
Fairchild AFB, Wash., opened its $18.8 million, 79,000-square-foot, new fit-
ness center on March 9, providing airmen and their families with the premier 
fitness, health and wellness facilities they deserve. Co-located with the fit-

ness center are the Health and Wellness Center (HAWC) – a vitally important tool 
in the Air Force Fitness arsenal – and a pool that is used for recreation, water aero-
bics and Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape (SERE) training. 

According to Fitness Director John Gahagan, although there was a plan to re-
place the old fitness center, the real impetus came in 2009 when a roof in the 1940s 
warehouse that the fitness center was housed in collapsed under the weight of ex-
cessive snow (more than 100 inches). 

“Despite the fact that we were able to make numerous repairs to the roof, there 
was still a question of how much of a snow load it could handle, so leadership at the 
time decided to put an emergency replacement plan in place,” notes Gahagan. “The 
new building gave us the same footprint and square footage that we had before, but 
as a design-build project we had a clean slate to create a building that would best 
suit our needs.”

Gahagan and base leadership worked with base Civil Engineers, the contracting 
office and the Army Corps of Engineers, and coordinated with Air Force Services 
Agency and Air Mobility Command to create a layout for the building. 

“In terms of design the track was the main element that we felt the new facility 
had to be built around,” he explains. “In our old building we had a 1/16-of-a-mile 
track and its outside corners were continuous – one big circle. So, back in 2006, 
we installed a nice outdoor track but running inside was difficult and every winter 
when it snowed it was hard for us to keep up with testing. So the new 1/8-of-a-mile 
track has alleviated all of that.”

Fairchild AFB Opens New Fitness Center
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and volleyball courts on one side and the main fitness equip-
ment on the other.

“People love the new layout of the building, the openness 
of the gymnasium and the way we can section off courts and 
areas for sports or training or both,” says Gahagan.

On the playing side of the gym, there is a full NCAA-reg-
ulation-size basketball/volleyball court that can be divided in 
half to create two intersecting courts for either basketball or 
volleyball use. 

“At lunch time we can do both basketball and volleyball, 
which we could not do in the past with the old facility and 
gym,” notes Gahagan. “That versatility works great for intra-
mural games and for group physical training (PT) as well. I 
can have two units training side-by-side and the divider cur-
tains allow us to create separate spaces without sacrificing 

Open LayOut and design
With basically the same footprint and square footage as 

before, Fairchild was challenged with designing a building 
that could house the fitness center, HAWC and aquatic cen-
ter, while providing for the needs of the diverse community 
that uses the facility, from airmen and their family members to 
SERE members and health and wellness professionals. 

“So when they told us, ‘you can have this much space in 
the new facility,’ we decided to go with a completely open 
layout, minimizing hallways and separating walls, and maxi-
mizing our square footage.”

A good example of how the base maximized space is in the 
gymnasium area, which is one big open hangar with several 
divider curtains that provide a multitude of programming pos-
sibilities. The open-form gymnasium houses the basketball 
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cycling classes as well. Personal trainers are available for in-
dividualized direction.

The new 25-meter indoor pool provides ample space for 
recreational swimming, Outdoor Recreation activities, swim 
lessons, water aerobics and physical therapy. At 14-feet deep 
at one end, the pool also provides the perfect environment for 
SERE training. 

The new facility is also helping to boost sports activities. 
Intramural sports – volleyball, basketball, football and softball 
– are offered as well as racquetball, bowling and golf. Varsity 
sports – soccer and softball – are available.

Fairchild also offers numerous incentive programs, which 
“we are ramping back up now with the new facility opening,” 
notes Gahagan.

Some of the most popular incentive programs are the 
Million Pound Club (people strive to lift one million pounds 
cumulatively), Lazy Triathlon (three events completed over 
time) and Aerobic Challenge (people log all cardio hours), and 
prizes such as T-shirts and water bottles, are given to those 
who reach each milestone. 

Special events are offered as well, such as 5K runs, relay 
races, and family days, as well as commander’s challenges. 
“We have two commander’s point systems, one for sports and 
one for fitness, and we give out a different trophy for each,” 
notes Gahagan.

HeaLtH and WeLLness
Co-located with the fitness center, the HAWC provides vi-

tally important programs, facilities and equipment aimed at 
helping airmen and their families improve their overall health 
and wellness.

square footage. So we provide for many activities at one time.”
Another divider curtain separates the playing courts from 

the main cardio and strength equipment areas that feature 
many pieces of new fitness equipment to bolster an already 
impressive array of equipment.  

