
 

MEETING SYNOPSIS 

August 19, 2021 | Daugherty Conference Room 

The following is a summary of the fifth meeting of the Cultural Arts and Tourism 
subcommittee. The meeting attendance sheet and presentation are attached to this 
summary. The agenda can be found on the website under About > Meetings.   

Experience Venues Feasibility Study 

Brendan Moore (City of Tuscaloosa) introduced Brandon Dowling with Johnson Consulting.  
The team from Johnson Consulting attended the meeting via Zoom and also included Ryan 
Johnson and Charlie Johnson.  To-date, Johnson Consulting has reviewed both market 
conditions and event industry trends. 

Mr. Dowling began by identifying a primary market that is within a 30-minute drive of 
Tuscaloosa; a secondary market within a 1-hour drive; and a tertiary market within a 4-
hour drive.  Since the COVID-19 pandemic, they also find that the 4-hour drive time can be 
reasonably stretched a bit further.  The 30-minute drive time market can be thought of as 
the source of facility demand Monday through Thursday.  These users will be close enough 
to use a facility for a shorter period of time and return home within one day.  The 1-hour 
drive time market can support local and semi-regional events at a facility.  The 4-hour drive 
time market provides a pool of users who will attend regional or national events.  Each of 
the three market areas was analyzed to determine the demographic makeup in order to 
inform the type of facility that could appeal and be useful to each population.   

Tuscaloosa’s existing lack of commercial air service at the airport was discussed briefly.  For 
sports tourism attendees, particularly youth and amateur sports, driving to events is both 
common and accepted, which is why Johnson Consulting focuses on the drive-time 
markets.  The population within a 4-hour drive time of Tuscaloosa is around 18 million 
people and is projected to grow faster than both the U.S. and the State of Alabama.  This 
density of people, along with Tuscaloosa’s centralized area among several larger individual 
markets, is a strong market indicator.   

The market for conventions and conferences has rebounded more slowly than the one for 
sports tourism.  One factor in this is that air travel is much more common for attendees of 
conventions and conferences.  Before the pandemic, this sector of the economy generated 
about 10 billion dollars in annual revenue in the U.S and drew almost 35 million attendees.  
Johnson Consulting cautioned that we should not consider sports events and conferences 
to be mutually exclusive.  The best facilities are flexible enough to accommodate a wide 
variety of events within both categories.  The group from Johnson Consulting discussed the 
criteria that event owners use to select destinations.  A particular destination is usually 
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evaluated with regard to the attendees’ time being divided one-third each into the business 
of the event they are attending, the hotel where they will sleep, and the restaurants and 
other amenities and attractions they will visit during their free time.  One challenge and 
opportunity for Tuscaloosa to consider is how to provide hotel room blocks for event 
attendees during seasonal peak times for our hotel market (e.g. football season).  In 
general, university towns have an advantage in being able to attract both conferences and 
athletic events. 

Johnson Consulting discussed the sports industry in general.  Specialization of sports has 
become prevalent in recent years.  This means that athletes typically participate in a single 
sport year-round, or as often as they have access to competition.  This fact means they 
tend to travel in order to attend events and competitions that they cannot access in their 
local markets.  When looking at the participation (popularity) trends of individual sports, it 
is important to identify facilities that already exist in the market that cater to specific sports 
or categories of sports and avoid significant redundancy.  The popularity trends are 
important, but it is also important to remember that most sports experience ebbs and 
flows over time.  Building a facility that caters to a single sport or a narrow range of sports 
is unwise; instead, the facility should be flexible and designed to accommodate a wide 
range of events that can be booked year-round.  One unique fact noted by the consultants 
is that for activities that are heavily centered on female participation (e.g. cheer, dance, 
softball), the number of travelers who accompany the competitor is typically two to three 
times higher than for other sports and activities.   

