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are continuing to maintain that level of success across all of our 
benchmarks,” reports Dan Williams, the CVB’s Vice President 
of Convention Sales. “In 2016, we have also focused on attracting 
more meetings in the medical, engineering, scientific and 
corporate industries, and have booked more than 63,000 room 
nights for future meetings in these key segments.”

A major selling point is the $125 million renovation and 
expansion of the Greater Columbus Convention Center, set to 
be completed in July 2017. The finished product will offer 373,000 
sq. ft. of contiguous exhibit space, with the addition of 37,000 
sq. ft. of new exhibit space, as well as 10,000 sq. ft. of two-level 
meeting space and nine new meeting rooms, bringing the total to 
74 (see box on the following page for full details). Complementing 
the transformed Convention Center are several new hotels, 
including a 135-room Courtyard by Marriott connected to the 
13,000-sq.-ft. Grand Event Center; the 149-room Hotel LeVeque, a 
Marriott Autograph Collection hotel; and a 168-room Canopy by 
Hilton opening across from the Convention Center in 2018.

But it doesn’t have to be all business for delegates at the 
Greater Columbus Convention Center, given its proximity to 
entertainment districts and cultural enclaves such as the Short 
North Arts District, Arena District and Italian Village. The 
German Village and the Brewery District in the south of the 
city can be reached via the free Cbus Circulator. Getting to these 
offsite locales will be even easier in the coming years: Columbus 
was recently named the winner of the Smart Cities Challenge by 
the U.S. Department of Transportation, and awarded $50 million 
to invest in technologies that will improve accessibility and 
transportation in the city.

When one thinks of states with dynamic meetings 
industries, Ohio may not be the first one to 
spring to mind. But in fact several of its major 
cities are making strides in that sector, thereby 
raising the Buckeye State’s profile among 
convention groups. To give a few examples: 

Columbus is welcoming the ASAE in 2019 and completing a 
sweeping convention center renovation next year. Cleveland debuted 
the Hilton Cleveland Downtown, connected to its convention 
center, this summer. And Cincinnati’s Duke Energy Convention 
Center recently achieved an annual revenue record under Spectra 
management. Following is a closer look at these metropolises, as well 
as Akron — a great value for Ohio-bound groups.

COLUMBUS
A major sign of the vitality of Ohio’s meetings industry is that 
its capital city — and largest city — is garnering more attention 
among major convention groups. The American Society of 
Association Executives (ASAE) recently selected Columbus 
to host its 2019 Annual Meeting & Exposition, which will draw 
more than 5,000 attendees including many site selection decision-
makers. Other first-time groups Columbus has attracted include 
four medical associations that will hold their annual meetings in 
the city: the American Dental Hygienists Association (2018), the 
Association for Vascular Access (2018), the American Psychiat-
ric Nurses Association (2018) and the American Association of 
Physicists in Medicine (2021).

Experience Columbus has been instrumental in these 
booking successes. Last year “was a record year for us and we 
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“All of our offsite venues offer first-class service and 
collaborate with other local entities to create a distinctly ‘Made in 
Cbus’ flavor,” Williams notes. “One such venue, the North Market, 
located just one block from the convention center, features 
more than 30 vendors offering a significant array of local flavor. 
Convention attendees can walk over during the day to mix and 
mingle with downtown workers and residents alike. Or, groups 
can rent out the historic 44,000-sq.-ft. warehouse for private 
events.”

Such events help to make meetings memorable, and the 
services team at Experience Columbus “is here to help brainstorm 
and implement those ideas whenever possible,” says Williams. 
“Take this as an example: the arches that light up the Short North 
Arts District are some of the most iconic structures in Columbus, 
often referred to as the Arch City, and these bulbs have been 
changed to colors associated with certain groups, for example 
pink for Thirty-One Gifts, as a way to welcome conference 
attendees to the city.”

CLEVELAND
The American Probation and Parole Association held its 41st 
Annual Training Institute, Aug. 28-31 at the Huntington Conven-
tion Center of Cleveland. It had been about 10 years since the 
association met in the city, and the experience for the roughly 

1,300 delegates was “quite a bit different this time,” notes Diane 
Kincaid, Deputy Director/Information Specialist. “It was really 
nice to see the city renovated and updated.”

Among the improvement projects completed this summer is 
the $50 million redesign of Cleveland’s Public Square, a site for 
concerts, movies, farmers markets and other events. In addition, the 
Rock & Roll Hall of Fame has updated its outdoor plaza with a new 
café and beer garden. Located in walking distance to the convention 
center, this iconic venue is available for group rental; spaces include 
the 40-person capacity Meet to the Beat conference room and the 
163-capacity, high-tech Foster Theater. Also available for rental is 
the Cleveland Museum of Natural History, which houses a 500-
seat auditorium. In advance of its centennial in 2020, the museum 
is undergoing a $150 million renovation and expansion that will 
introduce a variety of new galleries. The new Perkins Wildlife 
Center & Woods Garden opened in September 2016.

