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We still do not know one thousandth of one percent 
of what nature has revealed to us.
  - Albert Einstein 
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Location 

State of Virginia
Area: 42,774.2 sq. mi
Water Area: 7.4%
Population: 8,001,024 (2010)
Density: 202.6 / sq. mi
Largest City by Population: Virginia Beach

Hampton Roads
Area: 3639.6 sq. mi
Population: 1,672,319 (2010)
Density: 2647 / sq. mi
Largest City by Population: Virginia Beach

City of Virginia Beach
Area: 497.3 sq. mi
Water Area: 50.0%
Population: 437,994 (2010)
Density: 1,713 / sq. mi
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Project Location

The Virginia Aquarium Owls Creek Marsh Pavilion is located 
within the greater Hampton Roads area in Virginia Beach, 
Virginia.  It sits on the waters of the Atlantic Ocean by way 
of Lake Rudee and Rudee Inlet.  The Marsh Pavilion is one 
of 2 pavilions that make up the Virginia Aquarium & Marine 
Science Center.  The Marsh Pavilion is located approximately 
1/3 of a mile south of the Bay and Ocean Pavilion along 
General Booth Blvd.   

The Aquarium is approximately 30 minutes from the Norfolk 
airport by road.  To get there, travel 64 south to 264 east  
until the expressway ends and take Pacific Avenue South.  As 
Pacific Avenue  turns into General Booth Boulevard it enters 
the Northeast corner of the Owls Creek area.  Also, alternate 
access from 264 East to Birdneck Rd. Travel south to the 
Corner of General Booth Blvd. and Birdneck Rd. Turn north 
and the Marsh Pavilion is located to the west.
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Workshop Summary

Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center 
Mission

To inspire conservation of the marine environment 
through education, research and sustainable practices

Owls Creek Marsh Pavilion Study

In order to reach more visitors with the important 
mission of the Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science 
Center, a study of the Owls Creek Marsh Pavilion 
was undertaken by the Virginia Aquarium & Marine 
Science Center Foundation, Inc. in August 2012.  The 
following are the desired outcomes of the project:
• Match exhibits and activities to each of the follow-

ing target audiences:  
 - Preschoolers and their parents
 - Pre-teens and teens
 - Adults and seniors
• Aquarium theme:  Compare/contrast Virginia’s 

biodiversity with global diversity, especially 
through exploring endangered species and under-
standing human impact

• Create a connection between the buildings and 
add additional exhibits along the path for guests 
to observe the habitats of various animals

• Refresh exhibits that are suffering from visitor 
fatigue since the Aquarium enjoys a high repeat 
visitation

• Feature live animal exhibits that bring children 
close to signature species via parallel play oppor-
tunities

• Increase science programming in order to create 
young scientists

• Add a new Animal Conservation Center / Veterinary 
Care Exhibit that brings the back-of-the-house to 
the forefront for visitors

• Connect the creek and marsh setting by turning 
the “outdoors in and the indoors out”

• Ignite children’s curiosity and inquisitiveness 
about nature through imaginative play

• Increase interactive programming that is infused 
with adventure to promote healthy activities

strengthen the connectivity between the two pavil-
ions, create a more welcoming entry and to maximize 
the existing facility and exhibits to increase overall 
visitation.    

In addition to increasing overall visitation, we want 
to give the facility a fresh new look that has the same 
level of appeal as the Bay and Ocean Pavilion while 
standing as a unique experience.  The team agrees 
that by increasing attractions that serve the local 
community during the shoulder season, ultimately 
we will see an increase in attendance and member-
ship.   We feel that this is very attainable and with 
well thought out changes to the existing building and 
pathways we can transform the Marsh Pavilion into a 
must see portion of the Aquarium experience.    

Opportunities for the Owls Creek Marsh 
Pavilion 

The Owls Creek Marsh Pavilion provides a number 
of opportunities starting with its current street pres-
ence.  The facility is not only located 1/3 of a mile 
away from the main aquarium pavilion, but with only 
a small sign calling attention to it from the street 
and an office complex appearance at the front door, 
many potential guests do not even realize that it is 
part of the Aquarium.  The Pavilions currently oper-
ate with separate parking, ticketing and entrances 
which further compound the issue of a disjointed feel 
for the Aquarium. Creating a clear single brand entry 
for capturing guests and providing a full experience 
will strengthen the destination. Currently, the Marsh 
Pavilion entry has the opportunity to be more inviting 
by introduction of a “front porch.”  The lobby has the 
potential to provide a warm environment while giv-
ing a glimpse of the attractions within the pavilion.  
Through these improvements there is also the oppor-
tunity to change the name of the building to tie in 
more closely with its new attractions/theme.  Finally, 
the arrival experience from the trail can be enhanced 
to create intrigue for the many potential guests that 
have just made their way down the trail.  
   

