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Detroit — Visitors to next month's North American International Auto Show
will have more room to view vehicles, due to a 25,000-square-foot
expansion and other renovations that workers are completing in time for the
January event.

Cobo Center officials hosted a walking tour Tuesday to give journalists a
peek at the renovations and additions, even as crews work to get the
existing portions in place for the annual show.

"We've come a long way in a short time," said Thom Connors, Cobo Center
general manager. "The people working here are passionate about making it
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The improvements and refurbishments will increase the usable space from about 755,000 square feet to more than 850,000 square
feet. (Steve Perez / The Detroit News)
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better."

The project involved expanding a loading dock and enclosing an existing
dock, which makes it easier to maintain and reduces energy costs.
Upgrades also include a food court and lighting improvements.

The $300 million project also involves big changes to Cobo Arena. The
seats have been torn out, the walls knocked in and concrete rubble rests on
the ground. But by this time next year, Cobo officials promise it will be
transformed into the largest ballroom in Michigan, ready to host concerts,
theatrical events and, of course, automotive displays.

It is the final phase of major renovations since the Detroit Regional
Convention Facility Authority took control in 2009. The improvements and
refurbishments will increase the usable space from about 755,000 square
feet to more than 850,000 square feet.

Recent studies have shown a need for not necessarily bigger but rather
more efficient conference centers, said Tom Constand, director of
communications for the facility authority.

"You need to make the existing space more usable, more adaptable, more
flexible," Constand said.

Meanwhile, laborers worked on elaborate lighting setups and were
sectioning off areas in preparation for January's auto show. The main floor
was reminiscent of the preparations for a rock concert, with the rigging and
trusses set up to contain the complex light fixtures.

The comparison isn't far off, said Patrick Stansfield, the project manager for
the lighting company PRG in Troy. Auto show preparations are similar to
those for rock concerts, and Stansfield has worked on setups and lighting for
performers including Neil Diamond and Barbra Streisand.

"What were trying to do is be very exact in our engineering," Stansfield said
as crews worked on what will be the Chrysler section at the auto show.

Crews need to match the symmetry of autos to properly showcase the
vehicles, he said.

"Unlit cars are not very interesting. Unlit cars look like cars in a parking lot,"
Stansfield said.

Renovations also include adding 400 parking spaces at Washington and
Congress, removing an escalator and modernizing another to improve the
crowd flow at the main level.
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Artist's rendering of part of
the planned renovations to
Cobo.
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