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BY ELISABETH ROMÁN

From Las Vegas to Chicago, New York to
Orlando, cities, states, and public authori-
ties nationwide have been investing billions

of dollars in a race with competing cities to attract
conventions and their delegates to new or
expanded convention facilities. To these cities, the
lure of the convention business has long been the

prospect of visitors contributing to their local
economies as they empty their wallets by 
spending on meals, lodging, shopping, and 
entertainment. In November, Puerto Rico joins
this nationwide competition with the official
opening of the $415 million Convention Center in
Isla Grande. The center will open with a capacity
for 7,000 people and, with future expansions, 
will accommodate 12,000 delegates. Manuel
Sánchez Biscombe, executive director of the

Convention Center District Authority (CCDA),
said the 580,000-square-foot facility will wel-
come its first local convention—the San Juan
Beauty Show—Nov. 13. The inauguration could
be held early in November, but a final decision by
the organization committee in charge of the event
is still pending, he added. The committee is
headed by Economic Development & Commerce
Secretary Jorge Silva.
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Puerto Rico Convention Center
Opens in November

S T O R Y

Plenty of Space but Lacking Hotel Rooms



The center is “substantially completed,” accord-
ing to Sánchez, who has overseen the construc-
tion project since its groundbreaking in January
2002. The last remaining hurdle is an access road
to the center, which the Puerto Rico Highway &
Transportation Authority was scheduled to deliver
in July, but now plans to have ready in October.
“Basically, all that is left is finishings,” 
Sánchez said in an interview with CARIBBEAN
BUSINESS, during which he noted that 1,250
construction workers are toiling “in earnest” to
complete all remaining tasks, such as painting
walls, installing lighting, working on the exteri-
ors, installing the new water fountain, and putting
in some windows. The center should have all its
use permits in order by inauguration time,
Sánchez added.

Come October, the interior of the center
will begin filling with some $4.3 million
worth of furnishings, video equipment, and
kitchen appliances and fittings. Sánchez said
70% of the contracts for these articles went
to local companies.

“The new Convention Center, in terms of its
size, technology, and design, is set apart from any
other facility of its type in the Caribbean,” stated
Ana María Viscasillas, president & CEO of the
Puerto Rico Convention Bureau, the official sales
& marketing agent for the Puerto Rico Convention
Center (PRCC). “With the opening of the PRCC
in November, Puerto Rico will reach a new level
in serving the meetings & conventions market, an
experience that previously was unavailable in the
Caribbean. We will have joined that small echelon
of world-class meeting destinations—the
Preferred Meeting Destination of the Americas.

“As final construction on the PRCC continues
on track for opening in November, executives are
working on final plans to ensure the facility offers
convention and tradeshow organizers the latest
available technology for a state-of-the-art meeting
experience, as well as first-class business amenities

to serve the ever-evolving needs of meeting 
delegates,” Viscasillas said.

Technology at the PRCC will be the most
advanced of any convention center in Latin
America and the Caribbean. In addition to video-

conferencing, simultaneous language translation
can be made available as well as broadband and
wireless Internet access throughout the facility.
Telecommunications services for the new facility
include voice, data, coaxial, and fiber-optic access
from all areas of the center, including the 

registration areas, prefunction spaces, ballroom,
meeting rooms, and exhibition-hall utility floor
boxes, which provide compressed air, water,
drainage, and special electrical services, accord-
ing to the CCDA. Electrical services will be avail-
able in all function spaces of the center, including
all registration areas, prefunction spaces, show
offices, meeting rooms, and the ballroom.

In addition, high-powered electrical connec-
tions are available in the ballroom and exhibit hall
for concerts, theatrical productions, and presenta-
tions. The PRCC has three power generators,
each with a 2,000-kilowatt capacity, which can
provide 100% of the convention center’s electri-
cal needs during power outages. The generators,
which run on diesel, have a room for 30,000 
gallons of fuel and can operate for a period of 10
days without having to refuel. 