• Reach out to the community with sustainable prac-
tices and help citizens identify actions to take in sup-
port of the marine environment

Performance Measures

• Increase overall attendance:  50,000 visitors
• Increase penetration of overall visitors to marsh 

pavilion to 60%
• Increase program penetration to 50%
• Sponsorship/Naming opportunity - $1,000,000
• Increase annual revenue: 

 Д Admissions – $450,000
 Д Store - $110,000
 Д Food -  $17,500
 Д Facility rental - $5,000
 Д Memberships – 300 households or $22,500
 Д Fee-based programming/tours - $10,000
 Д Implement the desired outcomes of the Owls 

Creek Master Plan

Owls Creek Marsh Pavilion Challenge

The 25,770 square foot facility houses North American 
River Otters, local marsh species, a decoy carver’s shack 
and an aviary showcasing native flighted and flightless 
birds.  Since its construction in 1996, the Owls Creek 
Marsh Pavilion has captured only 40%-70% of the 
Aquarium’s more than 500,000 annual visitors.  The 
challenge the pavilion faces is that it is a separate build-
ing located 1/3 of a mile south of the Aquarium’s Bay 
and Ocean Pavilion and many visitors do not make the 
trip or are not even aware these additional attractions  
exist.  The Marsh Pavilion has its own parking with mini-
mal signage.  

Currently, the only way to get between the two pavil-
ions is by driving or walking along an existing nature 
trail along General Booth Blvd.  The trail provides beau-
tiful scenery of the natural marsh landscape and local 
wildlife; but due to its length, lack of protection from 
the elements and minimal activities for children a large 
number of guests are not intrigued enough to make 
the trek.  One purpose of this study is to find ways to 
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Nature Trail Connection

The existing nature trail allows guests to experience 
the local marsh and see many unique plants and ani-
mals indigenous to the Virginia Beach region.  This 
experience may be redundant when making the same 
trip twice.  Weather may also be a problem because 
there is no shelter from the sun or rain along the 
1/3 of a mile stretch.  In addition the trail itself can 
seem dull in comparison to the exciting exhibits the 
Aquarium offers.  There are very few activities along 
the trail that help tell a story while drawing guests 
south towards the Marsh Pavilion.  During the work-
shop, many agreed that the best way to improve this 
experience is to make the trail more of a loop so that 
the experience is unique in both directions and to 
bring guests closer to Owls Creek.  

A separate workgroup explored the potential future 
of the trail and recommended the following: 

• A cohesive theme for the path to include a new 
name: The Owls Creek Path, a branding of the 
area, and the conveyance of a story as the guest 
travels between the buildings.  

• The story should convey an expedition to the 
marsh and on the return walk, a journey to the 
bay and ocean; A guide book should be created 
for both adults and children that gives the guests 
detailed information as they arrive at various 
exhibits, and that provides more in-depth infor-
mation.  

• In  terms of connection, the team recommends 
a thorough examination of the Skyride/gondola 
ride, to ensure the overall natural setting would 
not be compromised for the actual installation 
of the ride.  Moreover, this sentiment applies to 
the water taxi proposal as well, since this project 
would have significant impacts on the environ-
ment due to the continuous dredging required. 

• The Team recommends the immediate leasing of 
an eco-friendly passenger vehicle for use between 
the buildings, and further exploration of a tram for 
the path. 

• The nature trail and path, with numerous exhibits 
and information signage, that will change season-
ally, will allow guests to vary their experiences on 
each repeat trip.  

 
For the overall conclusions of the trail recommenda-
tions, please see the appendix of this document.

 
Top  Suggestions During Workshop in Order 
of Priority

1. IMPROVE CONNECTION BETWEEN TWO 
BUILDINGS

2. FOCUS ON SHOULDER SEASON GUEST INCREASE
3. CREATE A DRAW FOR LOCAL VISITORS
4. PROVIDE A FAMILY FRIENDLY DESTINATION
5. TELL A STORY WITHIN THE FACILITY
6. CREATE ENTERTAINMENT OPPORTUNITIES 
7. ALLOW TRAIL EXPERIENCE TO BE A LOOP WITH 

MULTIPLE MODES OF TRANSPORTATION
8. ACTIVATE THE TRAIL WITH MORE ACTIVITIES AND 

INTERESTING EXHIBITS
9. ADD SHELTER FROM ELEMENTS ALONG THE 

TRAIL
10. INTRODUCE A WATER TAXI CONNECTION
11. MAKE THE TRAIL A DESTINATION IN ITSELF
12. TARGET AUDIENCE (MOMS AND GRANDPARENTS 

WITH SMALL CHILDREN)
13. ADD SEASONAL EVENTS
14. CREATE EVENING ATTRACTIONS
15. INTRODUCE A NEW EXHIBIT THAT WILL REALLY 

WOW GUESTS  
16. CREATE A MORE KID FRIENDLY FACILITY
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Visitation Increase Suggestions - Seasonal Events in the Shoulder Season
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Visitation Increase Suggestions - Alternative Modes of Transportation Between Pavilions
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Visitation Increase Suggestions - Reinvent Marsh Pavilion and Trail Experience
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Owls Creek Marsh Pavilion
Existing Conditions 
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Architectural Improvements

Virginia Aquarium Owls Creek Pavilion Building 
Structural Review

The structure for the Owls Creek Pavilion Building 
consists of a concrete and steel column system 
organized on multiple grids around a central spine. 
The columns are set on concrete footings with piles. 
The floor is a concrete slab on grade configured in 
multiple levels. The building is primarily one level 
with only a small portion two levels. The roof 
system is a series of framed steel joists and metal 
decking supporting multiple roof configurations.

