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ith its thrilling slides, relaxing rivers, exciting rapids, gi-
ant wave pool and interactive areas for younger children, 

Zoombezi Bay is Central Ohio’s premier waterpark. Add-
ing to the uniqueness of this 22-acre facility is that it is lo-

cated on Columbus Zoo and Aquarium property. Admission 
to Zoombezi Bay includes the Columbus Zoo, and proceeds 

from the waterpark support the operation and conservation 
mission of the zoo—a nonprofit organization. The exciting at-

tractions at Zoombezi Bay (some of which even have names 
inspired by an animal such as “Dolphin Dash” and “Slippery 

Seals”), and the fact that every visit helps to support the future 
of the world’s wildlife, make the waterpark wildly popular with 

guests. Throughout its open season from mid-May to Labor Day, Zoom-
bezi Bay has welcomed an average of 386,000 guests per year over its 10 
years of operations. For many families, Zoombezi Bay is a favorite sum-
mertime destination. In 2017, there were more than 7,800 Zoombezi 
Bay season pass holders and over 13,300 Columbus Zoo Gold Members 
(whose memberships also included admission to Zoombezi Bay).

While guests certainly have their personal favorite attractions at the 
waterpark, the management team understands the importance of en-
suring that the facility is offering new and exciting reasons for guests 
to return—and that the guests are directly engaged in the process 
by having their voices heard. It had been since 2014 that the last 
major attraction—”Baboon Lagoon,” a multi-level play structure 
for kids, featuring 10 waterslides, life-size baboon figurines and 
an iconic 1,000-gallon bucket dump—had opened, and it con-
tinues to be the team’s goal to remain proactive in keeping up 
with guests’ needs and the latest waterpark trends. It was de-

cided that a new attraction would be constructed for 2018, 
and during the 2017 Zoombezi Bay season, a survey was 

conducted with current and former Columbus 
Zoo members and Zoombezi Bay season 

pass holders. Based on the results of the 
survey exploring factors that would en-
courage participants to visit Zoombezi 

Bay more frequently, three main 
goals were set by the project’s 
planning team. These goals were 

for the new attraction to offer: (1) 
more space; (2) more slides; and 
(3) more interactivity.

For further analysis of what new
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attraction would best resonate with guests at Zoombezi Bay, 
Senior Vice President of Guest Services and Business Strategy, 
John Gannon and Director of Operations, Andy Cloyd traveled 
to Universal’s Volcano Bay™ in Florida and H2OBX in North 
Carolina to research firsthand two of the newest waterparks in 
the country. There, they met with staff to discuss successes and 
challenges experienced along the way, appreciating the contin-
ued support and collaboration provided from within this pro-
fessional community. Some key takeaways from the meetings 
were that guests enjoyed the drop slides at Volcano Bay, more 
layout space was crucial and that the obstacle course at H2OBX 
(the first in the country) was extremely popular among guests 
and would be a great addition.

Upon Gannon and Cloyd’s return to Zoombezi Bay, the proj-
ect’s planning team along with assistance from Aquatic De-
velopment Group (ADG), who has designed and constructed 
other projects at Zoombezi Bay over the last 10 years, further 
narrowed the concept to focus on providing guests with the 
opportunity to enjoy a lush, tropical paradise without having 
to leave Central Ohio. In the new space, guests would be able 
to both relax and take part in some more active offerings. Soon, 
the project was well underway, and an internal vote helped de-
termine the new attraction’s name, which includes a slight vari-
ance of the name of the popular vacation destination “Outer 
Banks,” as well as a nod to the recent births of five Asian small-
clawed otter pups at the Columbus Zoo. Otter Banks debuted 
to the public Memorial Day weekend 2018, marking the begin-
ning of Zoombezi Bay’s regular season.

Thanks to the guests’ initial feedback, the vision of the proj-
ect’s planning and development team and the guidance of 
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ADG, Otter Banks has 
both met and exceeded 
initial expectations with 
the inclusion of the attrac-
tion’s three main areas de-
signed to engage guests of 
all ages and interests: “Sand 
Dollar Shores,” “SandPiper 
Splash Drop Slides” and the 
“Sea Challenge.” 

RELAX AND ENJOY
To address the goal for more 

space, a new 15,000-square-foot 
layout area with more lounge chairs 
that can accommodate approxi-
mately 200 people was constructed as 
part of the project. For larger groups 
seeking the perfect place to gather with 
friends and family for a special occa-
sion, six private cabanas overlooking Ot-
ter Banks are available for rent (adding to 
the total of 38 cabanas located throughout 
the waterpark). The expansive areas within 
the new 1-acre attraction also enable guests 
to enjoy their visit to paradise as they relax 
by Otter Banks’ “Sand Dollar Shores,” which 
features an accessible, zero-entry pool with 
water bench seating, cascading waterfalls and 
interactive water fountains tucked within beau-
tiful greenery. With the addition of more space 
and activities within Otter Banks, this has also 
resulted in even shorter lines and lighter crowds 
throughout the rest of the park, contributing to a 
more positive and relaxing guest experience overall.

