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Watergarden was dedicated in 1988

nated in the early 1980s, when Edwin . -]

Throwback Thursday
Allison Ehrlich ;
‘Corpus Christi Caller Times
USA TODAY NETWORK - TEXAS

Christi's Watergarden came
up during Tuesday’s City Council meet-
ing. The water feature located between
the Art Museum of South Texas, Corpus
Christi Museum of Science and History
andtheAmerlcanBankCenterhaqbeen
out of order since about August 2017.
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and Patsy Singer commissioned New
York landscape architect Robert Zion to
come up with the design to tie together
the somewhat disjointed area between
the museums and the new convention
center.

The original plans included an un-
“derground parking

structure, which
was later dropped in 1987. Constmctlon
cost $2.38 million, and was split be-
tween the city and the private Founda-
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Tracy Garza shows her 7-month-old
daughter, Angelique Salais, one of
the fountains on July 16, 1999.
MICHELLE CHRISTENSON/CALLER-TIMES FILE

L Vs 1 6loz ‘PZT AYVNNYC ‘AVASYNHL I

C-T )-a4-2019 /A, 54

,';“’/')



ae V- (’,’YC///‘? "/.T/ /D /0 20 = Lk //ﬂi‘( tf_:('"// /’f,’/

SPLISH SPLASH, MORE CASH
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More than two years after the Corpus Christi ¥ /.
Watergarden and bayfront fountains ran dry, e T TR T
there’s a new price tag to bring the signature at- J : .
tractions back to life.

The big question: exactly how big to go.

That could reach from basic repairs to touch-
es of extra shine. Think light shows.

In a report last month, engineers told a city
board that minimally recommended renova-
. tions would likely cost nearly double what was

anticipated, from about $1.8 million to about
- $3.6 million.

The allocation would fix existing problems ,
that caused the fountain failures to begin with, N 3 B L R
and update designs equipment to head-off & & 4}; | i m""" - e e ﬁ WL,
future failures, officials said. e T o s 3 R 5

: Th. cOrpus Chrml Wltcrgard-n at tlro Bayfront Arts and Schm park is seen on Sept. 26, 2008.
See COSTS, Page 8A - ] MICHAEL ZAMORA/CALLER-TIMES FILE
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Costs

Continued from Page 1A

The project’s original estimate was
based on a preliminary report, city engi-
neer Jeff Edmonds wrote in an email to
the Caller-Times. Since then a more de-
tailed report has provided “a more com-
prehensive cost estimate that identifies
elements of work that were not included
in the preliminary estimate.”

Some of the increases are attributed
to items intended to boost reliability
and maintenance, Edmonds said, such
as purchasing backup water pumps, as
well as relocating a storm water drain
and improving an access road that
would lead to a new above-ground
pumphouse.

A lengthier presentation on costs is
expected at the next meeting of the city
board, which oversees the spending of a
one-eighth cent sales tax devoted to the
seawall.

Rehabilitation of the Watergarden
and Bayfront Park fountains is expected
to be bankrolled through the account.
Approved by voters nearly 20 years ago,
that revenue can only be used to fortify
downtown'’s flood protection and boost
economic development in the area
around the seawall.

Aside from the recommended re-
pairs, there are optional project add-
ons, according to a city memo — among
them, surface restoration of both water
structures, installation of programma-
ble LED lights and overhauling nearby
wind turbines, enabling them to spiral
in the breeze again.

Those kind of enhancements would
range from about $45,000 to $682,000,
documents show. That would be out-
side of what is included in engineers’
advised $3.6 million plan.

Many of the elected and appointed
decision-makers  haven't publicly
weighed in yet — but early on, reactions
to the cost estimate has been mixed.
Some view it as forward-thinking in-

_vestment in a city asset, while others

- have criticized it as unnecessarily inflat-

ed spending.

City Councilman Everett Roy, who

‘represents the area, noted there is flex-
ibility in the project’s scope — and its fi-
nal cost — available for the council to
discuss and ultimately choose.

~ “I'think we need to fix the structure,”

he said. “I do think there’s some leeway
whether we can get to the extent of the
light show. We need to talk about that,
(it) needs to be a reasonable conversa-
tion."

What caused the problems?

The Watergarden — the ring of foun-
tains that tie together the campuses of
the American Bank Center and several
of the city’s more popular museums —
was built a little more than 30 years ago.

A nonprofit and the city — through its
hotel occupancy tax revenue — under-
lined the project. Construction rang in
at about $2.4 million. Adjusted for infla-
tion, that would be roughly $5.3 million
in 2019, according to the U.S. Bureau of
Labor and Statistics’ calculations.

