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Be warned: The convention center's forecasts have missed the mark




Charles Chieppo, Guest Column

Tucked inside a request for proposals for the publicly subsidized hotel that would accompany an expanded Boston Convention and Exhibition Center are predictions about how an even bigger BCEC would perform. As Massachusetts contemplates enlarging the facility, it’s logical to ask how the building has performed compared to the 1997 projections on which the original decision to build it was based.

That study said the BCEC would generate 794,000 hotel room nights annually. Not only has the facility never achieved that number, but it has never even reached 500,000 in any year.

Tellingly, even a $1.1 billion investment to increase the facility’s exhibit space by about 60 percent, as is contemplated in legislation currently making its way through the state Legislature, wouldn’t get us to the 1997 number. The new estimate is that an expanded BCEC would generate about 655,000 room nights annually. Without expansion, the projection is for about 430,000, barely half of what was originally forecast.

In recent years, Las Vegas, Orlando, Chicago, Atlanta and Philadelphia have all competed expansions. In each case the larger facility is doing the same amount or less business than before it was enlarged.

Hotel room nights are the primary measure of convention center performance, but it’s not the only area in which the BCEC hasn’t lived up to its billing. The same study that predicted 794,000 room nights said that building the BCEC would result in 2,400 hotel rooms being developed within walking distance of the facility by 2001, but they never materialized.

Seventeen years later we’re looking at a taxpayer subsidy that would likely be well over $100 million to develop a 1,000-to-1,200-room headquarters hotel next to the expanded convention center.

There are a number of reasons why the BCEC hasn’t measured up, but supply and demand is one of the biggest. In 1989 there were 36.4 million square feet of convention exhibit space in the United States; by 2011 that number had nearly doubled to 70.5 million. Between 2000 and 2010, the number of annual convention-goers plunged from 126 million to 86 million.

In real life, most of us are held accountable for achieving agreed-upon benchmarks, and past performance is one of the metrics we use to make investment decisions. If the same common sense is applied to expanding the Boston Convention and Exhibition Center, its high-speed ride through Massachusetts’ legislative process will come to a screeching halt.
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