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2020 Budget Recommendations Q and A  
 
 
The Rockford Park District is repositioning itself for the future in order to remain a vibrant and relevant park 
system and to work towards meeting all priorities established by the Board and citizens served.  Feedback 
received from community engagement conducted in 2018 continues to direct allocation of funds to support 
areas that citizens deemed top priorities, such as neighborhood parks, playgrounds, youth programs, 
Washington Park Community Center, trails, along with arts and cultural programming.  Heading into 2020, the 
Rockford Park District faces another $1.2 million deficit. These historic financial challenges are a result of the 
District keeping the amount of property taxes collected the same for the last 5 years even though the cost of 
doing business has continued to increase. The District only has two main revenue streams and due to declining 
revenue both through fees and a declining tax base, along with population and demographic shifts it has become 
extremely difficult to provide the same level of service without an increase in revenue or a decrease in our 
footprint. In 2020, the District will also be impacted greatly by the minimum wage increase. 
 
At the Rockford Park District Board of Commissioners meeting, Rockford Park District Executive Director Jay 
Sandine reviewed the Board's planning process for the remainder of the year, including suggested operational 
changes based on the District’s need to reduce a $1.2 million deficit for 2020.  Suggested recommendations 
include: 

 Permanent closure of Sinnissippi Golf Course 
 Suspension of operations at Alpine Hills Snow Park  
 Suspension of operations at Alpine Pool  

 
Over the next few months, District leaders will utilize Board priorities and community feedback along with 
expense, revenue, attendance, and trends reports to develop the 2020 budget.  A final decision about these 
recommendations along with tax levy will be made by the Board of Commissioners at the November 19, 2019 
board meeting.   
 
Q and A’S ABOUT RECOMMENDATIONS:  
 
Question: Why do you want to recommend closing Sinnissippi Golf course?   
Answer: The supply of golf courses in the District is higher than the demand and every year golf courses get 
more expensive to operate, especially with a minimum wage increase in 2020.  Golf is also very weather 
dependent and rain tends to dominate much of May and June in the Midwest.  Recommending to close 
Sinnissippi Golf Course is not an easy decision as this was the first golf course the District opened in 1912 but 
we can’t hold on to history and need to reposition or right size the Park District.  Sinnissippi Golf Course is the 
worst performing course in terms of rounds played. As of August rounds were down 32% at Sinnissippi.  Once 
the season ends, we are anticipating a loss of $100,000.  Closing the course means the District will save on 
irrigation and clubhouse expenses along with a golf cart lease. Sinnissippi is also the easiest of the five courses 
to repurpose as it is surrounded by Sinnissippi Park.   
 
Question: Would Sinnissippi Golf Course be reopened in the future?  
Answer: No, once we close a course, the fairways and greens will never be the same again as a lot of year-
round care and maintenance is needed. It would take thousands of dollars to get the course back to the condition 
it once was after being natural park space.   
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Question: What will happen to Sinnissippi Golf Course?  
Answer: At this point, the course would be repurposed to provide additional park space for the residents to 
enjoy. Expanding and enhancing neighborhood parks is a top priority for the District based upon community 
feedback received last year. We need to reduce our golf course footprint and be less dependent on property 
taxes as we are a park system not a golf system. The District is open to discussions about redevelopment of the 
property or alternative uses for this location.  
 
Question: How much will it save you by closing Sinnissippi Golf Course?    
Answer: As of August rounds were down 32% at Sinnissippi.  Once the season ends, we are anticipating a loss 
of $100,000.  Closing the course means the District will save on irrigation and clubhouse expenses along with a 
golf cart lease. Sinnissippi is also the easiest of the five courses to repurpose as it is surrounded by Sinnissippi 
Park. 
  
Question: How are all the courses performing in terms of rounds and expenses?   
Answer: Sinnissippi Golf Course is the worst performing course in terms of rounds played. As of August 
rounds were down 32%.  Sandy Hollow and Elliot are our top performing courses in terms of rounds played.  
 
Question: Why not close Aldeen Golf Club?   
Answer: Aldeen Golf Club is a very unique facility as it’s a tourism draw, it’s a popular pick for playdays and 
tournaments, and thanks to the new Rockford Bank & Trust Pavilion a lot of non-golf events are being held on-
site.   Fundraising outings have raised $40,000 annually for local charitable organizationsDifferent maintenance 
practices are needed at this course due to the bent grass so costs to operate the course are high but that is why 
the success of the Rockford Bank & Trust Pavilion is crucial.  Rockford Bank & Trust Pavilion will generate an 
estimated $150,000 of profit yearly which will be reinvested into Aldeen Golf Club. Property tax revenue and 
golf fees will not sustain Aldeen Golf Club at the same service level in the future. 
 
