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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Cowlitz County and its partners (the City of Longview, the City of Kelso, and the Cowlitz
County Public Facilities District) agreed to sponsor the development of a master plan to guide
the redevelopment and improvement of the 47‐acre Cowlitz County Event Center property in
Longview so that the property could realize its fullest potential for community and economic
development.
The project included a feasibility study, a range of technical studies, and the creation of a long‐
range strategic plan as well as extensive community outreach in the form of stakeholder
interviews, meetings of a Community Resource Team (CRT), public meetings, and a project
website.
Stakeholder interviewees had many ideas for opportunities to expand the use of the property,
primarily focusing on marketing and improvements to the facilities and site that would remove
barriers to its utilization. The market analysis revealed potentially significant strengths (e.g., the
large capacity of the site) and weaknesses (e.g., difficulty finding the site from I‐5).
Opportunities include generating more regional economic benefit by recruiting a hotel anchor
while threats included market saturation in a down economy. The market analysis concluded
that full build out of a redeveloped site is a long‐term (10 to 20 year) proposition. An assessment
of the physical condition of the existing facilities found only three of 22 buildings in good
condition and nine in inadequate condition.
The guiding principles that would characterize the best plan as developed by the CRT were:


Provide a path toward financial self‐sufficiency of all entities collectively or individually.



Address site deficiencies, including access and identity.



Position the facilities to appeal to a broader set of potential clients.



Maximize the efficiency of each entity—do more with less (land, money, labor, etc.)

Two alternative plans were developed for evaluation. The alternatives had many elements in
common, although in different configurations. After deliberation, the CRT recommended a
hybrid of the two alternatives as the preferred alternative.
When completed, the preferred alternative will transform the site into a facility that has year‐
round and regional / state‐wide attractiveness. Upgraded fairgrounds facilities include
replacing many of the existing structures considered to be beyond reasonable repair and
consolidating them to create more density of fair time activities along with combination of
renovated and new equestrian facilities. Improved facilities for RV camping, improvements to
street and pedestrian infrastructure including a better connection on 5th Avenue to the realigned
Main Street, and new buildings and facilities associated with the conference center – including a
new hotel – will reposition the property to become a major regional attractor.
Successful implementation of the plan will require long‐term diligence. The plan calls for a
community “champion” – an individual or an organization – to take ownership and oversee
implementation. The investment decisions will not be easy, but in this situation there are no
short cuts.
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1

INTRODUCTION

In March 2009, Cowlitz County contracted with BergerABAM to prepare a master plan to guide
the redevelopment and improvement of the Cowlitz County Event Center property located in
Longview, Washington. The County and its partners in this effort, the City of Longview, the
City of Kelso, and the Cowlitz County Public Facilities District, recognized that the site—given
its key location near the center of the Kelso/Longview area—had potential beyond its current
array of uses. Specifically, the partners were of the opinion that additional community and
economic development opportunities could be realized from the site.
The 47‐acre project site (Event Center) at the corner of Washington Street and 7th Avenue in
Longview includes the Cowlitz County Expo/Fairgrounds and the Cowlitz Regional Conference
Center. The fairgrounds include outdoor and indoor riding arenas, a campground, grandstand,
and other facilities. The site hosts numerous events throughout the year such as the annual
Cowlitz County Fair and Thunder Mountain Pro Rodeo. The Regional Conference Center has
over 24,000 square feet of meeting and exposition space for hosting everything from trade
shows and conferences to banquets and weddings. The Regional Conference Center also
contains a state‐of‐the‐art on‐site kitchen. Cowlitz County owns the Event Center and manages
activities there through a partnership with the Public Facilities District. The Event Center is an
important resource serving Longview, Kelso and Cowlitz County and draws attendees and
revenue to Cowlitz County from around the state. However, the site has room to grow and
expand services.
The project partners agreed to sponsor a feasibility study of the 47‐acre Event Center site, a
range of technical financial studies, and the creation of a long‐range strategic plan. This process
examined how the Event Center functions, what kinds of future growth make sense from the
perspectives of community needs and market feasibility, and prospects for the site’s financial
self‐sufficiency.

2

PUBLIC OUTREACH

The process included extensive community outreach and engagement to learn what people in
the community want and need. Community members were offered many opportunities to give
their opinions on the design and uses of the site. These opportunities included stakeholder
interviews, meetings of a Community Resource Team (CRT), and two public meetings. In
addition, community members had access to the project website
(www.thecenterofthenorthwest.com) throughout the master plan development process.
2.1

STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS

The project team began its long‐term strategic planning work by analyzing background
information in August 2009. At the same time BergerABAM conducted 23 one‐on‐one and
small group stakeholder interviews throughout August and September 2009. The stakeholders
embodied a diverse cross‐section of the community with an interest in the Event Center’s long‐
term strategic plan and future use and development. Stakeholders represented the following
interests: business, tourism, economic development, higher education, fair and rodeo interests,
users of the facility, community organizations, municipalities, and neighboring property
owners.
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The interviews offered stakeholders an opportunity to learn about the project, public
involvement process, and offer their viewpoints on the future of the Event Center (see
Appendix A for the stakeholder interview summary).
Stakeholders were asked about untapped opportunities, barriers to realizing the Event Center’s
full potential and strategies for overcoming them, favorite features of the site, key attributes of
success, and access to the Event Center. They were also asked whether they believe the Event
Center is being used to its fullest extent. Stakeholders had many ideas of how to expand the
uses of the Event Center to achieve its fullest potential.
Input gathered during the interviews was used to develop the draft guiding principles that
assisted the CRT and project partners with the evaluation of the project’s master plan
alternatives.
2.2

COMMUNITY RESOURCE TEAM

The 24‐member Community Resource Team (CRT) provided a diverse range of community
perspectives on the feasibility study for the Event Center. The CRT members were chosen to
represent the interests of specific on‐site users, the broader community, area businesses, and
project partner agencies. The group met twice and served as the project team and partners’
primary advisory board; its meetings were advertised, open to the public, and provided the
community with opportunities beyond the public meetings to observe the process and provide
input (see Appendices B and C for summaries of the first and second CRT meetings).
The first CRT meeting was held on Tuesday, November 3, 2009, from 3:00–5:00 p.m. at the
Cowlitz Regional Conference Center. CRT members adopted their charter, a job description for
the group; developed a shared understanding of the site’s constraints and opportunities; refined
the Event Center’s existing conditions; came to a shared understanding of identified issues; and
reviewed draft guiding principles that were refined and adopted at the second CRT meeting.
The second CRT meeting was held on Thursday, January 28, 2010, from 2:00–5:00 p.m. at the
Cowlitz Regional Conference Center. At this meeting, CRT members first approved the guiding
principles and indicators as amended during the meeting; next, they developed a shared
understanding of alternatives A and B, compared the alternatives to the guiding principles, and
last, they developed a new alternative that was a hybrid of alternatives A and B. The consensus
of the CRT was that the new alternative was preferred.
2.3

PUBLIC MEETINGS

Two public meetings were held during the project. Each public meeting occurred following the
CRT meetings and was advertised via news release, the project website, postcard mailer to
nearby residents, and email notification to project stakeholders.
The first public meeting was hosted by the project partners and attended by approximately 60
people. It followed the first CRT meeting from 6:00–8:00 p.m. on Tuesday, November 3, 2009,
and was also held at the Cowlitz Regional Conference Center. Attendees had the opportunity to
review the site’s existing conditions map and recent market analysis; learn about the project
timeline and future public involvement opportunities; and provide their thoughts on issues that
would be addressed during the alternatives development stage (see Appendix D for the first
public meeting summary).
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The second public meeting was hosted by the project partners and held after the second CRT
meeting from 6:00–8:00 p.m. on Thursday, January 28, 2010, at the Cowlitz Regional Conference
Center. The meeting was attended by approximately 50 people. Attendees had the opportunity
to review the Guiding Principles agreed upon by the CRT; review and provide their feedback
on alternatives A and B and implementation strategies (see Appendix E for the second public
meeting summary).
2.4

PROJECT WEBSITE

The project website (www.thecenterofthenorthwest.com) was hosted by the County and was an
effective method for the public to become informed and engaged. The website was updated
regularly before and after each CRT and public meeting, and included the scope of work;
drawings of alternatives A and B; a fact sheet, map of the project area, and timeline; copies of
the presentation given at public meeting #2, the stakeholder interview summary, and the
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis; contact information for
project staff; and a form for online comments.

3

STAKEHOLDER FINDINGS

A brief summary of the key findings of the interviews follows (see Appendix A for the
stakeholder interview summary).
When asked if the Event Center is being used to its fullest extent, the stakeholder interviewees
suggested it is not, but they had many ideas for opportunities to expand.








Market the Event Center
o

Market the Center cooperatively with Hoffstadt Bluffs.

o

Position the Center for more regional and statewide conferences.

Upgrade current facilities
o

Put the fairgrounds on a par with the rest of the property.

o

Add RV sites, upgrade the grandstands, and use them for more events.

o

Use more of the available land to host additional large‐scale events.

Make changes/additions
o

Considering a hotel on or near site is seen as critical.

o

Consider relocating the fair and rodeo.

o

Consider incorporating the parking area on 7th Avenue for more productive use.

o

Improve transportation access to the site and improve wayfinding signage because
the site is difficult to find for non‐local visitors.

When asked about the barriers to better utilization, participants offered the following
observations.
o

There is limited ability to negotiate rental rates.
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4

o

A targeted marketing plan is lacking ‐ get more focused and spend marketing dollars
to pursue targeted market aggressively, consider hiring an outside PR firm to
market/promote.

o

The regional location is good, but center is difficult to find and access—improve
access and wayfinding.

o

No one agency takes strong ownership for the Event Center.

o

Nearby amenities such as a hotel, restaurants, and retail are lacking—pursue private
investor(s) to redevelop portions of nearby area as part of urban renewal.

o

The site is bordered by unkempt properties and in addition the jail is nearby; the site
could be perceived as an unsafe area —improve connectivity between Center and
downtown.

What other strategies should be considered?
o

Consider relocating the fair to make room for amenities that will draw in more
people from outside the area year round.

o

Most stakeholders are anxious to see physical amenities added or improved, but
recognize there are financial limitations. Despite this, many believe there is
opportunity to find additional funding for the facilities.

MARKET ANALYSIS

The market analysis was prepared to identify both opportunities and constraints relating to the
expansion of business for the Event Center as well as ancillary or support facilities that could be
accommodated on the site. The focus included convention/trade show lines of business as well
as tourism opportunities (see Appendix F for the Market Analysis).
Understanding that this analysis is being conducted in the depths of a serious economic
recession, it would be not be surprising to find that little market opportunity exists. While that
may be at least partially true in the short term, a longer‐term view does reveal potentially
significant opportunities that warrant additional investigation. Existing strengths of the Event
Center are centered on the large site capacity of the entire fairgrounds property also offering
state‐of‐the‐art meeting and banquet space. In contrast, major weaknesses include limited
current capture of state and regional meeting market activity coupled with difficulty finding the
site from the I‐5 freeway corridor.
Looking to the future, key opportunities identified include greater priority toward generating
more regional economic benefit by emphasizing added statewide and regional conference
activity with recruitment of a hotel anchor to the Event Center site or adjoining private
property. Potential threats are more diverse—ranging from concern with market saturation in a
down economy to inadequate market demand for a hotel predicated on current Cowlitz
Regional Conference Center use alone. Also of concern is continued though reduced reliance by
the fair on general fund support from Cowlitz County, at a time when overall County budget
resources are declining. Consequently, it is clear that while some near‐term strategies may be
available, the redevelopment of this site is a long‐term proposition of 10 to 20 years for full
build out.
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5

PHYSICAL CONDITIONS

ARCHITECTS Barrentine. Bates. Lee AIA reviewed the existing facility conditions and
categorized each building by condition—good, fair, or inadequate (see Figure 1). Out of 22
buildings, only three are in good condition, 10 are in fair condition, and nine are in inadequate
condition. In general terms, the buildings between the Regional Conference Center and the
existing equestrian arena are in adequate condition. The arena, grandstands, and buildings on
the north side of the site are in fair condition. The only building on the site that is classified as
being in good condition is the Regional Conference Center.

Cowlitz County
Cowlitz County Event Center Master Plan
Longview, Washington

BergerABAM, VAJDW‐09‐177
April 2010
Page 5 of 31

Figure 1. Event Center and Surrounding
Public Property
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6
6.1

PLAN ALTERNATIVES
GUIDING PRINCIPLES

Before looking at plan alternatives and attempting to determine which was best, the CRT
developed a set of guiding principles. These principles were designed to speak to the
characteristics of the best plan, not the plan itself. While seemingly a subtle distinction, the
adoption of the principles afforded the CRT the opportunity to focus on which plan would best
achieve the community’s objectives, not which one they “liked” best. Each principle was
defined by a set of indicators, which would help the group determine whether the principle
was, in fact, met.
The CRT‐approved guiding principles and indicators were:








6.2

Provide a path toward financial self‐sufficiency of all entities collectively or individually.
o

Offers new net revenue opportunities

o

Offers improvements that could justify site‐generated fee increases

o

Reduces need for Cowlitz County General Fund support

o

Promotes or creates incentives that increase other economic development
opportunities within Cowlitz County

Address site deficiencies, including access and identity.
o

Corrects safety and structural deficiencies

o

Improves visibility and identity

o

Improves approach via autos, pedestrians, and bikes

o

Improves connectivity to adjoining or proximate retail centers

Position the facilities to appeal to a broader set of potential clients.
o

Provides facilities that widen the spectrum of potential users

o

Develops support facilities that add value to the site’s core uses

o

Increases economic impact by drawing new spending into the community

Maximize the efficiency of each entity—do more with less (land, money, labor, etc.)
o

Consolidates activities to save or free up land and create a more focused presence

o

Offers net new land for redevelopment

o

Consolidates activities to save or free up land and create greater year‐round
utilization and community presence

PLAN ALTERNATIVE OVERVIEW

Based on stakeholder interviews, the first CRT meeting and public meeting, and data collected,
two alternative plans were developed for evaluation. The plans, illustrated in Figures 2 and 3,
contained common elements (although in different configurations):
Cowlitz County
Cowlitz County Event Center Master Plan
Longview, Washington

BergerABAM, VAJDW‐09‐177
April 2010
Page 7 of 31



Consolidated fairgrounds facilities (retaining most functions on a smaller real estate
footprint)



New exposition hall, built in two phases



New 60 to 80‐room hotel (potentially located on site or on nearby private property)



Improved RV facility



Additional/improved parking



Access via Vandercook Way



Connection (pedestrian and/or vehicular) to Cowlitz River and proposed park



Primary approach created through a 5th Avenue connection to realigned West Main Street

In addition, Alternative A proposed a community park (possibly Little League fields) on the
west side of 7th Avenue. Alternative B included a public/private indoor sports facility west of
7th Avenue. That facility could include indoor soccer, batting cages, and a teen center or other
family‐ and community‐oriented entertainment facilities.
After deliberation, the CRT has recommended a hybrid of the two alternatives as the preferred
alternative. All of the elements listed above have been retained in the preferred alternative,
along with the public/private indoor sports facility. In addition, the preferred alternative:


Emphasizes a strong adjacency between the Cowlitz Regional Conference Center, new
exposition building, RV lodging, and hotel;



Proposes the preferred site of the hotel being just off the site, north of Washington Street at
5th Avenue (subject to the City of Kelso initiating a redevelopment plan for the area
between Washington Street and the new West Main Street alignment); and



Limits the connection from the site to the Cowlitz River to pedestrian access only.

