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Last Updated: 8:21 am  | Sunday, June 18, 2006 

Opening new doors 
Convention Center's upgrade breeds confidence 
BY ALEXANDER COOLIDGE | ENQUIRER STAFF WRITER 

Business and tourism officials hope an improved and expanded convention center will boost the local economy 
downtown and beyond. 

When they gave the expansion project the green light, city officials estimated the center would generate $122 
million annually through more tourism and an added 2,000 jobs. 

Convention officials estimate their confirmed bookings so far through 2011 will net $77.9 million in direct spending 
by out-of-town visitors alone. 

Dan Lincoln, president of the Greater Cincinnati Convention and Visitors Bureau, said the newly renamed Duke 
Energy Center will bring hundreds of millions of dollars to the region following two years of construction that 
enlarged the facility by 30 percent at a cost of $135 million. The expansion will allow the 750,000-square-foot 
center to compete for 75 percent of the U.S. convention and trade show market. 

The center makes an immediate impression on potential conventioneers with panoramic views of the surrounding 
cityscape through glass walls along the south atrium. 

"The three letters we keep hearing are 'wow' - that's what we get from customers: wow," Lincoln said. "We're not 
the largest building in our set, but we're the best in class; and we're going after meetings that fit this building and 
are looking for the latest technologies." 

In addition to a bigger center with a brighter paint job and more views, officials say the event space is more 
flexible: 

It now has two ballrooms instead of one, but they can also be partitioned into six large meeting rooms on the third 
floor in addition to 31 second-floor meeting rooms. The center also has enhanced truck access to speed set-up 
times. 

The 20 to 30 major conventions and trade shows booked by his staff will provide a steady stream of outside cash 
that will bolster hotel stays as well as receipts at restaurants and retail shops, Lincoln said. Consequently, 
businesses serving more customers will in turn maximize their staffing and other services - creating that further 
economic boost that city officials say will ultimately improve the region's quality of life. 

The center's first major event takes place next month when the Washington-based National Organization of Black 
Law Enforcement Executives comes to town, attracting an estimated 2,000 attendees from across the country. 

As large events that generate big hotel reservations are typically planned years in advance, convention officials 
say they are now concentrating on bookings in 2008 and later. 

Another team of schedulers with management firm Global Spectrum, which is taking over the day-to-day 
operations of the facility from the city, is booking smaller venues that generate fewer hotel stays around the big 
ones. 



The expansion was financed with public and private funds, including an increase in hotel taxes in Cincinnati and 
Hamilton County on top of capital contributions by the city and county. More than a dozen private companies 
contributed $10 million to the project. Duke Energy assumed the $9 million worth of naming rights originally 
acquired by Cinergy before its acquisition by the North Carolina utility. 

The center's grand opening Thursday comes at a time when competition is heating up, but the convention 
business isn't necessarily growing, experts say. 

Sotiris Avgoustis, professor and chairman of the tourism, conventions and event management department at 
Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis, said convention building is becoming a "me, too" industry with 
so many cities invested heavily in new or upgraded convention centers. 

"We're all competing for the same business while demand has reached a plateau and may show signs of decline," 
he said. 

Heywood Sanders, a professor of public administration at the University of Texas at San Antonio, said in a report 
last year for the Brookings Institution that the convention market has been flooded with a 50 percent increase in 
event space since 1990, while attendance has lagged since the late 1990s to 1993 levels. 

"Many cities have seen their convention attendance fall by 40 percent, 50 percent and more since the peak 
years," he wrote. 

Local hoteliers are decidedly more upbeat, however. 

They say a rejuvenated convention center makes their jobs easier, as it provides a predictable stream of patrons 
and smoothes out slow spots in their calendars. Though the center never closed during construction - it hosted 
265 events over the past 26 months - it operated at reduced capacity. 

Lisa Carrere, general manager of the 872-room Millennium Hotel Cincinnati across Elm Street from the 
convention center, said having the center wide open for business would be a welcome change from the past 
couple of years. She said the hotel, which is attached to the center by a pedestrian bridge, can book 400 to 600 
rooms a night during the week when an event is in town. 

