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With renovations well under way at Cobo Center and new hotels under
construction and others being rehabbed, the future of Metro Detroit's
convention business is looking up after years of few options and
unimpressive facilities.

While the number of conventions in the metro area remains flat from 2012 to
2013, industry officials and others expect significant gains as exhibit space
upgrades and hotel and other improvements come to fruition.

"Even with some of the challenges we face, the interest in Detroit is
growing," said Bill Bohde, senior vice president of sales and marketing at the
Metro Detroit Convention & Visitors Bureau. "Our message is getting out that
we are America's next comeback city."

New, large groups are booking meetings and conventions for 2014 and
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Future bright for Metro Detroit's convention
business
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Midwest Steel workers pose last year in front of the steel frame that will make up a new atrium at Cobo Center in downtown Detroit.
Cobo’s $279 million renovations, set to be completed in 2015, will add to its marketing appeal, said Thom Connors, Cobo Center
general manager. (John T. Greilick / The Detroit News)
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2015, and some old customers, such as the Society of Manufacturing
Engineers and American Gear Association, are returning after avoiding
Detroit.

"Detroit was on the downside; it was not viewed as very good just because it
hadn't been kept up to the rest of the market," said Eric Blanc, director of
sales and marketing for the Tampa Convention Center in Florida. "It's good
to hear the city is putting some additional efforts to become more
competitive. If Detroit's more competitive, we're all better off at the end."

Despite that optimism, concerns linger among convention organizers about
the city's financial problems, but local officials say such fears are eased after
planners visit the Motor City.

Alcoholics Anonymous officials recently toured Detroit for the first time in
four years after committing to host their 2020 convention here. A.A. leaders
were worried about the state's Emergency Manager decision and wanted to
determine firsthand whether to pull the event.

But after the trip, members of the A.A. group were so "wowed" by the city's
improvements that they chose to keep the convention — and 60,000
estimated attendees — in Detroit, Bohde said.

"(A.A. officials) were pleased with what they saw and heard; A.A. looks
forward to being in Detroit," the New York-based organization said in a
statement.

About 25 conventions of 1,000 attendees or more have been scheduled
throughout Metro Detroit for 2013, according to the Metro Detroit Convention
& Visitors Bureau. That doesn't include the dozens of smaller conventions
and trade shows that take place at the same facilities, including Detroit's
three casinos.

Cobo has more major conventions (nine) booked than any other hotel or
meeting space in the tri-county area. The 1,298-room Marriott at the
Renaissance Center in Detroit follows with six, and the 772-room Adoba in
Dearborn — formally the Hyatt Regency — ranks third with five.

The Adoba, with 500 fewer rooms than the Marriott and far less meeting
space then either the Marriott or Cobo, is happy to just tread water and lure
back organizations that left when the Hyatt closed.

"We're a really good fit for a lot of groups," said Adrienne Pumphrey, part
owner of the Adoba brand. "We're back in the game, and we're interested in
playing a bigger part."

A number of hotels are likely to play a bigger role in the future.

The Marriott is set to undergo renovations, expected to be finished by 2014.
The former Pontchartrain Hotel, next door to Cobo Center, will reopen later
this year after renovations as a Crowne Plaza, and the city's fire department
building could become a boutique hotel soon. A 136-room Aloft boutique
hotel is coming to the old David Whitney building on Woodward, too.

And in Novi, the 126-room Hyatt Place Hotel will open in July, making the
Suburban Collection Showplace more appealing.

Bohde cited the M-1 light rail project and new Detroit Red Wings arena and
entertainment district as additional draws for would-be event bookers.

"It's just going to add to that density downtown," Bohde said. "Detroit is
really on a genuine comeback."

Cobo Center — whose ownership transferred from the city to the Detroit
Regional Convention Facility Authority in 2009 — remains the biggest player
in Metro Detroit's convention business. And its $279 million renovations, set
to be complete in 2015, will add to its marketing appeal, said Thom Connors,
Cobo Center general manager.
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All That Jazz
Sunday, Mar 24, 6:00 pm
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The Brothers Groove Perform!
Friday, Mar 29, 8:00 pm
The Detroit School of Rock and Pop Music,
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The Osmond Brothers
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Macomb Center for the Performing Arts,
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Connors said convention bookings were up 18 percent from 2011-2012. This
year, they've been able to add new business and re-sign former accounts.

The Dearborn-based Society of Manufacturing Engineers — the largest
event-producing manufacturing organization in the country — used to host
events at Cobo regularly, but hasn't been downtown in 10 years because the
facilities weren't good enough, said Debbie Holton, director of events. But
after hearing about Cobo's renovations, the society decided to give it
another shot.

The society will host a manufacturing event that's expected to draw about
7,000 members to Cobo in June 2014.

"We got an opportunity to see (the planned renovations) and it blew us
away," Holton said. "We're very positive and optimistic about the facility
changes and changes to the management."

mmartinez@detroitnews.com

(313) 222-2401

Shows on tap
Metro Detroit’s five largest conventions for 2013 
Youmacon (an anime convention); 14,000 attendees; Cobo Center, late October 
Progressive National Baptist Convention Inc .; 12,000; Marriott at the Renaissance
Center, August 
SAE International , 10,000; Cobo Center, April 
Churches of Our Lord Jesus Christ ; 4,000; Cobo Center, July 
Michigan Dental Association ; 3,000; Suburban Collection Showplace, April 
Detroit Fanfare; 3,000; Adoba, October
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James Foster ·  Top Commenter · Retired Senior Chief Petty Officer. Now at Child Protective Services
I recall several years ago the fight the council and the usual pulpit and poverty pimps put up.
Claiming that there was an attempt to steal city jewels. Boy how I detest that term now. They paid no
attention to the shows that were contemplating leaving because of the condition of the hall. Leaking
roof being among the main distractions. Funny how, Cobo Hall is still there, events still generate
income for the city. And even more are looking to come. What caused this turn around? Removing
the obstructionist from the equation.
Reply ·  · Like · Follow Post · 4 hours ago13

Anthony Neal ·  Top Commenter · Operations Manager at Greater Detroit Resource
Recovery Authority
I remember all of these people crying about a "city jewel" being taken away. This an
example of regional cooperation being very successful. We also now have a Regional
Transit Authority that will improve public transportation in southeast Michigan and next
on the block, Belle Isle.
Reply ·  · Like · about an hour ago3
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