Question: What have you done to improve golf revenue?  
Answer: The Park District has added family friendly golf events, increased youth lesson opportunities, tried a 
variety of pricing strategies, discounts, deals, dynamic pricing online, and even rolled back the price of an Ace 
membership for 2019 to where they used to be in 2015.  Most recently, golf round fees were adjusted as 
directed by feedback received from golf community engagement last summer where we heard we prices were 
too low for the quality we provide.  
 
Question: Last summer you stated you would likely close Elliot? What changed?   
Answer: Each course has its own identity and we feel that Elliot should be our instructional course for youth 
and a fun, family-friendly location for a variety of events and value-added experiences.  Elliot is our 2nd best 
performing course and if Hard Rock Casino moves into the old Clock Tower location, Elliot Golf Course could 
benefit by the increase in traffic and added tourism. 
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Question: Why are you recommending suspending operating Alpine Pool?    
Answer: Park Districts all across Illinois are closing pools as they are very expensive to operate and are only 
operational for a very short period of time. This is a difficult discussion for us as our citizens ranked swimming 
as something they valued but we can’t afford to keep multiple pools open especially if we continue to hold the 
line on property taxes and don’t have any other alternative revenue options.  A variety of repairs are needed at 
Alpine Pool totaling $60,000 and needs roughly $51,000 in tax subsidy to operate only for a very short summer 
season.   
 
Sand Park Pool is in need of immediate repairs and equipment replacement that is estimated to cost 
approximately $100,000.  In 2017, the operational tax subsidy was roughly $48,000 to operate Sand Park Pool 
and that number will only grow with minimum wage increase.  
 
Question: Why close Alpine Pool versus Harkins Aquatics Center?  
Answer: A variety of repairs are needed at Alpine Pool and less repairs are needed at Harkins Pool. Harkins 
Aquatics Center is available to the entire community to enjoy for free. Harkins location within a neighborhood 
park and popularity with area youth aligns perfectly with what our community ranked as a high priority for 
service.  The pool has gained in popularity as it was at capacity multiple times this past summer with people 
standing in line waiting to get in.  
 
Question: Is construction complete surrounding Sand Park Pool?   
Answer:  Mandated Illinois Environmental Protection Agency (IEPA) work is near completion as work will 
need to take place to reconstruct Heart Blvd.  A new parking lot was recently added right outside of Sand Park 
Pool and remediation work behind the pool is also complete. Regardless of IEPA work, Sand Park Pool is in 
need of immediate repairs and equipment replacement that is estimated to cost approximately $100,000.  In 
2017, the operational tax subsidy was roughly $48,000 to operate Sand Park Pool and that number will only 
grow with minimum wage increase.  
 
Question: Why are you recommending suspending operating Snow Park at Alpine Hills?  
Answer: Snow Park at Alpine Hills is a unique and one-of-a-kind recreational opportunity during the winter 
months but at this point we can’t afford to operate this facility.  There is a very short operating season as the 
snow park is dependent on cooler temperatures and roughly $55,000 in operational subsidy is needed.  The 
District would be open to someone leasing or operating the snow park.  Should funding be available in the 
future the Park District would want to reopen the snow park.  As we begin our budget planning season, we will 
evaluate how to repurpose the park. Zip Rockford will also remain open on weekends as scheduled for the fall 
season as they lease space from the District.   
 
Question: How much are you saving by not operating Snow Park at Alpine Hills?  
Answer: Operational costs vary depending on the length of the season but typically the District utilizes $55,000 
in tax subsidy to operate this winter only facility.  
 
Question: Will Alpine Hills be open to the public to use during winter or summer?  
Answer: As we begin our budget planning season, we will evaluate how to repurpose the park and make sure 
residents have a nearby neighborhood park. Zip Rockford will also remain open on weekends as they lease 
space from the District.   
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Question: Did you make any revenue through video gaming machines?  
Answer: Video gaming machines are at Riverview Ice House, Sinnissippi, Sandy Hollow, Ingersoll, and Elliot. 
We plan to add them to Aldeen as well. So far this year the District has received about $6,000 in revenue which 
is off from the estimated $80,000 we expected to profit Licensing approval took longer than anticipated which 
has impacted potential profit.  Of the locations where we have gaming machines, Ingersoll is the most profitable 
location.  
 
Question: How are you able to open a new facility like the Skybox?  
Answer: Our community said that they wanted us to prioritize ways to find alternative revenue streams and 
decrease dependency on tax dollars. This is also an opportunity to be less weather dependent while offering 
opportunities to recreate. Even with recommendations to reduce our footprint, the District will open Skybox 
restaurant/bar which will house four multi-sport simulators. Skybox opens in October at the Indoor Sports 
Center (ISC), a location where over 2-million people visit annually.  This is an opportunity to expand our year-
round recreational offerings, capitalize on a big trend sweeping the nation, and increase rental options.  ISC is 
also the location for winter golf operations where lessons are taught on turf, there’s a driving range, and in 
November a new indoor putting green will open. Opening Skybox compliments the many golf opportunities we 
now offer year-round but will also bring in non-golfers as simulators offer hockey, football, games, and much  
more. Golfers will now have an opportunity to golf at 84 courses across the nation all while remaining in Loves 
Park. We are excited to be able to welcome golfers 365 days a year.  
 
