
FAQs ON AQUATIC THERAPY & 
BUILDING A NEW AQUATIC THERAPY POOL 

(4th Draft) 
 
1. WHY IS THE AQUATIC THERAPY POOL NEEDED? 

A. Does it fulfill a State mandate?  Do other counties provide this service? 
No. Aquatic therapy is not a mandated service. In fact, Marathon County is unique among Wisconsin counties in 
providing aquatic therapy. 
 

B. How does aquatic therapy help the County achieve its mission and goals? 
Marathon County aspires to be the healthiest and safest county in Wisconsin, and aquatic therapy supports both 
those ends. The Health and Human Services Committee has heard from many people who said that aquatic 
therapy has allowed them to be ambulatory when they otherwise would have been confined to a wheelchair or 
isolated in the community. The committee also heard from health care providers about the success of aquatic 
therapy in treating injuries like multiple fractures resulting from a car accident, pain caused by joint 
replacement, and illnesses like fibromyalgia, arthritis, traumatic brain injury, and stoke.  Additionally, aquatic 
therapy can minimize the need for opioids for pain management. 
  

C. How many people use aquatic therapy? 
The number of people using the pool has gone up from around 100 in 1977 to over 1,400 in 2016. 
 

D. What is the benefit to pool users? How can we confirm that the expected benefits are received? 
119 pool supporters attended the Health and Human Services special meeting on March 20, 2017, and many 
reported that aquatic therapy has resulted in dramatic improvement in their physical condition and has 
enhanced their quality of life. Additionally, the physicians who attended the March 17, 2017, special meeting 
said that they recommended aquatic therapy to their patients, particularly for those who found dry land physical 
therapy too painful. 
 
In order to objectively confirm the health benefits of aquatic therapy, someone would have to review the 
medical files of participants and compare those results to outcomes of similar cases not offered aquatic therapy.  
Because of the scale of this endeavor, we have not tried to objectively confirm the benefits of aquatic therapy. 
 

E. How is an aquatic therapy pool different from a swimming pool?    
On March 17, 2017, one of the presenting physicians identified certain elements that need to be in place for 
aquatic therapy to be effective: 

• Access to a skilled physical therapist 

• Adequate water depth 

• Pool sufficiently heated for therapy 

• Equipment to make the pool handicap accessible 

• Opportunity for patients to continue on their own after supported physical therapy 

• A supportive environment where patients receive emotional support 

Aquatic therapy pools must be designed specifically for that use, as they contain ramp 

entrances/exits and other specialized features, equipment, and allowances for patients using this 

form of therapy. Aquatic therapy pools are unique in their physical design, access to professionals, 

and availability to patients. 

F. Where do the people using the aquatic therapy pool live? 
Most live in the Wausau Metro Area. A few travel a long distance (such as from Chippewa Falls or the Upper 
Peninsula of Michigan), but the overwhelming majority of pool users (90%) are Marathon County residents.  
 
Brad Bielke, Physical Therapist, told the story of a veteran who traveled from the UP of Michigan to utilize 
aquatic therapy. Once the supervised physical therapy was completed, Brad gave him a regiment that he could 
perform closer to home.   
 



G. Does the medical community see value in aquatic therapy and refer patients? 
Yes. At the Health and Human Services Committee meeting, three health care providers (Dr. Chris Ferguson, Dr. 
Mark Schuler, and Dr. Adam Tuttle) reported that their patients greatly benefitted from aquatic therapy and that 
they routinely refer patients. 
 
North Central Health Care’s records indicate that over 250 physicians have made referrals for aquatic therapy 
over the years. 
 

2. WHAT IS THE COST OF AQUATIC THERAPY? 
A. What is the projected cost of the capital investment? How firm are these numbers? 

U.S. Aquatics projects a cost of $5,705,787 for option 3R: A new 14,700 square foot (SF) Aquatic Therapy Facility 
with 3,428 SF Rectangle Therapy Pool. 
 

These calculations were developed in July of 2016. U.S. Aquatics projects a 5% increase in costs due to inflation. 
 

The figures generated by U.S. Aquatics were similar to those generated by Angus Young Associates. 
 

B. Why can’t the current pool be closed temporarily and renovated? 
It can be. However, construction will result in the aquatic therapy pool closing for a year. In the meantime, pool 
users will not have access to aquatic therapy, and new staff will have to be recruited when the pool is reopened. 
 

Temporary pool closure would have a disruptive, maybe even deleterious, impact to pool users and therapy 
schedules.  
 