Johnson Consulting noted minimum facility sizes needed in order to qualify for a few types 
of sporting competitions.  In addition to building a space to meet minimums like these, 
other qualities that contribute to success in attracting events include being in a strategic 
location, proximity to other competitive sports tourism facilities, quality of competition 
surfaces, and sponsorships by well-known brands.  Within one hour from Tuscaloosa, the 
Birmingham market is our nearest competitor.  The consultants reviewed hotel locations 
and performance in Tuscaloosa, including both those completed and known future 
developments.  They also presented location information in the form of a heat map to 
show how hotels cluster geographically.  The average nightly hotel rates near the venue 
need to match well with the attendees’ willingness and ability to pay those rates. Finally, 
the firm also took an inventory of the hotels and venues in Tuscaloosa County that already 
have event space for conferences, meetings, entertainment, and athletics.  They reiterated 
that building a new facility unlike existing facilities is critical to success.   

Heather Dill (subcommittee member) asked how important walkability and access to 
restaurants/entertainment are to the success of a venue.  Mr. Dowling responded that this 
depends.  If the event is a meeting or conference, walkability and proximity to other 
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amenities is important to attendees.  If the event is athletic in nature, families tend to be 
willing to drive 10 to 15 minutes to access amenities.  For these latter attendees, the overall 
experience in a city is extremely important to secure repeat business from the event 
owner/booking agent.  Ms. Dill also asked to see total revenues generated by sports 
tourism during the pandemic versus total revenues generated by meetings and 
conventions during the same time.  She believes the way people are meeting and gathering 
is going to change permanently, noting that often the event holder or sponsor (rather than 
attendees) are the driving force behind decisions to meet virtually.  They are more risk-
averse when it comes to hosting events that could result in an outbreak.  Mr. Johnson 
responded that they could certainly investigate this data.  Their firm believes that it will be 
2024 or 2025 before the revenues generated by the event market return to pre-pandemic 
levels.  However, this could serve as a competitive advantage for a new facility, because the 
development lead-time for a venue is typically two to three years. 

Mr. Moore asked about the impact of the pandemic with regard to the Tuscaloosa market.  
Mr. Dowling responded that the sports tourism market paused, and then has rebounded 
well.  This is true even in other markets with no or limited commercial air service.  He 
stated that it would be important to continue monitoring these trends and conditions since 
consumer behavior is still a bit volatile and subject to change as conditions evolve.  
However, Tuscaloosa should be well positioned for the sports market.  Mr. Ryan Johnson 
added remarks about the convention market.  The industry was poised to a gradual return 
to a pre-pandemic normalcy until the recent tightening of restrictions in some cities and 
markets.  On the reverse side of the coin, however, he noted that individual people are 
growing weary of virtual meetings.  Meeting and event planners that he engages with are 
seeing that people may place a higher value and demand on in-person events when it is 
safe to have them.  He also said many companies are willing and eager to use industry 
conferences as locations for company gatherings.  Mr. Dowling added that some venues 
are using creative methods to adapt to the unusual virtual conditions we have experienced 
during the pandemic.   

Jimmy Warren (subcommittee member) asked if the consulting work would include a gap 
analysis showing the types of venues that are missing in our market.  Mr. Dowling 
responded that yes, the firm has begun to look at this at a preliminary level, but will dive 
much deeper as the work continues.   

Mr. Moore asked the subcommittee to provide feedback about the preferred format for 
stakeholder engagement.  Ms. Dill stated that when a virtual meeting is offered, 
participants tend to make use of it because it enables them to attend even if they are not in 
their office or able to join in person.  Johnson Consulting stated that they would be 
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traveling to Tuscaloosa in order to view potential site locations in person.  While they are 
here, they are willing to engage with stakeholders either in-person or virtually.   

Don Staley (subcommittee member) recommended educating the community about the 
risks of a facility so there is a clear understanding of them. He and his staff can provide a 
list of all event organizers in our region.  He would like to see participation rates for sand 
volleyball because he sees a growth trajectory in our region.   

Subcommittee members noted that Northport has also conducted a feasibility study for a 
sport complex and water park.  Maximizing community resources by collaborating on a 
complex with Northport and other agencies in the county would be ideal.   

Next Steps 

Stakeholder engagement and a survey questionnaire are the next two major steps in the 
feasibility study.  Later, the consultants will work on identifying potential sites for a venue.   

