REBOUND

In the shadow of the COVID-19 pandemic, meetings

OVID's not something

and conventions are on tl
wetalk much about
anymore, but s

e

our minds” says Chelsea Andujar,
director of meetings and events for
the Carolinas Association of General
Contractors.

Four years ago, the hospitality
sector was reeling from the

he rise.

stubborn challenges romain,

including workforce shortages and

infiation. Vet, planners and industry

representatives report conference
the rise and
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recognizes that meeting facilities

arestiiving to serve their clients.
‘We have been happily surprised

e i propsies e oo

business s bouncing back,
Carolinas AGC, a Charlote-based
tradle association that represents
construction and contractor firms
inNorth and South Carolina

! she says *During
ourfirs arge summit after the
pandemic, our largest dinner event.
‘was for over 500 people, and the
hotel not only brought in allts staff
but recruited their family members

pandemic
shutdowns, but may used the
down time to make cosmetic
improvements and infrastructure:
uparades, and create opportunities
for unique confierence experiences.

While the pandenic is largely

inthe rearview mirror, a few

100 meetings and
conventions of all si7as ach year,
topping out with an annual summit
that brings in as many as 800
attendees.

For Andujar, life and work are
getting back to normal, and while
staffing is stilla concern, she

service and fill
inthe gaps”

Andujar can refate to the
staffing struggles. Her association’s
members are dealing with the
same challenges.

‘ve had to put our patience
hats on and understand we all have




aworkforce shortage:” she ays.
Rich Phaneut,

The biggest challenges fie in hiring workers who are
well-trained andi paying them the wagies they require
and the flexibilizy they need, he adds.

AENC spent its 2024 summer convention at
Harrah's Cherokoe Casino Resort in the North Carolina
mountains, one of the largest resorts and casino
operations in the state.

1n2021, the resort unveiled a multimillion-dolar
expansion projoct, adding a now hotel tower and
283,000 square foot convention center, Today, the
facilit offers over 115700 square fest of event space.
and 1833 hotel rooms.

State association business has always been the
resort's bread and butter, says sales manager Stacy
Paqg, who remembers when the facility was just a
fraction of its current size.

“We bult our convention center on association
business; she says. “For years, all we hiad was a
14,000-5quare-foot ballroom and a16,000-square-foot
event center. “The convention business started with
the NC. Association of Chiefs of Police, which was our
first big association booking, and once they started
coming, averybody started coming and it has been a
great market for us”

The resorts sister property, Harrah's Cherokee Valley
River Casino & Hotel in Murphy is currently undergoing
275 million expansion project expected to be
completed this ear.

The Harrahis resorts are now approaching pre-
pandernic levels and the future s bright, saye Michelle

of Association Executives of has
been on both sides of the event managernent
business. Today, he runs the state organization for
business and trade associations and supports the.
organization's hospitality partners. Prior ta joining
AENC, he was general manager of River Landing
Companies in Wallace, oversecing a country

iz
“Cherokee is trending highor over the next several
years” she said. “With the additional meeting space,
h et a1 g s e o fhe okl
last year, and the
are shaping up to be the best wa've ever had”
1n2021,the Charlatte Convention Center opened

cluband a hotel, and which
managing aworkforce of 250 employees added 50,000 square fet of meeting room and pre-
isn't fully The today offers

ot pesk, Phanout notesprogres s being made.
During the COVID era, we sawa lot of folks
in

600000 square feet of total leasable space.
The investment is paying off for the 25-year-

other lines of work, and even though staffing is
rebounding, we're facing workforce issues today
that we haven't faced before." he says.

harlotte
Regionsal Visiors Autharity, which operates the
facility. The CRVA annual report shows that in
2023, the convention center hosted 37% events with

AvGusT 2024 31



CORPORATE

MEETING GUIDE

413,000 attendees, including 42
conventions and trade shows, 19
consurmer shows and 237 local
events.

Charlotte s a strong diraw for
visitors, particularly those driving to
the Queen City, says Sherri Belfield,
sonior public relations manager.

“The drive market still reigns
suprerne” she says. "Ninein 10
visitors arrive in Charlotte by car,
and we focus on a 400-rmile radius
targeting visitors coming for
concerts, performances, festivals
and sporting events”

She adds that Charlotte ranks
high among meeting planners asa
convention destination.

“This points
roputation Charlotte has among
planners and conference-goers and

Fiovathe, S0 nd U o 18 Commnty”

In Raleigh and across Wake
County, businessis also boorning,
says Dennis Ecwards, president
and CEO of Visit Raleigh, the capital
city's convention bureau

*Leads for corporate meetings.
and canventions are up by 25% over
last year, and bookings are up by
245 hosays.

Edwards welcomes the

B S <chcouica 53575 milion expansion

of the Ralsigh Convention Center

which he believes will be 3 boon to

Transcend the Ordinary ity and ko addn o

at Graylyn Estate and Conference Center the meetings sector.
For nquirie The expansion will add 300000

ool RN IEESS RS

and Special Fvents in Winston-Salem, N.C. ot thacomsnaon conker triigina its: 3

{otal 10 800000, Ewards hopes
thisexpansionvil helprecoup.
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