"If I'm full here, it also creates compression. So large groups overflow to other available hotels downtown, whether 
they're business or leisure travelers," she said. 

Michel Sheer, general manager at the 561-room Hilton Cincinnati Netherland Plaza, said having the center 
running at full steam would be a major boost to downtown business. 

"It's a really, really big deal," he said. "Having the add-on business they will provide flattens vacancies and allows 
us to keep a fuller staff and invest more in our business." 

Email acoolidge@enquirer.com 
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Duke Center expansion complete   

Post staff report 
SOME CONVENTIONS COMING TO CENTER 

The public will get a chance to size up the two-year 
makeover of the Duke Energy Center on Thursday from 
5:30 p.m. to 10:30 p.m. at a free grand opening 
celebration. Upcoming major conventions in Cincinnati: 
 
Festival of Sports, July 15-24, 4,000 people 
 
Progressive National Baptist Convention, Aug. 4-12, 8,000 
people 
 
ASM International, Oct. 15-18, 4,000 people 
 
National Society of Hispanic MBAs, Oct. 23-29, 6,000 
people 
 
Easyriders Inc. V-Twin Expo, Feb. 3-5, 2007, 4,000 
people 
 
John Deere Product Introduction, Aug. 11-25, 2007, 4,000 
people 
 
North American Christian Convention, June 30-July 3, 
2008, 10,000 people 
 
AAU Boys Basketball Championship, July 11-19, 2008, 
5,000 people 
 
National Baptist Convention, Sept. 9-12, 2008, 27,000 
people 
 
North American Christian Convention, July 4-7, 2011, 
10,000 people 

ADVERTISEMENT 

 

Bigger, better and - believe it or not - below budget. 

Expansion, renovation and reconfiguration of Cincinnati's convention center was scheduled to cost $160 million, 
but the project's price tag wound up at only $135 million. 

Money was saved, but nothing was scrimped on, says Dan Lincoln, president and chief executive officer of the 
Greater Cincinnati Convention and Visitors Bureau. "The one word we hear over and over from people seeing the 
new place for the first time is, 'Wow!' " he said. 

Work on the convention center, officially renamed the Duke Energy Center, was completed Friday, two weeks 
ahead of schedule. The sprawling complex takes up two city blocks in downtown Cincinnati, bounded on the north 
by Sixth Street, on the south by Fifth Street, on the east by Elm Street and on the west by Central Avenue. 

Its expanded amenities include: 



A 40,000- square-foot grand ballroom, second in size in the Midwest only to Chicago's McCormick Place. 

A 17,400- square-foot junior ballroom. 

Nearly 200,000  square feet of contiguous exhibition space, up from 161,000 square-feet. 

750,000 square feet  of total space, about a third more than the old center. 

100,000 square feet  of meeting space that can be divided into 37 rooms of various sizes. 

A banquet kitchen  capable of serving up to 5,000 meals in a single seating. 

An expanded  loading dock with 17 berths and three semi-truck portals leading directly to exhibition space. 

A multi-level  main concourse that provides easy access to exhibits, ballrooms and meeting rooms. 

The center's most prominent feature is a west-side exterior façade of metal panels set at angles in a three-
dimensional grid system that forms the word "Cincinnati" in 50-foot high letters. 

"It is a first-class facility," said Lincoln. "It is flexible, functional and aesthetically pleasing." 

The larger center will enable Cincinnati to compete for 75 percent of all convention business, compared with 60 
percent with the former facility. 

Officials project the facility will increase local convention business by $122 million a year to $263 million. 

"We're not the biggest convention center in the country, but we feel we have a 'best in class' facility," said Lincoln. 
"The old center was basically a box with no 'wow' factors. This, for the first time, gives us something that is a 
delight to promote." 

Lincoln says the timing of the new center couldn't be better because Cincinnati is emerging from what he calls a 
"tsunami" of events that shrunk the city's convention business. 