C. What are the costs to demolish the pool and remodel that space? What would that space be used for? 
It will depend upon what we decide to do with the space after demolition. U.S. Aquatics estimates a cost of 
$406,250 to demolish the pool, remove 9,440 SF of the existing natatorium, and add a new exterior wall. This 
approach will result in part of the existing facility being green space and will convert the current support area to 
shelled space for future use. 
 
The Health and Human Services Committee has not yet considered what future space needs the County has that 
the current support areas might be converted into. 
 

D. What are the annual operating costs of aquatic therapy? Will a new pool reduce these costs through better 
energy and water conservation?   
Aquatic therapy currently runs about $100,000 annual deficit when both direct and indirect expenses are 
allocated. 
 
The new pool is projected to have a $76,607 operational deficit the first year of operation. By the end of the fifth 
year, that deficit will shrink to $55,577. These projections include a reduction in water use (600,000 gallons to 
10,000 gallons) and a 50% reduction in electrical costs because of enhanced energy efficiency. 
 
We expect that with the addition of a new pool with expanded programs, expanded hours, and some fee 
increases, we can completely eliminate the annual operational deficit in the first year and sustain the 
operational self-sufficiency long term. NCHC management is currently building this business plan. 

 
E.  What are the sources of funds to operate the pool? Does this change with a new pool? 

Current Revenue 
Patients Services $551,000 
Other Revenue $  99,000 
Allocated Revenue $    3,900 
Marathon County Materials (Maintenance) $137,725 
County Appropriation $150,327 
TOTAL REVENUE $941,956 



As indicated in 2D above, it is expected that the County appropriation can be eliminated with a new business 
plan for aquatic therapy. 
 

F. What can we expect from private donations toward a capital campaign? 
Early inquiries of pool supporters resulted in about $600,000 of private funds from five donors being pledged.  
The North Central Health Care Foundation projects that a capital campaign in support of a new aquatic therapy 
pool could net 1.5 million dollars in private donations. 
 

G. How much do we currently charge for aquatic therapy? 
Evaluation (per customer)  $350.00 
Therapy (per hour)   $282.00 
Aquatic Maintenance (per session) $  51.00 

 
However, Medicare and Medicaid do not reimburse pool operators for the full charges. This is what those two 
government insurance plans will reimburse for aquatic therapy: 

 Medicare/hour  $101 (48% of our customers) 
 Medicaid/hour  $  93 (21% of our customers) 

 
3. WHAT IS THE PHYSICAL STRUCTURE OF THE CURRENT POOL LIKE AND WHAT DO WE ENVISION BEING DIFFERENT 

WITH A NEW POOL? 
A. When was the current pool constructed, and what is its expected usable life? 

The therapy pool was built in 1977. It is well past its expected life. The evaluation by U.S. Aquatics shows that the 
system could fail at almost any moment. There is certainly no expectation that if the pool decision is postponed for 
another year that the therapy pool will continue to be operational until a new pool is constructed. 
 

B. How is the pool now structurally and mechanically? 
There is no current safety hazard in operating the aquatic therapy pool, but there isn’t any doubt that the pool 
needs more than updating. It needs to be replaced, or very soon it will be determined to be unsafe and will need 
to be closed. 
 

C. Would remodeling the existing pool be less expensive than building a new pool? 
Yes. U.S. Aquatics estimated a cost range of $3.8 million to $4.1 million to renovate with rectangle therapy pool 
in existing natatorium at existing facility. (Option 2RE) 
 

D. Can the new pool be located off the NCHC campus? 
Yes. The aquatic therapy pool operates under the hospital license of North Central Health Care. This license 
allows for certification and receiving the highest possible reimbursement levels for the Medicare and Medicaid 
programs. 
 

4. CAN WE AFFORD A NEW AQUATIC THERAPY POOL?  HOW WILL IT BE PAID FOR? 
If we were to borrow 6 million dollars over 20 years at today’s interest rates, the annual payment would be 
$430,000. We have more than enough legal borrowing capacity for this project. 
 
The cost of borrowing is not subject to the State imposed property tax levy caps. Therefore, we can raise the tax 
rate to accommodate the cost. If you own a $150,000 home, your taxes will increase by $6.66 per year for 20 
years. With a 10-year note, the taxes on the same house will be increased by $10.93 per year.  
 
If the amount borrowed was reduced to $4 million because of private donations, with a 10-year debt service, 
the cost of a $150,000 house would be $6.94 per year tax increase, or a 20-year debt service would result in a 
$4.28 per year tax increase. 
 

Summary prepared by Brad Karger for review and consideration by the Health and Human Services Committee 
on April 7, 2017 


