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Conventional logic, empty hotel rooms
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FOR MOST OF this year, the Convention Partnership, a group formed by the Massachusetts Convention Center Authority, has been exploring the possibility of doubling the size of the Boston Convention and Exhibition Center. Before Massachusetts and Boston commit to this project, they should reexamine what the convention center was designed to do and whether its performance merits expansion. They should also look at the less than promising record of other cities that have expanded their centers.

State and local governments build convention centers to attract visitors who would otherwise spend their money elsewhere. There’s nothing wrong with the Boston convention center hosting events like the Boat Show that are attended largely by locals, but those are dollars that would likely have been spent here in any case.

Hotel room nights — the number of nights people stay in hotels as a result of convention center events — provide a simple measure of convention center performance, since they screen out locals and target the new dollars a facility generates.

Logic suggests basing the expansion decision on how much business the convention center was projected to generate, its actual performance, and lessons learned from comparable convention destinations. But logic rarely has a place in the convention business.

The decision to build the center was based on a 1997 study that projected it would generate 794,000 annual hotel room nights. But before the steel even went in the ground, almost everyone realized that prediction was pie in the sky. A 2002 study predicted the facility would generate about 600,000 annual room nights.

In a 1997 study published by the Pioneer Institute, University of Texas at San Antonio professor Heywood Sanders projected the center would generate 336,000 annual room nights, many of which would be cannibalized from the smaller Hynes Convention Center in Back Bay. To the degree anyone paid attention, Sanders was dismissed as a naysayer and a crank.

Over the last two years, the convention center has generated an average of 333,000 room nights. The Hynes, which was responsible for more than 400,000 room nights in 2000, generated about 220,000 last year. Sanders doesn’t look so dumb after all.

The convention center authority has done better than most in an industry beset by flat demand and a supply glut. But now it seems to be falling prey to the same “if you just make it a little bigger. . .’’ routine that plays out in cities across the country. Last February, one consultant actually told the Convention Partnership that the number of room nights the convention center lost out on over the last three years because of space limitations, lack of available dates, or high rates was twice what the facility generated during that time.

Yet no one explains how a convention center that is doing about half the amount of business projected is bursting at the seams. Expansion hasn’t been the answer for the nation’s leading convention destinations. Orlando’s convention center is twice as big as it was in 1996, but it does less business. As is proposed here, Las Vegas doubled the size of its center in 2003. Last year, it hosted 200,000 fewer visitors than it did in 2001, prior to expansion.

The convention center authority also wants to build a publicly owned convention hotel. But the thousands of nearby hotel rooms the 1997 and 2002 studies predicted would be developed privately if the convention center were built haven’t materialized: a clear verdict on the commercial viability of convention hotel development.

St. Louis’s publicly owned convention hotel is in foreclosure. The bond ratings of convention hotels in Austin and Phoenix have recently been downgraded, and Baltimore’s convention hotel rating has been revised downward. Like convention centers themselves, there isn’t a single publicly owned convention hotel that has performed up to projections.

As it weighs the wisdom of expanding the Boston Convention and Exhibition Center, the Convention Partnership would be wise to place more credence in the actual performance of facilities in Boston and comparable destinations than in cookie-cutter consultants’ reports that trumpet the glories of ever-larger convention centers and publicly owned hotels.
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