
A s a large Army installation with high-operational tempo, the need for top-notch 
quality of life programs and facilities at Fort Carson, Colo., is heightened. 
Whether it is preparing soldiers for the mission, or taking care of their fami-

lies when they are deployed, the Directorate of Family and Morale, Welfare and 
Recreation (DFMWR) has distinguished itself as a leader in the area of FMWR 
support. In fact, the installation was recently honored as a 2014 National Recre-
ation and Park Association (NRPA) National Gold Medal Award Finalist in the 
Armed Forces category, validating the commitment the FMWR team on post has 
displayed over the past few years in support of service members and their families.

According to DFMWR Director Michael O’Donnell, the recog-
nition can be attributed to the exceptional staff and team on post. 
“We are very excited about this recognition, and it is a huge sense 
of accomplishment and pride for the entire DFMWR staff and 
leadership here just to be a finalist,” said O’Donnell. “We have a 
great diverse group from all over the world, with different experi-
ences and expertise, and they are at the heart of the operation, and 
the reason behind our success.” 

The National Gold Medal Awards for Excellence in Park and Recreation 
Management are presented by the American Academy for Park and Recreation 
Administration (AAPRA), in partnership with NRPA.

As further testament to the FMWR program’s 
overall success, Fort Carson is one of only four 
Department of Defense (DoD) installations to be 
certified by the Commission for Accreditation of 
Park and Recreation Agencies (CAPRA), which 
recognizes park and recreation agencies for ex-
cellence in operation and service, and provides 
national standards of best practice.

“We have been CAPRA certified since 2004, 
which just validates a lot of our efforts here on 
the FMWR side,” said O’Donnell, who 
has been with MWR for more than 15 
years, and at Fort Carson for nearly 
four of those. “We are about to begin 
the 5-year recertification process this 
month. We are looking forward to being 
recertified, and are proud that we are one 
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Program Recognized As NRPA National Award Finalist
Knows No Bounds

Golf is a popular 
activity on post, 

and programs are 
offered for youth as 
well as wounded 

warriors.

Children play under 
a parachute during a 
Month of the Military 
Child event in April 
at the Kit Carson 
activity center.

Iron Horse Park is 
a great destination 
for families, and 
numerous family 
events and activi-
ties are held here.
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measurements and one-on-one personal train-
ing. The Army’s Functional Fitness program-
ming is also available in all facilities, as well as 
the Civilian Fitness program, which is offered 
through a partnership with the Wellness Center.

“We are perceived as an extra-large garrison, 
with our population and size, and all four of our 
PFCs are located close to brigade footprints, 
so we tend to get support at each one of those 
line gyms by the various brigades, based on 
their location, so they are well utilized,” noted 
O’Donnell. “In terms of rough numbers, we 
have a million customers per day through the 
gyms. Numerous outdoor courts and ball fields 
play host to a variety of intramural programs 
conducted throughout the year, and linking into 
the sports programs, we tie in the 5K runs and 
the Spartan Race, as well as the different sports 
leagues — basketball, softball, soccer, etc.”

OUTDOOR RECREATION 
The post also continues to reinvest in out-

door equipment rental, which is heavily used by the outdoor 
recreation programs. “The outdoor recreation complex is a 
one-stop facility,” noted O’Donnell. “And we have a large 
equipment checkout center where we try to maintain a good 
stock, and turn that equipment over as needed.”

In addition to offering a large pleasure travel service, the 
complex provides all of the equipment necessary to support 
and run a number of great programs and activities that are 
popular on the base, including whitewater rafting, kayaking, 
skiing, snowboarding, snowmobiling, back country, climbing, 
hut trips and ice fishing, mountain biking, mountaineering, 
cross-country skiing, ice climbing, bike maintenance series, 
paintball, youth camps, Alpine tower climbing and photography.

In addition, Outdoor Recreation recently added a “Biking 
Down Pikes Peak” trip, as well as more rafting trips down 
Royal Gorge via a partnership with the United States Air 
Force Academy and Peterson AFB.

A variety of equipment is available to support all of these 
programs, including camping and hiking equipment from 

of only four DoD installations to have this certification. 
We continue to strive to meet the high CAPRA standards.”

FACILITY UPGRADES 
One of the ways that FMWR has been able to build on its 

success is by taking the revenues it generates and reinvest-
ing them back into services and programs. “There have been 
several Capital Purchase Minor Construction (CPMC) projects 
across the board,” noted O’Donnell. “One notable one was the 
renovation of the indoor pool, as well as creating more acces-
sibility to several of our MWR facilities, including automatic 
doors. We also upgraded locker rooms and showers in the 
fitness facilities and added a new outdoor slide to the pools.”