The biggest convention facility in the Caribbean
and among the largest in Latin America, the
PRCC is a trump card in Puerto Rico’s bid to
attract larger groups to the island and boost the
local tourism industry. It is also the centerpiece 
of an ambitious $1.3 billion mixed-use urban
development on the 113-acre plot in Isla Grande.
In addition to the convention center, the develop-
ment so far includes a residential project by Mora
Construction and a hotel, a collaboration between
the Interlink Group of Puerto Rico and Dallas-
based Garfield Traub Development LLC. Mora’s
residential units carry a start-up price of around
$600,000. Sánchez said the Planning Board is
carrying out a study, to be ready before
December, on the viability of adding another 300
residential units to the 225 initially contemplated
for the area. “Demand has been so big I can’t tell
you how much the price has increased, but it cer-
tainly has gone up,” he said. “These are residential

developments with private-sector investment.”
The CCDA, an independent agency under the

Puerto Rico Economic Development & Commerce
Department umbrella, now is receiving requests
for qualifications from firms interested in 
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Manuel Sánchez Biscombe, executive 
director of the Convention Center 

District Authority

Rendering of the proposed 500-room Sheraton Puerto Rico Convention Center Hotel, which breaks ground in October.
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developing a 10-story office tower
with up to 216,000 square feet of
space. Five requests have been
received so far. Sánchez said, out of
all interested companies, only a
select few will be invited to submit
requests for proposals. The contract
will be awarded by November, he
added.

The convention center’s $415 mil-
lion price tag includes $188 million
for construction, $91 million in
infrastructure costs, and $136 mil-
lion in soft costs for permitting,
design, and consultants. The con-
struction phase involved 17 local
and outside contractors working
under the supervision of Atlanta-
based construction management
firm Hardin/QB.

The new convention center con-
sists of 580,000 square feet on a
113-acre site. The facilities include
152,700 square feet of exhibit
space, which is divided into three
halls; 36,200 square feet of meeting
space with 15 rooms on two levels
that subdivide into 28 breakout
rooms; the largest ballroom in the
Caribbean, consisting of 39,500
square feet; and 200,000 square feet
of space for support services and
administration. Adjacent to the
building will be approximately
2,000 parking spaces. It also will
have the largest kitchen and ball-
room facilities in Puerto Rico. The
PRCC will have 30 full-time
employees and, depending on 
the size of event, can employ up to
200 people.

Two contiguous expansions of
the convention center also are
planned for the near future.
Sánchez pointed out that the con-
vention center is being built in such
a manner that it provides for future
expansions along the building’s
side where the parking garages
were built. “With these two parking
sites, we can double the size of the
convention center,” he stated, “but
it will be demand that dictates
when this expansion takes place. If
we have the hotel rooms and the
demand is there, we have the space
to expand the center.”

The convention center promises
to generate $300 million a year for
Puerto Rico’s economy during the
first decade of operations and $22.8
million in annual revenue. In addi-
tion, privately developed construc-
tion projects will have an additional
economic impact of $113 million.
The Convention Center District,
which is slated to be completed in

2012, will generate over 9,300 new
direct and indirect jobs, provide
plenty of business opportunities for
the island’s tourism industry, and
position Puerto Rico as one of the
premier destinations for meeting
planners and organizations through-
out the world.

“I believe the Convention Center
District will be a source of new
income for Puerto Rico that easily
can be tapped into within a short
period. The convention center 
facility already has been built by the
government and soon will begin
generating revenue that wasn’t
coming into Puerto Rico,” said the
CCDA executive director. “How
much we will be able to produce
depends on us, on the services we
provide, and on the number of hotel
rooms we eventually will have.”

The CCDA also is in charge of 10
parcels of land that will be devel-
oped adjacent to the convention
center by private investors. All
parcels will have the necessary
infrastructure—including water,
electricity, roads, etc.—so, when
developers come in, they won’t
have to rip up the roads again.
Overall, the Convention Center
District will provide 868,955
square feet of office space; 227,000
square feet of retail space for
restaurants, shops, and cinemas;
7,349 parking spaces; 225 residen-
tial units; a park; pedestrian walk-
ways that will lead to the San Juan
Bay area; two hotels; a casino; a
museum; and a designated area for
tour-bus parking.

