
 

  

CITY ACCOUNTABILITY 
PROJECT CONVENTION 

CENTER REPORT 
      

      
      

3/28/22 
      



1 
Convention Center Facts - 2022 

Convention Center Numbers Are Not Grounded in Reality 
 

 
From the (pre-COVID) 2019 UT Study “Frameworks in Placemaking” 

 
1) The 2019 UT Study significantly overstates Convention Center attendance: Annual Convention 

Center Attendance has never approached 500,000 attendees 
 

 
The City’s own data (from a CM data request) reveals that pre-COVID annual attendance was 
between 300K-400K and half that when a single event (SXSW) is excluded. 
 
This means all numbers derived from this assumption are also flawed.  For instance, the 
“Upside” scenario, which doubles attendance, is off by 200K attendees. 
 
Moreover, all the data and assumptions built into the 2019 report are pre-COVID and may no 
longer be relevant at all based on seismic shifts in the convention center industry (see #7). 
 

2) Room night numbers are also frequently inflated and discount the realities of SXSW – where 
most attendees are locals. 
 
The initial consultants on the prior (1997-2002) convention center expansion, CH Johnson 
Consulting, Inc., projected that expansion would generate approx. 333K room nights in Austin. 
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Per the CM requested data, the most room nights recorded is 246K, or 86K+ short of the 
original estimates.  It stands to reason that the 2019 Report is significantly overly optimistic in 
its room night projects (“Incremental Hotel Nights”) given that prior projections were also 
optimistic and in our best year, including SXSW, we have achieved only 73% of those projected 
room nights. 
 

3) SXSW is an outlier event that makes it easy to misrepresent Convention Center data 

 
 

2017/2018 Convention Center Attendee data reveals that the Convention Center hosted one 
extremely large event – SXSW – several mid-sized events, and the remainder of events were 
small conferences or events. 
 
SXSW had 200,000 attendees (though it is unclear how many actually used the Convention 
Center), but only 50K of the attendees were not locals and were responsible for Room Nights.  
That is, despite the event’s popularity, it still means that the overall local hotel impact and HOT 
Tax revenue from the event is disproportionally small compared to the attendance. 
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The three mid-sized events also underperform (for hotel impact and HOT tax revenue) in a 
similar way.  For Dreamhack, only one out of every 36 attendees had hotel rooms.  For the 
SWE Annual Conference, about half of attendees were local and did not get hotel rooms. 
 
Some smaller events have significantly more hotel rooms than attendees, but the main point 
here is that a single event vastly inflates the Convention Center’s numbers, and outside a few 
mid-sized events, the remainder of the year the Convention Center hosts small events. 
 

4)  The primary justification the Convention Center is that they are turning away events is 
cannot currently accommodate.  But do the fundamental economics actually work? 

 
Without more information about these events, the assumption is that these events that were 
turned down would have been less profitable or successful than those that the Convention 
Center actually booked (ie. 2017/18 bookings in #3 above).  That is, one can surmise that these 
un-booked events are typically smaller events that generate fewer room nights, since we 
assume the Convention Center is actively booking events that are more profitable or generate 
more room nights or other economic activity. 
 
The challenge is that the Convention Center consistently appears to spend more than it takes 
in (both pre-COVID and during COVID) and requires transfers from the HOT Tax Fund (Chapter 
351) to stay afloat.  The question is: would spending hundreds of millions of dollars or billions 
of dollars to expand the Convention Center meaningfully change the operating economics to 
become more profitable?  Or generate enough economic activity to compensate for the huge 
Capital investment and yearly losses and transfers? 

 

 



4 
Convention Center Facts - 2022 

Event Operations and Total Program Reqs exceed Revenue, even Pre-COVID.  To make the 
financials “work” the Convention Center requires tens of millions of dollars of yearly transfers 

from the same HOT tax that is supposed to fund the new expansion 

Despite the Convention Center supposedly receiving $.08 of the $.11 of each HOT Tax, and this 
would, in theory, be funding a new Convention Center expansion, in reality it seems only $.02 
would be funding the expansion in the near to mid-term.  The $.045 is being transferred to the 
operating fund because the Convention Center loses millions every year, and the Venue Fund 
is still paying off the 1997-2002 expansion (until - supposedly - 2029).  That means just $.02 of 
the HOT tax would be funding a potentially billion dollar plus expansion (at least until 2029 
when the $.02 Venue Project Fund becomes available).  Under these circumstances, several 
generations of Austinites and tourists could be paying for this proposed expansion. 
 

5) The Convention Center industry has yet to recover from the 2008 Great Recession – COVID 
has only worsened the industry economics 
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6)  As a result of too much supply and not enough demand, many convention centers 

significantly subsidize or discount bookings (a pre-COVID trend) 
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7)  COVID has further changed the Convention Center landscape.  Yet no new studies have been 
issued and all assumptions are based on 2019 “favorable” reports. 

 
 UT Professor Jake Wegmann, Ph.D., one of the five Collaborating Investigators on the 2019 UT 

Study, said the basic Convention Center assumptions have changed due to the pandemic: 
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Austin Politics Newsletters (4/19/21) 

 
 
 
In summary, here is what we do know: 
 

 Convention center business has never recovered from the 2008 Great Recession; there 
continues to be more supply than demand. 

 As a result, the convention center industry is incredibly competitive, with convention centers 
having to significantly discount bookings to attract business – including Austin’s Convention 
Center.  

 The Austin Convention Center has never broken even and requires HoT fund transfers to 
maintain operations. 

 The Austin Convention Center has never met its own goals or consultant projections for 
attendance or room nights for the last 20 years - since the last expansion. 

 COVID has only exacerbated the Convention Center industry and economics. 
 SXSW is a mostly local event that generates proportionally few room nights despite the number 

of attendees.  Despite the event’s popularity, it means roughly 49 weeks out of the year are 
dominated by smaller conventions. 

 
The City’s own data shows that the Austin Convention Center accounts for just 2.8% of total room 
nights.  This raises a question of whether it merits a billion dollar- plus expansion when it accounts for a 
relatively small amount of both economic activity and, ultimately, HOT tax revenue that would pay for 
such an expansion. 
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With the stakes being as large as they are, the City’s needs being many, it is advisable to approach 
this challenge like any other enterprise: 
 

 Basing assumptions on recent data that reflects economic realities 
 Assembling data based on neutral, third-party assessments that don’t stand to lose or benefit 

from a Convention Center expansion 
 Fully understanding the impacts of both COVID and Austin Convention Center financials 
 Quantifying the economic impacts, hotel nights, etc., based on actual performance or historical 

data 
 Consider taking 1-2 years to study the Convention Center expansion scope and viability 
 Consider a smaller, more thoughtful expansion that would modernize the Convention Center 

without burdening successive generations of Austinites  
 Consider public private partnerships or arrangements with hotels that have abundant meeting 

room space to accommodate additional smaller events.   
 

 
 
 
 
 

 