CALLING ALL T HRILL-SEEKERS
What is a waterpark without waterslides? Not sur-

prisingly, the initial survey results showed that guests 
would be interested in adding to the waterpark’s pre-
vious total of 26 waterslides. In response to the guests’ 
feedback, the project’s planning team did not add just any 
slides—they added slides with a fun surprise. Just as guests 
have finished twisting and turning their way down one of 
Otter Banks’ two “SandPiper Splash Drop Slides” totaling 
332 linear feet of 360-degree enclosed tubes, they suddenly 
find themselves free falling 4 or 6 feet (depending on the slide) 
before plunging into a 10-foot deep pool. These drop slides are 
a completely new experience for Zoombezi Bay guests and have 
added more thrill for guests looking for adventure.

F RIENDLY COMPET IT ION
Water warriors interested in an athletic challenge can compete 

individually or two at a time to race to the finish at the “Sea Chal-
lenge,” a Wibit-branded aquatics obstacle course added to fulfill 
the goal of engaging guests with more interactivity. From climbing 
over and sliding down inflatable “walls” to precariously traversing 
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ZOOMBEZI BAY AT THE COLUMBUS ZOO 
AND AQUARIUM
9990 RIVERSIDE DR. POWELL, OHIO, 43065
WWW.ZOOMBEZIBAY.COM

OWNERS: COLUMBUS ZOO AND 
AQUARIUM

ADMISSION PRICES: 
GENERAL ADMISSION - $34.99; 
UNDER 10 AND OVER 60 - $26.99
SEASON PASS - $109.99 / CHILD SEASON 
PASS - $79.99; 
GOLD CARD (INCLUDES ZOO AND DRY 
RIDES) - $149.99 / CHILD GOLD CARD - $119.99

DATES OPEN: MEMORIAL DAY WEEKEND 
THRU LABOR DAY WEEKEND; SELL-OUTS 
AFTER LABOR DAY 

SIZE/ACRES: 27 ACRES

CAPACITY: 12,000

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES:
YEAR-ROUND: 14 (ALL EMPLOYEES HAVE 
YEAR ROUND ZOO DUTIES ALSO)
SEASONAL: 500

CLIENTELE (LOCAL VS. TOURIST): 
90 PERCENT LOCAL VS. 10 PERCENT TOURIST

FUTURE EXPANSION PLANS: REPLACE 
ADULT LEISURE RIVER

UNIQUE PARK PROGRAMS: ZOOMBEZI 
BAY IS INSIDE THE COLUMBUS ZOO AND 
AQUARIUM. IF YOU HAVE PAID ADMISSION 
TO ZOOMBEZI BAY, YOU ALSO HAVE ZOO 
PRIVILEGES; THE PARK HAS 38 CABANAS 
AND WILL BE ADDING MORE; THE PARK 
HAS THE ACCESSO FAST PASS SYSTEM 
CALLED ZOOMPASS.  

STAFF RETENTION PROGRAMS OR 
IN-SERVICE PROGRAMS: THE “MAKE 
IT GREAT” PROGRAM ENCOURAGES 
EMPLOYEES TO FOLLOW FIVE SIMPLE 
GUEST SERVICE STANDARDS. EMPLOYEES 
ARE REWARDED WITH “MAKE IT GREAT” 
CARDS THAT THEY CAN REDEEM FOR 
FOOD AND OTHER PRIZES. 

DEVELOPMENT/DESIGN:  AQUATIC 
DEVELOPMENT GROUP (ADG) 

CONSTRUCTION: AQUATIC DEVELOPMENT 
GROUP (ADG) (GENERAL)

WATERSLIDES: PROSLIDE TECHNOLOGY

ACTIVITY POOL: AQUATIC 
DEVELOPMENT GROUP (ADG)

INFLATABLE OBSTACLE COURSE: WIBIT

FURNITURE: PATIO MAGIC  
LOCKERS: BEST LOCKERS  
FILTRATION EQUIPMENT: WHITTEN 
MULTICELL

PUMPS: PACO 
CHEMICAL: SODIUM HYPOCHLORITE 
CHEMICAL CONTROLLERS: 
CHEMTROLL 2100 
SHADE SYSTEM: ANCHOR - 
FUNBRELLAS 
ADMISSION SYSTEM: ACCESSO  
FOOD/EQUIPMENT: POLSTER 
UNIFORMS: VARIOUS LOCAL 
VENDORS
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the course while attempting to avoid falling into the water, competitors are often observed laughing 
and splashing their way to the finish line. 