The slump began a decade ago when groups canceled or refused to book conventions to protest a decision by 
city voters to forbid legal protection laws for homosexuals. In the past five years the problem was compounded by 
an economic downturn after the 9/11 terrorist attacks and a boycott of downtown in the wake of race riots in the 
spring 0f 2001. 

"We were too hot to touch, we were not on the radar screen of meeting planners," said Lincoln. 

Over the past five years, the convention center had an occupancy rate of just 45 percent. Lincoln figures that can 
now be upped to 70 percent, the industry optimum. 

That's because city voters have approved legal protection for homosexuals, the national convention business is 
getting back to pre-9/11 levels and the riot-related boycott has faded. 

With a new convention center, the city has the accommodations to take advantage of the changes, say leaders. 

"Cincinnati is open for business," said Mayor Mark Mallory. "The expanded convention center takes Cincinnati to 
a higher level in terms of bringing people to our city." 

The new center can handle a variety of events not before possible, ranging from exhibitions of big pieces of 
machinery to sophisticated corporate gatherings. 



"We've now got big bay doors that will let John Deere tractors into the center and we've got plush 
accommodations for companies that want upscale facilities," said Lincoln. 

Increased convention business has a ripple effect throughout the economy and one of the prime beneficiaries are 
hotels. 

"Clearly, a new, big, beautiful convention center is going to bring new business to our city and help the hotels," 
said Russell George, general manager of the Hyatt Regency Cincinnati and president of the Cincinnati Hotel 
Association. 

"With the new center we can regain some conventions that left the city because of the condition of the old center 
and we can attract some new conventions. 

"As the center does well, hotels will do well and so will the rest of our economy," he said. "We're going to see an 
upswing in business because of the new center." 

Convention center officials say nearly 2,000 new full-time and part-time jobs are expected to result from the 
expansion. 

The cost of the renovation is being financed from a variety of sources. Most of the money is coming from 
increases in hotel taxes approved by Cincinnati and Hamilton County officials four years ago. 

Also contributing money were the city, county, state and numerous corporations, including the former Cinergy 
Corp., which recently merged into Duke Energy, and paid $9 million for the right to have the center named for it. 
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Last Updated: 7:24 am  | Sunday, June 18, 2006 

Grand opening of Duke Energy Center 
THE ENQUIRER  

The city of Cincinnati will mark the grand opening of the Duke Energy Center with ceremonies beginning at 5:30 
p.m. Thursday. 

Other activities include: 

Live music on the Fifth Street Concourse Stage with the Louisiana-inflected swamp-rock of Robin Lacy & 
DeZydeco after the opening ceremony. Admission to the Fifth Street Concourse Stage, presented by WNKU, is 
free and no tickets are required. 

At 7:30 p.m., live music continues with the Queen City Queens, an all-star group of performers including 
contemporary singer-songwriter Tracy Walker, bluesy-bluegrass diva Ma Crow, soul-rocker Shawna James, and 
soul-blues belter Cheryl Renee. They will be backed by guitarist Greg Schaber, bassist John Schmidt and 
drummer Bernie Phelon. 

There's more live music upstairs in the Grand Ballroom, starting at 7:30 p.m. with the Dukes of Groove, a high-
energy acid-jazz group, led by keyboardist Steve Schmidt, guitar virtuoso Scotty Anderson, drummer Philip Paul 
as well as trumpeter Mike Wade and tenor saxophonist Brent Gallaher. 

At 9 p.m., Rusted Root performs on the Grand Ballroom stage. Tickets to see Rusted Root are free, but seating is 
limited. Tickets have been distributed by area radio stations including MOJO (94.9 FM) and WNKU (89.7 FM) in 
advance of the show, but 2,000 tickets will be available at the convention center beginning at noon. There is a 
limit of two tickets per person. The performance will also be simulcast in the Grand Exhibition Hall adjacent to the 
Fifth Street Concourse. 