LODGING FOR DELEGATES

However, even the very best con-
vention facilities aren’t enough to
make meeting groups come to
Puerto Rico, if there aren’t suffi-
cient quality hotel rooms. Without
these, it will be difficult to attract
big groups to the island and gener-
ate the projected economic impact.
The hotel-rooms inventory is
extremely important, and there
must be a sufficient quantity that
can be [designated] for convention
business. Meeting planners seek a
large number of hotel rooms, which
can be [reserved] for months and
years in advance for use by a single
group, traditionally at a discounted
rate, in as few individual hotel prop-
erties as possible, and with at least
one hotel adjacent to the convention
center being sufficiently large
enough to serve as the headquarters
for the events and the principal
lodging for the majority of the del-
egates attending the convention.
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The hotels also must be in close proximity to
the meeting facilities and to transportation and
airport access. Overnight hotel business is pre-
dominantly driven by air travelers in most loca-
tions. The day-use market for short meetings, on
the other hand, often is composed of local drive-
in traffic.

According to estimates released by the
CCDA, the convention center will generate
75,000 room nights in its first year of operation.
When completed in 2012, it will occupy 1.3
million square feet and should generate 225,000
room nights annually. One concern among
Puerto Rico’s tourism-industry leaders is where
delegates attending conventions will stay since
there is a major shortage of hotel rooms in the
San Juan area to meet demand. The convention
center’s success, built to attract large meeting
groups and conventions to the island, is contin-
gent on the expansion of San Juan’s hotel-room
portfolio, which presently is inadequate to meet
the increased influx of visitors, even for the ini-
tial capacity of 7,000 delegates. The number of
hotel rooms needed to accommodate 7,000 peo-
ple is at least 4,000. Considering no major hotel
in the San Juan metro area can turn over all their
rooms for a convention, it will be impossible to
lure meetings of 7,000 people at this time or for
at least five years.

“The biggest weakness I see today is the lack of
hotel rooms. Although the facility will be able to
accommodate 7,000 delegates once completed,
we are marketing only to groups of between
2,500 and 3,500 because of this shortage,”
Sánchez explained. “We, at the convention center,
could manage groups much larger than those we
currently are targeting but, before that, we will
need to have more hotel rooms in the area.”

A hotel is planned for construction on one of the
Convention Center District parcels. Construction
of the 500-room Sheraton Puerto Rico Convention
Center Hotel is scheduled to commence late
October. Total investment in the private-sector

project is $200 million, which includes $130 mil-
lion in interim financing from FirstBank and $70
million in equity that will pay for such costs as
outfitting the hotel property, financing charges,
and other indirect expenditures. The hotel is
scheduled to open for business in fall 2008 and
will be managed by Starwood Hotels & Resorts
Worldwide Inc., holders of the Sheraton brand.
The property is a key element to the success of the
convention center. The CCDA also envisions a
second hotel in the district that will have 920
rooms. Before requesting bids for that project,
however, the agency wants to analyze the perfor-
mance of the convention center.

The number of hotel rooms is just under 7,000
in the San Juan, Condado, and Isla Verde areas,
with 660 scheduled to come on line in 2006 with
the opening of the Renaissance Hotel (formerly
La Concha), the Vanderbilt Hotel (formerly
Condado Beach), and Paseo Caribe, a luxury
condo-hotel with 264 rooms. While these hotels
are accessible and within minutes of the
Convention Center, none are adjacent to the facil-
ity and are insufficient to service the demands by
a facility built to initially accommodate 7,000 del-
egates. Only the larger hotels will be able to allo-
cate about 200 rooms for conventions, but will
have to hold the rest for their regular clientele; so
only about 3,000 people will be accommodated in
20 different hotels, something most conventions
and group planners of any size consider unac-
ceptable. The lack of hotel rooms has led the U.S.
Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, one of the con-
ventions already signed up, to contract a cruise
ship and dock it in San Juan Harbor to accommo-
date the large number of delegates expected to
attend their 2007 convention.

According to the CCDA, a correlation exists
between available room-block size and 
convention-center exhibit size. “Our perfect 
convention size, given the current room inventory
and exhibit space, is from 2,000 to 4,000 
attendees. As hotel inventory grows, the size of
conventions will grow as well,” Sánchez said.

