City of Sarnia Arena Management Strategy

Public Information Session 
January 15, 2014
Sarnia Hockey Association Comments

To: Mayor Bradley and Members of Sarnia City Council

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the proposed City of Sarnia Arena Management Strategy.  Our Sarnia Hockey Association Executive have reviewed the Parks and Recreation Arena Strategy report dated November 22, 2013.  Currently for the 2013-2014 hockey season we are fielding 18 Representative travel teams plus 50 house league teams.  Our players’ ages range from 4 - 18 years.  Our travel teams from Minor Novice to Major Midget compete at both A/AA and Minor Development levels.  

Upon review Sarnia Hockey Board Members have questions and concerns regarding the content of the report provided by BMA Management Consulting Inc. and the proposed strategy.

Sarnia Hockey Association is the largest user of ice in the City on a yearly average, between August and April; we pay $545,348 in revenue to the City of Sarnia (see Appendix A).   These ice costs include tryouts for our Representative teams, regular season ice, 2 House League Tournaments (Christmas and March Break) plus International Boys Silver Stick.  
We agree that there needs to be some changes, however, closing two arenas is not the solution.  Hockey is Canada's national sport.  By adopting this report Sarnia Hockey will be forced to modify our program by reducing rental ice times which in turn will reduce the number of games/practices offered which in turn will eventually reduce our registration numbers.  This action would result in telling the youth of Sarnia they cannot play hockey.

Comments on BMA Report/Arena Strategy
The BMA report uses National statistics to frame the current strategy for Sarnia rather than using Sarnia-specific statistics.  Some examples are:

· The report states there has been a decline in the number of children and teens (0-19) in Canada which contributes to a decline in minor ice sport registrants.  The study further states if this trend continues it is anticipated the City will have a surplus ice.  Sarnia Hockey Association (SHA) registration numbers have remained the same for the past 5 years registering on a yearly average between 1100 – 1200 youth.  In fact, when we poled our Association members (families), the number one reason for not registering is the cost of playing hockey.
· The BMA report recommends that the Prime Time ice window should be expanded to encourage participation.  The current Prime Time is weekdays between 5:30 pm - 11:00 pm and weekends 6:30 am to midnight.  We question this recommendation since expanding this ice window would not affect most households in Sarnia, especially in Minor Hockey.
· A simply mathematical calculation of total ice utilization used to determine the reduction of arenas and reallocation of ice does not reflect actual scenarios.  SHA has rules and guidelines that must be adhered to from our governing body, Hockey Canada.  Hockey Canada dictates when our Representative Travel teams’ games can start and finish -- both week days and weekends. (See Appendix B).  We also have guidelines to follow when it comes to our younger players.  Please note this not only applies to Sarnia Hockey it also affects other Minor Hockey Associations (i.e. Sarnia Girls Hockey, Lambton AAA Hockey).  The only exception to the simple mathematical calculation of reducing ice utilization would be the Recreational (adult) user groups – they are not governed by a higher body.  

· The Arena Strategy report states when Germain arena is repurposed and RBC #2 is divested/closed, 
"Ice user groups would be accommodated as best as possible. Estimated that 10 hours per week could not be met based on current ice usage levels".  
SHA obtained ice usage schedules from the City and RBC Centre.  These weekly ice schedules reflect ice allocation for minor sports youth groups, men/women recreational leagues and city programs including school sports.  The following analysis:

· 41 hours of ice per week will be displaced by closing Germain arena 
· 53 hours of ice per week is available at Sarnia, Clearwater twin pad 
· 60 hours of ice per week currently being used at RBC #1 out of 74 hours available (82% utilization)

· 53 hours of ice per week currently being used at RBC #2 out of 74 hours available (72% utilization)
· Based on these numbers there would be 67 hours of ice per week for rental at Sarnia, Clearwater and RBC #1 -- 53 hrs at City arenas +14 hrs at RBC#1 (difference between 74 hrs of available ice and 60 hrs of ice utilized).   

· 94 hours of current ice requirements would need to be accommodated by the remaining City arenas (Sarnia, Clearwater, RBC#1) when Germain (41 hrs) and RBC#2 (53 hrs) closes and/or are repurposed.   
· 27 (94–67=27) hours of current ice rented per week will not be able to be accommodated the Sarnia, Clearwater (2), RBC#1 arenas
Based on this analysis the shortfall will far exceed the 10 hours stated in the report.  In fact the BMA report suggests that only 60-80% of the current utilized ice times at Germain and RBC 2 could be accommodated by the other arenas. 
This strategy fits on paper but will not fit with the minor youth groups imposed guidelines by Hockey Canada.   
Questions Regarding Proposed Arena Strategy

Based on the scenarios in the report and the recommendation of a 0.81% tax increase to the taxpayer Sarnia Hockey has the following questions: 
1. Why is it so easy to raise the tax levy allocation for arenas from $18 to $42?  
2. Why is it being reported throughout the news media Sarnia arenas are losing money in turn adding to the City’s deficit?  
3. Why is the recommended solution simply to raise taxes by 0.81% (through increasing the tax levy $42 from $18), the closing of two arenas and offering less service to the community?  
It is apparent to Sarnia Hockey the current strategy is to put the entire responsibility of managing the operational costs of the arenas on to the User Groups.  We believe a combination of rental fee flexibility, aggressive marketing and a more realistic tax levy should be the first choice strategy taken, not the closure of two arenas and reducing services.
The BMA report also discusses an $18 tax levy was used to calculate the 2013 budget $477,131 revenue (from total taxes collected) is allocated to Sarnia, Clearwater and Germain arenas The $18 tax levy is the lowest in the province hence creating a shortfall of $732,773. (See page 5 of 43 of the Arena Strategy).  
1. Why was a benchmark comparison of other municipalities not done before?  It makes no sense to be in such a bad financial situation only to find out many years later the tax levy is significantly skewed in comparison to other municipalities.  
2. Why is it not a standard practice to reach out to other comparable municipalities for their “best practices” for managing facilities? Example Peterborough has almost two times the indoor recreational facilities yet they only have a 30% higher tax levy…….what are they doing to make arena management cost effective?