In regard to fitness facilities, although the installation has 
been faced with budget constraints over the past few years, 
it still has managed to follow through on a few important 
construction projects. For example, the post opened the Iron 
Horse Physical Fitness Center (PFC) in 2012, a state-of-the-
art facility that houses cardio and strength training areas, 
group exercise rooms, multiple classrooms, racquetball courts, 
an indoor elevated running track, a gym with three full-size 
basketball courts, a rock wall 
and an indoor pool with a 
dive tank. Mondo flooring 
provided much of the floor-
ing in the facility, including 
for the gym and track, as well 
as group exercise rooms and 
fitness equipment areas. 

In addition to the Iron Horse, 
there are three other fitness cen-
ters on base, and each features a 
full complement of cardio and 
strength equipment from top fit-
ness companies in the industry, 
including Life Fitness, Hammer 
Strength, Precor, Concept2, Pro-
maxima, Versaclimber and TRX. 
A variety of fitness and group 
exercise classes and programs 
are available for soldiers and 
their families, including body-
fat analysis, body composition 

Fort Carson has four 
fitness centers, all of 
which offer a variety 

of group exercise 
classes, includ-

ing the Iron Horse 
Physical Fitness 

Center pictured here.

Wounded warrior sports, 
including wheelchair basket-
ball and sitting volleyball, are 
offered through the new Iron 

Horse Physical Fitness Center, 
which opened in 2012.
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Camping World and Liberty Mountain, games and sporting 
equipment from Flaghouse, party and picnic equipment from 
Belson Outdoors, paintball equipment from Tippmann Paintball, 
and rafts and boats from NRS Rafting and Canyon Marina.

“We also have the resale outfitter’s store, which is in line 
with the activities we offer through ODR, and a lot of that 
is camping and hiking gear, sporting equipment, inflatables, 
picnic stuff, rafts, paintball equipment, etc.,” said O’Donnell. 
“We tend to have at least an opening sale in the spring and fall 
season, and gear the items to activities that are popular during 
that season, so we will look to offer specials and equipment at 
a very value-based price. For pricing, we always try to maintain 
75 percent or lower to what you would find outside the gate, to 
maintain that value-based pricing.” 

The recreation program has formed multiple partnerships 
with the local community on the Front Range, in the Colorado 
Springs area. “One partnership that is unique to Fort Carson 
and is our standout partnership project is the Cheyenne Moun-
tain Shooting Complex, which opened in early 2012,” said 
O’Donnell. “It is a multi-phased joint partnership between Fort 
Carson, El Paso County, El Paso County Sheriff’s Department, 
the Colorado Department of Parks and Wildlife, and the For-
est Service. In phase one we have created seven ranges and 
a temporary clubhouse facility with 110 firing points. It has 
proven to be a very popular shooting complex. For phase two, 
we are looking to add trap-and-skeet and archery areas as well.”

The Shooting Range also added the Annie Get Your Gun 
and the Kids Marksmanship Program, and hired a National 
Rifle Association contractor to conduct a variety of pistol, 
rifle and concealed firearms classes.

Fort Carson also uses commercial sponsorship to help pro-
vide and improve certain facilities and programs. For example, 
for the library on post, the base partnered with colleges and 
universities, which have sponsored the improvement of six 
of the reading rooms, including new furniture, paint, carpets 
and decorations “to upgrade the ambiance in the library and 
provide a much more comfortable place to study and meet,” 
noted O’Donnell. “We also added Wi-Fi throughout the li-
brary, and this has come at no cost to MWR because of the 
sponsorship program.”

Sponsors also support some of the bigger MWR events 

put on each year, such as the 4th of July Celebration, the 
Eggs-perience event around Easter time and the Holiday Vil-
lage, which includes decorating the community center for the 
holidays, from Thanksgiving through the New Year. “These 
are all huge family-friendly events that are well attended,” he 
said. “For example, our fireworks display for our 4th of July 
event is considered one of the best in the area, and we attract 
thousands of people to these events.”

The post also hosts concerts, 5K races and car nights, as 
well as organizes and runs the very popular Spartan Race, 
which is an extreme obstacle course with various challenges 
for all abilities, from children to high-level athletes. “This year 
we had it at Iron Horse Park and we had a little over 8,000 
participants,” noted O’Donnell. “We also have programs that 
have been tailored to the spouses of those who are deployed, 
such as a Girls Night Out on a quarterly basis. We are always 
adapting and adding programs as the need and demand changes 
here on post.”

FMWR also works closely with Child, Youth and School 
Services to provide support and facilities, such as a popular 
youth marksmanship program, as well as youth bowling and 
golf programs to introduce them to the sport and provide 
training with instructors. Fort Carson also boasts an expanded 
golf academy and training center, as well as expanded intra-
mural programs including dodge ball, ping pong and several 
women’s and coed sports.

The Iron Horse Park is a centrally located park, picnic 
and playground area that is adjacent to a fenced-in dog park, 
which has proven to be very popular and accessible to families. 

