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A RENAISSANCE TAKES DETROIT

Cobo Center renovation mirrors the transformation of downtown Detroit
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A rendering of Cobo Center's new look from the south.

As revitalization success stories go, the City of Detroit quite possibly stands in a league of its own. Beaten,

battered, bruised and bankrupt, Motor City is in full gear again thanks in large part to business coming back to

a city that has undergone a three-‐phase, $279-‐million renovation to its flagship Cobo Center. Such a future

was unthinkable not too many years ago.

Patrick Bero serves as the chief executive officer and chief financial officer for the Detroit Regional

Convention Facility Authority (DRCFA) and is not one to mince words when discussing Detroit’s difficult past.

“For so long the City of Detroit was on a downward trend,” he said. “You had decades of decline for a variety

of reasons. You had industrialization and demographic shifts to other parts of the country. The city was not

doing well. It got to the point where city leaders were borrowing huge sums of money just to pay operating

expenses. They weren’t using the money for investment, but using it just to get by day to day and when
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you’re in that situation it’s never good. As anybody with an economics or finance degree could attest, when an

organization or group is in that situation, eventually it’s going to catch up to them. That’s exactly what

happened to the City of Detroit."

“Cobo Center had fallen into significant disrepair under the city’s leadership and oversight of the facility. It

gets back to the financial issues. They didn’t have the resources to maintain it, and because they didn’t have

the resources to maintain it, the facility was getting in worse and worse condition and there was not any

money to put into it," he added.

The numbers told the story. Cobo Center hosted 20 citywide conventions in 1988 as multiple hotels also picked

up visiting attendees. By 2008 the number went down to two conventions — North American International Auto

Show and the Society of Automotive Engineers

“The Auto Show finally had enough,” Bero said. “Around 2007 the roof was leaking so bad that it was leaking

down on the new cars. They said that’s it, that either we take some major steps to improve the condition of

the facility or they would go elsewhere. This show provided the overwhelming majority of the revenue that

was generated at the center for the city and the bulk of the economic impact. We couldn’t lose them.”

They didn’t.

The DRCFA was established in September 2009 to assume control of the facility and Bero came on board in

March 2011 to guide the authority, which is funded by the three-‐county Hotel Accommodations tax, a

statewide Liquor Tax, and a distribution from the Health and Safety fund. These taxes generally cover debt

service and the annual subsidy for operations of Cobo Center.

The center completed a $3.25-‐million renovation in 2010, finished a second phase renovation of $46.94 million

in January 2012 and by June 2015 will have finished a third and final phase that costs $228.8 million. In order

to fund the renovations, the DRCFA secured financing from three participating banks (Wells Fargo Bank, PNC

Bank, and J.P. Morgan Chase), Nov. 3, 2011, for bonds equalling $279 million. 

Cobo Center at night.

“Here you have a city that enters into

bankruptcy as the largest municipal

bankruptcy in the history of the United

States, and at the same time the

bankruptcy actually unleashed a wave of

hope because for the first time in decades

there was actually light at the end of the

tunnel and the belief that this city could

finally be in a position where it could

address the myriad problems that it faced,”

Bero said.



Convention bookings are projected to increase 140 percent from 2014 to 2021. Five major groups booked

citywide conventions last year, growing to 14 major bookings this year with 16 already with signed contracts

for next year. There was significant growth already in 2014, with the center topping the $25 million revenue

milestone for its fiscal year, which ended Sept. 30, representing a 22-‐percent increase in the number of

events hosted.

Phase I, which addressed electrical power improvements and the leaking roof in the exhibit hall, was

completed on time and on budget in January 2010. Phase II was split up into two sections, both completed

December 2011, that upgraded the fire protection system, plumbing and compressed air system. Phase II also

upgraded the security system and improved communications software, as well as enclosed loading docks,

added 23,000 sq. ft. of exhibit space, and created secured parking for 420 spaces.

The final phase of the project, which represents the largest investment to date, is scheduled for full

completion in January, with some aspects already completed. Phase III created a much more seamless

transportation experience, addressing several roadway issues. The jewel of the project is the 30,000-‐sq.-‐ft.

