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Recent events surrounding bacteria surviving 4
in water are raising an old familiar question.
See our SPECIAL REPORT at page 25.
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! As an industry reacts to

one of its own causing
an E. coli outbreak,
waterpark officials say
water quality is and will
continue to be its
greatest priority.

On th

BY ERIC MINTON

waterpark. Of all the headline-.
Agrabbing aspects of the E. coli
utbreak linked to the White
Water Marietta, Ga. waterpark in June
— that the victims (at 25 and climb-
ing) were children, that one was the
son of an All-Star Atlanta Braves base-
ball player, that the particularly dan-
gerous strain hospitalized most of the
children, putting some in critical con-
dition — the most newsworthy aspect
was the setting.

A waterpark.

While E. coli outbreaks have been
linked to community and commercial
facilities in the past, this apparently is
the first involving a waterpark. In its
18-year history, the World Waterpark
Association (WWA) (Lenexa, Kan.)
has never heard of such a case. And
that’s something considering these
parks usually feature kiddie pools,
wave pools, endless rivers and raft
rides.

Noah’s Ark, the nation’s largest and
one of the oldest waterparks (opened
in 1979), has never experienced a
case like this. In fact, Tim Gantz, presi-
dent of Noah’s Ark (Wisconsin Dells,
Wis.), can’t recall a bacteria epidemic
among any of his colleagues or any of
his competitors.

This two-decade incidentfree streak
wasn't just luck. To keep its water pris-
tine, waterparks generally combine
up-to-date and well-maintained equip-

ment, careful water chemistry, special-
ly trained lifeguards and strictly en-
forced rules for its customers.

“Waterparks tend to do a better
Jjob,” says Roy Martin, aquatics eastern
regional manager for U.S. Filter
(Bradley, I11.), which sells automatic
chlorination systems and has a large
waterpark clientele. “The way they de-
sign their facilities, they have high
turnover rates (water circulation).

“Most automate their facilities, and
they tend to buy top-line equipment,”
he adds. “And they tend to participate
in AFO (Aquatics Facility Operator)
and CPO (Certified Pool Operators)
certification courses, so the knowledge
of people there, I believe, is higher
than average pools.”

It has to be. Accidents can cripple
public trust. Need proof? The trade
newspaper Amusement Business report-
ed that White Water’s attendance fell
30 percent after the E. coli incident.

DOUBLING UP THE GUARDS
The key for White Water may rest in
technology. Before the breakout, it
was using automatic chlorination and
had installed an electro-static precipi-
tator three years ago. According to a
White Water statement, after learning
of its link to the E. coli outbreak, it
purchased the Strantrol Systemb from
U.S. Filter. Park officials say the chlori-
nation system will be used in every at-

Noah's Ark Waterpark in Wisconsin
Dells, Wis. uses an automatic chlorina-
tion system by U.S. Filter (Bradley, lil.).

traction in the park.

The System5 uses digital technologyi
rather than analog because digital
technology is more accurate. The sys-
tem alerts operators via computer,
phone, pager or aural alarm when oxi-
dation reduction potential (ORP) or
pH levels are too low or too high.
Readings are taken continually at the
weakest link in the pool. !

Systemb also compiles an ongoing
detailed water analysis, which gives op-
erators an overall review of water con-
ditions at any point during the season.

“It can go down to a minute-by-
minute play of what was occurring,”
Martin says. Such data would have
more readily pinpointed what hap-
pened at White Water June 11 and 12.

According to a White Water state-
ment following the incident, the park,
was “not satisfied with our manual
record keeping. Our water quality staff
are 16-year experts, but they aren’t
record-keepers.

This system frees them from docu-
mentation so that they can concen-
trate on their jobs, eliminates human
error which can occur during very
busy operational times, and provides
hourly documentation every day,
every hour. More than anything, it
greatly exceeds the standard, and is .



far more sophisticated than manual
pool test kits.”

Today, automated chlorination sys-
tems are becoming standard equip-
ment for many waterparks. For exam-
ple, Noah’s Ark replaced its old sys-
tems with Strantrols over the past
three years and uses the system on all
new rides. The waterpark has 32 water
slides, four kiddie play areas, two end-
less rivers and two wave pools.

The Beach (Mason, Ohio), which
attracts some 350,000 guests from
Memorial Day to Labor Day, has used
Strantrol systems for 11 years. And
Splashtown USA at Funtown USA
Amusement Park (Saco, Maine), re-
placed all of its old automatic chlori-
nators in the past three years with
equipment from Santa Barbara Gon-
trol Systems (Santa Barbara, Calif.).

“We’ve replaced filters, pumps, the
sand; we always put in new sand every
year,” says Kenneth Cormier, presi-
dent/CEO/general manager of the
31-year-old Splashtown. “It’s working
better than ever since we've had it.”

Waterparks use both automatic sys-
tems and manual tests for their water.
Schlitterbahn Waterpark Resort (New
Braunfels, Texas), uses a Taylor Tech-
nologies Complete Kit (Sparks, Md.)
to test its pools” pH, free chlorine, to-
tal alkalinity, hardness and acid and
base demand several times a day, de-
pending on pool size.

Noah’s Ark checks its chemical lev-
els four times a day, twice the state’s
mandate. And The Beach mechanical-
ly checks levels every hour and manu-
ally ever other hour. Soak City Water-
park, which is within Cedar Point
Amusement Park and Resort (San-
dusky, Ohio), uses a staff of aquatic
technicians to check the automated
systems and water for each of its pools
every two hours.

