yellow Banks Park, Thomas Mitchell Park, Jester Park Equestrian Center, and Easter Lake Park. Jester Park is considered our “headquarters,” yet even within Jester Park there are five structures that house “offices,” including the Construction and Maintenance Operations Building, the Natural Resources Building, Equipment and Maintenance Shop, Jester Park Construction and Maintenance shop, and the PCC Administration Building.

As you can see, a discussion of consolidation of offices and space needs is not as forthright as one would expect. In general, most PCC offices are adequate, and in fact many of the long-time employees that use these offices would not want to leave them for a larger office complex. Wayne Johnson, Mark Dungan, George Lentz, etc., are quite comfortable where they are and benefit from being close to the units they oversee.

Therefore, when we discuss the need for new or renovated offices, we are largely talking about the PCC Administration Building. This building is woefully inadequate. It houses nearly twenty professional employees in a space that would be hard-pressed to adequately serve half that many people. The conference room is a converted garage space that is cramped on both sides by file cabinets. The small bathrooms, lunchroom, and computer room occupy basically the same space. There is little doubt to anyone visiting us that this situation is long overdue for a change.

Current designs for JPCC contain a great deal of office space, enough for all of the existing staff in the current administrative building and consolidation of some of the other aforementioned staff (who don’t really want to move and frankly, are well-placed where they are currently located.) I have discussed this issue with many employees and there is varying opinions, although there is consensus that conditions must change.

It should also be noted that historically there has been resistance by the PCCB and/or employees to move any PCC employees to other existing Polk County or other like-minded agency office complexes. The main concerns would center around identity and cohesiveness. We have always struggled with identity, but many feel that we have made significant strides to better identify ourselves in Polk County. Many staff feel like we might be taking backward steps if we wound up in River Place or a building that isn't even ours. Lastly, many feel that having the majority of our staff at Jester Park lends itself better to communication, scheduling meetings, and staff efficiency.
 
My personal feeling is that “form follows function,” and if there is functionality and cost-savings by partnering with other agencies, we should seriously consider these partnerships. Historically, PCC was invited into the “old science center” and later into the River Place Polk County Administration Building. Currently, there may be low-cost opportunity to partner with Des Moines Parks and Recreation, River Place, or the Polk County Soil and Water Conservation District. 

Discussion of Use of Enterprise Account Funds

We do have Enterprise Account Funds of $800K in reserve. We receive around $200K/year from this fund, which is primarily Jester Park Golf Course revenues, although now it also includes revenue from the newly built Jester Park cabins. These funds are under our discretion, so we can program their use. Historically, these funds have been used for capital improvements for the golf course, new equipment, and new vehicles. If we use these funds for JPCC or for renovation of office space, it will necessarily take away from ability to use them elsewhere within PCC. This fund has also served as a fall-back for emergencies, and using this fund for the JPCC could compromise this aspect.


Scenario Planning: For purposes of discussion, we have created five separate scenarios for consideration. Many senior staff and managers contributed to this discussion guide. 

Scenario 1: No Change to Existing Project Cost - $12 Million

Fundraising and Timeline: We would need to come up with $5.75M in additional funds. Our feasibility study advised $2M, so a much larger or longer campaign would be necessary and success would be challenging. Additional Polk County Water and Land Legacy (PCWLL) could be used, and depending on success of public campaign, this could be upwards of $4M.  

Advantages: 
1. We could move forward with existing design and engineering, which has already been paid for.
Disadvantages: 
1. The feasibility study mentioned that many interviewees think the project has gotten too big and has had mission creep. We would need to address.
1. If we were to use upward of $4M of additional funds from PCWLL ($8M total) toward JPCC, this would have dramatic impact on planned park projects in other areas. The likely impacted parks that would get fewer or no additional developed amenities already planned would be Easter Lake Park (including the proposed Easter Lake Lodge), Thomas Mitchell Park, Yellow Banks Park, and Chichaqua Bottoms.
Staff Recommendation: Although tempting in its simplicity, the disadvantages seem too large and long-lasting, and we do not recommend this scenario.