Cobo Center Atrium, which was completed September 2013. Cobo Center Grand Ballroom was completed in

September 2013, and a new kitchen and food court opened in December 2013. More than $150 million went

toward redeveloping the east and west sides of the building to reorganize space and create prefunction areas,

as well as adding a new exterior skin on the east facade and installing 4,800-‐sq.-‐ft. and 2,900-‐sq.-‐ft. video

walls.

The east facade has been developed to include large video walls.

The private sector has stepped in elsewhere around the city, coming through with more than $1 billion of

development.

“The private sector has paved the way to making Detroit a vibrant, safe and clean destination,” said Larry

Alexander, president and CEO of the Detroit Metro Convention & Visitors Bureau (DMCVB). “More than $1

billion has been invested by Dan Gilbert, founder of Quicken Loans in the last few years, including renovations

to Greektown Casino and the purchase and renovation of 60 skyscrapers."



“Mike Ilitch, owner of Little Caesars Pizza, the Red Wings and the Detroit Tigers, is behind a $650-‐million

hockey arena and entertainment district in the heart of downtown encompassing 45 city blocks previously

unoccupied that broke ground recently and is scheduled to open in fall 2016," he added.

In addition to the convention center renovation, two new boutique hotels are under construction and a new

hotel directly across from the convention center opened last year, adding to an inventory of 5,000 luxury hotel

rooms. The city’s largest convention hotel – Detroit Marriott at the Renaissance Center – is undergoing a $30-‐

million renovation of its guest and meeting rooms. A new 3.3-‐mile light rail system connecting key attractions

is now under construction, as is the hockey arena and entertainment district in the heart of downtown. The

riverfront has been completely revitalized, now offering nearly four miles of RiverWalk.

Cobo Center certainly mirrors the transformation of downtown Detroit. SMG was hired in 2010 to operate the

venue and was charged with “changing the culture, creating a customer-‐focused environment and developing

a new business plan to keep the North American International Auto Show in Detroit and bring back convention,

meeting and trade show business,” said Thom Connors, regional vice president and general manager,

SMG/Cobo Center.

Connors said that the venue’s sales team was expanded from two to six to complement the efforts of the

DMCVB and that experienced professionals were added to oversee management of operations, finance and

security, while Centerplate was hired to handle food service.

“Something that should not be underestimated is the passion of the people of Detroit for their city – our pride

of place – and the key role Cobo Center has played in both the quality of life and the financial vitality of the

city,” Connors said.

If Connors speaks with the conviction of a local, he is, as are Director of Sales Greg DeSandy, Senior Sales

Manager Dave Austin, and Marketing and Communications Manager Mary Klida.

The Detroit Marriott at the Renaissance Center is

undergoing a $30-‐million renovation for its meeting and

guest rooms, which provide beautiful views of the

revitalized riverfront.

Alexander said that the city’s emergence from bankruptcy

is creating a healthy, vibrant city poised to host more

tourism and conventions than at any other time in decades.

“We are watching history in the making as downtown

Detroit becomes the great city it was decades ago—

shedding its debt, attracting major investors and bringing in the amenities and services that draw new

residents and visitors,” he said. “This is a city now expected to grow faster than the U.S. gross domestic

product.”

Connors echoes Bero’s comments about the negative actually bringing parties together to create a new

attitude and a new culture that brings people together rather than splintering them off.
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“Private investment in the downtown and midtown districts is intense,” he said. “The bankruptcy proceedings

actually brought many elements of the city leadership together. The process was swift and effective, without

residual opposition and with a new dynamic mayor in Mike Duggan, the City of Detroit is poised to move

forward.”

Cobo Center, which opened in 1960, spearheads the renaissance. The renovation offers beautiful waterfront

views and has been reconfigured to accommodate groups of any size. One such group coming in August 2015 is

the huge American Society of Association Executives, which will hold its conference just after the final phase

of renovation is expected to be completed two months prior.

“The train is rolling now,” Bero said. “We will literally be unveiling the brand new convention center to the

world in its entirety to the convention and meeting industry. The sky is the limit from there.”

Interviewed for this article: Larry Alexander, (313) 202-‐1999; Patrick Bero, (313) 877-‐8215; Thom Connors,

(313) 877-‐8701
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