The preferred alternative is illustrated as Figure 4.
6.3

PLAN ALTERNATIVE DESCRIPTIONS

As noted above, both alternatives shared some similar components. Below is a description of
the components of the plans and whether they are part of Alternative A, Alternative B, or both
(Figures 2 and 3).


Realigned Main Street (A and B)—Both alternatives rely on the City of Kelso’s proposed
project to realign West Main Street. Although the project is still in the analysis stage, a “most
likely” alignment has been chosen for illustration. The implication of emphasizing this
connection is that the City of Kelso will look at the area between West Main and
Washington Street along 5th Avenue for possible redevelopment opportunities, including
providing a site for a hotel on the north side of Washington Street at 5th Avenue.



Event Center Main Entry (A and B)—In order to begin to create a true presence and sense
of arrival for this site, a distinctive entry point at 5th Avenue and Washington Street will be
needed. In all likelihood, that would include new signage, specialized pavement, and
landscaping that creates a dynamic entryway.
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Hotel (A and B)—The market analysis has indicated that, in order to grow the economic
opportunities of the site, new facilities will be required. One of these is a new exposition
building (discussed below). The other is a new hotel of approximately 60 to 80 rooms. The
hotel begins to help the facility look attractive to more non‐local conferences and events,
which will help support the economic viability of all of the facilities. Optional hotel locations
are illustrated in the alternatives. This is assumed to be a private sector funded project.



New Exposition Building (A and B)—As noted above, in conjunction with on‐site lodging,
a new exposition building (first phase of about 20,000 square feet) provides the flexibility
needed to attract larger conferences, trade shows, and other gatherings from across the state.



Equestrian Facilities
o

New Indoor Equestrian Arena and Renovated Existing Arena as Warm‐Up Arena (A)
—This converts the existing arena into a warm‐up arena and builds a new state‐of‐
the‐art indoor equestrian facility.

o

Renovated Existing Arena and New Warm‐Up Arena (B)—In general, the existing
arena’s condition is acceptable. However, improvements need to be made to provide
for accessibility and safety improvements. In this alternative, the existing arena is
improved and a new warm‐up arena is build adjacent to it.



Exhibit Halls (A and B)—Individual buildings along Washington Street are removed and
replaced with multi‐use exhibit halls nearer the equestrian area. Some of these will likely
need to be dedicated to exhibiting animals, while others will be available for multiple
purposes.



Cowlitz Commons (A and B)—In an effort to add an outdoor gathering space and green
area, both alternatives suggest creating a space just east of the existing Regional Conference
Center. This area would provide opportunities for community events, including concerts.



Consolidated Concession Facility (A and B)—The current concession stands are outdated.
Both alternatives include a new facility at the south end of the proposed Cowlitz Commons.



Vandercook Way Connection (A and B)—In order to improve site visibility and
accessibility, a new road connection is made to Vandercook Way.



Community Park (A)—The area west of 7th Avenue is committed to some form of
community park, here illustrated as Little League‐size ballfields.



Indoor Sports Facility (B)—The region currently has several examples of indoor sports
facilities that are well used. Here, the plan suggests the area west of 7th Street could be used
for indoor sports (soccer) but it could also include batting cages and a teen center. In
addition, a regulation‐size outdoor lighted soccer field is included to the west of the facility.
It is suggested that, like the hotel, private dollars should be secured for this facility.



Improved Parking Facility/Carnival Grounds (A and B)—Parking at the northeast corner
of the site should be paved to provide more efficient use. During fair week, it can be used to
stage the carnival, providing a safer surface to do so.
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RV Improvements (A and B)—Alternative A suggests improvements to the existing RV
camping area south of New York Street. Alternative B suggests that, along with creating a
new RV site at the northwest corner of 7th Avenue and the extension to Vandercook Way.



Grandstands (A and B)—The grandstands and supporting area to the east of the
grandstands are left as‐is except that the staging area should be improved to increase the
efficiency of its utilization.



East/West Site Access to the River (A)—This alternative provides for access into the site
from 7th Avenue but only as far as 5th Avenue. To the east of that point, the access is
pedestrian only, connecting with the proposed City of Longview park along the Cowlitz
River.



East/West Site Access to the River (B)—This alternative suggests building a new street
(called Midway) from 7th Avenue to 1st Avenue. Generally it would serve vehicular
circulation; however, during events it could be closed and form a strong pedestrian access
point.

6.4

PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE

After deliberation, the CRT has recommended a hybrid of the two alternatives, known now as
the Preferred Alternative (Figure 4). The preferred alternative includes the following
components.


Realigned Main Street



Event Center main entry



Hotel, although not as it was shown at the location in either option. Instead, the CRT
suggests putting it immediately north of Washington Street—predicated on the City of
Kelso’s willingness to create a redevelopment plan for those properties between West Main
and Washington Street on either side of 5th Avenue.



New exposition building (first phase)



New indoor equestrian arena and renovated existing arena as warm‐up



Exhibit halls



Cowlitz Commons



Consolidated concession facility



Vandercook Way connection



Indoor sports facility



Improved parking facility/carnival grounds



RV improvements



Grandstands



East/west site access to the river, open to vehicles only as far east as 5th Avenue
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Figure 2. Alternative A
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Figure 3. Alternative B
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Figure 4. Preferred Alternative
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7

PHASING AND FUNDING STRATEGIES

The successful implementation of this master plan will not be quick or easy. Given the
magnitude of capital investment, the plan will most likely need to be implemented over a
period of between 10 and 20 years. That said, if conditions present an opportunity to expedite
projects (a major philanthropic commitment, for example), the plan’s delivery schedule can be
accelerated. The proposed phasing plan will allow for a faster delivery, but it represents a
logical sequence with some improvements needing to occur ahead of others.
7.1

PHASING

In general terms, the project needs to be conducted in the following phases.
7.1.1

Consolidation of Fairgrounds Facilities

Much of the redevelopment plan relies on making available property that is currently occupied
by permanent or temporary facilities. In particular, the equestrian facilities need to be upgraded
and/or rebuilt to support more intense (and hopefully more year‐round) use. In addition, the
outbuildings along Washington Street need to be removed. Therefore, Phase 1 will involve:


Construction of new equestrian arena and conversion of existing arena into warm‐up
facility



Construction of exhibit halls;



Demolition of existing buildings along Washington Street;



Improvement of RV camping facilities;



Improvement/organization of parking/storage area east of grandstands to increase capacity;



Paving of parking area in northeast corner of site; and



Addition of consolidated concession facility.

7.1.2

Street and Pedestrian Infrastructure

In order to support other key improvements, several key infrastructure improvements need to
be made which, collectively, will provide the platform for other improvements including those
that can be partnered with private sector interests. Phase 2 will include:


Road connection from 7th Avenue to Vandercook Way;



Improved 5th Avenue from West Main Street to central roundabout;



Improved 7th Avenue entrance;



Improved Cowlitz Commons plaza; and



Pedestrian connection from site to Cowlitz River frontage and proposed City of Longview
Riverfront Park.

7.1.3

New Buildings and Facilities

With the bulk of the site improvements completed, opportunities for new facilities are opened.
The only symbiotic relationship is between the hotel and the new exposition building. The
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market analysis indicates that without the expanded capacity of the exposition facilities, a hotel
is not likely to commit to this site.
That is not true of the indoor sports facility, which could be developed as private development
interest emerges. The primary obstacles to that site being available are addressing the parking
needs of the fair (for which the site is currently used during fair week) and the Vandercook
connection for improved access and visibility. Phase 3 will involve:


Construction of first phase (20,000 square feet) of the exposition center expansion;



Construction of the hotel (private sector partnership); and



Construction of the indoor sports facility and adjacent grounds improvement (private sector
partnership).

7.1.4

Final Building Phasing and Market-Driven Opportunities

Over the lifespan of the implementation of this plan, a few items will remain from the plan,
such as the second phase of the exposition building. In addition, as the site makes its reputation
and becomes a community and state‐wide attractor, other market‐driven opportunities are
likely to be presented. The partners should seriously evaluate those, understanding that, even
over time, the guiding principles that created this plan will remain valid.
7.2

SELF-SUSTAINABILITY

A key objective is that expanded or new Cowlitz Event Center facilities be financially self‐
sustaining over the course of an economic cycle. While dedicated public revenue sources such
as hotel/motel and Public Facilities District sales taxes will continue to be used for event center
related facilities, this objective of financial sustainability is specifically aimed to avoid the risk of
increased general fund support over a multi‐year time period. This objective is most likely to be
met with a phased development plan adapted to the unique market potential, cost structure,
and ownership arrangements of each major type of facility investment as follows.


Fairgrounds Buildings—New and expanded facilities can be best justified when capital
funding can be identified from sources that do not require direct cost recovery from user
fees. Fairground facilities currently depend, in part, on Cowlitz County General Fund
support to cover annual operating costs. The funding subsidy required has been reduced in
the 2010 budget year, however. It is recommended that proposals for new capital
investment be accompanied by operating budget projections demonstrating the ability to
generate user fees. New investments should also and contribute enough revenue to cover
any added annual operating costs (albeit deducting for costs currently incurred with any
facilities that will be replaced). This is best facilitated with investments that actively
encourage multiple uses year‐round (in addition to the annual fair event).



Exposition Center—The Cowlitz Regional Conference Center currently requires Public
Facilities District funding support for just over 20% of total operating budget.Nearly 80%
comes from users of the conference facility. In effect, the current facility requires less non‐
user funding support than many similar centers elsewhere in the state of Washington. As
with new or expanded fairgrounds buildings, a new exposition building will require
identification of contributed sources (rather than user revenue) to cover all of the
anticipated capital cost. Some annual operating budget support can also be anticipated,
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most likely coming from added hotel/motel tax revenues leveraged by the enhanced
attraction for more and larger conference, meeting and trade show events. It is
recommended that added Regional Conference Center facilities be phased in at a scale that
will be clearly supported by operating revenues from increased event potential coupled
with added hotel/motel tax generated with a new hotel/motel located adjacent to the
fairgrounds. In a best case scenario, new facilities would be developed concurrently with
private commitment for an adjoining hotel/motel complex.


Hotel/Motel—A hotel/motel is expected to be privately owned and operated, with the risk
of financial loss as well as potential profit borne by the private operator (and no resulting
direct operating risk to Cowlitz County or the Public Facilities District). A major hotel/motel
investment should not be expected until there is a corresponding public commitment to
new, expanded exposition facilities at the Regional Conference Center. The feasibility of
private development may also hinge on other supportive public investments or incentives.
These might include consideration of access and wayfinding improvements from I‐5 to the
site, improvements to the entire fairgrounds site, property assembly, and/or possible
concession rights for the lodging operator to the Regional Conference Center site. These
types of incentives typically represent one‐time costs for which cost‐benefit can reasonably
be determined as part of negotiations with a hotel developer and operator.



Sports Complex—As with a lodging establishment, the recommended approach would be
to attract a private party to finance, construct, build, and operate an indoor/outdoor sports
center. Based on experience elsewhere in western Washington, the Longview‐Kelso market
appears to be large enough to support private investor interest. Financial feasibility in the
near term may be enhanced by consideration of opportunities for public/private partnership
and/or development incentives. This could include consideration of public sector assistance
with programming support including utilization for some publicly supported recreational
activities, especially if these programs can be provided at less cost than with public‐sector
funded and operated alternatives.