“Safety is in everything we do,” says
Bill Spehn, who manages operations
at Soak City. “We will do over 100 wa-
ter tests a day at Cedar Point, so no
pool water goes two hours without be-
ing checked by an aquatic technician.”

During that time, water has circulat-
ed through the filter systems at least
once. All of Splashtown’s pools pump
through the filters once an hour, and
Cedar Point’s 24,000-square-foot wave
pool with 427,000 gallons of water also
turns over in an hour.

“When we built it, that was some-
thing we required,” Spehn says. “We
felt that was the best way to keep the
water, no matter what size, clear so the
lifeguards could see the bottom.

“You must have proper water bal-
ance with your sanitation, and keep
Jour residual proper, but having one-
hour turnover works with that,” he
says. “You get that many bodies in a
pool, and they haven’t showered or
bathed, and you have all that suntan
lotion, the more you take it through
sand filters, the better off you are.”

Noah's Ark can furn 165 1:8 million
gallon wave pool over in two hours;
the state requires it be done every six
hours.

The park typically looks at the state
requirements and at least doubles
them. For example, Wisconsin re-
quires waterparks to employ at least
one CPO. Noah’s Ark has eight on
staff and at least four working a day.

“Just to make sure it’s safe,” Gantz
says. “Safety is always number one.
With new rides, we make sure they're
tried and true before there is a public
opening.

“We have the same concerns with
water quality. We don’t want to meet
state standards, we want to beat them,”
he adds.

Waterparks often strive to exceed
state standards. Ohio standards re-
quire pools to keep their chlorination
levels at 1 ppm (parts per million);
Cedar Point keeps its pools at 1.5
ppm, and The Beach maintains a 2
ppm level at the kiddie pool and 1.5
ppm standard at all other pools.

White Water Atlanta’s standard was
1.5 ppm, but after the E. coli incident
it is setting its chlorination levels at 2.5
ppm, says a company statement.

U.S. Filter’s Martin says the actual
ppm reading isn’t enough of an indi-
cation of sanitation capabilities.

“It’s been shown time and time
again that to maintain sanitized condi-
tions in the dynamic conditions of a
pool, the only way to assure an effec-
tive rate of oxidation is controlling
based on ORP.”

While water with proper ppm read-
ings at the time of testing may have
high ORP levels in a pool without
swimmers, once the lotioned crowds
come, with some swimmers practicing
poor hygiene beforehand and others
considering the pool a communal toi-
let, the oxidizing power drops.

Alhough such automation improves
effective sanitation, and manual tests
back up the unit’s diligence, and wa-
ter recirculation adds even more pro-
tection, nothing is foolproof.

“If you want to undermine a system,
it can be done,” U.S. Filter’s Martin
says. “Education is a big factor in the
big picture.”

That includes education of staff and
customers. Many waterparks are ban-
ning diapers in their pools and not
only require plastic, sealed pants on
diaper-wearing children, but sell
them in their gift shops. The Beach
posts signs stating, “Diapers are not
permitted to be worn in any pool; ba-
bies and toddlers are required to wear
elasticized plastic coated ‘pool pants’
when entering any pool; changing of
diapers is not permitted in pool
areas.”

The waterpark directs patrons to
the gift shops for pool pants and to
changing stations in restrooms.

White Water instituted a require-

ment for plastic, sealed pants after the

une E. coli incident and will provide
them free of charge, says a company
statement.

It also banned groups of young chil-
dren, requiring that children in the
kiddie pools be accompanied by par-
ents or guardians.

In implementing the no group poli-
cy, White Water officials were reacting
to the likely culprit of contamination,
and also assuming that parents are less
likely to bring sick children to the
park, says a company statement.

Parents also may be able to main-
tain closer supervision of individual
children than can a day care provider
overseeing a dozen or more kids.

White Water is unusual among wa-
terparks in that its location, in a met-
ropolitan suburb rather than a tourist
destination, brings the park a lot of lo-
cal group business.

“Our guards have the authority to
tell patrons that if their children are
wearing sagging or disposable diapers
that they are not allowed to swim,” says
Margaret Drexel, director of market-
ing for The Beach.

While parks take different ap-
proaches when responding to fecal in-
cidents or other contaminations, all
immediately evacuate the pool.

Cedar Point removes the defecation
and increases sanitation by 1 ppm.
Once that level is reached, guests are
allowed back in the pool.

The Beach shocks its contaminated
pools to 30 ppm and lets it sit for 12
hours to 24 hours before allowing
guests back in.

Walt Disney World, which contains
River Country, Typhoon Lagoon and
Blizzard Beach waterparks, is required
by state law to drain the kiddie pools
after contamination and completely
replace the water.

For adult pools, guests are allowed
back in the pool when the water has
been disinfected.

And fecal incidents happen. At
Cedar Point, where Soak City is an av-
erage-size waterpark, incidents hap-
pen “several times a season,” Spehn
says.

Still, they have never resulted in the
bacterial outbreak that apparently oc-
curred at White Water.

As its industry reacted with surprise
to a waterpark’s link to E. coli, White
Water is pressing for more industry re-
search and greater controls by all wa-
terparks, says a company statement.

According to Spehn, this event is a
wake-up call, even though waterpark
pools, because of their size and filtra-
tion/chlorination systems, “take a lot
not to be safe.

“It’s an alarm for anybody who
doesn’t take water quality seriously,”
he says. “The wake-up call should be
that water quality isn’t to be put on
the back burner. It has to be on the
front page.” B