On the cardio side, the fitness center has steppers, tread-
mills, recumbent/upright bikes, rowers and cross training 
equipment from Matrix, Technogym, Woodway, Concept2 and 
Precor. On the strength side, the fitness center has Life Fitness 
cable crossover/pulley stations, Nautilus and Strive selector-
ized equipment and Hammer Strength free-weight equipment.

Fairchild was able to add some new pieces to the lineup, 
such as Woodway Curve treadmills, which “is a really unique 
piece,” notes Gahagan, as well as four Jacobs Ladders and 
Technogym Wave, Crossover and Kineses machines.

The base also added more functional trainers from Matrix, 
Technogym and Paramount, as well as a TRX frame with 10 
TRX units attached. The 20-foot-long frame can also be used 
as pull-up bars and a heavy bag was attached to one end to 
support the boxing and martial arts training.

To enhance the aerobic classes, numerous pieces of 
smaller fitness equipment purchased through Power Systems 
are available, including weight bars, BOSU balls, platforms, 
kettlebells, dumbbells, plyoboxes, jump ropes, agility ladders, 
stretch bands, medicine/weighted balls and power logs, as well 
as parachute harnesses and drag bags for outdoor use.

“With the new and existing equipment, we want to give 
people more options than they had before,” notes Gahagan. 
“So now they have more equipment and a variety of items that 
they can use for individual and group PT. We have several dif-
ferent types of users either by skill, fitness level or if they have 
any special needs, such as a wheelchair.” 

Also downstairs is the HAWC, pool and locker rooms, 
which can be accessed by the pool and the gym/fitness center.

A key element of the new facility is the 1,500-square-foot 
Parent-Child Area that allows parents to work out in their own 
mini fitness center while their children play safely on a large 
play structure within sight.

“We have 10 pieces of cardio equipment and 19 pieces of 
strength equipment in that area, and we even constructed a 
bathroom so if the kids or parents have to go to the bathroom, 
they don’t have to leave the area to go to the locker rooms, 
which is a nice luxury.”

Upstairs, the 1/8-of-a-mile running track provides sight 
lines to the fitness areas and gym below and access to the oth-
er key areas, including the fitness assessment cell area, addi-
tional strength training areas (mostly selectorized equipment), 
three racquetball and wallyball courts and a very large group 
exercise room that can be divided in half as well. 

prOgrams sOaring
By creating a group exercise room that can be divided into 

two smaller studios, Fairchild now has a multidimensional 
space where it can provide for more classes and training, often 
simultaneously.

“When we create two separate group exercise spaces, each 
one has its own sound system and 60-inch flat-screen TVs, 
and we can also have one system that controls the entire larger 
room if we want,” notes Gahagan. 

Zumba and yoga are two of the most popular group ex-
ercise classes, and an indoor cycling room offers numerous 

Chief Master Sgt. Andy Kaiser, command chief, Air 
Mobility Command, tests one of Fairchild’s many new 
exercise machines at the new fitness center Feb. 16. 
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The HAWC also offers nutritional classes, and one class-
room has a demonstration kitchen for cooking classes, which 
teach people how to cook healthier through demonstrations 
and hands-on training. 

“So the HAWC is very versatile and the classrooms and 
the kitchen are a key resource for airmen and their families,” 
notes Gahagan. “The classroom and the kitchen can be also be 
divided by a wall or used as one big room.”

Another key job of the HAWC is training Fairchild staff 
on how to perform PT test assessments, which are done in the 
fitness assessment cell at the fitness center. 

Combined, the fitness center, HAWC and pool provide a 
one-stop shop for the entire Fairchild community. 

“I think we pulled it off in terms of designing a facility 
that can meet all of our primary needs, and we can now offer 
things to people that we couldn’t offer before,” says Gahagan. 
“And people are responding, as our patronage is up 20 percent 
on a daily average from our previous building.”

—GRF

The HAWC assessment room houses a Bod Pod, a ma-
chine that can measure body composition, fat percentage, fat 
free mass and estimated resting metabolic rate. The assess-
ment room also has gait-analysis equipment from Sports Mo-
tion, and qualified staff can perform biomechanical analysis.

“We rely on the expertise of our highly qualified Exercise 
Physiologist to do our running analysis,” notes HAWC Health 
Promotion Program Coordinator Will Saultes. “And we also 
have a running class to teach them how to run properly and 
even get people into the right running shoes.”

“We try and help folks who have running issues because 
we have a run portion of the PT test, and the HAWC has the 
assessment tools available to help with issues of muscular im-
balances,” adds Gahagan. “By taking a biomechanical look 
at somebody you can provide corrective exercises and teach 
proper form.”

In addition to fitness assessments and gait analysis, the 
HAWC provides all of the educational classes that it has be-
come known for, such as stress management, smoking cessa-
tion and anger management, to name a few.
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