COLUNMNS

CONGRESS PLANNING

Governments: Willing partners or

uncertain

hroughout the world,

congress centres are

typically owned by

governments.  Yet
increasingly, they appear to be
ambivalent business partners;
often unsure of why they’re in
this business, what their ex-
pectations should be and why
someone else — preferably in
the private sector — can’t take
over their role in this regard.
So why are they there - and
what should they be doing
to manage the public invest-
ment?

The answer to the first
question is relatively easy
— they’re there because while
they want the economic ben-
efits a centre brings, industry
economics don’t encourage
any other investor to get in-
volved in this area. Conven-
tion centres are typically “loss
leaders” in the sense that while
they themselves aren’t usually
profitable, their presence in
the community generates lots
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of other economic and non-
economic benefits that are dis-
persed widely throughout the
local economy.

The problem is how to cap-
ture some of this benefit to
pay for both the initial invest-
ment in facilities and ongoing
operating costs. Governments
are typically the only group
that can do this - through
their ability to tax the benefits
that arise. Whether these are
dedicated taxes, as in the hotel
taxes common in many parts
of the world or general taxes,
such as income tax revenue
from the increased employ-
ment activity resulting from
conventions, only governments
are realistically in a position to
collect these.

But there are other reasons
governments need to be the in-
vestor. For one thing, the lead
time for many larger events is
such that patient investment is
required — you're spending to-
day for business that may not
deliver its benefits for another
seven or eight years, and few
private businesses can wait
that long for a return. For an-
other, some of the benefits that
are created don’t have imme-
diate financial impact, even
though they are of long-term
economic importance. These
include such things as the role
of a centre in promoting trade,
investment, professional devel-
opment and even community
profile — things that are nec-
essary to a community’s long-
term prosperity even though
they don’t generate immedi-
ate, identifiable revenues.

So there are some very
good reasons for governments
to invest in these kinds of facili-
ties, and to support the conven-
tion and exhibition business in
a long term way.

Yet as the years go by, the
original rationale often fades
from the political mind until
all that’s left is the annual an-
noyance of having to deal with
requests for capital funding
or ongoing operating grants.
As people whose business fu-
ture depends on government’s
ongoing willingness to make
this kind of investment, what
should we be doing to improve
their attitude?

One answer is that we need
to be continually reminding
our government representa-
tives of the kinds of benefits
the meetings industry creates
and why industry economics
require government invest-
ment. Again, these concepts
might have been clear to the
original investors, but turn-
over is often rapid in the politi-
cal area and every new group
of government leaders and
administrators needs to be re-
minded again of how the equa-
tion works in order to restore
the collective memory.

In doing this, we need to be
mindful of the fact that while
the financial benefits are sig-
nificant, this is not just about
government revenues. It’s also
about community and econom-
ic development, given the role
that a centre and the events
it hosts play in enhancing so
many aspects of community
life and business. Politicians

have many agendas to address,
and we need to be thinking
in terms of all of these as we
shape our messages to them.

Finally, we need to make
sure they understand this is
a highly competitive business
— and that means ongoing in-
vestment is required in order
to be able to continue to com-
pete with other destinations.
These days in particular, there
are many new and upgraded
facilities coming into the mar-
ket — and every one represents
competition. Under these con-
ditions, only those who can
offer superior service and fa-
cilities will survive to generate
those much-wanted benefits.

So whether they — or we
- like it, governments are
our long-term partner in this
business. It’s important we
make the effort to get their
understanding and support
for the ongoing investment
that’s required, because that’s
the only way we can continue
to generate all the benefits
the community has come
to expect. €
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