The Watergarden has been shut
down since 2017. But officials say there
were troubles long before then. That's
attributed to a history riddled with
large-scale flooding events — as well as
smaller-scale groundwater infiltration
— damaging equipment in an under-
ground vault.

The city has likely paid between
$500,000 to $1 million in repairs since
the Watergarden was constructed, Ed-
monds said.

Just off the seawall, the nearby Bay-
front Park fountains are a little more
than 10 years old.

They, too, have been down for about
two years. It's thought to be largely due

Alex Ronje, employee with the Bayfront Plaza Convention Center maintenance
department, replaces one of the burnt-out bulbs in the lights that illuminate the
Corpus Christi Watergarden in October 1989. CARLOS MORENO/CALLER-TIMES FILE

The Corpus Christi Watergarden has been Inoponblo since Hurricane Harvey
made landfall in Aransas County in August 2017. Plans to revive the feature may
cost more than expected. RACHEL DENNY CLOW/CALLER-TIMES

to general wear and tear, according to a
consultants’ report.

How much will it cost?

The consultants were hired In May,
after the City Council approved a
$364,000 contract for the private engi-
neering firm to evaluate the structures
and come up with solutions to address
deficiencies.

The overall project budget then to-
taled about $1.8 million, according to
records.

But anticipating and deterring dete-
rioration should be factored into strate-
gy, Edmonds said — as originally built,

he added, the Watergarden “experi-
enced problems so frequently I think it
was down as much as it was up.”

Aimed at curbing damage to the
Watergarden's equipment, the new pro-
posal would call for construction of an
above-ground pumphouse. Engineers
say that layout would be much less like-
ly to flood — and maintenance would be
much easier — than the current housing
in the underground vault.

The $3.6 million includes about
$600,000 to renew operation of the
Bayfront Park fountains, Edmonds told
the city board in its Sept. 16 meeting.

All of the lighting assemblies need re-
placement, according to the consult-

ant’s report. The new estimate includes
about $141,000 that would go to install-
ing basic LED lights, which would come
in four colors that could be switched on
and off.

It would not include the more elab-
orate multi-color, full-spectrum lights
that could put on a show. That would be
an add-on that would run about
$682,000, according to a city memo.

Where is the money coming from?

Of the $1.8 million project budget
presented in May, about $1.4 million was
shown in city documents as earmarked
sales tax revenue.The remainder came
from other proceeds, including insur-
ance and the Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency.

Although city officials have said all or
some of the difference between the $1.8
million and $3.6 million budgets could
be made up through the sales tax fund,
otherideas that have been suggested in-
clude potential opportunities for nam-
ing rights or philanthropic contribu-
tions.

Last spring, repairs of both attrac-
tions spurred controversy as city offi-
cials debated the merits of using the
sales tax income solely for downtown
flood protection or whether it should
also go to economic development en-
deavors.

Both are permitted under the ballot
language.

The majority of the money remains
earmarked by the city board for flood
protection projects.

Responses of board members, upon
hearing the new Watergarden and Bay-
front Park fountain repair estimate,
ranged from a focus on long-term in-
vestment to hard scrutiny of the
changes.

Board member Lee Trujillo described
the cost as infeasible, adding that the
repairs had been “hard enough to sell at
$1.4, $1.7 (million).”

Plans should stick to just turning the
water back on, he added.

“I just don't understand how the
price doubled,” Trujillo said.

The issues go beyond “making it
pump water,” but extend to the full site,
Edmonds said.

“We've got a bunch of the lighting
and wiring that doesn’t work out there,”
he said. “You've got to ask yourself: if
you're going to put money in there, does
it make sense to put $1 million in there
and then leave the thing to where you've
got lights that don’t work and concrete
that’s broken and things that need to be
patched and painted?”

Where do decision makers stand?

That will become more clear in com-
ing weeks, following a presentation to
the city board expected to dive deeper
into how engineers came up with the
$3.6 million estimate,

Nothing has been decided yet, and
should the board eventually vote to in-
crease the budget, it would go to the City
Council for final approval.

At minimum, the fountains and Wa-
tergarden should be fixed, along with its
concrete and bricks, and include the
simpler version of the LED lights, Roy
said.

He is leaning toward endorsing the
total package, he added, but would ac-
cept the more basic proposal if it would
push the project forward.

The area has in the past been a favor-
ite of residents and tourists — in part
as a scenic backdrop for photos, Roy
said.

“We’re always talking about improv-
ing quality of life for young people,” he
said. “This is one way to step up and do
that... sometimes you can’t put a price
tag on a project that provides that qual-
ity of life, and giving the means for the
community to enjoy something.”



