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Fee Dispute Makes Waves at Swimming Club 
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By MARIE C. BACA 

ORINDA—The Sleepy Hollow Swim and Tennis Club has been embroiled in a controversy over whether to charge a hefty fee to fund a renovation that could attract new members but potentially force out older ones, prompting a deep split at the private club. 
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In May, the member-owned club's board proposed a $3.5 million update to the 55-year-old facility's pool, tennis courts and other amenities. The proposal would have more than doubled annual fees to $3,564 per family from $1,764 currently. The initiative was voted down last month, sending club officers back to the drawing board to develop a new proposal. 

Members of the 55-year-old Sleepy Hollow Swim and Tennis Club in Orinda are deeply divided over whether to raise fees.

But the damage has already been done. Sleepy Hollow's members said a rift formed between those for and against the proposal. Both sides blasted emails to other members, accusing each other of unfair tactics and disseminating false information. "Are you prepared to trust these people with more than $3 million of your money, and the power to charge you more?" said a message from the group opposing the renovation.

Sleepy Hollow board president Valerie Wilson said the most heated disagreements were concentrated among a small group, but she acknowledged the mudslinging was like what "happens to politicians."

The flap at Sleepy Hollow in this affluent town of about 18,500 is being echoed elsewhere in upper-middle-class pockets of the Bay Area, where recreation clubs are often an integral part of community life. Many of the clubs were built in the 1950s and 1960s and now require extensive repairs and updates to attract new members. But with the region still recovering from the recession, many members are reluctant to approve additional expenses while boards fear their clubs might close if they can't attract new clients. 

"Just about every member-owned club" in the region has had to deal with the issue in the past five years, said Pam Stroud, general manager of the Alpine Hills Tennis and Swimming Club in Portola Valley, whose club underwent "contentious" discussions prior to a 2007 renovation. In 2005, members of Orinda's Meadow Swim and Tennis Club voted down a $3.2 million renovation proposal before adopting a less expensive plan.

Sleepy Hollow, with 259 member families, was founded in 1955 on 45 acres in Orinda's hills. Its competitive recreational swim team, the Sleepy Hollow Legends, has produced several top-ranked swimmers including 2000 Sydney Olympics swimmer Artemis Daphnis.

Sleepy Hollow's board pitched the $3.5 million renovation to members in May. 

Almost immediately, some members objected to the scope of improvements and launched an opposition group dubbed Alliance for Improvement Now. Jessica Grant, an attorney and Sleepy Hollow member who joined the group, said she was surprised by the need for an extensive overhaul instead of minor repairs. She decided to vote against the proposal when several older club members said they would have to leave the club if the new fees were approved, a situation she said would "completely change the culture" at Sleepy Hollow. 

Ms. Wilson said members were told that those who couldn't afford the new fees could negotiate a payment plan with the board. The proposed renovations were necessary to maintain the club's aging facilities, she said. 

"We have building-code issues and our membership has declined," she said. "The do-nothing scenario is that our club won't be here anymore."

As the debate escalated, the Alliance set up a website with an alternative $2 million renovation proposal that wouldn't have raised fees as much. In the ensuing weeks, the Alliance held meetings and sent out messages that became increasingly critical of the board.

In response, the board wrote on the club's official website that the group's accusations were "false and misleading." They posted more information about the proposal online, explaining the financial analysis behind the assessment fee.

When the votes came in on June 15, it was a nail-biter. The tally showed 112 votes opposed, 107 votes in favor, and 40 not responding. 

Ms. Grant said she now hoped Sleepy Hollow would create a more modest proposal with the full input of members. 

"The issue," she said, "is preserving what makes our club different from the other ones in the area." 

Write to Marie C. Baca at marie.baca@wsj.com 
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