Question: Isn’t UW Health Sports Factory and Indoor Sports Center at Mercyhealth Sportscore Two 
bringing in a ton of revenue to the District?   
Answer: One of the many values the Park District brings to the community is economic value through sports 
tourism. On average, sports tourism brings $20 million in economic impact to the community, but these are not 
profit generating operations for the District. District sports facilities are subsidized due to operational expenses 
such as staffing, maintenance, parking, and security, all while keeping tournament fees low and competitive. 
The tournament industry is very competitive so we have to price accordingly and if we increase our fees we 
could jeopardize losing these tournaments which would then result in loss of economic impact.  
 
Question: How have you been working to achieve the priorities established from community feedback in 
2018?     
Answer: Community feedback guided the District’s 2019 – 2023 strategic plan, which includes areas to reinvest 
in, strategically add, eliminate, suspend, or reduce. Progress made so far this year includes:  

 Leasing Magic Waters Waterpark to Six Flags Entertainment Corporation 
 Selling District’s former administration building in Sinnissippi Park 
 Leasing train station on 7th Street 
 Completing Phase 1 of Atwood Silent Sports Trails and The Landing skatepark in downtown Rockford, 

thanks to private donations 
 
Citizens can track progress on revised priorities based on community feedback at 
www.rockfordparkdistrict.org/board. The report is interactive, and community members are encouraged to 
provide feedback regarding progress being made or not being made.   
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Question: Will people losing their jobs if a golf course closes?   
Answer: As always, the District will try to reposition team members to fill open positions. No staffing decisions 
have been made at this point. During the budget planning process, district-wide staffing levels at facilities will 
be determined.   
 
Question: Has the District reduced the number of employees over the years?    
Answer: Since 2009, an 11% reduction has been made in full-time positions while adding more than 20 parks, 
playgrounds, parking areas, paths, or new recreational amenities such as Snow Park at Alpine Hills, Nicholas 
Conservatory & Gardens, Mercyhealth Sportscore Two expansion, Olson Swedish Heritage Park, UW Health 
Sports Factory, and a food and beverage department.   
 
Question: Is the District going to raise my taxes?  
Answer: If we continue to hold the line on property taxes, if fees continue to remain relatively flat, and if we do 
not increase alternative revenue, we will have to continue making tough decisions that will have a significant 
impact on the recreation services and facilities our community counts on to help improve their quality of life. 
Rockford Park District Board of Commissioners will give preliminary direction at the November meeting.   
 
Question: What else have you been doing to reduce the deficit?    
Answer: The District has implemented lean strategies, reduced expenses year after year, eliminated programs, 
worked to increase sponsorship and alternative revenue, implemented operational efficiencies, and many team 
members are doing multiple jobs.  
 
Question: Why are you supporting Hard Rock Casino Rockford?  
Answer: A casino is expected to bring many benefits to the local area through economic development, 
increased property tax revenues, increased tourism, and significant job creation.  However, the Rockford Park 
District will not receive a share of any casino revenue or other funding other than property taxes assessed on the 
property upon which the casino is built.  Currently, the District is mainly funded through property taxes and fee 
revenue, but both of these revenue streams have declined over the last ten years. Even with slight increases in 
Equalized Assessed Value (EAV) since 2015, the District is still down more than $625 million through local 
Equalized Assessed Value (EAV) of properties in the area since 2009. This decline has caused $9.4 million in 
Park District budget reductions, and reduced the number of youth programs offered.  
 

Due to the District’s commitment to improve the quality of life for all citizens and to unite our diverse 
community through the power of play and music, Hard Rock approached the District about a partnership.  We 
have since been named a philanthropy partner for Hard Rock Casino Rockford because and Hard Rock Casino 
has committed to help fund the following which helps achieve aspects of the the District’s Strategic Plan:  

 Outdoor amphitheater at Levings Park  
 Ongoing support of neighborhood youth programs 
 Expansion of Washington Park Community Center to incorporate a music production studio 
 Enhanced performance opportunities and potential venue improvements at Sinnissippi Music Shell 
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Question: When will a decision be made and how can I provide feedback?  
Answer: A final decision about these recommendations along with tax levy will be made by the Board of 
Commissioners at the November 19, 2019 board meeting.  The Board of Commissioners meeting take place at 5 
p.m. on the following Tuesdays: September 24, October 8, October 22, November 5, and December 10. 
Meetings take place at the Webbs Norman Center and public comment is available at the beginning and end of 
the meeting. You can also share feedback online at https://rockfordparkdistrict.org/surveys. 
 
Question: Can we fundraise to keep these operations open?  
Answer: Any funds raised would need to be enough to sustain these facilities for multiple years and provide 
ongoing maintenance funds.  
 
 
 


