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Experts from operations, economics, development and technology debate the themes, 

trends and challenges facing convention, sports and entertainment venues in 2019.
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Executive Vice-President 

“The political climate is lending itself less 
and less to municipalities and local gov-
ernments paying for the development of 
new or the renovation of publicly-owned 
sports facilities. It’s becoming more neces-

sary - and responsible - to 
find creative financing 

solutions to these 
issues.”

RYAN WALSH
Executive Director
 HARRIS COUNTY SPORTS &      

  CONVENTION CORPORATION - 
NRG PARK

WT PARTNERSHIP

FUNDING, FINANCING & STRUCTURING

The market continues to constrict as constraints on public 
funds show no sign of relenting. This is exacerbated by de-
mands on cities to deliver high end sports, entertainment and 
infrastructure. What’s the remedy? Our panel believe a shift in 
the principles of funding, financing and structuring projects in 
the venues sector is needed - quickly.

“The public sector is changing up their 
negotiating approach across the industry. 
It’s been well documented in recent years 
that sports franchises, venue operators 
and promoters had – for a 
time – dictated terms to 
the public sector. But 
the tide is beginning 
to turn.” 

Publicly owned and operated venues, arenas and conven-
tion centers are aging. Municipal governments certainly have 
never felt ‘flush’, but in 2019, most every council chamber 
is citing the ‘days of the blank check, are over’.  This can 
be seen particularly starkly as it relates to venues and new 
venue development. This reality is coupled with the continued 
challenge of obsolescence in the tech-era - forcing public 
sector agencies to explore new avenues to modernize or 
replace their infrastructure through Public Private Partner-
ships (“P3”). Now, many argue that the major leagues and 
the public sector have been partners for decades, but this 
typically amounted to no more than a landlord and tenant 
capacity - not a true “P3” structure. Whilst funding the initial 
construction as a capital project can make sense, often a 
traditional project delivery structure can leave the public 
sector susceptible to budget blow-outs, schedule busts and 
long term maintenance backlogs. P3 models center around 
directing the risk of design, construction, financing, opera-
tions and maintenance to parties best placed and incentiv-
ized to manage that risk. More often now, P3 structures are 
being considered for convention centers however, calibrat-
ing the revenue streams and operating expenses needs to 
be analyzed very closely as typically these facilities do not 
generate enough revenue on their own to support a 3rd party 
investment like a P3, market conditions and enterprise health 
can also vary greatly.

This P3 model is commonly abbreviated to “DBFM”, but 
there are several variations of this structure. This has brought 
a new form of private finance into the mix breaking the dead-
lock between constrained public funds and an unwillingness 
of many franchises to contribute funding to hard infrastruture, 

such as arenas, convention centers and stadiums and their 
respective ancillary developments. Take for example the Big 
Build in Minneapolis. It will bring over $2 billion in public and 
private investment between now and 2025. We expect this 
trend to continue to rise as P3, mixed use development mod-
els gain momentum.

 EMERGING TRENDS & FUTURE PREDICTIONS

� Continued growth in interest for Design-Build-Fi-
nance-Maintain approach;

� Focus on venues as ‘economic engines’ to support
increased taxation revenue;

� Increase in level of investment in ancillary development
around major venues including hotels, bars, restaurants,
cultural assets;

� Turnover of venues and major renewals to increase as
technology, experiential marketing and individual specta-
tor needs continue to evolve; and

� End to free money for major league flight of fancy.

MAJOR LEAGUE FRANCHISES

In 2019, over $2 billion worth of new and renovated ven-
ues are on pace to open, with $11.4 billion allocated for 
projects scheduled to open in 2019 or later, according to 
SportsBusiness Journal research. 

Most of these venues boast modern technological inno-
vations and experiential features that are geared towards 
engaging spectators. Stacey Jones, founder of Kansas City 
based Crawford Architects, emphasized the importance ven-
ue owners and operators are placing on methods to ensure 
attendees “arrive early and stay late” which means we have 
plenty of attractions and amenities to look forward to.

The greatest adoption of this may be the NBA’s to claim. 
NBA franchises are prioritizing facilities with several ameni-



“Venue Owners and Operators are 
focused on implementing experiential 
features into their venues which engages 

spectators and 
encourages them to 

arrive early and stay 
late” 

STACEY JONES
Owner & Senior Principal

 CRAWFORD ARCHITECTS

“Local tax revenue plays a large part in the 
public sector’s ability to maximize what is 
offered; oftentimes hotel, car rental, and 
sales taxes can all be a significant 
component in the attraction and retention 
of both facility development 
and large, special events 
(i.e. Super Bowl, Final 
Four, large conven-
tions, etc.).”

DAVID STONE
President

“Research really challenges the assumption 
that having a major sports franchise take 
residence in your city is a slam 
dunk for increased public 
benefit.” 

JUDITH GRANT LONG
Associate Professor of Sport 

Management
UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN

STONE PLANNING

ties, targeting not only attendees, but potential players, med-
ical and operational staff. WT Partnership Vice President and 
sports venue costing expert Steve Kelly offers that owners 
are “looking to have training and practice facilities all under 
the same roof  –  while creating plazas that contain restau-
rants, bars, gathering spaces and interactive installations for 
the public, nurturing a communal environment within in the 
confines of the city.”  

In an increasing trend, much of the collegiate sports venue 
development is focused on the creation of venues that can 
be used outside of game day. WT and Crawford Architects’ 
current work on a Tempe, AZ based indoor practice facility 
for Arizona State University is one example of a program 
making a major investment in a “home base” facility for play-
ers and coaching staff.