3. The draft 2014 budget includes a $24 tax levy funding of $624,873 revenue for allocation to arenas. The BMA report indicates by taking on the management of the RBC Centre’s operating deficit in addition to the current City arenas (Germain, Sarnia and Clearwater) deficit a tax levy of $1,212,000 would be require to break even.  Therefore an additional $577,277 tax levy funding would be required raising the tax levy to $46.  To accomplish this, taxpayers would see a 0.99% increase in taxes. (See page 6 of 43 of the Arena Strategy).  In order to break even, why is the City’s only response is to increase the tax levy? The City should look at other options such as better allocation of City staff, better marketing of facilities and sponsorship by local industry?
4. How or where will the funding be generated or come from for the upkeep/future capital costs needed to run Sarnia, Clearwater and RBC in the future?

5. What will the City do in the future or has done in the past to be proactive in attracting user groups to fill the vacant ice slots revenue?

6. What plans or facilities does the City have for expansion for new programs, new user groups or increased participation in youth/adult hockey?

Conclusions

· Reduction of ice facilities will result in a significant impact on our Boys Silver Stick tournament which has been operating for the past 40 years.  Currently this event brings in 93 teams within the City and surrounding area the third weekend in January. Both Boys and Girls Silver Stick tournaments inject significant revenue to Sarnia businesses during January and February which are typically low tourism months.  Ice facilities in Mooretown, Point Edward and all 6 rinks in the city are currently being utilized to run this tournament.  Elimination any of these arenas will result in a void of ice available to host the number of teams.  It is an incorrect assumption that other County arenas can be used to offset the loss of ice in Sarnia.  Starting after Christmas and throughout the month of January there are Silver Stick tournaments being hosted by Petrolia, Watford, Mooretown, Sarnia, and Forest every weekend in Lambton County arenas resulting in an impact all user groups. 

· Ice facilities, much like baseball diamonds, soccer pitches, tennis courts, football fields are public services provided by the City. Closing 2 arenas will reduce services to the taxpayers and affect youth in the area.  
· Ice facilities are used all year round  for home shows, trade shows, lacrosse, ball hockey in the summer - while summer facilities only get used from May to September.  It is not feasible to better utilize the arenas in the off-season consequently increasing revenue. 
· Improved sponsorship of the current Sarnia arenas from local industries should be explored to increase revenue.  This would be consistent with the RBC sponsorship of the old Sarnia Sports and Entertainment Centre.  This trend has been the approach of many municipal arenas in naming their arenas after a local industries resulting in annual revenue from this advertising strategy.

It is Sarnia Hockey’s opinion the City is obligated to provide a certain level of service to the community taxpayers.  The City is obligated to manage the tax dollars they receive in the best way possible.  Not many public services (i.e. public transit) are break-even.  We are not sure why arenas need or should be break-even.  
If City Council were to select a solution to raise the tax levy allocations from the lowest in the province to the provincial mean, the Parks and Recreation Department would be in a better position to meet their current budget constraints.
Sarnia Hockey appreciates the time you have taken to review our concerns and questions.  As a board we are available to provide additional information or answer any questions you may have.

Mike Johnson

Chairman

Sarnia Hockey Association
APPENDIX A
[image: image1.emf]Regular Season                   

Aug to April                                

(32 weeks)

Xmas Break 

Tournament

March Break 

Tournament

Boys            

Silver Stick

Total                       

per year

2010-11 508,295 $                   4,108 $                7,227 $                   26,117 $       545,747 $          

2011-12 514,632 $                   4,246 $                11,342 $                 22,387 $       552,607 $          

2012-13 500,301 $                   8,723 $                6,721 $                   21,946 $       537,691 $          

Total 3 years 1,523,228 $               17,077 $              25,290 $                 70,450 $       1,636,045 $       

Yearly Average 545,348 $          


APPENDIX B

[image: image2.emf]Division Weekday Time Opponent Weekend Time  Opponent

Novice Friday 7pm London Saturday, 

Sunday

6:00 pm no 

later

East of London 

or South of 

Atom Mon – Fri 7pm No later London Saturday, 

Sunday

6:00 pm no 

later

East of London 

or South of 

Peewee Mon – Fri 7pm No later London Saturday, 

Sunday

6:00 pm no 

later

East of London 

or South of 

Bantam Mon – Fri 8pm No later London Saturday, 

Sunday

Saturday to 

8:30 pm   

Sunday 7:30 

pm no later

East of London 

or South of 

Sarnia

Midget Mon – Fri 8:30pm No 

later

London Saturday, 

Sunday

Saturday to 

8:30 pm   

Sunday 7:00 

pm no later

East of London 

or South of 

Sarnia

Note: Sarnia Hockey teams playing the following teams:  Windsor, Sun County, Chatham, Huron Perth, Elgin-

Middlesex, London (5 teams), Strathroy, Woodstock, Cambridge, Kitchener, Waterloo, Hamilton, Brantford
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