Concerns have been voiced among industry

leaders, however, that the lack of hotel rooms will
turn the new multimillion-dollar convention facil-
ity into what they call a white elephant. “It is no
secret that convention centers lose money all over
the country. Cities and states build them, how-
ever, because they attract large numbers of visi-
tors who spend on hotels, shopping, restaurants,
transportation, and contribute millions to their
economies,” stated a veteran tourism expert who
preferred to remain anonymous. “What is likely
to end up happening with the PRCC is, due to the
lack of available rooms, large groups won’t come
and it won’t generate sufficient business to ser-
vice the debt incurred to build it. The profits from
a convention or conference complex come from
renting hotel sleeping rooms.” The lack of income
can affect the availability of cash flow for main-
tenance and continuous updating of the center’s
equipment and technology.

The hotelier cited the San Francisco Moscone
Center, managed by the SMG and hired to man-
age the PRCC, as an example of a well-known
convention facility that loses money but is eco-
nomically viable because of the large number of
visitors it attracts to the city. “The Moscone
Center brings in about $10 million a year in rev-
enue. Operating expenses, on the other hand,
currently are running at about $13 million a
year. Thus, there is a deficit of about $3 million
annually. On top of that, this year’s debt service
will be about $20 million, creating a structured
deal that is designed to lose $23 million a year
for the city of San Francisco,” the hotelier said.
“What we will see in Puerto Rico, because of
the lack of rooms, will be the local government
subsidizing the center with public revenue, new
taxes, or additional hotel-room taxes to survive
over the long run.”

Sánchez is aware convention centers aren’t built
to generate profits but to contribute to economic
growth. “Convention centers aren’t necessarily
built so they can generate profit. Actually, more
than 90% of the convention centers on the U.S.
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mainland don’t generate any profits,” he said.
“Convention centers are seen as an instrument for
economic development. How many more restau-
rants, stores, and hotels need to be built to man-
age the business that comes from conventions, in
addition to needing more taxi drivers and buses to
transport delegates? In Puerto Rico’s case, the
economic development model we utilized, which
includes hotels, residences, retailers, and cinemas
created for the Convention Center District, will
allow us to generate income to help us meet oper-
ational costs, debt service, and compete with
other markets,” Sánchez said. “We project the
CCDA will be financially stable in eight years
because the hotels will be completed and the res-
idential and commercial units also will be built
and generating income.”

Sánchez added that the $415 million bond
issued to pay for the convention center develop-
ment will be repaid with the hotel-room tax and
not the conventions booked. “It will be paid by
the tourists who visit Puerto Rico,” he stated.

CONVENTION BUSINESS IS

EXTREMELY COMPETITIVE

The meetings, conventions, exhibitions, and
incentive-travel industry is a 365-day-a-year busi-
ness that operates in communities, large and
small, across the country. Taken as a whole, it
generated $122.31 billion in total direct spending
in 2004 in the U.S., making it the 29th-largest
contributor to the U.S. gross national product,
according to a study released by the Brookings
Institute. That is more than the pharmaceutical
and medicine manufacturing industry and only
lightly less than the nursing and residential-care
facilities industry contribute to the U.S. main-
land’s economy.

The industry’s spending and tax revenue ripple
through every sector of the local economy, from
restaurants and transportation to retail stores and
other services, while supporting 1.7 million jobs
on the U.S. mainland. It generates more than 36%
of the hotel industry’s estimated $109.3 billion in
operating revenue, and its attendees account for
nearly 17% of the air-transportation industry’s
operating income. Many cities, however, have seen
their convention attendance fall by 40%, 50 %, and
higher since the peak years of the late 1990s,
according to an industry study released by the
Brookings Institute in January. The study indicates
the sharp drop has occurred across a range of com-
munities, including a number of the historically
most successful convention locales in the nation.

Despite diminishing demand, the past few years
have seen a remarkable boom in the volume of
exhibit space in U.S. convention centers.
Expansions and entirely new centers added 9.6
million square feet of space between 1990 and
1995, another 3 million in 2000, and 8.8 million
more over the past three years.