7.3

FUNDING

The stark reality of the collection of uses proposed by the preferred alternative is that few of
them are capable of repaying significant capital investment. In fact, careful management of
facilities will be required to make sure that revenues are sufficient to cover operations and
maintenance. As a result, the range of funding options is more limited than many traditional
projects. A hierarchy of funding sources is presented below. Pursuing these funds will take
initiative and persistence, but with a good plan and rational revenue projections, the partners
should be able to secure their fair share.
Sources currently viewed as most promising to consider pursuing include:


Private Investment for facilities offering year‐round revenue and profit potential (as with a
hotel/motel facility or indoor sports center)



Private Donations and Philanthropy, most suitable for facilities offering broad public
appeal and use (as for an equestrian arena or athletic fields)



Federal and State Grants, with few sources currently identified but potential for “off‐the‐
shelf” projects, as in the event of future federal or state stimulus or other similar programs
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Public Facilities District Funding, potentially drawing from existing revenue sources once
existing project commitments are repaid or from added revenues (as with admissions and
parking taxes and fees or a voter‐approved sales tax of up to 0.2%)



Added Hotel/Motel Tax Revenue, best justified if new lodging facilities are constructed that
generate substantial added lodging taxes or as increased lodging occupancies can be
demonstrated throughout Cowlitz County

There are other sources of funding that, while potentially available, require substantial
commitments of community leadership and broad public support for successful realization. A
bond measure could be proposed by the cities, County, and/or Public Facilities District for voter
approval (with a 60% supermajority required for passage). As occurs in other communities,
there may be value in combining proposed fairgrounds improvements with other priority
community needs as part of an overall capital campaign. Non‐voted general obligation bonding
is also possible, but is typically viewed as not viable unless dedicated sources for bond
repayment can be secured.
Other more far‐reaching initiatives for funding may warrant consideration, drawing from the
experience of communities elsewhere in Washington. A Metropolitan Parks District can be
created by voters, providing limited property taxation authority as a separate governmental
authority for fair‐ and recreation‐related improvements. Port districts also are noted as having
broad statutory capability for economic development including investment in lodging and
conference‐related facilities elsewhere in Washington, though with no similar experience in
Cowlitz County to date.
Finally, a new tool on the horizon is Local Revitalization Financing, a mechanism that could
pledge the added (or incremental) tax revenues resulting from future private development near
the fairgrounds to fund fairgrounds‐related improvements. This mechanism, while still
relatively new and not yet fully tested in Washington, is best utilized in areas where substantial
private development is committed. For the Cowlitz County Event Center, this could be a viable
approach if accompanied by major private reinvestment north of the Event Center in
conjunction with planned Main Street realignment.
As this listing of potential funding mechanisms indicates, it is most likely that a combination of
sources will be needed—not all of which will be available at the same time. This reinforces the
need for a master plan strategy that facilitates phased development occurring in synch with
funding opportunities matched to specific capital investments for which particular source(s) can
be most suitably applied.
7.4

SPECIFIC IMPLEMENTATION STEPS

The most important part of any plan is implementing it. This plan is expensive and complex
and incorporates elements that are important to many stakeholders. There are, however, some
fundamental steps that must be taken in order for the plan to have a chance at success.
7.4.1

Formal Acceptance or Adoption

Each of the sponsoring agencies must, by resolution or other appropriate action, accept or
(preferably) adopt this plan as a policy document. Once adopted as policy, the document has
authority to guide future decisions about the use of the property as well as public (and private)
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investment in the property. Adoption is also a signal to your constituents of your intent to make
the site into a signature feature of the community, to seek funding for the improvements
necessary, and to begin to solicit appropriate private sector participation. In order to create
additional accountability, the adoption resolutions should be accompanied by a specific
commitment to act, where needed. For instance, the CRT has expressed a preference for the
hotel site to be north of Washington Street in the City of Kelso. However, this preference is
conditioned on the City of Kelso’s willingness to create and implement a redevelopment plan
for the area along 5th Avenue between Washington Street and a realigned West Main Street.
The City of Kelso’s commitment to do so should be a part of its adoption record.
7.4.2

Create a Champion

In terms of a detailed implementation plan, it may make sense to ask the Public Facilities
District to oversee specific actions that are needed and to review the implementation plan each
year to check for progress and accountability. Alternatively, an inter‐local agreement between
the Cities and the County could lead to an accountability component that would be more
directly tied to the jurisdictions.
Because of the long‐term implementation of this plan, it is critical that someone—and some
entity— assume the role of its champion. The champion’s role is to continue to remind
policymakers and citizens alike of the potential of the site and the need for investment. The
champion needs to continue to keep communication active among existing and potential
partners and keep tabs on participants’ progress. The champion must create a sense of urgency
for each and every component and lobby for appropriate allocation of funding from partners.
The champion will likely come either from within one of the sponsoring agencies and/or
through the formation of a diverse advocacy group (e.g., Friends of the Expo).
7.4.3

Create Excitement in the Community

Concurrent with the adoption of the plan by partner agencies, a community “roll‐out” needs to
occur. Because this plan has the potential to positively impact so many segments of the
community, broad exposure to the community is also necessary. This task likely falls to the
champion and needs to include everything from earned media attention to presentations to
civic and special interest groups. In this process, beyond explaining what this site can be for the
community, the most important question to answer is “what can you do to make this plan
happen?” Creating a sense of ownership in the plan by a broad base of community interests
provides political momentum to provide for appropriate levels of investment. This sense of
excitement needs to be kept fresh throughout the life of the project, with community outreach
becoming part of the detailed implementation plan.
7.4.4

Find Partners

It is not too early to begin to explore partnerships that would make sense on the site. In
particular, discussions with the hospitality industry and operators of indoor sports facilities
should be initiated. In addition, exploration of possible state or federal dollars for specific
projects should begin. Knowing that there is community excitement over the plan, that there is a
champion who is committed to its long‐term implementation, and that the plan has the policy
backing of two cities, a county, and a public facilities district will get the attention of partners
who can help.
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7.4.5

Build Philanthropic Connections

The Longview/Kelso community has a history of successful engagement of donors. Projects like
the Columbia Theater and Rose Center for the Arts at Lower Columbia College would not have
been possible without the generosity of people of means. There are projects within this plan (the
equestrian facilities, exhibition buildings, exposition building) that have the potential to attract
personal or corporate philanthropic participation. Those interests take a long time to cultivate
and donors are, by nature, skeptical. They will need to be convinced that if they commit, the
plan will not end with their contribution. The champion plays a key role in identifying potential
donors and creating opportunities to make requests.
7.4.6

Embed the Plan in Capital Improvement Plans

Both cities and the County are required to develop and adopt a Capital Improvement Plan (CIP)
annually that describes where each jurisdiction intends to invest money—primarily in
infrastructure. Through discussions with each jurisdiction, it will be important to begin to
identify projects that implement the plan (for instance, the Vandercook Way connection) and
that should be placed in the CIP, even if funding is still several years out. This will take some
strategic thinking about how to distribute these obligations in an equitable manner so that each
jurisdiction can account rationally for its investment to its constituents.
7.4.7

Confront the Challenges

It is the nature of plans like this that seemingly minor challenges can become major hurdles. It is
important to realistically identify the challenges and get an action plan built that will deal with
them. As an example, at full implementation, the plan uses land that is now used by fair
patrons. Keeping that land fallow simply supports the fair’s parking needs for less than a week
out of the year and the question will quickly be raised about how to handle fair time parking
demand. An action plan, including providing shuttles, increased transit, etc., needs to be
developed early so that those who have concerns can see that a realistic plan to resolve the issue
has been developed. A similar action plan for each conceivable challenge needs to be developed
early in the process to keep from getting distracted by technical or operational issues.
7.5

Costs

This study is not intended to provide detailed costs estimates for each of the proposed plan
components. However, an estimate of costs (in today’s dollars) has been developed for planning
purposes. As noted earlier, we expect these investments to be over a 10 to 20 year period. At
least two components of the plan—the hotel and the indoor sports facility—should attract
private dollars. In addition to the approximate costs, the table below lists (in descending order)
the most promising sources of funds.
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Table 1. Preferred Alternative—Estimated Costs and Summary of Funding

Item
Utilities
Streets - Public
Streets - Private
Exposition Center Site
Improvements
Fairgrounds Site
Improvements
Pedestrian Promenade
RV Campground

Estimated
Costs
$227,500
$357,150
$496,375
$1,676,556
$523,500
$130,000
$600,000

Exposition Center Building
Phase 1
Exposition Center Building
Phase 2
Concessions Building

$3,240,000

Exhibit Hall/Farmers’
Market
Small Animal/Exhibit Halls

$1,890,000
$1,402,500

New Indoor Arena

$4,140,000

Renovated Warm-Up
Arena
Hotel

$1,625,000

New Indoor Sports Center

$7,898,965

$2,025,000
$990,000

$7,111,000

Most Promising Sources of Funds
1) Federal/state grants, 2) GO bonding, 3) parks district
1) Grants (transportation), 2) GO bonding
1) Grants, 2) GO bonding, 3) private investment, 4) parks
district
1) Grants, 2) GO bonding, 3) PFD (added sales tax), 4)
hotel/motel tax, 5) private donations
1) Grants, 2) GO bonding, 3) parks district, 4) private
donations
1) Federal/state grants, 2) private donations, 3) GO
bonding
1) Private investment, 2) federal/state grants, 3)
hotel/motel tax
1) PFD (added sales tax), 2) hotel/motel tax, 3) private
investment, 4) port district, 5) private donations
1) PFD (existing tax credit), 2) local revitalization financing,
3) private investment, 4) private donations
1) Private donations/philanthropy, 2) private investment, 3)
GO bonding
1) Grants, 2) private donations, 3) PFD (added sales tax), 4)
GO bonding, 5) parks district
1) Private donations/philanthropy, 2) PFD (added sales
tax), 3) GO bonding
1) Private donations, 2) PFD (added sales tax), 3) GO
bonding, parks district
1) Private donations, 2) PFD (added sales tax), 3) GO
bonding
1) Private investment, 2) hotel/motel tax, 3) federal/state
grants , 4) port district
1) Private investment, 2) grants, parks district, 3) private
donations (as for non-profit facility)

Note: GO bonding can occur as a non‐voted issue (albeit with user revenue preferred for repayment) or as a voted
bond measure (subject to voter approval)
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TECHNICAL MEMORANDUM: STAKEHOLDER SUMMARY
COWLITZ COUNTY EVENT CENTER

1.0

BACKGROUND
The 47-acre project site at the corner of Washington Street and 7th Avenue in Longview
includes the Cowlitz County Event Center, as well as the Cowlitz County Fairgrounds
(center). The property includes outdoor and indoor riding arenas, a campground,
grandstand, and other facilities. The site hosts numerous events throughout the year
such as the annual Cowlitz County Fair and Thunder Mountain Pro Rodeo. The Event
Center itself has over 24,000 square feet of meeting and exposition space for hosting
everything from tradeshows and conferences to banquets and weddings. The Event
Center also contains a state of the art on-site kitchen. Cowlitz County owns the Center
and manages activities there through a partnership with the Cowlitz County Public
Facilities District (PFD) board. The Center is an important resource serving Longview,
Kelso and Cowlitz County. However, the site has room to grow and expand services.
The project partners (the partners) are Cowlitz County, the cities of Longview and Kelso,
and the PFD. They have agreed to sponsor a feasibility study of the 47-acre site, a range
of technical financial studies, and the creation of a long-range strategic plan. This
process will examine how the Center functions and what kinds of future growth make
sense from the perspectives of community needs and market feasibility.
The process will also include extensive community outreach and engagement to learn
what people in the community want and need. Community members will have many
opportunities to give their opinions on the design and uses of the site. These
opportunities will include the stakeholder interviews (summarized in this document),
meetings of the Community Resource Team, and two public meetings. In addition,
community members can weigh in on the project website
(www.thecenterofthenorthwest.com) throughout the studies. Work on developing the
long-range strategic plan begins this summer. A proposed plan, with recommended
alternatives for future development, should be available for public review by early 2010.
This memorandum summarizes the comments of 23 stakeholders who were
interviewed, either individually or in small groups, in August 2009. The interviews
offered an opportunity for stakeholders to learn about the Cowlitz County Event Center
project and the public involvement process, and offer their viewpoints on the future of
the Cowlitz County Event Center. Input gathered during the interviews will be used to
develop the guiding principles that will assist the evaluation of the master plan
alternatives for the project. The interviews were conducted by Karyn Criswell, Senior
Project Manager, and Jessica Stalberger, Public Involvement Project Manager,
BergerABAM.
The list of stakeholders was developed by the project partners. The stakeholders
represented a diverse cross-section of groups and individuals with an interest in the
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long-term strategic plan and the future use and development of the Center. Stakeholders
represented the following interests: business, tourism and economic development,
higher education, fair and rodeo interests, users of the facility, community
organizations, municipalities, and neighboring properties. It is important to note that the
results of the stakeholder interviews are qualitative and should not be generalized as
representing the broader community’s opinions.1
Staff of the Center contacted all of the prospective interviewees to request an interview,
and those who agreed were sent copies of the interview questions and a fact sheet
regarding the Center project in advance of the interviews. With one exception, the
interviews were conducted in person.
2.0

QUESTIONS AND RESPONSES
The questions asked in the stakeholder interviews follow. A summary of the responses
follows each question.
1. Is the Cowlitz County Event Center being used to its fullest extent? If not, where do
you see untapped opportunities?
Overwhelmingly, interviewees thought that the Center is not being used to its fullest
potential and had many ideas for opportunities to expand the market it serves. Many
stakeholders commented on the benefit of the Center’s location in the region and its
proximity to I-5. Because of this proximity, stakeholders felt there is ample opportunity
for the site to expand its services and events it attracts. Untapped opportunities
identified by interviewees follow.
Marketing the Center:
o

Many suggested that the center should tap into marketing
opportunities with Hoffstadt Bluffs. There is a possibility here for the
facilities to help market each other and to use staff better.

o

More conferences of statewide or regional significance should be
recruited (i.e., Washington Public Ports Association, Washington State
University, local school districts).

o

Additional focused attention should be given to marketing the facility
to other businesses for uses that include local, regional, and national.

Current facilities:

1

o

The fairgrounds need to be brought up to par with the rest of the
property. Landscaping and new building facades would increase
desirability of the property.

o

The facilities should be used better for camping and RV sites, and a
niche for RV use should be created because there is a need in the area
for it.

Lists of stakeholders and the questions asked are included as Appendices A and B respectively.
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o

The grandstand should be used as a venue for small concerts and
other community events (e.g., sporting events).

o

The facility has the property to hold more large-scale showcases such
as RV shows and dog shows.