The structural system allows for penetrations 
in the existing plan configuration where there 
are no structural sheer walls or other forms of 
structural bracing. Designed in the early 1990’s 
and constructed in the mid-1990’s, the structural 
system appears in good condition with no visually 
apparent current impacts. Further development on 
this project would require a thorough review and 
examination by a structural engineer.
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Architectural  Improvements          
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Exterior Perspective 

Vision Image with Animal Conservation Center / Veterinary Care Exhibit and New Entry 
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Interior Perspective  

Vision Image Interior - Marsh Pavilion Lobby
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Virginia Aquarium / Owls Creek Marsh Pavilion

Vision Image Interior - Enhanced Otter Exhibit

Existing Conditions

Interior Perspective

Vision Image Interior - Enhanced Otter Exhibit
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Interior Perspective

Vision Image Interior - Marsh Exhibit
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Nature Trail Connection  - Existing Conditions
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Owls Creek Masterplan
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Coastal Conservation Garden / High Ropes Course

LEGEND

SOUTH RETAIL/DINNING (PROP. BUILDINGS: 164,000 sf)
1     RESTAURANT  (1 LEVELS, 6,000 sf)
2     RETAIL VILLAGE NORTH (1-2 LEVEL, 25,000 sf)
3     RETAIL VILLAGE SOUTH (1-2 LEVEL, 33,000 sf)
4     RETAIL VILLAGE COMPLEX  (2-3 LEVEL, 100,000 sf)
5     RETENTION LAKE / WATER FEATURE
6     PLAZA & LAWN AREA
7     SERVICE AREA
8     PARKING STRUCTURE (6 LEVELS, 962 spaces)
9     SURFACE PARKING & BUS DROP-OFF

SEATACK ELEMENTARY
10   EXISTING SEATACK ELEMENTARY SCHOOL BUILDING
11   ATHLETIC FIELDS
12   WALKWAY TO AQUARIUM BUILDING

ENTERTAINMENT VILLAGE (PROP. BUILDINGS: 179,500 sf)
13    INDOOR WATER PARK COMPLEX  (1 LEVEL, 83,500 sf)
14    WATER PARK TOWER
15    ENTERTAINMENT VILLAGE  (1-2 LEVELS, 41,000 sf)
16   WAVE POOL TOWER
17   OWLS CREEK RESTAURANT (2 LEVELS, 13,000 total sf)
18   WATER TAXI DOCK
19   ARRIVAL COURT
20   EXISTING OCEAN BREEZE WATER PARK

21   OUTDOOR WAVE POOL
22   OUTDOOR KIDS PLAY AREA
23   INTERIOR WATER CONNECTOR
24   WATER SLIDE AND LOUNGE POOL W/ LAZY RIVER 
25   MOTOR WORLD SERVICE YARD
26   ROLLER COASTER AMUSEMENT RIDE
27   EXISTING MOTOR WORLD PARK
28   EXISTING MOTOR WORLD MAIN ENTRANCE
29   INDOOR GO CART TRACK (1 LEVEL, 42,000 sf)
30   WATER RETENTION & FILTRATION POND
31   VENDOR KIOSKS

AQUARIUM ENTERTAINMENT
32   ENTRANCE TO OUTDOOR AQUARIUM PARK
33   ZIP-LINE / HIGH ROPES COURSE
34   COASTAL CONSERVATION AND BUTTERFLY GARDEN
35   PARKING STRUCTURE (6 LEVELS, 961 spaces)
36   CONNECTION TO TRAIL NETWORK

MARSH PAVILION (PROP. BUILDINGS: 55,500 sf)
37   MARSH PAVILION ADDITION  (2 LEVELS, 32,000 sf)
38   EXISTING MARSH PAVILION
39   CONNECTION TO SKY-LIFT RIDE
40   AQUARIUM ENTERTAINMENT VILLAGE (2 LEVELS, 23,500 sf)
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Preferred Concept - Masterplan

Scale 1” = 250’-0”

Legend
1. Owls Creek Marsh Pavilion
2. Parking
3. Marsh Pavilion expansion
4. Outdoor exhibits and research
5. “Kid’s Kreek” exploration playground
6. Existing picnic shelter
7. Boardwalk connection to coastal conservation garden and high 
ropes course
8. Possible water taxi dock

9. Aviary 
10. Event Lawn
11. Arrival playground  and interactive fountain
12. Zip line connection to high ropes course
13. Covered bridges
14. Shuttle pick-up and drop-off
15. Discovery Woods
16. Gondola sky ride
17. Salt marsh boardwalk
18. Shuttle trail