Destination Cleveland, the city’s CVB, set up an information 
table near the registration area for the American Probation 
and Parole Association’s meeting so that delegates have some 
guidance on dining and entertainment options, Kincaid relates. 
She adds that the group found the Huntington Convention 
Center logistically well suited for the Training Institute, which 
featured an exhibit hall and about 80 workshops. “We have 10-12 
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Set to be completed next July, the $125 million renovation and 
expansion of the Greater Columbus Convention Center will 

bring numerous improvements, including the following:

• 37,000 sq. ft. of new exhibit space, bringing the contiguous 
space to 373,000 sq. ft.

• 10,000 sq. ft. of new two-level meeting space

• Nine new meeting rooms, bringing the total to 74

• LEED certification

• Upgrades to the Convention Center and Hyatt Regency 
meeting rooms and public spaces

• Full renovation of the exterior of the Convention Center

• Transformation of the existing Arnold Plaza into a 
10,000-sq.-ft. event space

• A new $18-million, eight-level, 800-space parking garage 
that will bring total onsite parking to 4,000 spaces. The 
garage will ultimately connect to the renovated center by 
covered skywalk.

• New show offices overlooking exhibit halls

• New lighting, including up-lighting in foyers  
and concourse

• More digital signage

• New wall colors and textured fabrics throughout  
the building

• New, local food and beverage concepts. Levy Restaurants 
is now the F&B provider.

• More than 150 pieces of local art on display

• Enhanced Internet capabilities to allow for use by 20,000 
users simultaneously in meeting rooms and exhibit halls

Greater Columbus Convention 
Center Transformation
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concurrent sessions and need rooms large enough to hold 100 
or more people for workshops,” Kincaid says. “It’s very nice there 
because they have airwalls so they can resize rooms if we let them 
know ahead of time.” She also praises the AV provider, Colortone, 
as “wonderful to work with.”

Located in the heart of downtown on the shores of Lake Erie, 
the SMG-managed Huntington Convention Center of Cleveland 
offers 225,000 gross sq. ft. of exhibit space divisible into three 
exhibition halls, 35 meeting rooms and a 32,000-sq.-ft., column-
free ballroom with panoramic views of the lakefront. Next door is 
the Global Center for Health Innovation, home to some of the 
world’s leading healthcare companies. 

The American Probation and Parole Association’s 
headquarters hotel was the 600-room Hilton Cleveland 
Downtown, which opened in June with over 46,000 sq. ft. of 
meeting space. “In the last couple of years our attendance has 
been increasing and we actually had more than we anticipated,” 
says Kincaid. Overflow was nicely accommodated at the 
nearby 484-room Westin Cleveland Downtown and 441-room 
Renaissance Cleveland Hotel.

Since 2011, Cleveland and Cuyahoga County have invested more 
than $3.5 billion in meetings-related infrastructure development. 
Currently there are eight downtown hotels offering over 4,100 
rooms in walking distance to the Convention Center. Among the 
newcomers are the 122-room Kimpton Schofield Hotel, opened in 
March, and the 189-room Drury Plaza Hotel, opened in April. Major 
renovation projects include the Wyndham Cleveland at Playhouse 
Square’s refresh of its 205 guestrooms and the Ritz-Carlton 
Cleveland’s ongoing renovation of its 209 guestrooms, lobby and 
fitness area (scheduled to be completed by mid-2017).

CINCINNATI
The 2016 fiscal year has been a milestone for Cincinnati’s Duke 
Energy Convention Center. In October, Spectra by Comcast 

The Cleveland skyline at dusk and the city’s  
SMG-managed Convention Center

Spectacor, manager of the facility, recorded its highest grossing 
revenue in the 10-year history of the convention center, with a total 
of 142 events booked. “At Spectra, we empower our employees to 
be fiscally savvy by spending smart, growing value, managing 
expenses and minimizing waste for the betterment of our client,” 
comments Ric Booth, General Manager of the Duke Energy Con-
vention Center. “Particularly when more than one Spectra division 
is at work at the same property, like we have here in Cincinnati, we 
can achieve new levels of operational excellence that ultimately 
benefits our clients and their customers.” The Convention Center 
offers 200,000 sq. ft. of exhibit space, a 40,000-sq.-ft. grand ball-
room and 30 meeting rooms. 

