CITY OF CENTRAL CITY NEBRASKA
SOUTH RECREATION PROJECT

     In the mid 2000’s the City of Central City had identified a number of issues for improvement in the community which seemed somewhat unrelated.  A proposal was developed to address these issues which evolved into the South Recreation Project and involved the participation of a wide range of individuals and organizations within the community.  The following problems were addressed in this process:

1.  Housing Issues.  The City identified 2 critical housing issues.  First, new residential construction was at a virtual standstill.  One problem was the availability of residential lots for higher-end new construction units.  Without an active housing construction market, there was no appetite by private developers to create new lots.  The risk was considered too great without a history of new construction and an active group of builders.  Second, we had a rapidly aging housing stock as a result of little new construction.  We knew this would catch up with us someday and a construction industry needed to be established.

2.  Blighted Area.  An area on the south side of town included several blighting factors.  First, a trailer park was severely degraded and was down to about 1/3 occupancy.  The remaining units were mostly in a dilapidated condition.  Second, an adjacent property was overgrown with volunteer vegetation and prone to water issues due to elevation.  Third, an abandoned pit of water was creating a hazard.  It became a dumping site for the trailer park, was a dangerous site for children and created odor issues due to its stagnant nature.

3.  Swimming Pool.  The City’s 50 year old swimming pool was reaching the end of its useful life.  Major concrete issues had developed and the equipment was failing.  The City needed to replace this facility.

4.  Open Space / Walking Areas.  The City identified the need for additional open space for recreation and walking areas.

5.  Soccer Complex.  The demand for soccer fields suddenly arose with the introduction of soccer leagues.  The City initially met this demand by placing soccer fields in our softball field complex.  The community desired a dedicated complex for soccer.
     The South Recreation Complex concept arose to address all of these issues simultaneously and involved the participation of numerous entities.  The relationships of each of the 5 identified issues became symbiotic in the proposal, which would only be successful with the implementation of the entire plan.  The complex came to include the following:

     Trailer Park.  The trailer park and adjacent land was acquired and completely cleared of blighted structures and volunteer vegetation.  All remaining residents were provided relocation assistance.  No condemnation or forced relocations were used.  This created an immediate and dramatic improvement to the area.
     New Lake.  Central City has a very high water table, sometimes only a foot or two below the surface.  This creates a need to elevate certain areas for effective development.  The cornerstone of the project was the construction of a new lake.  The stagnant pit was expanded into a fishing lake, cleaned up, and the excavated material was used to elevate the surrounding properties.  The blighted property and former trailer park property was utilized.
     Aquatic Center.  The Central City Municipal Facilities Corporation was formed to construct this new facility at a cost of $2.5 million.  The fully ADA compliant facility features a bath-house, zero depth entry, lap lanes, 2 water slides, toy features, and shade structure.  The facility has become a model being actively copied by other Nebraska communities.  The entire facility was built on the land identified as a blighted area, and built entirely above the previous grade.

     Soccer Facilities.  Soccer fields were constructed on the blighted land and elevated with materials from the lake construction to ensure the water issues were resolved.  Facility availability has been accomplished and related parking issues resolved.  Land for the facility was donated by a local family.
     Residential Subdivision.  Fill material from the lake was used to create housing lots.  Most importantly, these lots were basement ready.  There is great demand in Nebraska for basements due to weather issues.  Our water table does not effectively allow for basements.  Lots were elevated up to 7 feet to allow for basements less prone to high water issues.  The lots have already begun filling up.  We also encourage homes built adjacent to the lake to utilize Geothermal Heat Pumps for their heating and cooling needs.  This reduces energy consumption and we encourage the water to be dumped into the lake.  This will improve the circulation and water quality of the lake.

     Hiking/Biking Trail.  The City created a Master Trail Plan during this process.  The first trail segment is around the new lake and connects the various facilities and housing area.  These trails will connect to further segments of the master trail plan.

Community Involvement

     The planning process included a wide range of residents.  Open public meetings were held to determine what features were desired.  Drafts were presented and revised by any residents that wished to be involved.  Presentations were made to groups of school students of various ages.  They provided input on the design, particularly for the swimming pool.  Surveys were provided to all participants to document the desired features of the site and amenities at the pool.

     Community Redevelopment Authority.  The Authority purchased a portion of the land and developed the subdivision.  They issued Tax Increment Financing bonds to finance the project.  The Authority owns and sells all of the lots.
     City of Central City.  The City contracted for the lake construction, performed work in the subdivision construction, including utilities, cleared the blighted structures and vegetation, and constructed the soccer facility with city labor.  The City will assume all ongoing costs.

     Planning Commission.  The Commission actively participated in the planning process and made recommendations to the City Council.

     Facility Corporation.  The corporation constructed the aquatic center, issued the bonds and entered into a lease-purchase arrangement with the City.  The City has set aside funds for the annual payments and no tax dollars will be used for the construction or debt service.

     Central City Homebuilders LLC.  We actively solicited private contributions to a newly formed company to build speculative houses in the new subdivision.  In a week we raised $160,000 for the construction of the first house in the Lakeview Subdivision.  When a home sells, the company immediately begins construction of the next house.

     Central City Trails Committee.  This committee actively participated in planning the trail master plan and the trail elements within this project.  They actively participate in seeking funding for this facility and the subsequent trail extensions.

     Central City Schools.  The school system provided access for classroom presentations and discussions, allowed the distribution of surveys, and provided written endorsements.

     Merrick County.  The County provided essential construction equipment for unrestricted use by our staff.  They had equipment we didn’t have access to for heavy dirt moving activities.

     The South Recreation Project relied heavily on the participation of all these entities, along with our residents for its successful implementation.  The success of the project depended on all construction elements and is truly greater than the sum of the individual parts.
Budget:
Lake



$   105,000



Subdivision


$   260,000



Aquatic Center

$2,500,000



Soccer Fields


$     50,000



Trailer Park & Relocations
$   150,000



Trail System


$   150,000



Total



$3,215,000

     We learned that resolving the financial issues in advance made the project much easier to manage and establish buy-in.  The community involvement provided a wider range of ideas, provided ideas for subsequent projects and identified other unrelated issues for future action.  We learned to manage certain delays and that construction activities can take longer than anticipated!
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