Changes and/or additions:
o

There is an opportunity for a hotel on the site, which would help
draw more events to the site and make it a more appealing location.
Also, a restaurant in conjunction with the hotel would be beneficial,
especially a more upscale restaurant.

o

Consideration should be given to relocating the fair, rodeo, or
possibly both to a more rural location. Some interviewees think that
relocating these events would open the Center up to more
opportunity for business throughout the year and a better utilization
of the property.

o

The property could be much better utilized, beyond just the fair and
rodeo. There is opportunity for a ropes course and better indoor and
outdoor horse arenas.

o

Stakeholders discussed opportunities to use the grassy parking area
on 7th Avenue. Some wondered if parking is the best use of this
property, which could be a good location for a hotel. The farmers’
market could move from this location to the Center property.

o

There is an opportunity to tap into future federal urban agriculture
dollars. If the facility could develop a niche/use for urban agriculture,
then it could build a bridge between the history of the site and what is
useful in today’s society.

o

The Center needs to be better connected to the rest of the area
(including downtown Longview and the corridor to the Columbia
Theater) for pedestrians and bicyclists.

o

The acreage of the site is an opportunity; it is one of the few pieces of
real estate with this much property in such a central location.

Many commented that the best utilization of the property would need to be somewhat
profit-based in order to make the best use of taxpayer dollars. Interviewees would like to
see the property better utilized and be available for a wide range of uses.
2. Please describe the barriers (ex., site or facility limitations, environmental) to
realizing untapped opportunities.
Stakeholders identified several existing and potential barriers to realizing future
opportunities. The facility’s rental cost and its lack of ability to negotiate rates are
existing barriers. Because the Center is a public facility and bound by certain laws, its
ability to compete with private facilities is limited.
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Some commented that the Center lacks a targeted marketing plan and also does not
promote itself appropriately. One example is that the facility has been marketed as
having theater-style seating, which is not true. Also, people do not know what the
Center has to offer. For example, is the kitchen available to the public? Is only one
caterer contracted for all events on the property?
The perception of people about what types of events the facility hosts is a barrier. Some
refer to the Center as a “blue collar” event center, as compared to the Red Lion, a more
“white collar” facility. In addition, there is some community resistance to changing the
facility’s traditional uses. Some do not support changing these uses and adapting the
facility to accommodate them. On this note, some think there is a perception that the
Center is too expensive for the local community.
Safety, or the perception of safety, is another existing barrier. The site is bordered by
some unkempt properties and a jail. People considering the site for an event may choose
not to use it because they might not think the Center is safe for people who would be on
foot around it.
Location is another existing barrier; while the regional location is good, it is difficult to
find the facility. Additionally, poor signage does not direct people effectively or identify
the Center from all sides.
Beyond the conference center itself, updating the rest of the facility (e.g., the
outbuildings) faces a barrier—it is cost prohibitive to repair some of the buildings
because of their ages and condition.
Interviewees think a lack of nearby amenities and connectivity to existing ones is a
barrier. The existing hotels, restaurants, and shops are too far from the facility for people
visiting from out of the area and probably spending time on foot. Mt. St. Helens cannot
be the only draw for people from out of the area. Multiple places and events of interest
are needed to draw people attending conferences. Some people think the area consists of
just industrial towns and it is difficult to get them to see past this misperception.
Although many agencies have an interest in the facility, no single one takes the initiative
on its behalf. This lack of jurisdictional coordination and initiative for improvements for
the Center hinders its ability to function. If the feasibility study is not seen to be totally
transparent, the Center will not be supported in moving forward. A lack of political
leadership and will for the facility could strengthen this barrier.
3. What strategies would you use to overcome these barriers?
Stakeholders had many creative strategies for overcoming hurdles. For example, some
interviewees think increased coordination with the tourism office is needed for better
Center promotion. Additionally, there is opportunity to coordinate with other
businesses for mutual promotion.
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Many interviewees see ample opportunity for attracting people to the Center through
the affiliations of City and County officials. In the private sector, attracting businesses
could be encouraged by local employees notifying their corporate affiliates of the Center.
Several stakeholders suggested soliciting more Chamber business. Another idea is to
consider co-locating with or leasing space to other businesses, such as the Chamber.
Implementing incentives for businesses and groups to use the facility was suggested,
especially for local groups and public entities. Having a stepped rate scale for charging
various users was one way identified to make it more affordable for the local
community. Many saw a need to spend money on recruiting business users.
Several stakeholders felt it was critical to define a target market and to develop an
appropriate marketing plan. Some suggested the target market include state and
regional associations because of their large-scale conferences. Having a consistent
strategy and aggressively pursuing it would generate business for the facility.
Additionally, many believe that teaming with and utilizing staff from other facilities for
event center needs would be beneficial. One suggestion is to work with the staff of
Hoffstadt Bluffs to market each other’s facilities. Another suggestion was to work with
staff from the Red Lion to coordinate efforts and staffing needs. Regardless of the
specifics of the marketing plan, several commented that the Center will not reach its full
potential for success if money and time are not invested to market it.
Some stakeholders believe a brand for the facility is needed to promote and define it.
Washington is viewed as a good place to do business and should be touted.
Many discussed the opportunities for the property surrounding the 47 acres. One
strategy mentioned was to encourage an investor to buy a few surrounding blocks for
urban renewal. Also, many mentioned improving the surrounding area with
landscaping and façade improvements. Making the walkable area around the property
more attractive would create a more inviting place. Some advocated a more park-like
setting that includes benches, trees, and plantings and emphasized the importance of
maintenance.
Stakeholders saw many opportunities to capitalize on existing events and industries.
One example was the local fishing conventions and expeditions that are held in the area.
Washington state wine industry conventions would be another opportunity.
Recreational amenities (e.g., golf courses) are possible targets for joint marketing
ventures. These are examples of existing events that could use the Center property or
help promote it.
A majority of stakeholders mentioned the lack of signage for the facility. They think
more visible signage is needed, starting at I-5 and extending through town to the Center.
In addition, better signage on the property would help identify it and direct users.
Numbering the gates so that visitors could locate events more easily was suggested. A
few interviewees think the Center itself needs more prominent signage.
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Stakeholders think access should be less confusing; although the facility is in a good
location, people have a difficult time finding and getting to it. One stakeholder
suggested working with the Council of Governments to improve traffic access.
Interviewees discussed the lack of amenities on or around the facility. People need to be
drawn to the area and then kept there. Suggested amenities include shops, restaurants
(nicer, more upscale), hotels, entertainment, and other attractions. One idea to get people
to the area on foot is to establish a self-guided tour from the Center to downtown. Other
stakeholders echoed the idea of linking the Center to downtown and specifically
mentioned developing a phased regional master plan that links the two urban centers.
Establishing a gathering place that provides a sense of community was described. One
suggestion was to offer a low-cost incentivized lease to develop a hotel in the area. Once
more amenities are developed, this possibility should be included in the marketing plan
for the facility.
For the Center itself, stakeholders suggested defining a business center within the
Center with wireless internet access so people attending conventions can check e-mail
and work remotely.
Some stakeholders discussed the Center staff in relation to its potential success. Some
see it as a hindrance that it is run as a public entity because staff are bound by certain
legal restrictions. They believe this status holds it back from being marketed as a
business the way it should be. Some suggested running the Center privately under
public ownership so that its operation could be more performance-based. A few
described the Center employees as an opportunity and an asset. They felt the employees
work hard and are good people to work with.
Many saw opportunity for the property to be utilized as an athletic center. Suggestions
included hosting a Special Olympics and developing a regional athletic facility. Others
mentioned using the property for athletic fields or establishing a senior center on or
nearby.
Many interviewees discussed funding and the current economic climate. They
understand that decisions do not happen in a vacuum and there are financial limitations.
Despite these facts, many believe there is opportunity to find additional funding for the
facility. Ideas included forming a regional parks and recreation district or a regional
facilities district. Another suggestion was to look at tax increment financing. Most
interviewees are anxious to see physical improvements made. Many are aware of the
previous studies that have taken place. People are anxious to see something happen on
the ground. Some would like to see funding allocated for maintenance of grounds from
the Public Facilities District.
Some discussed the public involvement strategy. They suggested communication early
and often throughout. Maintaining communication even after a plan is developed was
advocated. Stakeholders would like to see many notices of meetings and opportunities
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for input. Some mentioned that stakeholder buy-in to the vision is as important as buyin from the financial parties. Stakeholders noted that there are many negative blog
discussions. To respond to people’s desire to see something happen on the ground,
stakeholders suggested phasing improvements so people can see progress early in the
process.
Stakeholders suggested hiring an outside public relations firm or someone to promote
the Center. Marketing the redevelopment of the property would help promote it. They
also suggested looking at ways to capitalize on existing successes such as the farmers’
market. How could it be expanded on? Is there a place for the farmers’ market as part of
the facility? A somewhat related idea was to develop a strategy for an urban agriculture
use on the property.
Some stakeholders discussed strategies for the 7th Avenue parking lot such as using the
fields for soccer practice or developing the property into a hotel. A few felt it was
important to keep it available for additional parking. One stakeholder suggested
constructing a parking garage connected to a hotel to maintain the parking.
Some interviewees felt that relocating the fair would be a better use of the property and
make it more flexible. If this were done, some suggested having an alternate site for the
fairgrounds and the users. Also, if the fair were relocated, having a transition/relocation
plan for the fair users was mentioned.
4. Do you visit the Cowlitz County Event Center? If so, what are your favorite features?
All the stakeholders said they attend events at the facility. Many had very positive
things to say about it and some had suggestions for improvement as well.
Staff is very helpful.
Food and beverage service is good.
Large rooms and smaller breakout rooms work well together.
Facility is functional and comfortable. Layout is good.
Would like to see more than one caterer at the facility.
Facility has adequate parking.
Easy to get to and easy to find (if you know where you’re going).
Event center building looks very nice.
5. What do you think are the key attributes of a successful event center in this location
in Cowlitz County?
Overall, stakeholders had a fairly brief list of attributes they believe would make the
Center successful.
The Center itself:
o

The Center should be flexible. Uses would be complementary and
year-round.
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o

Pleasing aesthetics on and around the site.

o

On-site kitchen is a benefit—especially if it is available to the public.
This would add to the flexibility of the facility.

o

Hi-tech on-site accommodations such as video conferencing.

o

Convey a sense of community in the area.

The Center and its context:
o

Must have a regional funding approach for best success.

o

Promotional support by other businesses, especially downtown
businesses and area hotels.

o

Have something in the vicinity to offer to everyone, with options such
as recreation, children’s activities, entertainment, retail, and
accommodations located nearby for visitors and users of the facility.

o

Connectivity to amenities, entertainment venues, retail, and
restaurants.

6. How will we know when the Cowlitz County Event Center is successful? What kind of
measures would you use to determine success?
Stakeholders’ responses to this question really boiled down to a few simple measures of
success. One of these was profit. However, some interviewees did not want to see this
measure be the only gauge. There is a quality of life consideration in this equation for
them. Profitability is important, but it needs to be balanced with community desires.
Another factor is how busy the facility is. How full is it on a given day? How frequently
is it occupied? Many stakeholders would like to see the Center so busy that it has to turn
groups and events away.
How often people return to the facility and schedule repeat events is another gauge.
Success can be measured by overall use, but it can be better defined by how many
people keep coming back. In relation to this, the Center’s effect on local tourism is
another gauge. If it fuels tourism and helps grow this industry, then the Center could be
considered a success.
Other measures mentioned included competitive pricing, a good reputation, and an
ability to reinvest financially in the facility for expansion or staff additions. The Center’s
ability to support itself is important to many people.
Finally, stakeholders felt it is important that the Center be used by the local community
as well as for larger conferences and events of a regional scale.
7. What route should visitors use to access the Cowlitz County Event Center?
The majority of stakeholders believe the best route for visitors to the Center is off 7th
Avenue. They believe it to be the most direct route from I-5. A few stakeholders felt
differently. For example, a few mentioned the idea of an entrance off 5th Avenue once
the West Main Street realignment is completed. Regardless of the main route, all
stakeholders see a need for improved signage and a clearly marked route.
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8. What traffic impacts do you believe the Cowlitz County Event Center will have on the
surrounding area?
Aside from the fair, most interviewees did not think the Center has traffic impacts.
People want to see enough parking maintained at the facility—especially important to
prevent people from parking in the adjacent residential area.
A future consideration is how any changes to the facility could impact the adjacent
Washington State National Guard Longview Armory. The US Army plans to build a
new facility in the same location in approximately 2012 or 2013. Conversely, changes to
that facility should be considered as well.
9. What impacts does the current traffic configuration have on accessing the Center?
Many believe the current configuration of traffic is confusing, especially for visitors.
People do not see a defined main entrance. Such an obvious main entry is needed, along
with another entrance at the front or north side of the building which could enhance the
visual appeal of the facility.
Quite a few believe improvements are needed to the intersection of Washington Street
and 7th Avenue. Some believe this to be a dangerous and less than functional
intersection. Some suggested a realignment and pedestrian/safety improvements.
Several mentioned that the traffic barrier on 7th Avenue hinders access to the main
parking lot. If this is the main entrance, then it may need to be reconfigured.
Additionally, improvements to 5th Avenue were mentioned, as well as the possibility of
a roundabout where the Office Max and car dealership are located.
Stakeholders emphasized the importance of avoiding traffic through the residential area
north of the Center. Because it could be difficult to avoid affecting the residential area
around the property, some suggest rezoning it and beginning to acquire it for phased
redevelopment.
10. Who should be involved in this process?
Although many of those interviewed felt the initial outreach to stakeholders was good,
some saw room for broadened outreach. A few interviewees felt it is very important to
balance the opinions of the usual suspects with newer, fresher perspectives and not to
rely only on the opinions of those in government positions. A list of groups and people
interviewees felt should be involved follows.
Cowlitz County Commissioners. What is their desire for the facility?
Chamber of Commerce
Economic Development Council
Citizens
Current facility patrons
Anyone potentially impacted by changes
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Tourism bureau
Local governments
Hotel/restaurant industry
State associations or industries that may sponsor an event
John Karnoski, City Council representative for West Kelso
Service clubs such as the Lions and Kiwanis, the Grange, Kelso Rotary Club
Steve Jaybush
Kelso and Longview school district superintendents
Susan Hooser with WSU Small Business
A representative of the horse community. (A good person for this is Sue
Claypool. She can be contacted through the Kelso School District.) Also,
someone from 4-H.
Steve Harvey, Council of Governments
Paul Youmans, Pathways 2020
Police Chief Alex Perez
Bill Mahoney, outgoing Sheriff
Joel Rupley, a former County Commissioner
Mayor of Kelso, David Futcher
Local realtors, Don and Pat Rodman, Jerry Flaskerud, Sue Lanz
Denny Richards, Kelso City Manager
Longview Fiber – Rosie Purcell
Restaurant owners
People in the outlying cities (Woodland, LaCenter)
Jim Clary
Pat Sari
Norpac Weyerhaeuser
Linda Doer, small business owner
Greg Pang, Executive Director, Community Home Health and Hospice
Port of Longview
11. Is there anything else you want us to know or wish we asked?
Stakeholders had no additional questions they wish had been asked as part of the
interviews. Many of them did have final comments and a bulleted summary follows.
Look to ways for the cities and County to collaborate.
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Design the facility to be flexible, but have a focus. Concentrate marketing
efforts on this.
Would like to see people thinking outside of the box with this study. There is
an opportunity here to move Longview/Kelso up the ranks and make it more
attractive. Need to capitalize on the great resources that exist.
Need to determine if the Center is still the best location for the fair and rodeo.
If it is not, need to determine a new home for them.
Some believe there is inherent value in the fair and rodeo and do not want to
see these go away. However, they see the need for it to evolve.
Believe it is important to study the area around the facility to appropriately
determine the best use or combination of uses.
Would like to see urban agriculture considered in the discussion of potential
uses.
In the planning process, look to green enhancements and construction.
There is opportunity for an attractive multi-use mixed entertainment center
for the community. A long-term plan and agreement are needed for this to
happen. In addition, a financing and implementation strategy would be
needed.
One interviewee felt this is not the appropriate time to spend $100,000 on a
study. Others are more concerned about seeing a final product from the
study than they are the cost.
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Appendix A
Stakeholders

STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWEES
Marianne Chambers, Resident of Longview

Gian Morelli, Columbia Theater

Joan Frymire, Fair Board

Dan Ouellette, Downtowners

Bob Gregory, City of Longview

Ellen Rose, Lodging Tax Advisory Board

Ron Junker, Cowlitz County

Jeanette Scibelli, Lower Columbia Contractors
Association

Bill Kamp, Pigeon Club

Rosemary Sipola, Council of Governments

Mike Kerins, City of Kelso

Ted Sprague, Cowlitz Economic Development Council

Jennifer Leach, WSU Extension

Mariah Stoll-Smith Reese, Lodging Tax Advisory Board

Ramona Leber, Friends of the Fairgrounds

Ginny Whiffen, Lodging Tax Advisory Board

Joan Lemieux, Farm to Table

Mike Williams, Washington Army National Guard,
Longview Armory

Brian Magnuson, Public Facilities District

Tom Wilson, Lodging Tax Advisory Board

Jim McLaughlin, Lower Columbia College

Rick Winsman, Chamber of Commerce

George Moore, Rodeo Board
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Appendix B
Interview Questions

Cowlitz County Event Center
Strategic Planning Feasibility Study
Stakeholder questions
Cowlitz County (County), the cities of Longview and Kelso and the Public Facilities District
(PFD) are conducting a strategic planning feasibility study for the Cowlitz County Event
Center, which includes the Conference Center and the Cowlitz County Fairgrounds. The 47acre site, located in the center of Longview and Kelso, contains facilities that are used for a
broad spectrum of events and activities. The County and its partnering agencies are conducting
this feasibility study in order to:
Develop a vision to guide the desired uses, future development and long-term investment in
the Events Center. We would like to receive input from you and the community on site access
and development needs and supporting existing and planning for future activities that are
economically feasible.
As an early step in this process, the agencies have retained the consulting firm of BergerABAM
to interview those with a vested interest in the study to understand their viewpoints on the
future of the Cowlitz County Event Center site. To get the most out of our time together, we
encourage you to review these questions in advance of our interview. We also encourage you to
review the accompanying fact sheet to learn more about the project, the public involvement
process and ways you can stay involved.
1. Is the Cowlitz County Event Center being used to its fullest extent? If not, where do you see
untapped opportunities?
2. Please describe the barriers (ex. Site or facility limitations, environmental) to realizing
untapped opportunities.
3. What strategies would you use to overcome these barriers?
4. Do you visit the Cowlitz County Event Center? If so, what are your favorite features?
5. What do you think are the key attributes of a successful Event Center in this location in
Cowlitz County?
6. How will we know when the Cowlitz County Event Center is successful? What kind of
measures would you use to determine success?
7. What route should visitors use to access the Cowlitz County Event Center?
8. What traffic impacts do you believe the Cowlitz County Event Center will have on the
surrounding area?
9. What impacts does the current traffic configuration have on accessing the Event Center?
10. Who should be involved in this process?
11. Is there anything else you want us to know or wish we asked?
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APPENDIX B:
CRT Meeting #1 Summary

COWLITZ COUNTY EVENT CENTER AND FAIRGROUNDS MASTER PLAN
Community Resource Team Meeting #1
November 3, 2009—Summary

The feasibility study for the Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds examines how this
venue functions and what kinds of future growth make sense from the perspectives of
community needs and market feasibility. The process includes extensive public outreach and
engagement to learn what people in the community want and need. The Community Resource
Team (CRT) is part of the public outreach. Team members provide a diverse range of
community perspectives on the feasibility study for the 47-acre Cowlitz County Event Center
and Fairgrounds site. The project partners (Cowlitz County, the cities of Kelso and Longview,
and the Public Facilities District) hosted the first CRT meeting on Tuesday, November 3, 2009,
from 3:00–5:00 p.m. at the Cowlitz County Event Center.
Cowlitz County Commissioner Axel Swanson introduced the project. Attendees introduced
themselves and the group or organization they represent on the CRT. A list of participants
follows.
CRT Member Names and Affiliations
Kurt Anagnostou, Mayor, City of Longview
Jim Bain, AmEric Hoveean Cancer Society
Avish Bhalani, Owner, Quiznos Subs
Joan Frymire, Fair Board
Bob Greg Flakus Flakusory, Manager, City of
Longview
Mike Kerins, City of Kelso
Jennifer Leach, Washington State University/
4-H
Joan Lemieux, Farm to Table
Brian Magnuson, Cascade Networks
Kathi Mattinen, Cowlitz County Fair

Frank McShane, Cascade Networks
George Moore, Rodeo Board
Mike Moss, Cowlitz County Event Center
Debra Rheaume, Cowlitz County Event Center
Rosemary Siipola, Cowlitz County Council of
Governments
Ken Stone, Asset Management & Sustainability
Director
Axel Swanson, Cowlitz County Commissioner
Ginney Whiffen, Red Lion Hotel
Rick Winsman, Chamber of Commerce
Paul Youmans, Pathways 20/20

Consultant Team
Karyn Criswell, BergerABAM
Greg Flakus, GF Strategies
Eric Hovee, E.D. Hovee & Company
Doug Pruitt, Barrentine, Bates and Lee Architects
John White, BergerABAM

Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds Master Plan
Community Resource Team Meeting #1, November 3, 2009—Summary

Karyn Criswell, Public Involvement Task Manager and meeting facilitator with BergerABAM,
reviewed the meeting agenda (see Appendix A) and discussed her role as the CRT meeting
facilitator: to ensure that everyone has an equal opportunity to be heard and to help move the
group along through each agenda item and to ensure that each topic is closed out before
moving on to the next one.
Draft CRT Charter
Karyn reviewed the draft charter (see Appendix B), which outlines the purpose of the CRT,
members’ roles and responsibilities, and proposed operating procedures. The primary purpose
of the CRT is to work with project staff to provide input on several components of the study:
Guiding principles
Site and facility inventory
Market and financial analysis
Draft alternative development strategies
Karyn explained that the document was a draft and asked members if they had any additions or
edits to the charter. No revisions were made and the document was approved as presented.
Existing Conditions and Market Analysis Review
Project team members presented information on the results of the stakeholder interviews and
market conditions as well as the strength, weakness, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis
and the work completed to date on existing site conditions.
Stakeholder Interview Results
Karyn began the discussion with a review of the stakeholder interviews and summary
completed in August and September 2009. The 23 interviewees represented diverse interests
including business, tourism, economic development, higher education, facility users,
community organizations, municipalities, and neighboring properties as well as fair and rodeo
interests. The purpose of the interviews was to hear varying perspectives on the future of the
Event Center. Stakeholders were asked about untapped opportunities, barriers to realizing the
Center’s full potential and strategies for overcoming them, favorite features of the site, key
attributes of success, and access to the Center.
Stakeholders were asked whether they believe the Event Center is being used to its fullest
extent. Interviewees’ responses were overwhelmingly negative and they had many ideas of
how to expand its uses, such as marketing the center with Hoffstadt Bluffs and pursuing more
regional and statewide conferences. Several stakeholders said the current facilities should be
upgraded. Stakeholders also see the need for locating a hotel on or near the site, considering the
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relocation of the fair and rodeo, using the 7th Avenue parking lot better, improving
transportation access, and improving signage to the site.
Karyn reviewed the following barriers and strategies listed by stakeholders:
Limited ability to negotiate rental rates.
Lack of a targeted marketing plan—spend more marketing dollars and possibly consider
hiring an outside PR firm to market/promote.
Regional location is good, but the center is difficult to find and access.
No single agency takes strong ownership of the Center.
Lack of nearby amenities—look for potential private investors.
Unkempt properties surrounding the site are a visual barrier.
Make improvements to connectivity between the Event Center and downtown.
New avenues for additional funding should be explored.
CRT members provided the following comments and asked questions about the stakeholders’
feedback.
Would like tier 1 improvements (top priority) to be things like hotels and restaurants.
Tier 2 improvements are those things that would cause customers to keep coming back.
Want local business to be able to partner with the Event Center.
Sports and outdoors are the strength of the local area; we should look at ways to
capitalize on this strength.
We will need a well thought out phased approach.
We should look for opportunities to catch low-hanging fruit.
Make the Event Center multi-functional.
Cowlitz County Fair and Event Center uses can be compatible.
Need to be able to use space for multiple types of events.
Deschutes County Events Center in Redmond, Oregon is a good example. The fair was
relocated from prime location and then the land was sold and redeveloped for
commercial. The new facility is highly successful. This model should be explored.
What mix of revenue do we need from outside the area to be successful?
Market Conditions and SWOT Analysis
Eric Hovee, E.D. Hovee and Company, and Greg Flakus, GF Strategies, presented information
about market conditions and the SWOT analysis findings. The market study was provided to
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CRT members prior to the meeting. Findings were displayed and provided as a handout to CRT
members (see Appendix B).
Eric Hovee discussed highlights of the market study and asked CRT members if the current
facility should be more aggressively marketed for regional and statewide conferences for
greater local economic impact versus continued orientation to local meeting and event activity.
He emphasized that this should be a key decision point as it will affect decisions ranging from
whether to attract a hotel to what added local and non-local visitor destination niches to pursue,
such as sports-related tourism.
Greg Flakus presented findings on the SWOT analysis of the Event Center, including the annual
Cowlitz County Fair and separately examining the entire property.
A CRT member asked if there is a sense of how much funding is coming from outside the area.
Eric Hovee responded that existing meeting and event data reviewed does not clearly
differentiate between local and non-local users. However, those interviewed indicated that the
majority of bookings currently are for local organizations and community events.
Commissioner Swanson stated that he believes that 80 to 90 percent of the Event Center’s
visitors are from the local area. He added that Cowlitz County’s “front yard” needs to be
represented so people will stay and see the “back yard,” that being Mt. St. Helens.
Eric Hovee noted that facility is not extending visitor trip stays for overnight lodging. A CRT
member added that we need to identify a particular niche market because Cowlitz County has
one of the highest per diem rates in the state. A CRT member commented that one of Cowlitz
County weaknesses is that businesses are looking for a resort setting to enjoy, which this area
doesn’t have a lot of.
CRT member Ginny Whiffen stated that there is a market for social, military, educational,
ethnic, and fraternal (SMERFY) organizations, which is a totally different market than the
business market. She thinks that the project has the opportunity to draw the corporate market
because it is the mid-point between Olympia, Washington and Portland, Oregon.
Rosemary Siipola noted that storefronts and exposure are important and that relocating the
armory could provide a presence on Vandercook Avenue that would improve visibility.
A member asked about the possibility of a riverfront hotel.
A member said that Vandercook is very walkable.
A member said that all Event Center entries need to be improved.
A member noted that the COG is conducting a wayfinding project and needs to sustain great
ideas. Ideas must be nurtured in order to be maintained and improved.
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Doug Pruitt, Barrentine Bates and Lee Architects, reviewed the existing facility conditions and
the map of the Event Center and surrounding County property (see Appendix C). The map
illustrates the buildings on the Event Center site and the surrounding buildings that are owned
by the County and the City of Longview. The buildings at the Event Center and the
surrounding county and City buildings were rated in good, fair, or inadequate condition. Out of
22 buildings, only three are in good condition, 10 are in fair condition, and nine are in
inadequate condition.
CRT Discussion
Karyn Criswell asked if project team missed anything. CRT members provided the following
responses:
Need a smaller athletic facility. Buy property between here and the river.
In the past, JCP wanted to buy some property.
Extend horse area.
Extend seating.
All improvements require funding and funding is not there.
Maintain public ownership.
Want multiple uses.
Want multi-purpose buildings.
Want year-round facility for activities like exercise classes, with adequate storage.
Need community facilities. City of Longview and Lower Columbia College are currently
limited in the number of seniors they can serve due to inadequate facilities.
If the citizens gain something they may be more supportive of tourist projects.
Facilities are under used.
Plan the Event Center.
Retain the land in public ownership
Look beyond just 47 acres and consider the surrounding area’s uses.
Property to the north is underutilized.
Mike Kerins stated that the City of Kelso is willing to reflect the findings of this study
and the West Main re-alignment project in their future land use decisions.
Reconsider consolidating Clark County Fair facilities.
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Retain the three buildings in good condition and then determine what can be
constructed.
Need an interim plan.
Challenge is to squeeze out inefficiencies.
A member asked about rezoning property to the north for development.
Area has an untapped sports market.
Three large schools in the area need a sports exposition center.
Mixed Martial Arts (MMA) fighting is very popular right now; bring this event to the
area.
Boat expositions draw people to Portland and Tacoma, we should hold a boat
exposition.
Hold military recruiting trainings and local business trainings to bring in additional
income.
Property along Interstate 5 is needed for an equestrian center.
Trail along Cowlitz River is being planned.
Need to make surrounding areas look like we care.
How many dollars are not spent when people come to our area because there is nothing
to do?
Sports, hunting, and fishing are big in this area. (2)
Make the River’s Edge Condominiums in Longview a time share to bring in revenue.
Need a nice hotel.
Draft Guiding Principles
John White presented the draft guiding principles (see Appendix B) to the members and asked
them to consider the connectivity of the Event Center with the surrounding area. The draft
guiding principles will be sent via e-mail to the CRT members and they should provide their
feedback to Ken Stone within 2 weeks.
Preview of CRT Meeting #2
Karyn previewed the agenda for CRT meeting #2, which is scheduled to occur in January 2010.
The next meeting will be structured like a workshop. The agenda will start with discussing and
adopting the guiding principles. Members will then review two distinct alternatives, using the
guiding principles.
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It was determined that a 2-hour meeting likely would not be sufficient for the CRT to complete
the planned agenda items. The group agreed to extend the meeting time to 3 hours. Ken Stone
will contact the CRT when a meeting date has been set.
Adjourn
The meeting adjourned at 5:20 p.m. and CRT members were invited to attend the following
public meeting.