In addition to the “Sea Challenge,” guests can enjoy a competitive or casual game of water bas-
ketball in the adjacent pool as they take in the scenic views around them. Whatever activity level 
guests choose, no two days will ever be the same for them at Otter Banks!

CREAT URE COMF ORT S
Some additional amenities (such as four family restrooms) were also included as part of the 

Otter Banks project to help provide guests with a more comfortable experience. The most 
anticipated of all was Otter’s Street Tacos, which features an entirely new food and beverage 
concept for Zoombezi Bay. Otter’s Street Tacos was designed around the vision of develop-
ing an outdoor kiosk that could operate with a limited footprint, offer guests with a better 
variety of healthy and fresh items and produce menu items without an exhaust hood or 
fryers due to project budget limitations. From the guests’ perspective, goals were to offer 
menu options that are not available elsewhere in the waterpark, ensure that all of the food 
items are portable and can be easily consumed while sitting at both a table and lounge 
chair and develop a menu that appeals to guests in warm weather and does not feel 
“heavy.” 

After some more research, the food and beverage team decided on the street taco 
concept as it allows for a high degree of customization in regard to ingredients, fla-
vor profile and portion size. The street tacos are individually priced, and side items 
(chips and salsa, watermelon, etc.) are available à la carte, so guests can enjoy a 
meal or snack. Ingredients are fresh, and protein options are marinated in house 
while the majority of the sauces and salsas are house-made. Careful choices were 
also made in regard to sourcing, and during recipe development phase, the team 
realized the street taco concept could better meet the needs of the gluten-free 
audience, so only gluten-free corn tortillas are offered. The result is the first 
completely gluten-free concept throughout Zoombezi Bay and the Columbus 
Zoo and Aquarium. 
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From a sustainability standpoint, Otter’s Street Tacos is unique 
in that it is the only concept at Zoombezi Bay that does not use 
disposable packaging. Instead, the team has opted to serve the 
tacos on a personal-sized aluminum tray, providing premium 
presentation of the product while being more environmentally 
friendly. Additionally, the utensils and single-serve beverage 
cups at Otter’s Street Tacos are made of compostable plant-based 
materials, further linking to the Columbus Zoo and Aquarium’s 
work in protecting the natural world.

A POSIT IVE RECEPT ION
Attendance figures at Zoombezi Bay have already indicated that 

Otter Banks is a hit with guests.  At the time of this article’s printing, 
attendance is up 22 percent compared to last year, and Zoombezi 
Bay is on target to achieve a record year by welcoming an estimated 
430,000 guests. While numbers are important, it is the comments 
made by guests on site and through social media engagement (in-
cluding on Facebook, Twitter and Zoombezi Bay’s new Instagram 
page) that are the most telling of their feedback regarding Otter 
Banks:

“We love going to Zoombezi Bay on the last Friday before school 
starts to hang onto summer vacation fun a bit longer. It’s a great 
way to spend time with family and friends without any electronics 
getting in the way of having a great time. Our daughters (ages 14 
and 11) were excited to try out the new slides (the green slide was 
their favorite) and obstacle course. They are much braver than us 
adults! We could barely pull them away from Otter Banks and 
explore the rest that Zoombezi had to offer.” 

- PATRICK AND JEN MILLENBAUGH, GAHANNA, OHIO

“As a season pass holder, I debated not renewing this year as I 
knew I would be out of town a lot this summer. When I saw that a 
new attraction would be opening, I couldn’t resist. I have enjoyed 
Otter Banks immensely—especially the exciting slides but also the 
expansion of places to sit or lay when not in the water. The new 
attractions are a great addition, and I’m happy I continued to be a 
season pass holder at Zoombezi Bay.” 

- JAY DINGLEDINE, HILLIARD, OHIO

“Great day at Zoombezi Bay today. Loved the new taco bar!!!!! 
Amazing service & choices for tacos!!!” 

– K.C.R., CULVER, INDIANA

With the exciting addition of Otter Banks, the next logical ques-
tion is: what’s next? While a significant capital project will not take 
place in 2019, additional cabanas and shade structures will be added 
throughout Zoombezi Bay. In 2017, stadium lights were installed to 
maximize nighttime use of the facility, helping to extend the season 
by making the “days” longer with the extra visibility. As a result, the 
goal for future seasons is to increase the number of evening events 
from 12 to approximately 20. It is the hope of the Columbus Zoo 
and Aquarium/Zoombezi Bay team that these events featuring ex-
tended hours, discounted admission rate offers (after a certain hour) 
and activities such as family-friendly movies shown at the wave 
pool, will encourage even more guests to explore all that Zoombezi 
Bay has to offer. 

JEN FIELDS IS THE COLUMBUS ZOO AND AQUARIUM’S 
DIRECTOR OF COMMUNICATIONS.

WWA BOOTH #1512-1514
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