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Insert by Alexandra Fluegel

Cobo Center rolled out a new welcome mat for the  
thousands of people attending the North American 
International Auto Show this year — a massive, high-tech 
welcome mat to be exact. 

It’s hard to miss a custom-designed LED video wall 
measuring 35 feet tall and 160 feet wide. 

Installation wrapped up in August of last year, the final piece 
of the convention center’s four-year, $279-million makeover. 
The renovation and expansion project also included a new 
30,000-square-foot atrium with views of the Detroit River, 
a 40,000-square-foot Grand Ballroom, 20,000 additional 
square feet of meeting space and a top-of-the-line visual 
communication system. 

Digital signage is becoming the industry standard for 
conventions centers, and in order to stay competitive 
and retain major shows like NAIAS, the Detroit Regional 
Convention Facility Authority (DRCFA) — which governs  
Cobo Center — knew it needed to do something big. 

“From the beginning, there’s been an emphasis on the 
part of the DRCFA to include elements in the renovation 
and expansion of Cobo that would distinguish it from other 
venues in the U.S.,” said Thom Connors, general manager 
of Cobo Center and regional vice president of SMG, the firm 
hired to manage the venue. 

“Obviously, the design team took that to heart when they 
added these impressive exterior boards, which are the first 
of its kind in any comparable venue,” he said. 

It’s the focal point of the center’s extensive visual 
communication system, which also includes two smaller 
outdoor video boards, a TV broadcast studio with satellite 
up-link capability and a state-of-the-art wayfinding system. 

Connors described the system as “one of the most 
important innovations that comes with the new and improved 
Cobo Center.” 

The effort to upgrade and give a new digital face to Cobo 
was a targeted effort on behalf of the DRCFA attract more 
conventions to the city and keep events like NAIAS coming 
back. 

“The Cobo video boards are unique to Detroit and give 
the opportunity to promote conventions in advance, 
provide brand recognition and increased visibility,” said 
Larry Alexander, president and CEO of the Detroit Metro 
Convention and Visitors Bureau. 

The video displays are able to broadcast a livestream and 
audio of events, a significant asset for shows like NAIAS that 
aim to draw in attendees from the general public. 

A Sign of the 
New Era for 
Cobo Center 

“One of the most important  
innovations that comes with  

the new and improved  
Cobo Center”

Thom Connors, general manager  
of Cobo Center (pictured).
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“All conventions like to see their name in lights, so the  
video boards move us from the old-fashioned way to 
promoting a group on a banner and propels us into the  
21st century,” Alexander said.  

The smaller screens also present an opportunity for  
shared revenue streams for Cobo Center and its clients.  
“We want to be as creative as we can in supporting and 
assisting our clients in generating revenue. This has 
certainly been the most innovative way we’ve been able  
to do that,” Connors said.  

Clients are able to use the smaller video screens, located 
on the corner of Congress and Washington, as commercial 
billboards and sell sponsorships and advertising time. 
The larger screen cannot show advertisements due to its 
proximity to Woodward Avenue, a roadway regulated in part 
by the federal Highway Beautification Act. 

The size of the outdoor marquee echoes the facility’s 
reputation for colossal feats. When the facility opened in 
1960 as Cobo Hall with adjoining Cobo Arena (former home 
of the Detroit Pistons), it was one of the nation’s first large 
convention centers. And since 1965, it’s hosted the NAIAS, 
one of the largest auto shows in North America. 

The display consists of 384 cabinets, which are essentially 
individual LED TVs, that are joined together and mounted 
behind a glass screen. It’s designed to allow 51% light 
transmission, meaning daylight can pass through the board 
and into the center’s expansive atrium even while the display 
is operating. 

“It’s like Las Vegas right here in downtown Detroit,” Connors 
said. “The board has incredible resolution.” 

In addition to making Cobo Center hard to miss, the video 
boards also put a spotlight on the vibrancy of Metro Detroit. 
“You’ll see video messages for Pure Michigan and area 
attractions, designed on a weekly basis to focus on the 
events taking place and generally speak to things to do 
around the area,” Connors said. 

The board’s content is a mix of graphics, video and 
animation that delivers continuous stream of information 
and entertainment. “We’ve done some creative stuff to 
keep it interesting,” Connors said, like hosting a scholarship 
competition for area students to produce videos to be shown 
on the big screen. 

Cobo Center also recently received a $40,000 matching 
grant from the Knight Foundation to assist in programming 
digital art from local and national artists. 

Connors said there’s a lot that goes into presenting the 
content seen on the boards. “We’ve been busy. We’ve 
been trying to do as many as 10 to 15 different messages 
in a very compressed format, and all of that needs to be 
programmed, timed, sequenced and framed.” 

A New Sign of the New Era of Cobo Center
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