19. Nature center 
20. Rental event lawn
21. Stage / amphitheater
22. Butterfly garden
23. Bay and Ocean  Pavilion
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Character Images
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Site Enlargements - Marsh Pavilion Expansion, Creek Exploration Station and Coastal Conservation Garden / High Ropes Course

A

A’
B

B’

Legend
1. Owls Creek Marsh Pavilion 
2. Proposed arrival canopy
3. Kid’s Kreek exploration playground
4. Zip line connection to high ropes course
5. Possible water taxi dock after feasibility study
6. Aviary
7. Gondola sky ride platform
8. Outdoor exhibits and research
9. Shuttle drop-off
10. Arrival fountain and interactive fountain
11. Trail exhibits
12. Salt marsh
13. Animal Conservation Center / Veterinary Care Exhibit
14. Covered bridges
15. Existing picnic pavilion
16. Enhanced Otter Exhibit
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Site Section 

Arrival Drive Marsh Pavilion EntranceLandscape Island Arrival Drive Walk Interactive Fountain and Playground

Aquarium Theatre to be Enhanced Natural AreaLandscape Function LawnMarsh Pavilion Picnic Shelter

Boardwalk Connection to Coastal Conservation  / High 
Ropes Course

Section A-A’

Section B-B’
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Site Enlargements - Nature Trail and Path Exhibits, Discovery Woods, and Lookout Tower

Legend
1. Discovery Woods
2. Gondola sky ride 
3. Trail exhibits
4. Salt marsh
5. Viewing tower
6. Covered bridges
7. Shuttle drop-off
8. Nature trail
9. Salt marsh boardwalk
10. Existing bike trail
11. Shuttle trail
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Footnote:  Trails and Paths will have different exhibit experiences.
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Site Section 

Salt Marsh Nature TrailEvent LawnMarsh Boardwalk Wooded Landscape Nature Center Proposed  Shuttle Pathway

Section C-C’
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Site Enlargements - Nature Center, Amphitheatre and Butterfly Garden

D

D’

C

C’

Legend
1. Owls Creek
2. Potential Water taxi dock
3. Stage
4. Amphitheater
5. Butterfly garden
6. Pergola
7. Covered bridges
8. Shuttle trail
9. Nature Center
10. Event lawn
11. Gondola sky ride
12. Salt marsh
13. Salt marsh boardwalk
14. Outdoor exhibits
15. Existing bike trail
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Site Section 

Butterfly GardenSalt Marsh Gondola Ride Water Taxi Dock
Existing Nature 

Trail

Shuttle 
PathwayStage Lawn Amphitheater Natural Area

Existing Bike 
Trail

Section D-D’
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Site Perspective - Marsh Pavilion and Zip Line Adventure Course



30Virginia Aquarium Owls Creek Marsh Pavilion
December 2012

Bay and Ocean Pavilion - Sky Ride Gondola
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Implementation Strategy / Phasing Plans
Virginia Aquarium Owls Creek Pavilion Building Architectural 
and Exhibit Vision

The design vision for the Owls Creek Pavilion Building is 
to transform its visitor experience into a center for animal 
conservation with special emphasis on children’s discovery 
and play. Using a strategy of phased development, the building 
exterior would transform by extending the exhibit experience 
outside through multiple outdoor opportunities including 
the development of exterior porches that both shelter and 
welcome visitors, also allowing for the location of a new animal 
conservation wing. 

Taking advantage of the existing multiple roof configurations, 
volume and floor levels, the interior of the building would 
open up—creating new and dynamic spaces with fresh and 
innovative exhibit areas, such as a Children’s Discovery Zone, 
enhanced Otter Experience, new animal encounter exhibits, 
refreshed theater, potential changing exhibit area—all with 
a new exterior face, lobby and ticketing area. Both as a 
sequenced and phased master plan, the Owls Creek Marsh 
Pavilion Building vision would open new doors for the Virginia 
Aquarium & Marine Science Center, extending its mission into 
new focused discovery and play exhibits for children.
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 Phasing Plans

PHASE 1

PHASE 2

PHASE 3

PHASE 4
BAY AND 

OCEAN PAVILION

MARSHPAVILION

 PHASE 5
PHASE 1

PHASE 1

Summary:

The Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center is committed to provid-
ing a world-class education and entertainment amenity for local Virginia 
Beach residents and guests alike.  The goal is to transform the Aquarium 
into a true destination for all.  By implementing many of the ideas found 
in this document, the overall guest experience will be greatly improved 
and ensure that everyone not only knows that two pavilions exist but 
that they all take advantage of these facilities as one destination.  

This study has been conducted to help identify which improvements 
and modifications would be most beneficial to the Aquarium and to be 
phased in over a number of years.  The expected outcome is that the 
Owls Creek Marsh Pavilion will become as exciting as the Bay and Ocean 

Pavilion, drawing guests into both buildings to learn everything that the 
building has to offer and ultimately increasing the Aquarium’s annual 
visitation.  This additionally will help to promote multiple visits by local 
families and increase membership.  