City staff will begin to coordinate dates to hold Johnson Consulting’s site visit and put 
together lists of stakeholders.  



Subcommittee Meeting Attendance
August 19, 2021

Name In Attendance
Brown, Joseph NO
Dill, Heather YES
Freemon, Rick YES
Gardner, Tyshawn NO
Page, Jim YES
Patterson, Sarah NO
Poole, Gene NO
Staley, Don YES
Warren, Jimmy YES
Wolfe, Sandy YES
Brooks, Karen (EAC co-chair) NO
England, Chris (EAC co-chair) NO
Wilson, Matthew (City Council District 1) NO
Howard, Raevan (City Council District 2) NO
Crow, Norman (City Council District 3) NO
Busby, Lee (City Council District 4) NO
Tyner, Kip (City Council District 5) NO
Faile, John (City Council District 6) NO
Lanier, Cassius (City Council District 7) NO



Convention, Event, & Sports Facilities & Tourism
Market Analysis & Feasibility Study

Tuscaloosa, Alabama

August 2021- Study Update



2

Economic & Demographic Trends

30 minute drive
1-hour drive
4-hour drive

Tuscaloosa
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Economic & Demographic Trends
Economic Trends
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Industry Trends
Conference & Meetings Industry Trends
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Industry Trends
Destination Selection Criteria
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Industry Trends
Sports Industry Participation Trends
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Sports Participation Trends by Sport: Basketball and Volleyball

8.2% 6.4%
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Sports Participation Trends by Sport: Baseball and Softball

24.2%

5.6%

12%
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Sports Participation Trends by Sport: Lacrosse and Soccer

4.2%

16.7%

20%
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Sports Participation Trends by Sport: Tennis and Pickleball

40%1.1%
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Sports Participation Trends by Sport: Swimming and Cheerleading

8.8%
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Sports Participation Trends by Sport: Gymnastics and Dance

21.2% 11.1%
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Industry Trends
Sports Industry Facility Trends

Throughout the past decade, youth sports facilities aimed at generating tourism through large multi-day tournaments have become increasingly common, as their magnitude is
often able to draw demand from surrounding states, and sometimes the entire country. While generating sports tourism demand relies on several factors, the generally
accepted standard for a facility to qualify as a sports tourism facility for each surface type are as follows:

• Baseball/Softball Facility: 10 or more surfaces

• Basketball/Volleyball Facility: 6 or more surfaces

• Soccer/Multipurpose Facility: 10 or more surfaces

As mentioned, the number of surfaces is not necessarily the only determining factor for whether a facility will generate sports tourism. Other factors that influence the success
of sports tourism facilities include:

• Strategic location: Facilities that have major metropolitan areas within close proximities (~4-hour drive time) are accessible to larger amounts of people, and thus have more
opportunities to host larger events, and can rely on steady local and regional events to provide consist demand and out of town visitors.

• Proximity to other competitive sports tourism facilities: While a sports tourism facility with an ideal strategic location near a major US city may initially seem like an ideal
development, it is possible that similar facilities have already been developed nearby and would represent significant competition for a new facility.

• Quality: The quality of the surfaces is often a major selling point for the most prominent sports tourism facilities in the country. Significant investment in the development and
upkeep of top-quality surfaces and buildings, as well as other features such as lighting, parking, and management are essential for acquiring major events that bring in
visitors from farther destinations.

• Partnerships and sponsorships: Gaining recognition through an affiliation with a well-known sports team (ex. NBA, NFL, or MLB team) or prominent athletic/sports-based
company (ex. Nike, Under Armour, Gatorade) can help propel a facility to national recognition, depending on the prominence of the sponsor/partner.
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Local and Regional Sports Market

1-hour drive
4-hour drive

(In SF)

Tuscaloosa
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Local and Regional Market Analysis
Hotels
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Local and Regional Market Analysis
Hotel Map of Completed and Future Hotels (some fall under 100 keys)

Heat map; weighted by # of Keys
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Local and Regional Market Analysis
Hotel Performance
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Local and Regional Market Analysis
Hotel Event Space
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Local and Regional Market Analysis
Conference & Event Space Entertainment & Sports Venues
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