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Horse Industry: Florida Horse Park points to future
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The Florida Horse Park recently received a $1 million state grant and officials aspire to make it a world-class equestrian facility.
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OCALA — As executive director of the Florida Horse Park, Jon Barber plans to learn a lesson or two from Walt Disney.

Disney arrived in Central Florida in the late 1960s with a dream to build a much better theme park than California's Disneyland, which opened in 1955. He had the benefit of learning from previous experience and was determined to improve his original vision.

Barber hopes to incorporate that same philosophy by borrowing ideas from the country's best horse parks while avoiding their mistakes and pitfalls, transforming the Florida Horse Park into world-class venue.

"We're learning lessons from them, Maryland, Carolina, Kentucky, New York," Barber said. "Walt Disney went to Florida to do it better and it worked out well. We're looking for some historical perspective from other horse parks."

Considering the 500-acre nonprofit facility on County Road 475 near the Marjorie Harris Carr Cross Florida Greenway received a $1 million grant in October from Florida's Economic Development and Transportation Trust Fund, now might be a good time to beginning applying those lessons.

"We're in the planning phase right now," said Margaret Rowell, development director for the park. "One of our very generous donors hired a product development firm to do a visualization product development study. That process is ending in the next couple of weeks. That will give us a vision of what we want the horse park to look like."

Rowell said once they have an idea of how the park will look, they plan to do a marketing study to see if it will be economically feasible. They are also working with an architect, who will handle the actual site plan.

Barber said these initial studies will help show what the next generation horse park should be.

"We don't want to duplicate something that has already been done somewhere," Barber said.

While Barber would like to see the park completely built out, he understands that's not going to happen overnight.

"Realistically, the first thing to happen would be to create an environment and construct facilities to best serve the competitors and the visitors we already have," Barber said. "We're underserved right now and we want to get the proper facilities. For the future, we want to as quickly as possible grow the park — stalls, RV sites, a covered arena."

Topping the improvement list, Rowell said, is basic infrastructure improvements such as water and sewer, which would be a welcome change considering the staff and visitors currently use portable toilets.

Last February, Bill Fruth, president/CEO of Policom, conducted an economic impact study for the park. Fruth said the park has all the ingredients for success, including warm weather, access to interstate highways and a sufficient amount of land. What the park lacks, he said, is revenue-producing facilities: horse stalls, campsites and an indoor arena.

"They know what they need to do," Fruth said. "The number of stalls is inadequate. They need an enclosed arena for horse shows. The first thing they're going to have to do if they want to make it the finest facility in America, they need a complete site plan for the future: 'Twenty years from now this is what we want it to look like.'"

Fruth believes with the proper improvements, the Florida Horse Park could be "a strong No. 2, light years ahead of other facilities."

"Ocala is right there," Fruth said. "The most important issue is you must have the culture and the interest level. Make the capital investment for facilities. Once that's done, you'll see the economic impact will be significant."

According to Fruth, the park currently has about a $15 million economic impact. As the park grows, he believes the economic benefits could reach $75 million annually, which translates into about 1,300 new jobs and $28 million in earnings.

"The primary beneficiaries are hotels and restaurants," Fruth said. "Another benefit is tax revenue to local and state governments."

Though the grant provides a big boost, operating capital always has been a concern and as the park starts its fourth year in operation, it continues to depend on donations and volunteers to stay afloat. With the economic noose tightening nationally, there are worries about how that might impact the park.

"Marion County is the horse capital of the world and we have very strong support from the business community," Barber said. "I don't see that going away. Of course the economy affects all businesses and it certainly will be a factor. To what extent, we won't know until is all unfolds. We're doing fairly well in sponsorships this year relative to last year so we haven't seen a real downturn at this point."

Barber said the horse park benefits the entire community, including hotels, restaurants, veterinarians, all the people who support the park's activities.

"As we attract visitors, the state really becomes the big winner and I think they finally recognize the potential of the horse park as a tax-dollar generator."

Rowell said the park hosts about 80 events during the year, including five international events and 10 national events. She said the improvements they're planning will allow them to provide facilities for different breeds and disciplines they haven't been able to reachin the past and she thinks the community will continue to support their efforts.

"The local business community and national and international equestrian communities have really stepped up and supported this," Rowell said. "The business community has already donated or sponsored about $5 million in the past 3 1/2 years. I think everybody realizes we're going to have to continue to work together in this public/private partnership to make the park successful."

Pete Tesch, president/CEO of the Ocala Marion County Economic Development Corp., said the equine industry plays a pivotal economic role in Marion County and the growth of the horse park will contribute to that economic activity.

"The business community at-large would certainly embrace the growth and development of the Florida Horse Park," Tesch said. "The economic downturn will impact them either directly or indirectly, but that's a very diverse and passionate group of individuals so while you might see some diminishment of economic activity, those groups are still going to participate in those events. I think the horse park is well-suited for being a premier destination."

For now, the park plans to finish the site plan and prepare for their busy season, between now and April. Rowell said at that point, they'll start "whatever project needs to happen first, sometime this summer."

Barber, who has been executive director for about a year now, said he's surprised this hasn't happened sooner.

"I've heard that horse parks are the convention centers of the future without the massive infrastructure," Barber said. "Gov. Charlie Crist wants to promote environmentally friendly, economic drivers and what he's describing is what we do here at the Florida Horse Park. My biggest surprise is the park, with 500 acres in the horse capital of the world, hasn't already exploded. "It has such potential."
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