Improving the connection experience between the  two buildings and 
providing a comfortable yet exciting way to circulate back and forth is 
most important.  Currently,  the walk along the trail is seen as hectic to 
most guests and with inclement weather, even less desirable.  This is 
why the trail should be renamed a path or promenade with improve-
ments and multiple modes of transportation in the first phase of the 
project.  The path will become a learning experience and exciting exhibit 

with the objective to integrate the pavilions with paths that educate the 
guest about the marsh environment and the habitats within the marsh.   

The investment in the destination will signify the first implemented 
master plan effort.  Over the years the Aquarium Foundation and 
City will gain revenue from the new improvements to fund further 
enhancements.  We are certain that this multi-phased approach will 
lead to establishing The Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center as 
a premier leader in the industry of marine research, entertainment and 
education.    
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“Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot, 
Nothing is going to get better.  It’s not.”

               - Dr. Seuss  
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BACKGROUND 
Working with City of Virginia Beach Parks & Recreation, EDSA, a professional planning firm, 
and other stakeholders, Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center drafted a comprehensive 
Owls Creek Master Plan.  The 20-year plan, which encompasses 1200 acres from Rudee Inlet 
to Birdneck Road and includes the entire Aquarium campus, was formally adopted by City 
Council in 2011. 
 
Initial discussions for Phase I implementation were conducted by EDSA with various 
stakeholder groups October 22-23, 2012, and focused on refurbishment or re-theming of the 
Aquarium’s Marsh Pavilion and enhancement of the Nature Trail between the Marsh Pavilion 
and the Bay & Ocean Pavilion.  The Marsh Pavilion changes and the Nature Trail were then 
divided into five phases.  Key elements identified for further exploration for Nature Trail (Phase 
III) are as follows: 
 

• Connection between buildings (physical and psychological); 
• Engagement/Enhancements/Exhibits; 
• Revenue generation; and 
• Education/mission-related structures, activities or themes. 

 
Additionally, the overall workshop summary results concluded that the trail should “Reach out to 
the Community with Sustainable practices and help them identify actions to take in support of 
the environment”.  
 
A task force of representatives from the Virginia Aquarium Foundation, Aquarium’s Exhibits, 
Horticulture, Education, Guest Services, Development and Marketing departments was formed 
and met October 25, November 1, November 15, 2012 and December 5, 2012.  The following 
relates research conducted, as well as conclusions and recommendations of the task force. 
 
Primary Research 
A photographic catalog was created (and incorporated herein) to facilitate discussion of existing 
assets and exhibits on the Nature Trail.    This allowed the task force to analyze current labels 
and exhibits, infrastructure and feasibility of proposed changes. 
 
According to visitor intercepts conducted in 2010 by Clarity OMS, use of the Aquarium’s Nature 
Trail increased by 12% between 2006 and 2010 (Fig. 1), from 63% to 75%.  



  
 
Fig. 1 
 
While no further research was conducted on specific answers, it is believed that the change is 
due to guest services staff providing additional information about the Nature Trail and Marsh 
Pavilion during the ticket transaction; improved trail way finding signage; and a simpler, easier-
to-understand Guest Guide. 
 
An Association of Zoos & Aquariums (AZA) Motivational Identity Survey, conducted in late 
summer and early fall 2012, used a Likert scale to determine why visitors come to the 
Aquarium.  Respondents were categorized into five groups:  Explorers are motivated by 
curiosity and a general desire to discover more about the general subject matter; 
Professionals/Hobbyists are like Explorers but their motivation is very specific and related to 
their profession or hobby (for example, teachers or professional photographers); Facilitators are 
motivated by a desire to satisfy the needs and desires of someone they care about – parents 
bringing their children, or locals bringing visiting friends or relatives; Experience Seekers are 
usually tourists and are motivated by a desire to visit a place because it’s well-known. Many 
Experience Seekers come to fulfill the expectations of others, or in response to 
recommendations by others; Spiritual Pilgrims are motivated by a desire for a contemplative or 
restorative experience, and often express awe or reverence for the subject matter or setting. Of 
149 visitors surveyed, most of the responses did not match a particular category.  It is likely that 
with deeper research, most of these individuals would fall into either the Facilitator (4%) or 
Experience Seeker (2.7%).  The dominant category, the Explorer, constituted 8.1% of those 
surveyed.  It is important to note that the Spiritual Pilgrim barely registered, at 0.7%.   
 
The task force also conducted visitor intercept surveys during early November, as well as an 
online survey of Aquarium members specifically about their use and enjoyment of the Nature 
Trail.   
The percentage of member respondents who visited the Nature Trail was comparable to that in 
the 2010 study (Fig. 2).  



 
   Fig. 2 
 
Respondents who did not visit the Nature Trail were asked why they chose not to do so (Figs. 3 
and 4). 

 
Fig. 3 
 

 
 
 
Fig. 4 
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While the question varied slightly between members and non-members (members could rank 
their responses), weather played a significant role in their decision, at 25% and 38% 
respectively. This is in contrast to the Clarity OMS intercepts in which respondents said they did 
not have enough time (Fig. 5). 
 

