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THE CROWN JEWEL 
OF COLUMBUS
A $140 million convention center upgrade propels an Ohio 
city in a new direction.

BY ROWLAND STITELER

portfolio of meetings and conventions, and 
now a plan has been put forward to do that,” 
Sweet says. “The plan still has to be approved 
by our city and county councils. And while all 
the i’s have not been dotted and the t’s have 
not all been crossed, we are very optimistic 
that this is going to happen.”

Right now Columbus has about 2,250 
hotel rooms connected to or adjacent to 
the convention center, and 4,250 total hotel 
rooms downtown, she says. The new Hilton 
expansion would raise those totals to 2,650 
and 4,650 rooms, respectively, not counting 
several other new hotel projects set to open 
downtown in the near future. Canopy by 
Hilton, a 168-room property with a rooftop 

here’s nothing like pouring more 
than US$100 million into upgrad-
ing a convention center—and 
having the community support 

to make that happen—to take a city’s meet-
ing and convention industry to a higher level. 
That’s exactly what happened in Columbus, 
Ohio.

“The extensive expansion and renovation 
of our Greater Columbus Convention Center 
has been our big news story around here 
for the past two years now,” says Lexi Sweet, 
CTA, public relations manager for Experience 
Columbus, the city’s CVB. 

She says the momentum created by the 
convention center upgrade is now entering a 

new phase, with a plan being put forward to 
expand the Hilton Columbus Downtown—
which is connected by sky bridge to the 
convention center—by another 470 rooms, 
bringing the hotel to 1,002. The project 
would also add 24,000 square feet of meeting 
space and an 18,000-square-foot ballroom, 
bringing the Hilton’s total meeting space to 
66,000 square feet. The project would also 
enhance the city’s skyline, adding a 300-foot 
lodging tower to the hotel’s campus. The 
opening date target is 2021.

“We’ve been told by meeting planners for 
a long time that we need a convention hotel 
with a thousand rooms to put us over the 
threshold to attract a larger and more diverse 
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years ago to go to col-
lege, Short North was 
a high-crime area,” 

says Garrison, who has been a practicing 
planner, first corporate, then independent, 
since 1985. “Now it’s what is considered a 
really hot neighborhood. Many of the old 
storefronts that have been converted into 
stores and restaurants have apartments and 
condos above them and they are considered 
sought-after real estate.”

What makes Short North quite conve-
nient to groups using the convention center 
is that because of a new entryway built into 
the center with the recent renovation, one 

can walk out the north doors of the center, 
stroll one block and arrive in Short North.

“The appeal of Short North can be illus-
trated by the experience I have had with one 
of my larger groups that meets every sum-
mer at the convention center,” Garrison says. 
“We used to have an evening dining event 
that we put together for the entire group. But 
recently the attendees prefer not to do a big 

bar and 3,000 square 
feet of meeting space, 
is set to open across 
from the convention center in early 2019. 
The 10-story Moxy Columbus Short North, 
a 118-room boutique hotel by Marriott, is 
set to open in the summer of 2019. Late this 
year, BrewDog is set to open the world’s 
first craft beer brewery and hotel combina-
tion just southeast of downtown Columbus. 
A 171-room Graduate Hotel with two food 
and beverage outlets and 4,000 square feet 
of meeting space will open in Short North in 
spring 2019. In all, five new hotel openings in 
the downtown Columbus area are expected 
by 2020, which would add another 700 guest 
rooms in addition to the proposed Hilton ex-
pansion, pushing the downtown area guest 
room count well above 5,000.

The 22-month convention center up-
grade and expansion project, which was 
completed on schedule, gives the center 
322,000 square feet of exhibit space and 
adds nine meeting rooms, giving the facility 
75 in all. Other highlights include a 150-piece 
art collection, which puts the works of cele-
brated Ohio artists in the convention center, 
the Hilton and even in the elevator lobbies of 
the new 800-space, $18 million parking ga-
rage that was part of the expansion project.

Accolades for the new facility have been 
flowing in from meeting and event planners 
since the project’s completion.

Betty Garrett, CSEP (MPI Ohio Chapter), 
president of Garrett Hospitality Group Inc., 
has been a Columbus-based planner for 
about 30 years. She has been following the 
evolution of the meetings market in the city 
for decades and considers the newly upgrad-
ed convention center to be the “crown jewel 
of what’s driving the growth of the meeting 
industry here. What they have done to the 
center has made it very contemporary; I 
think they will have a lot of different kinds 
of business that they have not had before 
because it’s so beautiful and it is really, really 
accessible. It’s a pretty amazing place.”

Garrett is a big fan of the massive display 
of artwork inside the convention center and 
adjacent buildings.

“They even offer an art tour at the con-
vention center, which is not only enjoyable 
but makes a great event for groups because 
it is really convenient,” she says.

Garrett also likes another feature of the 
center: an indoor herb garden operated by 
Levy’s, the food service provider.

