Not So Free Fall 
by

Eyes Right

Williamsburg, VA –  In view of the recent Chapter 11 bankruptcy filing of Six Flags Entertainment Group, the owner of scores of amusement parks throughout the U.S., I felt it appropriate to examine for myself the state of the parks, so to speak.  I traveled here on a tour bus with 55 of my closest friends (teenagers whom I teach) for a field trip to take in Physics Day at Busch Gardens.  To be technically correct, we were visiting Busch Gardens Europe here in the Tidewater area of Virginia, as opposed to Busch Gardens Africa, located in Florida.
The park seemed less full than in previous years on a Friday in late May, but it certainly was not empty.  The bread and butter of all of these theme parks before the family summer vacation season is group sales, with large numbers of school children on field trips making up the vast majority of customers.  Many of the middle school groups wore matching, awfully-colored, bright pastel tee shirts.  I cannot imagine the horror of being a chaperone for one of these groups.  By afternoon, for example, many of the girls in these groups had found ingenious ways to twist, roll, tear, and generally ruin the tee shirts to allow maximum skin exposure, much to the delight of their leering male companions.
Although the list price for park admission remains at $59.95 per adult ($49.95 for a young child), the Busch people are essentially discounting those prices through a variety of marketing ploys.  Virginia residents, for example, can obtain unlimited admission to the park through Labor Day for a one-time fee of $59.95.  Our group was able to purchase group tickets for $36.50 each.  The reason for the discounts is simple:  Busch cannot sell food, drink, and “stuff” to people who are not in the park.  And it is these sales which drive profits.  I would conservatively estimate that the average park patron spends at least $30 while inside the park – some much more. Because Busch is the owner, you can even buy cold aluminum bottles of beer (for $5.00) while in the park.  Teenagers, of course, cannot buy the beer, but they seem to be human eating machines which consume vast quantities of every other food group (except vegetables), particularly if it is deep fried.
One aspect of Busch Gardens not affected, at least yet, by the declining national economy, is the incredible cleanliness of the park.  I did not find one restroom which did not have an attendant constantly cleaning and wiping down.  As one walks around the grounds between rides, there is a small army of cleaners picking up trash, sweeping up spills, and generally tidying up.  This process was pioneered by the Disney folks who understood very early that families will not return to a dirty park.

It is also interesting to see the themes being presented in the wall space above the urinals in the men’s restrooms.  Last year each sign talked about how Busch was the one remaining major brewery still owned by an American company.  Now that Busch has been sold to an overseas firm, those signs are gone and have been replaced by a series of posters touting the environmental/green achievements of Anheiser-Busch.  Somehow I suspect that the signs might have a better effect in the women’s rooms.
Of course, the continuing attraction for most park patrons are the rides, and for most, that means the roller coasters.  It is a bit crazy. Where else do customers stand patiently in line for up to 50 minutes to get strapped into a ride which scares the bejesus out of you for 2 minutes at most?   The latest, and greatest, Busch Gardens attraction is The Griffin.  Here one sits 10 across in three rows on a ride which is taken up a ramp to a height of over 200 feet, then, and this is the hook which keeps ’em coming back, stops for 4 seconds while dangling the entire contraption over the edge before plummeting straight down in essentially a free fall.  Following the drop, the remaining kinetic energy is expended in a series of loop-de-loops and twists and turns until returning everyone breathless to the starting point.  This all takes just under two minutes.  Most want to immediately ride again (after another 50 minute wait). Another favorite attraction is DarKastle, a ride through 3-D computer generated monsters in a darkened building – sort of a 21st century tunnel of love.  Apparently today’s teens have no trouble making out with 3-D glasses on.

I do not know how Busch will weather the economic downturn, but it seems that the combination of cold beer and clean parks will help them survive, even if those thrills are not so cheap.
I thought you might like to know.
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