New public capital spending on U.S. main-
land convention centers has doubled over the
past decade, growing from $1.2 billion in 1993
to an average of $2.4 billion annually from
2001 through 2003. That massive spending has
fueled an expansion of center exhibit space
from 40.4 million square feet in 1990 to about

60.9 million in 2003, a 51% increase over 13
years. Some 40 cities—including New York;
Chicago; Denver; Hartford, Conn.; Tampa, Fla.;
New Orleans; Detroit; Albany, N.Y.; Raleigh,
N.C.; Phoenix; and Colorado Springs, Colo.—
are planning or building as much as an addi-
tional four to five million square feet of space in
hopes of boosting jobs and tax revenue. This
means the PRCC is facing stiff competition in
an already competitive market.

“With the opening of the convention center,
Puerto Rico will be able to compete with the 440
conventions centers on the U.S. mainland,”
Sánchez stated. “We feel we will be able to suc-
cessfully compete with these convention centers
because of our location; we are under the U.S. flag
with all the security it provides, have a tropical cli-
mate, will have the largest center in the Caribbean,
and it will be the most advanced in terms of tech-
nology in Latin America. These assets will provide
us a niche that will allow us to compete.”

While the supply of exhibit space on the U.S.
mainland has expanded steadily, the demand for
convention and trade-show exhibit space, and the
attendees these events and space bring to a city,
actually has plummeted. Simply put, the
Brooking Institute report shows the overall con-
vention marketplace has shifted dramatically, in a
manner that suggests a recovery or turnaround is
unlikely to yield much increased business for any
given community. Less business, in turn, means
less revenue to cover facility expenses, and less
money injected into local economies, an issue
Puerto Rico must closely examine.

A small group of cities—Chicago, New York,
Atlanta, New Orleans, and Orlando, Fla.—have

long dominated the supply of convention-center
space and the demand from the largest conven-
tion and trade-show events. Despite their histori-
cally dominant competitive position and location
as major commercial centers, these cities all have
seen significant recent losses in convention activ-
ity, even as they expanded their convention cen-
ters. In addition, a host of other communities of
varying size and regional locations also have seen
notable changes, in the form of a substantial loss
of events and attendance, the Brookings Institute
reported. Even those cities that have invested in
major center expansions have seen flat business,
despite earlier market and feasibility studies that
predicted more space would bring substantial
increases in events and attendance.

With events and attendance sagging in even the
hottest destination spots, few centers are able to
cover even basic operating costs—and local eco-
nomic impacts have fallen far short of expecta-
tions. Demand for convention center space isn’t
keeping pace with its growing supply, severely
limiting the ability of individual centers to accrue
hoped-for economic benefits and ultimately 
calling into question the value of these large 
public investments.

Sánchez pointed out that Miami, for example, is
giving its convention center space free of cost just
to get groups in. “Last year, Miami had four hur-
ricanes, and the city is having a hard time attract-
ing conventions or groups. So, to attract groups,
Miami is providing the convention center free of
charge; and we have to compete with that,” he
said. “We needed, however, to build the conven-
tion center first to convince private investors and
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T he $415 million Puerto Rico
Convention Center (PRCC) not only
will feature top-of-the-line services

to all delegates and convention attendees, it
also will be managed by world-renowned
convention management company SMG.

The company was hired in 2003 to manage
the PRCC’s operations for $125,000 a year.
In total, the convention center’s operations
will require an annual investment of $2.3
million. Philadelphia-based SMG, also oper-
ator of the José Miguel Agrelot Coliseum in
Hato Rey, has 27 years experience running
meeting venues and entertainment facilities
worldwide.

Founded in 1977, SMG has become the
premier convention center management
company in the U.S., having grown to 170
facilities on the mainland. SMG specializes
in the management of convention centers
and operates 98% of the publicly owned
exhibition space in North America that are
operated by private companies. The 51 
convention and exhibition facilities man-
aged by SMG include more than 10 million
square feet of space and range in size from
30,000-square-foot exhibit halls, with 
adjacent active sports arenas, to the more
than 1-million-square-foot Reliant Astrohall
in Houston and the National Trade Center 
in Toronto.

In addition, SMG is the largest operator of
sports and entertainment venues in the
United Kingdom and Europe, controlling
75,000 seats in facilities across Europe.

SMG also has signed its first facility man-
agement contract in Mexico to manage the
prestigious World Trade Center, in Mexico
City, starting Nov. 3. Furthermore, the com-
pany is negotiating to establish operations in
China and a number of other countries in the
Asia-Pacific region.