APPENDIX A:
Agenda

Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds
Community Resource Team
Cowlitz County Event Center

Tuesday, November 3, 2009, 3:00 – 5:00 PM
Agenda
Meeting Purpose: Common understanding of site and economic restrictions
Time

Item

Who

Materials

Desired Outcome

3:003:15

Welcome and Meeting Start-up
 Project overview
 Project team self-introductions
 CRT self-introductions
 Meeting purpose and agenda
review

Commissioner Axel
Swanson, Cowlitz
County

Agenda

Shared understanding of
project background,
consultant team, and CRT
members
Shared understanding of
agenda, project purpose,
goals, and timeline

3:153:30

Draft CRT charter
 Present, discuss, revise as
necessary, concurrence

Karyn, BergerABAM

Draft charter

CRT adopted charter

3:304:00

Existing conditions and market
analysis review
 Stakeholder summary
 Market conditions
 SWOT analysis
 Discuss site conditions
 What have we missed?

Karyn, BergerABAM
Eric Hovee, E.D.
Hovee
Greg Flakus, GF
Strategies
Doug Pruitt,
Barrentine Bates
and Lee

Site maps (2)

Shared understanding of
constraints and
opportunities

4:004:30

CRT Discussion
 Discuss issues the CRT would
like addressed in alternative
strategies

John White,
BergerABAM
Karyn, BergerABAM
All

4:304:55

Draft guiding principles
 Present, discuss, revise as
agreed

Karyn, BergerABAM

4:555:00

Preview of CRT Meeting No. 2
January 2010 (Date TBD)

Karyn, BergerABAM

5:00

Adjourn

All

Karyn Criswell,
BergerABAM
All

SWOT
Analysis

Refined existing conditions
plan

Shared understanding of
identified issues and their
relationship with the
guiding principles
Draft guiding
principles

CRT adopted guiding
principles

APPENDIX B:
Meeting Handouts

Cowlitz Regional Conference and Expo Center
Strategic Planning Feasibility Study
Community Resource Team
Draft Charter
November, 2009

Community Resource Team Purpose
The project partners—Cowlitz County, the cities of Longview and Kelso, and the
Public Facilities District (PFD) Board—established this Community Resource
Team (CRT) to provide a diverse range of community perspectives on the
feasibility study for the 47-acre Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds
site.
CRT members have been selected for their extensive knowledge of community
interests, their diversity of thought, and their access to both formal and informal
stakeholder communication networks.
The CRT advises the project team (the project partners and consultant team) to
help develop strategic planning feasibility study recommendations.
CRT members, as a group, will work with project staff and the meeting facilitator
to give input on the following components of the study:
o Guiding principles: the physical and programmatic characteristics of the
study that guide its outcomes.
o Site and facility inventory.
o Market and Financial Analysis.
o Draft alternative development strategies: what are the best long-term
options for this property that meet the guiding principles and the needs of
the community at large?

Role and Responsibilities
CRT members will share their community knowledge and insights with project
staff.
CRT members are encouraged to interact directly with the community and their
stakeholder constituencies, provide information, and bring questions and
comments back to the CRT meetings for discussion

Cowlitz Regional Conference and Expo Center Feasibility Study
Community Resource Team Draft Charter

CRT members will be invited to attend and provide project insight and expertise
at public meetings.

Operating Procedures
The CRT is scheduled to meet twice. The project partners may choose to hold a
third CRT meeting to present the final study findings.
CRT members should plan on attending both CRT meetings. While alternate
representatives are allowed to keep the CRT advancing, it is the responsibility of
the original CRT member to keep alternates or co-representatives abreast of all
developments and progress. Please inform the project staff of suggested
alternates prior to confirming participation.
Since the CRT is advisory, members will be asked to provide their input, with no
elected chair or other officers. A professional facilitator will lead the sessions and
work with project staff to support meeting arrangements, agenda development,
project update presentations, and meeting notes.
CRT meetings will be summarized and provided to the group for review and
approval as to their accuracy.
All meetings will be announced to the public in advance and will be open to
public attendance.
The CRT will dissolve at the end of the two to three meeting commitment if the
project staff and members mutually decide their work is complete.
The point of contact for inquiries from officials or the media is Commissioner
Axel Swanson, Cowlitz County (360 577-3020, or swansona@co.cowlitz.wa.us). If
CRT members are approached by the media, it would be the preference of the
project sponsors that they refer the inquiry to Axel Swanson; if members of the
CRT communicate with the media, it is respectfully requested that CRT members
clarify their opinion as their own and not representative of the cities of Kelso and
Longview, Cowlitz County, the PFD board or the CRT. CRT members may not
represent the entire CRT group without prior agreement by the CRT.

COWLITZ COUNTY EXPO/CONFERENCE CENTER

STRENGTHS, WEAKNESSES, OPPORTUNITIES & THREATS (SWOT)
Strengths

Weaknesses

Cowlitz Regional Conference Center (CRCC)

Large site + state of the art meeting space
Increasing utilization since 2005 opening
Dedicated funding – with no need for general fund $$
CRCC event coordination role

Limited state & regional meeting business
Difficulty finding CRCC from I-5
Absence of on-site or nearby lodging (hotel + RV)
Limited nearby dining
Weak amenity appeal of adjoining uses

Expo Center (Including Annual Cowlitz County Fair)

Longstanding community awareness & tradition
Strong exhibits program community participation
PRCA rodeo as anchor event
Modern exhibit hall for commercial vendor use

Revenue per attendee continuing to decline
Limited marketing funds
Competition from three neighbor county fairs
Outdated facilities for exhibits & events
Flat revenues with costs increasing
Subsidy not sustainable @ $165,000 / year

Regional Tourism (Cowlitz County & SW Washington)

Higher per capita visitor spending in Cowlitz County
than for the entire SW Washington region
Enduring appeal of Mount St. Helens
Growing recognition for sports-related tourism

Lower per capita spending than the rest of state
Overreliance on Mount St. Helens as the attraction
Weak overnight lodging compared to WA state
Greater seasonality of lodging occupancy

Cowlitz County Event Center (Entire 47-Acre Site)

Large intact in-city event site with expansion capacity
Coordinated management / funding of all facilities

Poor connectivity to Kelso downtown & river
Less agency flexibility to negotiate rates/services
Little cross-marketing with regional tourism

Opportunities

Threats

Cowlitz Regional Conference Center (CRCC)

Greater use by non-local events for economic impact
Recruitment of hotel anchor

Market saturation due to economy + competition
Limited corporate base for local meeting activity
Inadequate market for hotel from CRCC use alone
Hotel/motel competition concern?

Expo Center (Including Annual Cowlitz County Fair)

More community participation in competition events
(e.g. juried shows)
Increase per person revenue at major events
Relocation of annual fair or new buildings to
accommodate the annual fair plus year-round use

Loss of Cowlitz County capacity to fund expo deficit
Competition from other events within one hour drive
Declining per person spending @ annual fair event
Less commercial vendor action in economic downturn
Current lost opportunity for year-round use

Regional Tourism (Cowlitz County & SW Washington)

Extend visitor trip stays for overnight lodging
Cross-marketing with other visitor facilities

Erosion of Mt. St. Helens visitor activity
Vulnerability to reduced tourism w/high gas prices

Cowlitz County Event Center (Entire 47-Acre Site)

Multi-purpose sports & community venues
Quality RV camping to supplement hotels/motels
Cowlitz riverfront & Kelso downtown linkages
Revised area traffic & circulation plan
Public-private funding partnerships
Building image for customer service & family fun

Likely need for public funding of site improvements
Public concern if facilities require general fund $$
Need for access to make improvements worthwhile
Potential displacement with revised traffic pattern
Complexity of public-private funding options
Reputation as offering little year-round excitement

Cowlitz Regional Conference and Expo Center
Strategic Planning Feasibility Study
Community Resource Team
Draft Guiding Principles
November, 2009

The preferred alternative must achieve the following:

1.

Provide a path toward financial self sufficiency [of all entities collectively or
individually]
Offers new net revenue opportunities
Offers improvements that could justify site generated fee increases
Reduces need for Cowlitz County General Fund support

2. Address site deficiencies, including access and identity.
Corrects safety and structural deficiencies
Improves visibility and identity
Improves approach via auto, pedestrian and bike
3. Position the facilities to appeal to a broader set of potential clients.
Provides facilities that widen the spectrum of potential users
Develops support facilities that add value to the site’s core uses
Increases economic impact by drawing new spending into the community
4. Maximize the efficiency of each entity – do more with less (land, money, labor, etc.)
Consolidates activities to save or free up land and create a more focused
presence
Offers net new land for redevelopment
Consolidates activities to save or free up land and create greater year round
utilization and community presence

APPENDIX C:
Property Map

Cowlitz County Event Center Location Map

APPENDIX C:
CRT Meeting #2 Summary

COWLITZ COUNTY EVENT CENTER AND FAIRGROUNDS MASTER PLAN
Community Resource Team Meeting #2
January 28, 2010—Summary
The feasibility study for the Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds Master Plan
examines how this venue functions and what kinds of future growth make sense from the
perspectives of community needs and market feasibility. The process includes extensive public
outreach and engagement to learn what people in the community want and need. The
Community Resource Team (CRT) is part of the public outreach. Team members provide a
diverse range of community perspectives on the feasibility study for the 47‐acre Cowlitz County
Event Center and Fairgrounds site. The project partners (Cowlitz County [County], the cities of
Kelso and Longview, and the Public Facilities District) hosted the second CRT meeting on
Thursday, January 28, 2010, from 2:00–5:00 p.m. at the Cowlitz Regional Conference Center.
County Commissioner Axel Swanson introduced the project. Attendees introduced themselves
and the group or organization they represent on the CRT. A list of participants follows.
CRT Member Names and Affiliations
Jim Bain, American Cancer Society
Joan Frymire, Fair Board
David Futcher, Mayor, City of Kelso
Bob Gregory, Manager, City of Longview
Joan Lemieux, Farm to Table
Brian Magnuson, Cowlitz County Public
Facilities District
Frank McShane, Cascade Networks

George Moore, Rodeo Board
Mike Moss, Cowlitz County Event Center
Rosemary Siipola, Cowlitz County Council of
Governments
Axel Swanson, Cowlitz County Commissioner
Joey Tagliarino, ASB President, Kelso High
School
Ginney Whiffen, Red Lion Hotel
Rick Winsman, Chamber of Commerce

Consultant Team
Karyn Criswell, BergerABAM
Greg Flakus, GF Strategies
Eric Hovee, E.D. Hovee & Company
Doug Pruitt, Barrentine, Bates and Lee Architects
David Sacamano, BergerABAM
John White, BergerABAM
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Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds Master Plan
Community Resource Team Meeting #2, January 28, 2010—Summary

Karyn Criswell reviewed the meeting agenda (see Appendix A). She explained that meeting’s
purpose was to score the alternative concepts against the guiding principles and to arrive at a
preferred alternative. During the meeting CRT members would have the opportunity to
provide updates, adopt the guiding principles, review feedback from the first meeting and open
house, review the alternative concepts, review the project partners’ feedback regarding the
alternatives, and compare the alternatives to the guiding principles.
Draft Guiding Principles
Karyn reminded the group that at the last CRT meeting they agreed to defer finalizing the
guiding principles until the January meeting and members were asked to submit suggested
revisions to Debra Rheaume after the last meeting. Karyn noted that no comments were
received from committee members and asked for any final comments.
Bob Gregory suggested that principle one be revised to include an additional indicator:
Promotes or creates incentives that increase other economic development opportunities within
Cowlitz County; and principle two be revised to include the following indicator: improves
connectivity to adjoining or proximate retail centers.
Brian Magnuson added that it should read to bring outside development to all of Cowlitz
County, not just these 47 acres.
Frank McShane suggested that it is important that this property is a key part of the region, to
draw outside users to our area.
The CRT then approved the guiding principles and indicators as amended during the meeting
(see Appendix B).