Across North America, in both major and smaller markets, 
cities are jockeying for a shot at landing the next professional 
sports franchise. In Nashville, Cincinnati and Miami, planning 
and construction is underway to bring modern facilities to 
fruition. While in cities like Sacramento and Detroit, public 
officials are making strides to approve stadium deals that will 
hopefully lead to a future franchise bid. However, extensive 
research has shown that due diligence, adequate analysis, 
and strategic structuring is needed to ensure the deals pro-
vide equal value to both the public and the private sector. 

USER EXPERIENCE

The grouping of entertainment venues, family attractions and 
commercial venues are increasing in demand and popularity. 
Cities and public agencies are looking for ways to offset the 
capital cost pressures associated with development via the 
creation of a key community anchor and the added benefit of 
regeneration in urban areas. 

In the case of the stand-alone developments or refurbish-
ment projects, specialized design of venues which create 
“neighborhoods” within a facility allows operators to maxi-
mize the probability of additional purchases by guests. These 
varying zones, each with a unique program, create more 
enjoyable experiences which promote repeat visits. 

Subsequently, with the influx in the availability and demand 
for live touring entertainment, venue designers, owners and 
operators have taken notice and responded by focusing on 
new, flexible, multi-use venues, that cater to concert and the-
ater-goers, rodeos, and monster truck enthusiasts queuing 
around the block.

EMERGING TRENDS & FUTURE PREDICTIONS

 � While neither E-Sports or sports gambling are new in 
the United States, the need to create brick-and-mortar 
venues within facilities to accommodate these activities 
is growing. In the UK, this type of experience has proven 
to be impactful on advertising revenue for facilities where 
in-game information is displayed on field hoardings 
along with simultaneous  broadcast via the bookmakers’ 
online apps. 

 � Recent progress in virtual reality (VR) software has 
provided unique opportunities for integration into a wide 
variety of sports and entertainment venues.  Providing 
the ability to experience taking a pitch from a major 
league pitcher or to drive a NASCAR vehicle generates 
interest in both die-hard and neophyte fans.



“While Local, State, and Federal Govern-
ment rebates may help to subsidize costs 
associated with sustainability retrofit 
projects and new construction, they don’t 
cover all the costs associated. It is a 
business case and stewardship exercise for 
venues to consider the economic benefits 
of operating a more efficient facility and 
being progressive with the various 
innovations, and with that, 
committing to funding 
the initiatives. “

KEVIN AUSTIN
Senior Advisor - Sports, Venues & 
Entertainment 
WT PARTNERSHIP

VENUE ENTERPRISE 

Between 1998 and 2018 top naming-rights deals have more 
than doubled across big-league venues according to Sports 
Business Journal. The volatility, or changeover of the genre, 
has also been apparent in that span, with large corporate 
sponsor interests changing hands and the influence of 9-digit 
multi-million-dollar deals influencing the direction of not only 
how professional franchises operate their venues, but in 
which market those venues are geographically located. 

While fan backlash over the name affixed to a beloved sta-
dium, is at times, very real (ex: Seattle-based Safeco Field’s 
transition to T-Mobile Park’s pink-neon branding), increased 
revenue associated with advertising and naming rights, if 
structured correctly, can relief some financial burden on the 
public sector.

VENUE DEVELOPMENT & OPERATIONS

Technological advancements are constant, making owners 
contemplate which integrations and implementations will add 
value to their venue. New technology integrations include 
GPS/Blue-tooth beacons, which provide valuable analytical 
data by keeping track of patron movement within the venue, 
while providing insight in way-finding information and digital 
fan experiences.

Additionally, the addition of Cellular 5G DAS systems in 
stadiums, which provide patrons the ability to use high speed 
cellular service within the venue, is becoming commonplace. 
Building Automation Systems (BAS) are continually mov-
ing towards fully integrating all connected equipment and 
systems and moving away from the traditional proprietary 
systems. Facility Managers greatly benefit from a common 
“front-end” to access and control all the systems from a 
single seat.

As venues continually rely more on the converged network, 
with more systems and features coming online, it is vital that 
venues have superior Cybersecurity programs. This requires 
extensive measures including working with the Department 
of Homeland Security, following the SAFETY Act, safety grant 
funding and cyber terrorism insurance, as well as adhering to 
proper laws and protocols for storing personal information. 
With the growth of IoT devices and facilities, one of the over-
arching concerns is not just the sanctity of facility networks, 
but fan/guest privacy concerns will need to be addressed as 
the technology expands.  

In the sustainability realm, Local, State, and Federal govern-
ments have established rebates and incentives for electrical 
upgrades, water efficiency systems, and renewable energy 
integrations to promote continued efforts to improve the way 
venues operate. 

EMERGING TRENDS & FUTURE PREDICTIONS

 � BAS systems will start the integration of all building sys-
tems, as well as the Internet of Things (IoT) with numer-
ous other connected devices. 

 � Food & beverage will continue to push the envelope 
with new and interesting offerings in venues. Technol-
ogy integrations within dining services will be key to 
complementing guest experience with mobile access to 
locations, access to menus, mobile ordering, delivery to 
seat, and pick up locations.

 � Recycling programs will continue to grow, along with 
composting strategies.

 � Building Information Modeling (BIM) usage will contin-
ue to grow and will be utilized in numerous facility and 
event management programs.

 � Artificial Intelligence to be utilized in Security and Surveil-
lance systems.
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