IF YOU BUILD IT ...

The Connecticut Convention Center is well under way,
promising to bring Connecticut its share of the booming
convention industry. By Kathleen Goffa

New England'’s
Rising Star=

The walls are up, the roof is on and every day, the Connecticut Convention Center assumes a more
prominent shape on the Hartford skyline. In a very bold, public way, the imposing glass and brick build-
ing along the Connecticut River expresses the city’s emerging identity as a convention city. But what is
a convention center anyway, and why does Connecticut need one?

A convention center is nothing but a building that acts as

a catalyst—for tourism, economic development, spin-off busi-

nesses and excitement. It’s a building that generates human
energy every time it brings people to the city. More feet on the
street, and more visitors looking for things to do once their
meeting, convention or trade show is over for the day.

Contrary to some local opinion, the state has a lot to offer
in the eyes of others. In fact, meeting planners have wanted
to bring their events here for years, but Connecticut hasn’t
had large enough meeting and convention space or enough
hotel rooms to accommodate their groups.

All that changes when the convention center opens its
doors in June. Each year going forward, the Connecticut
Convention Center is expected to bring hundreds of events
to the city, in every shape and size. Even
though the building is a hulking mass
(540,000 square feet to be exact), it can
host a meeting for 20 people, a wedding
for 100 of your best friends, a banquet for
7,000 guests or a convention for 20,000
members of a professional association.

Currently, the convention center sales
team and the Greater Hartford Convention
and Visitors Bureau are forecasting a total
of 190 events that will bring an estimated
250,000 visitors to Hartford next year. We
won’'t know exactly
how many events will
be held at the center
until the books are
closed at year’s end,
but there’s a lot of
interest in our new
hospitality venue,
and we expect there
to be even more once
it opens.

For the first time
in our history, asso-
ciations, societies
and corporations
are considering the

city of Hartford and the state of Connecticut for their events.

Groups that outgrew the state years ago are coming back. Local
companies are excited to have a new place for their monthly
meetings, executive board meetings and annual galas.
Without a convention center, Hartford wouldn’'t be an
option. We wouldn’t even have a seat at the table of an

industry that generated an estimated S102 billion in rev-

enues in 2001, according to the most current data from the

Convention Industry Council. The Connecticut Convention
Center will be the largest and most flexible meeting facil-
ity of its kind between Boston and New York. It will be an
upscale, conference-style meeting place that can accommo-
date thousands of visitors for simultaneous events.

Those attributes mean a lot to people in the meetings and
convention business who are always looking for interesting
places to go. And Hartford is certainly an interesting place,
as we residents already know.

Cranes are virtually everywhere in Hartford these days,
and it’s exciting to see. On the corner of Trumbull and
Church Street, the Waterford Group is spending $31 million
to renovate the Hilton Hotel in anticipation of the center’s
opening. The $70 million Marriott Hartford Downtown,

: o = which will be the
headquarters hotel
for the convention
center, is sched-
uled to open in July.
In all, there will be
1,000 more hotel
rooms opening in
Hartford within the
next year.

Think of that
in terms of jobs:
During the first
five years of opera-

tion, the economic activity associated
with the new convention center could
generate directly or indirectly from
1,300 to 1,900 jobs in Connecticut in
many sectors of the economy.

During the same time, the conven-
tion center would also generate tax
revenues for the state’s general fund
from its ongoing operations, esti-
mated at between $5.4 million and
$7.8 million annually. That’s a combi-
nation of sales tax, personal income
tax, corporate business tax and room
occupancy tax.

The Connecticut Convention Center is the anchor of
an unprecedented S$2 billion dollar private and public
investment. It will change the landscape of business in
Connecticut, it will change the perception of Hartford and it
may even change the state’s image on a national stage.

We’ll soon see. B

Kathleen Goffa oversees communications, corporate sponsorships
and grand opening plans at the Connecticut Convention Center.
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