Presentation of Alternative Concepts
Karyn reviewed the public comments received at Public Meeting #1.Community members were
asked to provide feedback regarding the project’s untapped opportunities. Community
members said that the area needs a horse arena with horse barns and stalls, hotel, industrial and
educational uses, recreation for kids, community center, self‐supporting event center, and to
cater to local service clubs.
Community members were also asked to provide barriers to the untapped opportunities. The
barriers included: lack of signage, difficult to find access, lack of nearby amenities, limited
funding, and lack of overnight horse facilities.
The community’s top four measures for success of the site were that it is heavily used by the
local community, the center is self‐sustaining or profitable enough to make reinvests, high
occupancy rates at hotels/motels, and the center is so busy that it attracts and retains local
businesses.
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David Sacamano explained how the project team came up with the alternatives and that the
concepts contained some flexibility. He reviewed the alternatives presentation (see Appendix
C).
The CRT provided the project team with the following comments regarding Alternative A:
Arena
Liked the idea of using the existing indoor arena and turning it into a covered warm-up
arena. The warm-up arena could also be used as an area to show animals during the
Fair.
Concessions
The concession area would be a park-like setting. It could be used for outdoor
barbeques, small performances, weddings, and concessions at the Fair.
Exposition and Conference Center
Drive development from north of the Event Center to West Main Street.
There is a ton of potential for growth in the area north of Event Center.
Question: How do we go about getting a developer to develop property north of the
Event Center?
Answer: It would be guided by the Comprehensive Plans and Economic Development Plans of the
cities of Kelso and Longview.
The new Exposition Center needs to be closer to the existing Conference Center. It
would be nice to have a breezeway between the two buildings.
A road from Vandercook Way to the Event Center would be great.
Fair Area
Where would the carnival be located?
Answer: In the paved lot at the northeast corner of the site (where it occurs now).
Fair equipment parking behind the grandstands would need to be used for the rodeo.
Relative to parking demand for the fair and its events, a member of the project team
asked, “Do we let the parking demand for four days of Fair be the driving factor for the
other days of the year?”
Question: Will the Conference Center still need to be used for the Fair?
Answer: The idea is to not shut it down during the Fair.

Page 3

February 9, 2010

Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds Master Plan
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Question: Will there be enough space to accommodate all the departments at the Fair if
some of the buildings are torn down?
Answer: The idea to have the same amount of square footage for the Fair as we do now.
Hotel
The project team explained that the minimum number of hotel rooms was chosen to
provide for Conference Center attendees and not initiate too much competition with the
other hotels in the area. This would be a limited service hotel.
The hotel may be located off site north of the Event Center on Washington and 5th
Avenue. The CRT wanted this to be considered if the City of Kelso plans to realign the
property north of the Event Center.
Consider a revenue share with Longview and Kelso regarding hotel motel tax.
The project team explained that at this point, the hotel is a placeholder on the
alternative. They will look at siting the hotel off site.
Question: Was an off -site area looked at for the hotel?
Answer: The hotel needs to be close to the Conference Center.
Parking
Question: Where would people park during the Fair?
Answer: The project team is looking at vacant land options that may be used for parking and
shuttles may be used to get people from parking lots to the Fair.
Using a shuttle would provide the residents with the opportunity to have another way
to get around to other parts of the County.
Need to work on parking plan. We cannot let that amount of acreage sit for the rest of
the year.
City of Longview is doubling its public transportation fleet. People could start using
mass transit to get to the Fair.
Other fairs work through parking issues by moving parking off site. Not many fairs
have the amount of acreage as the County does for parking.
Parking will be handled. People will get used to parking off site and taking shuttles.
Keep the parking lots closer together.
It would be a good idea for the County to acquire the piece of property owned by the
Armory that is connected to the property on 7th Avenue.
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Walking Path
3rd Avenue is a sensitive area due to the jail and juvenile detention center.
A link with a nice walking path from the Event Center to the park development along
the Cowlitz River would be a great idea.
There is an issue with the walking path so close to the jail, but the CRT would still like to
hear the options.
The City of Longview does have a grant to buy some more of the property for the park.
The walkway would be nice to also help promote the health benefits of walking.
Would like to see the walking path pushed up on the phasing because it is less
expensive and would add to the Event Center.
Miscellaneous
Is the Bush Log Cabin a historical landmark? Can it be moved?
Question: Is there a need for soccer or softball fields when they are just down the street?
Answer: Recreation and park amenities were identified as a desirable features for the event center
master plan. The sports fields are just placeholders.
Our County has the wrong type of businesses along the river frontage.
The CRT provided the project team with the following comments regarding Alternative B:
Entrance
The main difference between alternatives A and B is the formal entrance. Alternative
A’s entrance is at 5th Avenue and Alternative B’s is at 1st Avenue.
The CRT preferred Alternative A’s entrance along 5th Avenue.
Farmers’ Market
The multipurpose building could be used for the Farmers’ Market.
The flex space would be great for the Farmers’ Market.
RV Parking
Would like the RV spaces to have electrical, water, and sewer capacity.
The 7th Avenue parking area would be great for RV parking.
Question: Is there lodging tax with RV spaces?
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Answer: Would have to check the city codes. Several codes would have to be researched for this
project.
Soccer
An indoor facility would be great for our area.
Soccer is popular in the County. An indoor sports facility would be used a lot. Lighting
the outdoor field would benefit team practices all year long
The Genesis Indoor Soccer Arena in Rainier failed, probably because of the bridge
construction and its location. If it had been on this side of the Cowlitz River, it would
have been more successful.
Miscellaneous
Maybe the hotel could have an agreement with the Three Rivers Athletic Club for its
customers to drop in and use the Three Rivers Athletic Club.

Hybrid Alternative
The CRT concluded the Alternative A would be the better choice with the following
modifications. This concept will be referred to as the Hybrid Alternative.
Fair Area
Use Alternative A’s northernmost exhibit hall. It is a potential home for the Farmers’
Market.
Would like Farmers’ Market to have a place marker on the preferred alternative.
Make the Equestrian Facility a premier facility; there is not one nearby.
Need to consider the Albany Equestrian Facility receives a high general fund
contribution.
Needs the same building square footage as the current area.
Exposition and Conference Center
Hotel needs to be close to Convention Center. Located adjacent off site as part of the
redevelopment plan.
Move the new Exposition Center either north or south of existing conference center.
Provide a covered walkway between buildings and hotel if possible.
Hotel needs to be mixed-use, and should not only rely on the Conference Center.
The City of Kelso is doing comprehensive plan right now. It would be a good time to
visit rezoning the property north of the Event Center.
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Soccer
Keep the indoor soccer arena and the Vandercook Way connector.
Both area high schools are trying to get a turf soccer field right now; need to keep that in
mind but keep it on the alternative as a placeholder.
A private operator may have some ideas about the indoor and outdoor soccer fields as
well.
John White referred to the guiding principles and asked the CRT if the Hybrid Alternative
fulfills them. The CRT agreed that the Hybrid Alternative fulfills the guiding principles.
Adjourn
The meeting adjourned at 5:00 p.m. and CRT members were invited to attend the public
meeting that followed.
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APPENDIX A:
Agenda

COWLITZ COUNTY EVENT CENTER AND FAIRGROUNDS
Community Resource Team Meeting #2
Thursday, January 28, 2010, 2:00–5:00 PM
Cowlitz County Event Center

AGENDA
Meeting Purpose: Score Alternatives against Guiding Principles
Time

Item

Who

2:002:10

Welcome and Meeting
Start-up

Commissioner
Axel Swanson,
Cowlitz County

 Introduction of any new
CRT members
 Process recap
2:102:40

Meeting Purpose

2:403:00

Guiding Principles

 Review agenda
 Review meeting purpose
 Updates from CRT
members
 Adopt guiding principles

Materials

Desired Outcome
Shared understanding of
project process

Karyn Criswell,
BergerABAM

Agenda

Shared understanding of
meeting agenda,
purpose, and CRT
members’ updates

John White,
BergerABAM

Guiding
principles

Adoption of guiding
principles

Shared understanding of
alternative concepts

Karyn Criswell,
BergerABAM
3:003:20

3:205:00

5:00

Presentation of Alternative
Concepts

John White,
BergerABAM

Feedback
summary

 Review feedback summary
first CRT meeting and open
house
 Review alternative
concepts
 Review project partners’
observations about the
alternatives

David Sacamano,
BergerABAM

Alternative
concepts

Evaluation of Alternatives
and Guiding Principles

John White,
BergerABAM

 Discuss and analyze
alternatives
 Compare alternatives to
guiding principles
 Receive direction for final
plan

Karyn Criswell,
BergerABAM

Guiding
principles and
alternatives
rating matrix

Adjourn

All

Comparison of
alternatives to guiding
principles

APPENDIX B:
Guiding Principles

COWLITZ COUNTY EVENT CENTER AND FAIRGROUNDS
Strategic Planning Feasibility Study

GUIDING PRINCIPLES
Approved by CRT on January 28, 2010
The preferred alternative must achieve the following:
1. Provide a path toward financial self sufficiency of all entities collectively or
individually.
Offers new net revenue opportunities
Offers improvements that could justify site-generated fee increases
Reduces need for Cowlitz County General Fund support
Promotes or creates incentives that increase other economic development
opportunities within Cowlitz County
2. Address site deficiencies, including access and identity.
Corrects safety and structural deficiencies
Improves visibility and identity
Improves approach via autos, pedestrians, and bikes
Improves connectivity to adjoining or proximate retail centers
3. Position the facilities to appeal to a broader set of potential clients.
Provides facilities that widen the spectrum of potential users
Develops support facilities that add value to the site’s core uses
Increases economic impact by drawing new spending into the community
4. Maximize the efficiency of each entity—do more with less (land, money, labor, etc.)
Consolidates activities to save or free up land and create a more focused
presence
Offers net new land for redevelopment
Consolidates activities to save or free up land and create greater year-round
utilization and community presence

APPENDIX C:
Alternatives Presentation

Cowlitz County Event Center
& Fairgrounds Feasibility Study
Public Meeting #2
Thursday, January 28, 2010

Welcome
Meeting Purpose
Present the alternative concepts and strategies and
get your feedback
Find out about the Community Resource Team’s
(CRT) evaluation of the alternatives
Learn about future opportunities for input

Project Purpose
Develop a vision to guide the desired uses, future
development, and long-term investment in the event
center and fairgrounds property
Involve the community in understanding site access
and development needs and in planning for future
uses that benefit the community and are
economically feasible

Work Completed to Date
Analyzed background information
Conducted stakeholder interviews
Prepared market analysis
Held the first CRT and public meetings

Prepared guiding principles with the CRT
Developed alternatives, feasibility considerations,
and funding options

Conducted work session with project partners

Project Schedule

Guiding Principles
The preferred alternative must achieve the following:
1. Provide a path toward financial self sufficiency of
all entities collectively or individually.
Offers new net revenue opportunities

Offers improvements that could justify
site-generated fee increases
Reduces need for Cowlitz County General Fund
support

Guiding Principles
2. Address site deficiencies, including access and
identity.
Corrects safety and structural deficiencies
Improves visibility and identity
Improves approach via autos, pedestrians,
and bikes

Guiding Principles
3. Position the facilities to appeal to a broader set of
potential clients.
Provides facilities that widen the spectrum of
potential users
Develops support facilities that add value to the
site’s core uses
Increases economic impact by drawing new
spending into the community

Guiding Principles
4. Maximize the efficiency of each entity—do more
with less (land, money, labor, etc.)
Consolidates activities to save or free up land and
create a more focused presence
Offers net new land for redevelopment
Consolidates activities to save or free up land and
create greater year-round utilization and
community presence

Feedback from Public Meeting #1
Untapped Opportunities
Horse arena with horse barns and stalls
Hotel
Industrial and educational uses

Recreation for kids: 4-H, youth development, sports
related activities
Recreational and public facility: community center

Make the Event Center self-supporting
Cater to local service clubs

Feedback from Public Meeting #1
Barriers to Realizing Untapped Opportunities
Lack of signage on I-5, roads, and entrances
Difficult to find and access
Lack of nearby amenities
Limited funding
Lack of overnight horse facilities

Feedback from Public Meeting #1
Top Four Measures of Success
Site is being heavily utilized
by local community
Center is self-sustaining or
profitable enough to make
reinvests
There are high occupancy
rates at local hotel/motels
due to utilization of the Event
Center
The center is so busy it helps
attract and retain local
businesses that support Event
Center patrons

Key Preliminary Conclusions
Long-term plan that may take 10 years or more
Fairgrounds will remain at this location and should
be redone first
Retention of fairgrounds means a tournament scale
sports facility will not fit on the site
Phasing will be key, guided by the master plan
Funding will be challenging, innovation is required!