Scenario 2: Cut Project Cost to $10M

Fundraising and Timeline:  We would need to come up with $3.75M in additional funds. Our feasibility study advised a $2M goal, so a longer campaign may be necessary and success would be challenging. Additional PCWLL could be used, and depending on success of public campaign, this could be upwards of $2M. 

Advantages:
1. We could likely find cost-cutting measures and/or delayed "phasing" of some amenities (such as outdoor pond, Streamscape, and terrace) without major redesign of existing building plans. To get a better understanding of possible cost reductions, please see "Possible Targets for Cost Reductions to JPCC" later in this document.
1. Cost-cutting measures would give favorable response to interviewees who were concerned about size of JPCC and/or mission creep.
1. We could likely keep environmental education staff and administrative staff in same building for better communication and efficiency.
1. We already have the marketing image content.
1. Less likely to lose any existing donors or grants.
Disadvantages:
1. There will still be additional design and engineering fees, likely to exceed $100K, although this is considerable less than a full redesign.
1. There is a slight possibility we would lose some existing funding such as grants and major donor support, but a much smaller possibility than Scenarios 3-5.
1. If we were to use upward of $2M of additional funds from PCWLL ($8M total) toward JPCC, this would have some impact on planned park projects in other areas. The likely impacted parks that would get fewer or smaller additional developed amenities than planned would be Easter Lake Park (including the proposed Easter Lake Lodge), Thomas Mitchell Park, Yellow Banks Park, and Chichaqua Bottoms.
Staff Recommendation: Of all the scenarios, this one seemed to generate the most support among staff.



Scenario 3: Cut Project Cost to $8.25M - Build a One-Story Building
We can maintain many of our primary functions of the building, such as environmental education classrooms, a large "Great Hall," a rental area for outdoor equipment, and interpretive display spaces, if we reduce costs of a two-story structure (elevator, structural design, utilities, stairwells, two sets of bathrooms, etc.) 

Fundraising and Timeline: This fits the sum of current recommendations and commitments; $6.25M in existing commitments and a $2M recommend goal from our feasibility study.

Advantages:
1. PCWLL commitment would stay at the planned $4M commitment.
1. This would show a strong response to the feasibility study interviewees.
1. A complete redesign could capture some aspects "missed" in the first design (such as drive-up to facility for environmental education, caterers, etc.)
Disadvantages:
1. A one story building would reduce available space for environmental education classrooms, office, storage, etc. unless we increased the footprint of the building.
1. This is a complete redesign, with all associated costs ($200K-$300K.)
1. Site is already graded for a walkout two-story, and there would be re-grading costs as well as affecting other aspects such as utilities, parking, etc.
1. There is a possibility we would lose some existing funding such as grants and major donor support.
1. We would need to redo all of the marketing materials. The public, through publications and presentations, are now accustomed to seeing the original design, and a dramatic shift will likely be noticed.
Staff Recommendation: This approach has advantages, although Scenario 2 is preferred.

Scenario 4: Cut Project Cost to $8.25M - Build or Renovate a Separate Office Building and Downsize Existing JPCC Building Plan
We could build a much less expensive office building, and/or partially renovate our existing office building. This would make JPCC a true nature center, with only environmental education and a small administrative presence within the "nature center." 

Fundraising and Timeline: This fits the sum of current recommendations and commitments; $6.25M in existing commitments and a $2M recommend goal from our feasibility study.


Advantages:
1. PCWLL commitment would stay at the planned $4M commitment.
1. This would show a strong response to the feasibility study interviewees.
1. A complete redesign could capture some aspects "missed" in the first design (such as drive-up to facility for environmental education, caterers, etc.)
Disadvantages:
1. This is a complete redesign, with all associated costs ($200k - $300K.)
1. Site is already graded for a walkout two-story, and there would be re-grading costs as well as affecting other aspects such as utilities, parking, etc..
1. There is a possibility we would lose some existing funding such as grants and major donor support.
1. We could potentially lose communication and efficiency between environmental education staff, other program staff and administrative staff if they were located in separate buildings. 
1. We would need to redo all of the marketing materials. The public, through publications and presentations, are now accustomed to seeing the original design, and a dramatic shift will likely be noticed.
Staff Recommendation: There is strong sentiment to "keep us all together" and this scenario is not preferred by staff.