 
Fig. 5 
 
Using selected examples from the options presented during the planning meetings, respondents 
were asked what might attract them to the Nature Trail (Figs 6 and 7).  A bat or bee exhibit 
ranked highest among both members and non-members, at 19% and 23%, respectively, closely 
followed by a butterfly exhibit (15% members, 20% non-members), and an alternative means of 
transportation (15% members, 20% non-members). The two groups varied only slightly 
regarding a rest area for adults, with 15% of members and 13% of non-members indicating it 
would be attractive.  In both groups, a children’s play area ranked very low.      

 
Fig. 6 
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Fig. 7 
 
Further, the Task Force needed to know whether the Nature Trail is simply a means to get 
between buildings, or whether visitors consider it an experience unto itself.  Of both members 
and non-members who did or have previously visited the Nature Trail, the vast majority (85% of 
members, 78% of non-members) indicated that they stopped along the way. 
 
Finally, respondents who did or have previously visited the Nature Trail were asked what they 
liked best about it (Figs. 8 and 9). Despite the absence of Spiritual Pilgrims referenced 
previously, “peaceful, natural settings” were important to both members (38%) and non-
members (17%).  Educational components, such as labels, and the Observation Tower were 
more significant to members (19% and 18%) than non-members (13% and 0%), but this may be 
attributable to both frequency of visitation and lack of knowledge about specific Trail features on 
the part of non-members. 
 

 
 
Fig. 8 
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Fig. 9 
 
DISCUSSION OF CONCLUSIONS – PHASE III OF MARSH PAVILION PLAN AS RELATED 
TO THE TRAIL: 
Overall, the task force recommends a cohesive theme for the path.  A name, such as the 
Owls Creek Path is recommended to brand the area, and to mitigate the perception that 
the distance is too long to walk.  Additionally, the path should tell a story as the visitor 
journeys between buildings.  The story should convey a journey to the marsh, and on a 
return walk, a journey to the bay and ocean.  In this regard, a guide book, (see example), 
should be created for both adults and children that gives the visitor detailed information 
as they arrive at various exhibits, and gives more in-depth information.  The children’s 
version should include a scavenger hunt, as well as blank pages for “rubbings” on icons 
at exhibits along the path.  Moreover, the overarching theme of sustainability will show 
the visitor various methods, and exhibits that display these practices.   
 
Connection 
The task force considered five different proposed options for transportation: a sky ride or 
gondola, walking (self-explanatory), a water taxi on Owls Creek, a street vehicle on General 
Booth Blvd., and a tram/train within or outside the confines of the Aquarium campus.  
 
Sky Ride/Gondola:   This option (actually a Phase IV recommendation) would be one of the 
most intrusive, necessitating removal of numerous large trees and areas of protected marshland 
to accommodate pylons.  In addition to its purchase price ($4.2-$6 million for a new system) and 
ongoing maintenance costs, it directly conflicts with the visitors’ desire for peaceful, natural 
settings. An additional fee would need to be charged to help support this investment. 
 
Walking:  This method of transport is, and remains, the most natural and cost-effective of all. 
However, there are ways to encourage visitors to walk the trail and to provide a more 
comfortable and engaging experience.  An additional boardwalk and bridges which loop closer 
to Owls Creek would offer both a different experience as well as provide separation between 
walkers and riders of any mechanized transport that may be added in a subsequent phase. 
Covering existing bridges as well as any new bridges added would mitigate the barrier of 
inclement weather.  
 
Water Taxi:  While somewhat novel and a potential source of revenue sharing, extending the 
water taxi beyond the Aquarium’s boat dock to load or debark creates both logistical and 
security issues.  Owls Creek is not wide or deep enough to accommodate even a moderate-
sized craft during low tide beyond the current Education Deck (below).  The Task Force 
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recommends a dredging study and cost estimates prior to recommending this item The City’s 
Planning Department suggested the possibility of creating a docking slip across Owls Creek 
from the Aquarium.  A bridge or other conveyance (i.e., zip line or ropes course) would need to 
be considered to make this option work.  However, the connection between Rudee Inlet and the 
Aquarium existing dock could be implemented immediately, and would enhance the water 
experience for a visitor. This connection would be contingent upon ADA compliance at the 
current dock, as well as, a study of the current size of the dock.  Also, with drop-off of visitors 
located before entering the Aquarium property, this will mitigate any ticketing issues. 

   
General Booth Blvd:  An eco-friendly, interesting-looking vehicle to travel on General Booth 
between buildings may be both cost-effective and operationally practical. Fuel, personnel and 
insurance costs, as well as queuing areas and wait times for visitors, would need to be taken 
into consideration. This option may or may not allow for an educational opportunity during the 
ride, and the speed limit on General Booth should be reduced to 35mph. This means of 
conveyance would not only address the weather concerns expressed by visitors, but would also 
attract those visitors who are unable or unwilling to walk between the buildings.   
 