“It’s behind a glass wall and it’s beautiful 
to see, and it’s also hugely functional,” she 
says. “If you have a group event scheduled 
there a few months out you can literally see 
the herbs for your menu growing there in the 
atrium garden.”

Eleanor Gar-
rison, CMP (MPI 
Ohio Chapter), 
president of Gar-
rison & Associates 
Inc. of Columbus, 
says part of what 
makes the newly 
renovated conven-
tion center so ap-
pealing to groups 
is something that’s 
been decades in 
the making—the 
artfully restored 
historic neigh-
borhoods around 
downtown Colum-
bus.

Perhaps the 
most appealing to 
visiting groups is 
the Short North 
n e i g h b o r h o o d , 
where storefronts 
that saw their initial boom times generations 
ago have been restored and refurbished into 
what has now become a sought-after district 
with shops, boutiques, clubs, bistros and a 
wide variety of restaurants ranging from 
casual to upscale, which have made the area 
into a place that attracts locals and visitors 
alike.

“When I originally came to Columbus 
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“They offer an art tour at the 
convention center, which is not only 
enjoyable but makes a great event for 
groups because it is really convenient.”

“What they have done to the center has made it very contemporary; I 
think they will have a lot of different kinds of business that they have 
not had before because it’s so beautiful and it is really, really accessible. 
It’s a pretty amazing place.”
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“Many of the old storefronts that 
have been converted into stores and 
restaurants have apartments and condos 
above them and they are considered 
sought-after real estate.”

Cleveland, a $52 million renovation of the 
189-room Drury Plaza Cleveland and the $50 
million restoration of the historic, 122-room 
Kimpton Schofield Hotel.

Cleveland, which is home to the iconic 
Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, is about to get an-
other world-renowned brand when the Pro 
Football Hall of Fame opens Johnson Controls 
Hall of Fame Village in 2019. The state-of-
the-art, nearly $600 million project coincides 
with the NFL’s 100th season and will also in-
clude a renovated Tom Benson Hall of Fame 
Stadium. In May 2018, a four-star hotel with 
243 guest rooms and a conference center will 
open.

Burns points out that downtown Cleve-
land is home to all four major U.S. profession-
al team sports, with stadiums or areas for the 
Cleveland Browns of the NFL, the Cleveland 
Cavaliers of the NBA, the Cleveland Indians 
of Major League Baseball and the Cleveland 
Monsters of the American Hockey League 
located within walking distance of the major 
downtown hotels.

“Cleveland has a very walkable down-
town,” he says. “Once you get from the airport 
to your hotel downtown, you won’t necessar-
ily need to get back into a car until you go 
back to the airport to leave town.”

this July. The 2018 National Urban League 
Conference will be held in Columbus in      
August. 

What’s New in Cleveland
Originally opening in 2013, the new Hun-
tington Convention Center of Cleveland, 
with 225,000 square feet of exhibit space 
and 140,000 square feet of meeting space, 
got quite a boost when it was selected to 
host the Republican National Convention 
(RNC) in 2016.

Mike Burns, senior vice president of 
convention sales and services for Destina-
tion Cleveland, says that while downtown 
Cleveland has seen more than $3.5 billion in 
hospitality industry investment in the past 
few years—including growing the hotel in-
ventory by 55 percent to more than 5,000 
rooms—the RNC provided an impetus for 
the growth by giving the city a deadline to 
complete various components that the big 
political convention required.

Among these components was a head-
quarters hotel, the $272 million, 600-room 
Hilton Cleveland Downtown, which is con-
nected to the convention center. Other hotel 
projects since 2016 have included extensive 
renovations of the 206-room Ritz-Carlton 

evening event, but instead go walk to Short 
North and have their own dining experience 
as individuals or in small groups. The sum-
mer weather in Columbus is very appealing 
for outdoor activities in the evening, and it’s 
safe and convenient to walk, so there is every 
reason you might want to enjoy it on your 
own.”

And the appealing areas around down-
town Columbus are not limited to Short 
North. Another popular area, south of the 
convention center, is called German Village, 
which was settled by German immigrants as 
early as 1820. The neighborhood is replete 
with well-restored brick homes, along with a 
variety of restaurants and stores that also go 
back for generations.

The way that downtown Columbus and 
the city’s convention center have come to-
gether in an appealing package has begun to 
attract a wide variety and larger size of con-
vention groups, Sweet says.

Columbus has been chosen to host the 
American Society of Association Executives 
2019 Annual Meeting & Exposition. More 
than 5,000 attendees will convene at the Co-
lumbus Convention Center in August 2019, 
filling 16,800 hotel rooms. Columbus is set 
to host more than 80,000 fans at Nationwide 
Arena for the 2018 NCAA Women’s Final 
Four, March 30-April 1, 2018. Avon’s 2018 
Repfest will bring 5,000 attendees, totaling 
8,571 room nights, to the convention center 