Scenario 5: Cut Project Costs to $6.25M

Fundraising and Timeline: There would need to be no additional fundraising, although timeline will stretch out as a complete redesign would be necessary

Advantages:
1. No additional fundraising necessary, provided we hold onto all existing commitments.
Disadvantages:
1. There is a strong possibility we would lose some existing funding such as grants and major donor support.
1. This is a complete redesign, with all associated costs ($200K - $300K.)
Staff Recommendation:  This is a drastic and ultra-conservative scenario. It is, in essence, starting over. We feel we are too far into the project to seriously consider this option.


Possible Targets for Cost Reductions to JPCC
This information was presented to the PCCB at the regular June PCCB meeting, and is included here as a starting point to consider cost reductions. We well know we will need to “spend money to save money” in redesigning and re-engineering current plans. Some of these topics are quite specific, while others are more general in scope.
1. Large Boardroom can go away. It is an expensive amenity which will likely not get a great deal of use. We have another conference room already in the design that will serve well for board and organizational meetings. We will need to analyze size of conference room to make sure it is sufficient for projected uses.
1. The cost per square foot of the existing design seems high at $380 per square foot. There could be substantial savings by reviewing the reasons this cost is so high, and may include finishes, hidden utilities, using lumber beams instead of concrete, evaluating parking area and drives, etc.
1. Original design called for all three classrooms to be certified storm shelters. This is expensive and likely more than necessary. A smaller area, properly placed, would suffice. Perhaps the rental area and the bathrooms would work well.
1. Dimensions could be manipulated and "shortened" throughout the structure. We could have 12' rather than 14' ceilings. We could shorten sidewalls. We could reduce size of vestibule. Etc.
1. If we retain the two-story design, we could get rid of the "hole in the floor" which would free up valuable space for interpretive displays.
1. If we retain the two-story design but lose the Boardroom, we could convert area into walk-out deck.
1. If we retain office areas in JPCC, the current design of vaulted ceilings could be replaced by scissor trusses.
1. The rental area could be better placed and perhaps smaller.
1. We could eliminate the "back hallway" of environmental education classrooms and have storage through doors accessible to classrooms.
1. Outdoor finishes could be modified. Original design calls for 24' high natural stone on back of building. This could change to only stone accents with cedar siding, for example. We could eliminate decorative "soldiers" surrounding building and walkways.
1. Outdoor amphitheater can go away. There is also a large "camp fire" area that could serve the same purpose.
1. The entryway paving seems elaborate and excessive, including a complex parking area. This could be simplified to save costs.
1. The pond and "Streamscape" are necessary for the theme of the project, but they also could be simplified to save costs.
1. The large curved perimeter trail around the Streamscape could be eliminated. ADA accessibility can happen along both front and back of feature by going through building.
1. The fireplace could be less elaborate. We do already have a major donor for this item, so we likely shouldn't eliminate it.
Please note there are other ways we can save costs, such as doing some of the work ourselves (making sure to abide by all legal guidelines,) phasing in some amenities and features over time, and minor cuts here-and-there, but these will not get us the magnitude of cost reductions we need.

Message Control
This section is also a repeat, but I believe is critical. We ARE going to build a nature center, and it is going to be FABULOUS! This is the message. We have sent releases to PCC staff, Great Outdoors Foundation, and PCC Advisory Committee. We have sent signed letters to all existing major donor and all who participated in the feasibility study. We are purposefully moving to fashion a strong business plan, marketing plan, operations plan, and a public campaign.

It is critically important that ALL Polk County Conservation Board members be on-board with our plan and enthusiastic in their support! This is your project. PCC staff will be asking you to help and get involved. We will also be working through you with the Polk County Board of Supervisors, to get their meaningful input and support.

We remain excited, and now that we have uncovered the unknowns, we stand ready to continue to get this project completed, with all involved proud of our accomplishments. This project fits our mission tightly, and it is something that will truly influence generations of Iowans and benefit our natural environment.
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