Tram/Train:  Arguably the most efficient means of moving large numbers of guests quickly 
between the buildings, a tram system would require a separate track or path parallel to the 
current walking path. The best option would be to run the tram on the existing paved pedestrian 
path and divert pedestrian traffic to a newly-created walking loop (see Walking, above). This 
would necessitate the widening and reinforcement of three bridges across the swales, as well 
as widening one area beyond the fence-line and into the easement along General Booth. 
Purchase cost of the tram itself and completion of the track must also be considered.  With only 
15% of members and 20% of non-members desiring an alternative to walking, the cost/benefit 
of such an undertaking should be carefully weighed. However, 38% of visitors selected weather 
as a reason for not traveling between buildings, a covered tram may mitigate this difficulty.  
While revenue generation may be an option, it is unlikely that this is an educational opportunity 
for visitors because of the short time frame and noise.  
 
Recommendations for Connection 

• Reevaluate Skyride/gondola in Phase V 
•  Move Water Taxi to Phase IV for further study, however implement immediately a water 

taxi from Rudee Inlet to the Aquarium existing dock.  
• Lease an eco-friendly passenger vehicle for trial during peak guest periods (summer 

2013); analyze ridership, cost-benefit, opportunities for revenue 

Owls Creek becomes too narrow & 
shallow for Water Taxi at this 
point. (Education Deck in far 
background) 



• Explore vehicle data from Phase III to determine feasibility of tram/train; implement 
tram/train in Phase IV if warranted 

• Explore infrastructure improvements to accommodate tram service  to include 
widening/improving existing bridges, re-directing pedestrian traffic and adding additional 
bridges in Phase IV if warranted 

• Explore two pathway plan 
 

Engagement/Enhancements/Exhibits 
The path should become a journey for visitors.  This journey will allow them to explore 
animals, insects, plants, and habitats of the marsh, and provide seasonal opportunities 
for additional attractions.   
 
Given the survey respondents’ weather comments, structured engagement along the trail is 
problematic. However, enhancements that encourage self-discovery can be made without 
sacrificing the natural beauty and serenity of the Nature Trail. Low-cost, low maintenance 
exhibits, similar to the existing Osprey Nest (Fig. 10) could be incorporated immediately.  
 
*Recommendations for Engagement/Enhancements/Exhibits 
Investigate, develop and create enhancements along the trail at multiple locations that allow the 
guest opportunities to play, inquire, learn, and rest.  Ideas include:   

 
• Developing plans for a bat and/or bee exhibit with rest/seating areas; 
• Enhancing existing turtle pond; 
• Creating child-sized “habitats” along the trail for self-discovery and learning; including 

Bear, Bobcat, Possum, and Crab.  These exhibits would include the animals’ habitat, 
possibly a “real sized” replica of the animal and educational signs along with QR codes, 
and raised markers for children to collect “rubbings” of the exhibit.  These exhibits could 
also relate to the Changing Exhibit area proposed in the Marsh Pavilion and rotate on a 
regular basis depending upon the season. 

• Covering pedestrian bridges with “green”, nature-themed materials that provide shade 
without obscuring creek views.  Again, as part of the journey to the Marsh Pavilion, 
bridge covers near that building should be wooden in nature and possibly have solar 
panels on the roof to power fans inside the structure, (sustainability theme).  Bridges 
closer to the Bay and Ocean Pavilion should have sails and themed more like a sail boat 
on the ocean or bay.   

 
(*For all potential exhibit ideas, gather additional data for further study and viability) 

 
 



 
Fig. 10 
Revenue generation 
A nature center or pavilion was also included among the Phase III recommendations, and offers 
the best opportunity for revenue generation through facility rental.  Adding a gazebo or pavilion 
(for example, Fig. 11) nearest the Creek in the Old Meadow (Fig. 12) provides easy access for 
catering as well as room for seating for moderate-sized weddings or performances.  The task-
force recommends a long-term vision of creating a pavilion in this space that would allow for 
additional exhibits and restroom accommodations.  
 
 
Recommendations for Revenue Generation 

• Investigate charge for passenger vehicle on General Booth; analyze ridership with and 
without fee 

• Examine Water Taxi to determine if revenue-sharing is feasible in Phase IV; resolve any 
docking and ADA issues and estimate costs.  Implement a Water Taxi immediately from 
Rudee Inlet to the Aquarium existing dock.  

• Develop pro-forma for gazebo/pavilion  
 
 



 
 

 
  Fig. 12 
 
Education/mission-related structures, activities or themes 
Many of the recommendations from EDSA regarding educational information already exist along 
the trail.  Past efforts to engage visitors along the trail with educational carts, artifacts, etc. have 
met with limited success, as it is usually much too hot during summer months to spend more 
than a few minutes in one place. Misters may be explored to mitigate the heat, however with the 
humid climate in Virginia Beach and the transition to air-conditioned buildings, these may 
become more of a nuisance than an amenity. The addition of Discovery Woods in 2012 (Fig. 
13), which offers a shaded craft area for informal education, has been successful for camp and 
scout programs.  It also serves as a colorful rest/play area for adults and children when not in 
use for programs.   Per input from workshop members, the Discovery Woods should move 
across the trail to a more acceptable location, and the location of the current Discovery Woods 
should become a bird watching sanctuary and bird blind area.   
 