SMG is a joint venture in general partner-
ship with two equal principals, Hyatt Hotels
Co. and Aramark Corp. The company’s suc-
cessful growth has been built on the many
partnerships it has developed with their
clients—both municipal and private.
Organizationally, SMG has two separate
operating divisions, one for stadiums and
arenas and another for convention centers,
providing the same effective business princi-
ples to two distinctively different business
segments. SMG-managed facilities grossed
more than $1 billion in 2004, hosting more
than 9,000 events and attracting more than

50 million patrons.
The Puerto Rico coliseum and convention

facilities are expected to benefit from the
company’s depth of resources and its unpar-
alleled expertise, leadership, and creative
problem solving. “When you have the
largest company in the world managing both
the José Miguel Agrelot Coliseum and the
Puerto Rico Convention Center, it provides
the facilities with credibility and standing,”
stated Manuel Sánchez Biscombe, executive
director of the Convention Center District
Authority. “SMG is providing us with the
experience and know-how needed to comply
with the industry’s standards.”

Sánchez pointed out that SMG already has
succeeded in turning the Puerto Rico coli-
seum into the seventh-largest arena in the
U.S. in terms of ticket sales.

SMG has tapped Ron King to fill in as the
center’s general manager. King hails from
Utah and, according to Sánchez, has many
years of experience in the convention field.
His résumé includes running the Salt Lake
City Convention Center and the security task
force for the 2002 Winter Olympic Games,
which also were held in the same city.
King’s support staff is all locally hired peo-
ple. Sánchez said employment at the center
primarily will be on a part-time basis and
will depend on the number and size of con-
ventions and other activities. The PRCC will
have 30 full-time employees and, depending
on the size of the event, it can employ up to
200 people. ■

hotel developers to develop hotel rooms on the
island. If we asked them to build the hotels first,
developers will want to know who will fill the
rooms. With the convention center, we now can
tell hotel developers we are able to attract guests
in large numbers,” Sánchez said.

With the convention center business changing
throughout the U.S. mainland, the island faces
even greater challenges than its hotel-room short-
age to make the PRCC a success. “The conven-
tion market is changing drastically as a result of
the Internet, increased transportation costs, and
many other factors we must keep our eyes on,”
stated CCDA Executive Director Sánchez.

The decline in events and attendance experi-
enced by convention centers in recent years 
doesn’t simply reflect a move from one city to a
less attractive one or a dramatic restructuring of 
a particular event. Rather, they are the product 
of industry consolidation, particularly in the 

hardware and home-improvement industry,
reductions in business travel in the face of increas-
ing costs and difficulty, and alternative means of
conveying and gathering information.

For 2006, the PRCC has booked 55 consumer
shows and local events and five international
conventions. With most of these being local
events, the PRCC will provide intense competi-
tion for the island’s existing convention and
meeting facilities.

ATTRACTIONS ALSO NEEDED

Cost is obviously a major issue for every meet-
ing planner, but it doesn’t mean that the lowest-
cost destination becomes the most attractive.
Delegates attending conventions also demand
plenty of attractions, a requirement that doesn’t
go unnoticed by meeting planners. Attractions
besides the meeting facilities are necessary to 
create interest in a destination.

What should remain clear to Puerto Rico is that
a state-of-the-art convention center alone won’t
create sufficient attraction to bring in groups and

make it a success. Puerto Rico needs to provide
complete tourism infrastructure, from rooms to
attractions, for the new multimillion-dollar con-
vention facility to be a success.

For the more sophisticated meeting markets, the
city itself is generally the attraction. Cities such as
San Francisco, New York, Chicago, Las Vegas,
and Orlando, Fla. have become known as great
places with urbane cultures. Other groups may be
attracted by commercial attractions. Disney
theme parks have been great for the convention
draw in Anaheim, Calif., and Orlando. As meeting
groups get more resort-oriented, attractions such
as golf and other recreational facilities become
more important, areas where Puerto Rico might
successfully compete.

“Now, what we need isn’t just more hotel
rooms, but also improved education and training,
good service, attractions, and a list of other things
that already have been identified. We just have to
decide how we are going to work on them,”
Sánchez said. ■

Continued from previous page

World-Renowned SMG Manages 
Puerto Rico Convention Center