Like Cleveland, Cincinnati has made major investments to 
upgrade its downtown in recent years — more than $711 million 
of private and public funds over the past 10 years, to be precise. 
Part of that investment is a $52 million mixed-use development 
with a newly opened 500-space parking garage, as well as a 
variety of new dining and entertainment options in the heart 
of downtown. In September, the Cincinnati Bell Connector 
streetcar debuted, linking the riverfront attractions to the northern 
downtown neighborhoods. With stops located three blocks from 
the Convention Center, this 3.6-mile loop route is a nice option for 
attendees’ free time. Popular destinations along the route include 
Government Square, Fountain Square, the Contemporary Arts 
Center, Jack Casino, Music Hall and Washington Park.

In northeast Cincinnati, the Embassy Suites recently 
reopened after completing a renovation this summer. The 238-
room property is located near the Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical 
Garden. Other hotel developments of note include:

• The AC Marriott Hotel, located in the Banks Entertainment 
district in downtown Cincinnati. The 170-room hotel is expected 
to open in March of 2017.• The 117-room Holiday Inn Downtown Cincinnati, a new build 
expected to be completed this fall • A 106-room Marriott Autograph Collection property expected 
to open next July in the historic Anna Louise Inn building

Speaking of Cincinnati’s history, the Music Hall, a National 
Historic Landmark built in 1878, is undergoing a $135 million 
renovation expected to be completed this fall. In addition, the 
iconic Union Terminal at the Cincinnati Museum Center is 
undergoing an extensive restoration. Here, groups can explore the 
Cincinnati History Museum, the Museum of Natural History, 
the Duke Energy Children’s Museum and the OMNIMAX 
Theater. The Center for Holocaust and Humanity Education 
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will relocate to Union Terminal in 2018. A new option for offsite 
events is The Transept, housed in the 202-year-old Over-the-
Rhine church accented by stained glass and 50-ft. vaulted ceilings.

AKRON
The state’s fifth-largest city and county seat of Summit County, 
Akron is home to the John S. Knight Center, located just 11 
miles from Akron/Canton Airport and 30 miles from Cleveland 
Hopkins International Airport. The Center offers a 30,000-sq.-
ft. exhibit hall, 12,000-sq.-ft. ballroom, 16 meeting rooms and a 
two-story, 3,000-sq.-ft. glass rotunda and a rooftop patio ideal for 
receptions. Just across the street planners can find more rentable 
banquet and breakout space at the ornate Greystone Hall, a 1917 
Masonic Temple.

“We’ve been at the John S. Knight Center a number of 
times over the past years; it has been an excellent location for 
us,” notes Mark Jaffee, Annual Conference Coordinator for the 
Ohio Council of Teachers of Mathematics. “The center is easily 
navigable, and the signs are well marked for the meeting rooms.”

The Council, whose Annual Conference rotates between several 
different locations within Ohio, will next meet in Akron in 2018. 
With about 900-1,300 attendees, the group is a good fit for the 
John S. Knight Center. The Akron/Summit County Convention 
& Visitors Bureau coordinated a site visit for Jaffee that included 
meetings with various hotel reps. “The offices of the CVB are at the 
Center, and they work together closely,” he comments. Indeed, the 
Akron/Summit CVB has the distinction of being the only CVB in 
Ohio that also manages its destination’s convention center.

Akron’s affordability, compared to Cleveland’s larger cities, 
is another plus point. “The last time we were in Akron we got 
some very good hotel rates, in the vicinity of under $100, and the 
convention center itself is not completely inexpensive but less 

expensive than Cleveland or Columbus,” Jaffee observes. “And 
the CVB has an arrangement that for all of our participants who 
stay in their hotels, we get a $3 payment to the association” as an 
incentive to book those properties.

Apart from the CVB, Jaffee has also had a positive experience 
with Hughie’s Event Production Services, which has offices 
in both Cleveland and Columbus. “We work with them almost 
exclusively for AV over the years. They work in conjunction with 
the various convention centers,” he says. “I got my start with 
the conventions as the equipment chair, and served for several 
conferences in Cleveland and Akron. Hughie’s is extremely 
competent; they’re very good at problem solving.”

The Akron Art Museum, Akron Civic Theatre and BLU Jazz+ 
are among the sources of downtown diversion for attendees. The 
1,500-seat Goodyear Theater and the 3,500-seat Goodyear Hall, two 
new venues that are part of the redeveloped former Goodyear world 
headquarters, are the city’s latest concert venues. And for groups who 
wish to escape the urban environment, Cuyahoga Valley National 
Park, Ohio’s only National Park, lies just 18 miles from Akron.
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