WARRIOR ADVENTURE
For some of the more extreme and high-adventure trips 

and activities, the Warrior Adventure Quest (WAQ) program 
provides soldiers with exciting opportunities to get their adrena-
line fix. “We have had 13,000 soldiers go through our WAQ 
program over the last couple of years,” noted O’Donnell. “It is 
a very well-supported program here, and popular with soldiers 
during that 120-day redeployment period, and we sync that 
program into that deployment cycle. It is a fantastic program. 
In addition to rock climbing and whitewater rafting, which 
we are getting ready to kick off a great rafting season here, 

Deanna Andronis 
catches her daughter 
as she slides down 
the water slide at the 

Outdoor Pool.

Army Recreation

JULY/AUGUST 2014 • GOVERNMENT RECREATION & FITNESS 



Association, IMCEA, PGA, American Institute for Avalanche 
Research and Education courses, American Mountain Guide 
instructor course, Wilderness Medicine, Quick Water Rescue, 
and American Canoe Association. 

On the sports, fitness and aquatics side, numerous staff 
members hold certifications in the AAAI and the Cooper Per-
sonal trainer, as well as American Red Cross lifeguarding, First 
Aid, and CPR and certified pool and spa operators. “On the 
golf side, we have three U.S. PGA members and two master 
pros, which is the highest certification level in that field,” noted 
O’Donnell. “And in the auto craft center, the head mechanic is 
a master mechanic certified through the Automotive Service, 
and is a tremendous asset to us and the program there.” 

O’Donnell pointed out that the FMWR team is striving 
to be recognized as the best recreation program in the Army, 
which is vitally important at Fort Carson. 

“With the operating tempo here at Fort Carson, the re-
quirement and importance of all the programs we provide for 
soldiers and families is critical,” he said. “It has been a very 
heavy tempo here the last decade, and we want to be that first 
choice for soldiers and families. So, we are trying to ensure 
that we provide diverse programming, that we are meeting 
the needs of the entire community, especially for those who 
are redeploying — coming back through Fort Carson — to 
ensure that the reintegration process is as smooth as pos-
sible, and allows them to come from being engaged in theater, 
downrange, to back home.”  —GRF

paintball has been one of the more popular WAQ activities. 
The paintball facility was recently relocated on post, from 
what was previously an off-post location.” 

Fort Carson has a very robust warrior transition battal-
ion (WTB), which pulls from Colorado and six surrounding 
states. “We have a very good relationship with their command 
team, and work to provide specific recreation programs within 
the directorate. For example, the outdoor recreation program 
works with the Adaptive Sports Center in Crested Butte for 
the adaptive winter sports program, River Runners for the 
adaptive kayaking and rafting programs, and we just recently 
had one of the boaters from the WTB who completed a water 
rescue class.”

O’Donnell added that the post also offers an adaptive 
basketball program through the Iron Horse Fitness Center 
and Sports program. “We also work through the Exceptional 
Family Member Program (EFMP), which falls under Army 
Community Service, just to ensure that all the programs are 
accessible, whether it be wounded warriors or special popula-
tion at Fort Carson.” 

FMWR also recently tied in with the Professional Golf-
ers Association (PGA), Colorado section. “They are strong 
proponents of supporting DoD, and they reached out to us 
looking for ways they could engage the WTB, and grow an 
adaptive golf program here,” explained O’Donnell, who has 
a passion for, and experience with overseeing golf and golf 
business operations on military installations. “We had an event 
here last week, where we had 32 PGA pros from various golf 
clubs in Colorado who donated their time and played with 

soldiers here to thank them for their service and teach them 
golf. Specifically, they reached out to the WBT in regard to 
a new program they are putting out that gears adaptive golf 
to wounded soldiers.”

Fort Carson will be a host site for one of the PGA’s adap-
tive training events in FY15, and an agreement was made 
between the PGA and the WBT to begin programming. “It is 
part of a PGA program called HOPE (Helping Our Patriots 
Everywhere), which engages in providing professional instruc-
tion to wounded warriors, as well as provides the necessary 
adaptive equipment to help wounded soldiers play the game of 
golf, such as adaptive golf carts. Our staff is excited to work 
with the PGA to help grow awareness of golf in the WTB.” 

TRAINING AND GUIDANCE 
Training and support for staff on post is an integral part of 

the overall FMWR approach, and O’Donnell said the success 
of the whole program is contingent on the quality of the staff. 
“From the command level all the way down, staff training is 
highly encouraged, and we have an IDP, or independent de-
velopment plan, for each employee, which is something that 
is reviewed annually. We have a list of mandatory training, as 
well as a training wish list, and that is set up on an annual basis 
in step with the staff evaluation process, which drives them 
forward and helps them move toward a certain career goal.”

For professional certification on the recreation side of the 
house, staff members get training through a multitude of outside 
organizations, associations and certifying agencies, including 
NRPA, Armed Forces Recreation Network (AFRN), Associa-
tion of Outdoor Recreation and Education, American Library 

Fort Carson offers a robust sports program, 
including leagues for soldiers and youth.
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