An extended menu of food and beverages will be available for sale from Ovations, the Duke Energy Center's new 
concessions company. 

Print   | Close Window   |   Copyright 2006, Enquirer.com  
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Toilet testers flushed with pride   

By Joey Leslie 
Post staff reporter 

A few premature flushes brought an echo of laughter in a men's room in the Duke Energy Center Friday. 

For a few minutes, proper bathroom etiquette was put on hold for the simultaneous flushing of more than 40 
toilets to test the new building's plumbing. 

Approximately 60 people volunteered to man "flushing posts" and faucets in two bathrooms outside the center's 
new grand ballroom to help test the facility's plumbing capacity. 

The success of the big flush signified the official completion of work on the new center and was a symbolic 
"flushing away of construction," said Dan Lincoln, president and CEO of the Greater Cincinnati Convention and 
Visitors Bureau. 

The flushers included volunteers from the Greater Cincinnati Convention Bureau, contractors who worked on the 
expansion project and some project leaders said Meg Olberding, assistant to the City Manager. 

She said the royal flush was the final systems test for the Center which is set to open June 22. 

Mark McKillip, the city project director of expansion and renovation, provided participants with last-minute 
instructions on how to properly synchronize the flushing of the hands-free, automatic toilets before the volunteers 
dutifully herded into the two restrooms. 

Janice Miller, a volunteer flusher from the Greater Cincinnati Convention Bureau, expressed some doubt about 
the process before manning her latrine. 

"When you flush more than one toilet at home it's not always a good thing," Miller said. She jokingly laughed at 
the idea of causing toilet trouble in the facility, which has a total of 306 toilets and urinals. 

Inside the men's room, some volunteers stationed themselves at urinals, others waited inside a stall. The loud 
honk of a bullhorn signaled the flushers to move away from their toilet as instructed to trigger the flushing 
mechanism. Most participants looked back at their porcelain work stations to see if they had made a successful 
flush. 

Both restrooms went silent for a moment, except for the quiet swishing of water in the new toilet bowls. Some 
participants jokingly congratulated one another on a job well done as they filed out of the bathrooms. 
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Last Updated: 10:12 am  | Sunday, June 18, 2006 

Small firms get big share in city project 
BY ALEXANDER COOLIDGE | ENQUIRER STAFF WRITER 

Cincinnati officials say the expansion of the downtown convention center project exceeded their original goal of 
awarding 30 percent of the construction work to local small businesses. 

Mark McKillip, project director for the construction project, said 34 percent of the renovation's $88.6 million "hard" 
construction costs - money spent on actual construction as opposed to architectural or other expenses - were 
ultimately awarded to firms with a small business enterprise designation by the city. 

While many firms benefiting from the contracts are minority- or female-owned businesses, the city's small 
business enterprise program is a race- and gender-neutral policy adapted in 1999 to replace its previous Equal 
Business Opportunity program. 

The program, based on owner's net worth, is designed to promote business opportunities for more firms through 
its procurement process. 

Fifty-three small business enterprises participated in the project with three - DAG Construction, HGC Construction 
and EB Miller among the 36 prime contractors, but also doing some subcontract work as well. 

McKillip added that in addition to exceeding the SBE goals, the city completed its work $10 million under budget 
and within the 26-month schedule. 

The center also never closed, hosting 265 events. 

Email acoolidge@enquirer.com 
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Call essay writer William 'Willie' Wick a winner   
Author:    DALE HUFFMAN COMMENTARY Date: July 12, 2006 Publication: Dayton Daily News (OH) Page 
Number: A5 Word Count: 664  
His name is William "Willie" Wick, and the 16-yearold says he has been the object of good-natured ribbing over 
the years with his "Hollywood type name." Willie Wick has the last laugh now.  
Willie, who lives in St. Paris and is an 11th-grader at Emmanuel Christian Academy in Springfield, has been 
named top winner in a national essay writing contest in which 2,500 students from around the nation participated.  
The top award includes a cash … (complete archive not available) 
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