Newer signage, added in 2011, is an opportunity to refresh existing labels and change 
information seasonally.  For example, at the turtle pond, signage would explain that turtles 
burrow during winter; during warmer months, when the turtles are visible, the signage would 
include facts about the turtles themselves.    

 
Fig. 13 
 
Recommendations for Education/Mission 

• Move Discovery Woods 
• Create a Bird watching sanctuary 
• Create a sound garden for children to make noise and play with natural objects 
• Develop climate-durable, seasonal labels for newer signage 
• Refresh/replace worn labels and answer boxes 
• Create a two-sided educational guide for adults and children that tells the story of the 

journey to the Marsh and the Journey to the Bay and Ocean. 
• Build a Living Wall near the entrance to the Marsh Pavilion that discusses sustainability 

practices. 
 
SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 
Overall: 

• Provide a Brand for the Trail:  Owls Creek Path 
• Tell a story of the Journey to the Marsh and a story of a journey to the Bay and 
Ocean 
• Create guides for the Journey to the Marsh and the Journey to the Bay and Ocean 
• Provide examples throughout the path to show examples of sustainable practices, 

such as solar panels and a living wall. 
• Create a looped Trail thru the Aviary to the path and create an iconic entrance to 

the Aviary from the path.  Rename the Aviary  “BirdExhibit”. 
 
Connection 



• Implement a looped trail thru the Aviary to the path. 
• Reevaluate Skyride/gondola in Phase V 
•  Move Water Taxi to Phase IV for further study 
• Lease an eco-friendly passenger vehicle for trial during peak guest periods (summer 

2013); analyze ridership, cost-benefit, opportunities for revenue 
• Explore vehicle data from Phase III to determine feasibility of tram/train; implement 

tram/train in Phase IV if warranted 
 
Engagement/Enhancements/Exhibits 

• Develop plans for a bat and/or bee exhibit with rest/seating areas 
• Enhance existing turtle pond 
• Create a Sound Garden for Children to create noise from natural items.   
• Create child-sized “habitats” along the trail for self-discovery and learning 
• Cover pedestrian bridges with “green”, nature-themed materials that provide shade 

without obscuring creek views 
(For all potential exhibit ideas, gather additional data for further study and viability) 



 
 
Revenue Generation 

• Investigate charge for passenger vehicle on General Booth; analyze ridership with and 
without fee 

• Examine Water Taxi to determine if revenue-sharing is feasible in Phase IV, implement 
Rudee Inlet to Aquarium existing dock immediately 

• Develop pro-forma for gazebo/pavilion  
 
Education/Mission 

• Develop seasonal labels for newer signage 
• Refresh/replace worn labels and answer boxes 
• Create Guides 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
IMPLEMENTATION 
 

Recommendation Timeline Phase Cost Level 
Enhance existing turtle pond 
 

FY13 I $ 

Lease an eco-friendly 
passenger vehicle for trial 
during peak guest periods; 
analyze ridership, cost-
benefit, opportunities for 
revenue 

 

FY13 I $$ 

Develop seasonal labels for 
newer signage 

FY13 I $ 

Further study of Water Taxi FY14 IV $$ 
Develop plans for a bat 
and/or bee exhibit with 
rest/seating areas 

FY14 II $$$ 

Create child-sized “habitats” 
along the trail for self-
discovery and learning 

FY14 II $$ 

Develop pro-forma for 
gazebo/pavilion  

FY14 III $$$$ 

Refresh/replace worn labels and 
answer boxes 

FY14 II $$ 

Cover pedestrian bridges 
with “green”, nature-themed 
materials that provide shade 
without obscuring creek 
views 

FY15 III $$$$ 

Implement tram/train if data 
above warrants 

FY15 IV $$$$$ 

Reevaluate Skyride/gondola  FY15 V $$$$ 
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 Connection Engagement/Exhibits Revenue Education Sustainability Preschool 
 Pre-
teen Adult Senior  

Tell A Story of a 
Journey X X   X X X X X X  
Sound Garden   X       X X      
Rebrand Owls Creek 
Path X         X X X X  
Guides-Children & 
Adult X X X X X X X X X  
Explore Sky-ride 
Feasibility X   X              
Explore Feasibility of 
Water Taxi X   X              
Street Vehicle X   X     X X X X  
Living Wall       X X     X X  
Covered Bridges X     X X          
Bee/Bat/ Insect 
Habitats   X   X X X X X X  
Enhance Turtle Pond   X   X X X X X X  
Habitats-Bear, 
Bobcat, Possum, 
Otter, Crab   X   X X X X X X  
Gazebo     X           X  
Move Discovery 
Woods   X   X   X X      
Bird Watching Area   X   X X     X X  
Create Looped Trail 
Thru Aviary with 
Iconic Entrance X X   X X          
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