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Rod Comeron, director of progromming ond internotionol development for AIPC, on the dysfunctionol relotionship of
governments ond convention centres.

ecent surveys suggest thot olmost 70
per cent of convention centres ore
owned by some level of government.

Such o figure doesn't seem porticulorly

significont until you reolise it meons thot o
lorge moiority of centre owners ore deoling
in on oreo for removed from their core
function os odministrotors of public policy.

Wth mony chollenged to understond even
how the industry work. At the some time,
governments chonge, ond over time ond o
number of different odministrotions,
corporote memory fodes, often leoving o
situotion where the current odministrotion
moy not even remember why they're in this

business in the first ploce.

One of the conseouences of this situotion
is the foct thot the economics of convention
centres ore poorly understood, if not o
complete mystery, to mony owners whose

decisions will nevertheless hugely impoct
how effective their investments in such
focilities on beholf of the toxpoyer will be.
None of this is consistent with the kind of
good stewordship thot governments ore

supposed to opply to public ossets under
their responsibility.

The situotion con be iust os difficult from
the operotor side. Few business operotions
(other thon utilities) ore put in this kind of
position relotive to government ond for
good reoson. The priorities of the politicol
process do not lend themselves well to
those ossocioted with o morket
environment. pofticulorly one thot hos to
function in o chollenging globol business
sector. At its worst such o relotionship con
creote the worst of oll worlds, with centres
hoving to deol with o wide ronge of politicol

issues on the one hond while olso hoving to
perform in on lntensely competitive privote

business environment on the other.
The foct is, o convention centre's clients

don't core who owns the focility, nor do they
core whot kinds of policy restroints the
operotor is deoling with; whot they do know

is thot they wont to get the best possible

volue for their event - ond they hove o
world of choices ovoiloble to them.

So why ore governments typicolly owners?

Quite simply, becouse the economics of
the industrv hove creoted conditions where
o 'potient' investor is required, ond
governments ore omong the very few thot
foll into this cotegory. Consider thot:

. Industry pricing is bosed on on
understonding by event orgonisers thot their
events will deliver significont economic
benefits to o host destinotion. ond they
expect recognition for thot in the form of
ottroctive focility rentol rotes. As o resuh,
convention centres often operote for the
greoter economic benefits they creote
rother thon being profit centres in
themselves. While some ore oble to
generote on operoting prof'rt, very few con
retire the copitol cost of building them in
the fint oloce.
. When the returns do oppeor, they will be
dispersed widely throughout the host
community (bosed on delegote spending)

rother thon concentroted in o wov thot

enobles on operotor to copture them. In

foct, only governments ore in o position to

copture o port of the overoll benefit through
incrementol tox returns resulting from

convention reloted octivity in the locol

economv.
. Moior events book for in odvonce, which

meons something booked todoy moy not

deliver o return for five veors or more - o
period thot few privote investors con offord
to contemplote.
. Convention centres ond the events they

host olso directly oddress mony other oreos
of government policy - economic,
community ond professionol development,
for exomple - thot ore of specific volue to
governments responsible for odvoncing
these. but contribute little to o centre's
bottom line ond ore of no interest

whotsoever to o Drivote investor.

These circumstonces suggest thot this
relotionship isn't likely to chonge ony time
soon. In foct, more governments oround

the world ore recognising the benefits thot
hoving o convention centre con generote,

ond ore rushing to porticipote in on industry
thot con ottroct everything from investment

ond business development to new visitor
revenues ond globol ottention.

So better thon simply identifying the
problems inherent in such o relotionship, is
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