Concept Alternative A
W. Main St
5th Ave

Hotel
Conference
Center
Exposition
Center
Community
Park
Fairgrounds
River
Promenade

7th Ave
Washington St
Vandercook

1st Ave

Key Features of Concept Alternative A
Fairgrounds
7th Ave

New Exhibit Hall
Covered Warm-up Arena
• Reuse Existing Arena
Existing Grandstand Arena
New Indoor Equestrian Arena
• 150’ x 200’
New Exhibit Halls
• Small Animals
• Multipurpose Buildings

New York St
RV Parking

Fair/Event/
Equipment
Parking

Key Features of Concept Alternative A
Exposition & Conference
Center
Realigned West Main Street
Event Center Main Gate
• 5th Ave. Gateway Features
Hotel
• 3 stories / 60 rooms
Existing Conference Center
New Exposition Center
• 20,000 s.f. Phase 1
• 25,000 s.f. Phase 2
Cowlitz Commons
• Park and Plaza Areas
• Concessions Facilities

W. Main St

5th Ave

Expo Parking/
Carnival
Grounds

7th Ave

Washington St

Key Features of Concept Alternative A
Community Park
Vandercook Way

Vandercook Connector

7th Ave

Parking Area

Community Park Facility
• Little League Fields
• Passive Park and
Recreation Features
New York St

Key Features of Concept Alternative A
Cowlitz River Connection
Cowlitz Commons

3rd Ave

3rd Ave. Service Drive
New Promenade to River
Proposed Cowlitz
Riverfront Park
• City of Longview
1st Ave

Concept Alternative B
W. Main St

Conference
Center

Vandercook Way

Washington St

Hotel
Exposition
Center

1st Ave

Indoor Sports
Facility
Fairgrounds
1st Ave.
Entrance

5th Ave

7th Ave

Key Features of Concept Alternative B
Fairgrounds
Midway
New Concessions Facility
Existing Equestrian Arena
• Renovated
• Safety/Accessibility
Improvements
New Covered Warm-Up Arena
New Exhibit Halls
• Small Animals
• Multipurpose buildings

Midway
7th Ave

Fair/Event/
Equipment
Parking

New York St
Fair/Equipment
Parking

Key Features of Concept Alternative B
Exposition & Conference
Center
Realigned West Main Street
Event Center Main Gate
• 5th Ave. Gateway Features
Existing Conference Center
Cowlitz Commons
• Park and Plaza Areas
• Concessions Facilities
Hotel
• 3 Stories / 60 Rooms
New Exposition Center
• 20,000 s.f. Phase 1
• 25,000 s.f. Phase 2

W. Main St

5th Ave

Expo Parking/
Carnival
Grounds

7th Ave

Midway

Key Features of Concept Alternative B
Indoor Sports Facility
Vandercook Way

7th Ave

New Vandercook Connector
RV Parking Area
Indoor Sports Facility
• Indoor soccer/sports
• (1) Tournament level
outdoor soccer field
• Teen/community
center
• Dedicated parking

New York St

Key Features of Concept Alternative B
Cowlitz River Connection
Cowlitz Commons
Midway

3rd Ave. Service Drive
New 1st Avenue Entrance
• New Entry Road
• Sidewalk Promenade
Proposed Cowlitz
Riverfront Park
• City of Longview

3rd Ave
1st Ave

Financing Options
Possible financing sources
Private investment

Philanthropy
Grants
Public Facilities District (PFDs)
Hotel-motel tax
Parks district
Revitalization
Port
General Obligation Bond

Most likely financing will come from a mix of sources with phased
development in sync with funding opportunities

Development Feasibility
New Fairgrounds and Exposition and Conference
Center feasibility
Non-user funds for capital costs
Non-user funds for a portion of operation costs

Hotel and Indoor Sports Facility
Private investment with a possible private-public
partnership

Next Steps
Turn in your comments tonight or mail or email
them by February 18th
Project team refines the concept alternatives into a
preferred alternative using the CRT’s, project
partners, and your feedback
Final master plan presentation given to the project
partners in late February or early March 2010

Questions?
Please hand us your index card.
Thank you!

APPENDIX D:
Public Meeting #1 Summary

COWLITZ COUNTY EVENT CENTER AND FAIRGROUNDS MASTER PLAN
Public Meeting #1
November 3, 2009—Summary

The feasibility study for the Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds examines how this venue
functions and what kinds of future growth make sense from the perspectives of community needs and
market feasibility. The process includes extensive public outreach and engagement to learn what people
in the community want and need. Comments received at the public meeting will help shape the
alternatives developed for the site.
The meeting was hosted by the project partners, including the cities of Kelso and Longview, the Public
Facilities District (PFD), and Cowlitz County. It was held at the Cowlitz County Event Center, 1900 7th
Avenue in Longview, from 6:00 to 8:00 p.m. on Tuesday, November 3, 2009. It was attended by
approximately 60 people and 47 signed in.

Project Overview
Axel Swanson, Cowlitz County Commissioner, introduced the project and discussed its purpose—to
develop a set of long-term uses for the site that meet the Guiding Principles established by the
Community Resource Team and project team. The purpose of the Guiding Principles is to provide a
framework for developing the alternatives for the site.

Agenda Review
Karyn Criswell, BergerABAM Public Involvement Manager, reviewed the meeting agenda (see Appendix
A), which included presentations on the following components of the study:
Stakeholder interview process and summary
Market and SWOT analysis
Physical site conditions, connectivity, and alternatives
Karyn referred attendees to the comment form (see Appendix B) and explained that it tracked the
presentation. She encouraged attendees to write comments on the comment form as each question was
discussed. She explained that there would be time at the end of the presentations to take a closer look at
the exhibits, ask project team members questions, and provide feedback. This summary includes both the
verbal comments received during the presentation and discussion as well as the verbatim written
comments submitted at the meeting. Comments on this portion of the study submitted by November 17,
2009 are included in this summary.

Stakeholder Summary Presentation and Discussion
Karyn discussed the stakeholder interviews and the summary completed in September 2009. Twentythree stakeholders were interviewed representing diverse interests that included business, tourism,
economic development, and higher education as well as fair and rodeo interests, facility users,
community organizations, municipalities, and neighboring properties.

BergerABAM
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The purpose of the interviews was to hear stakeholders’ perspectives on the future of the Event Center.
Stakeholders were asked about untapped opportunities, barriers to realizing the Event Center’s full
potential and strategies for overcoming them, favorite features of the site, key attributes of success, and
access to the Event Center.
Karyn discussed whether stakeholders believe the Event Center is being used to the fullest extent
possible. Overwhelmingly, they responded negatively during the interviews and had many ideas for how
to expand its uses. Ideas included marketing the Event Center with Hoffstadt Bluffs and pursuing more
regional and statewide conferences. Upgrading the current facilities was mentioned by several
stakeholders, along with making some other changes to it. These changes include locating a hotel on or
near the site, considering relocation of the fair and rodeo, better utilizing the 7th Avenue parking lot, and
improving transportation access and signage to the site.
Karyn reviewed some of the barriers and strategies discussed by stakeholders. These include:
Limited ability to negotiate rental rates.
Lack of a targeted marketing plan.
Regional location is good, but the Event Center is difficult to find and access.
No single agency takes strong ownership of the Event Center.
Lack of nearby amenities.
Make improvements to connectivity between the Event Center and downtown.
New avenues for additional funding should be explored.
Karyn directed attendees to the first question on the comment form regarding what untapped
opportunities they see for the site. This topic was discussed and the verbal input given is listed below:
Agree on hotel but would like something for kids to do.
Promote more horse arena amenities.
Recreational and public facility, skate park, water park and RV park, need to have year-round
uses; public should be before private.
Cater to service clubs such as Lions, Rotary and Kiwanis.
Industrial and educational, make the Event Center self-supporting.
Comments from the comment form follow verbatim:
More demo derbies and 4-H activities.
Many opportunities. Is there an ongoing committee to add input? Need a plan so any growth is
tiered and if not must relocate.
Broaden the opportunity for our youth in the community—i.e., 4-H, youth development, etc. We
need a future for our youth, this isn’t Portland or Seattle we aren’t a big city, we need to focus on
our agriculture and our children’s future.

BergerABAM
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Partnerships, adopt a bldg program, i.e., majority of horse arena was upgraded by private
business donations.
Cater to service clubs, i.e., Lions, Rotary, Kiwanis.
Multi-use equine sport center to also be used for auto race track, motorbikes, soccer, concerts, and
dressage.
Concert arena, RV parking with horse boarding for travelers. Aquatic center.
Community center for all age groups with a variety of amenities appropriate to those groups.
Community gardens. Consolidate offices for chamber of commerce and Cowlitz EDC. BMX
course, cycle cross course (no noise generating).
Be a connector. Hiking, jogging, fitness stations. Multi user.
Promote use of facility by keeping fees at a reasonable level so all organizations can afford them.
Do not get carried away with out of state or out of county at the expense of locals.
Although state and region use is nice, it cannot be at the elimination of local site.
We have a large horse arena now but do not have supporting facilities such as horse barns and
stalls to support horse shows.
More sports-related activities. Summer & winter concerts (all weather). Water park/pool.
This is a community site. Let’s support our community. Farmers market, concerts etc. There are
already sports centers, hotels etc. We don’t need more, we need to get people involved in fun
activities!! Families are #1, especially the kids.
Karyn directed the group to question number three on the comment form, which asks people to describe
the barriers to realizing untapped opportunities and strategies for overcoming these barriers. The
discussion that followed was recorded on a flip chart:
Finding the site, need signs on I-5.
Label gates, signs on road, horses enter here, etc.
Improved access. Finding the site is not that hard.
The written comments on question three follow verbatim:
Costs and funding sources must be defined.
How often would a hotel be utilized? This isn’t a big city. We need the fairgrounds for our
children and the future of agriculture. Although if it would also help keep 4-H and youth alive it
would be good.
Cannot draw overnight visitors to stay for horse events without facility stalls to house horses
overnight.
1st your stakeholders were handpicked and not true representatives of countywide interests. 2nd
Any contrary ideas provided to PFD board members have been dismissed as be “small town

BergerABAM
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thinkers”. 3rd Your marketing analyses was flawed in that it looked at ideas presented by
stakeholders and that set the tone.
People, personalities and ideas. Everyone is voicing self-serving ideas.
Money and advertisement.
State fishing and regulations hinder revenue that could be derived from people who come into
the area to fish, stay in motels and eat in our restaurants. Also patronize other stores.
Visibility and access, both from I-5 and area streets. Conflicts presented by surrounding land uses
—residential. Citizens’ reluctance to financially help stabilize facilities future. Penchant to study
options to death, lack of political will to follow though.
Present some vision alternatives. Give something for people to think about.
Horse arena needs to be properly maintained and stalls available to attract horse shows back to
this area. Quality horse shows could help sustain the facility.
Developing relations with both cities’ government to realize potential problems such as lighting
around area, etc. Also directions from different highways to the Event Center (signage).
Need a tiered fee rate. Need expo center to give a breakdown fee structure for a contract!

Market Conditions and SWOT Presentation and Discussion
Eric Hovee, E.D. Hovee and Company, and Greg Flakus, GF Strategies, presented findings on the
completed SWOT analysis. A graphic of these findings was displayed on a board at the meeting (see
Appendix C). Eric discussed the strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities of and threats to the Cowlitz
County Event Center itself and regional tourism as it relates to the facility.
Greg presented strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threat findings for the Event Center, including
the annual Cowlitz County Fair and separately examining the entire property.
This topic was examined further at the meeting. Additional feedback received from attendees follows:
How do we compete for conferences?
Have to find niche.
AG. Heavy equipment shows.
Rodeo needs bigger sponsors.
Year round activities.
There are no tenants to bring value to site.
Need a connector between Longview and Kelso. Nice walkway. Combine community services,
i.e., senior center, youth center, tourism, chamber, and CEDC.
Restaurants and small retail on site.
Maintain horse arena.
Attract equestrian groups.

BergerABAM
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Physical Site Conditions Presentation
Doug Pruitt, Barrentine, Bates and Lee Architects, discussed the physical condition of the buildings on
the property. A map of the property, including a key, was on display (see Appendix D). The map
indicated the conditions of the buildings on the property and their states of condition from good to fair to
inadequate. The condition of the buildings indicates the extent to which maintenance or upgrades are
required and the level of fire and safety integrity. Four of the event center and surrounding buildings are
in good condition, nine are in fair condition, and nine are in inadequate condition.
No comments from participants were received on this presentation.

Issues to be Considered When Developing the Alternatives
John White then told attendees that the next step in the process would be to consider all of the
information, data, and community feedback received to date and develop two alternative concepts for the
site layout. He asked attendees for their additional feedback on what issues or uses should be considered
by the team.
The group discussed issues they would like to see addressed in the alternatives developed for the site
(question number 6). Comments recorded at the meeting include:
Local orientation.
Does trying to get out of area use mean local groups won’t be able to afford to use.
Need community center and youth activities there is enough room for both.
Bring tourists and their money.
Below is a verbatim record of the comments received on the comment form:
Cost studies, always comes down to funding.
There is a lot of vacant industrial land, why can’t this be used. I would like to see more
livestock/4-H child-oriented opportunities. Keep our youth off of the streets and away from bad
exposures they may already be facing.
Security for existing facilities.
Year-round equestrian facilities. Contact legislators and request funding for equestrian/event
center proposed for Lewis Co. to be moved to this facility, land already available and their
original plans/funding included multi-use buildings.
A lot of comments from people were very interesting. A lot of challenges.
That whatever the use is it is beneficial for our community. That we still have a fair and rodeo.
Covered arena for warm-up. Permanent barn with stalls for fair and boarding.
Moving animal activity, rodeo, etc. to small city site with appropriate facilities: Castle Rock,
Kalama (east of I-5 owned by Port of Kalama), or the Woodland bottoms.
A long-term, multi-use approach. Finding some permanent tenants.

BergerABAM
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Multi-use—there is supposed to be lots of space, make it a hub for the city. Bring the conventions
here. Use the cities’ existing businesses (hotels, restaurants and stores). It’s nice to be away from
your meeting site.
Build and maintain a quality equestrian center that could be used year-round and would be selfsustaining.
Better sign posting to expo center.
Leave it like it is. It has been this way for a long time and enjoyed by generations of people.
Feedback provided during the meeting included:
Year-round equestrian center.
Covered warm-up arena.
Horse stalls.
Multi-purpose livestock area.
Trolley/transportation.
Community center for all ages.
Batting cages.
Multi-purpose pavilion for fair and basketball.
RV parking.
Infrastructure for indoor farmers market.
Art center, creating studio.
Agriculture center.
Research center.
Aquatic center.
County museum.
No competition with private.
The presentation concluded with closing remarks from Commissioner Axel Swanson at 7:45 p.m.
Attendees were encouraged to stay and discuss the project further with staff and project team members.

Other Feedback
Other questions that were not covered during the interactive discussion but were included on the
comment form and the feedback received to them are listed below.
Following is a preliminary list of untapped opportunities for the site identified through the stakeholder interview
process. Please identify to what degree you would like the following opportunities explored in one or more of the
alternatives.

BergerABAM
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Please
Consider

Identified Use:

Maybe
Consider

Don’t
Consider

Hotel on or near the site

4

7

5

Retail services

2

7

7

Restaurant(s)

7

4

3

2

4

8

Relocation of fairgrounds uses to another site

4

3

8

Enhanced RV uses

8

5

3

Athletic center or sports facility

6

5

5

5

5

4

Entertainment venue

10

3

3

Senior or community center

9

4

3

Incorporation of the farmers’ market

6

6

1

Other: Water Park/Skate Park

2

Other: Community Center/Equestrian Center

1

Consolidation of the fairgrounds uses to a smaller footprint
in order to make room for other uses on site

Business center within the events center for conference
attendees and visitors

Other: Econ Dev Center, Sr. Center, Ice Rink, Vita Course,

1

Park

Stakeholders interviewed at the initiation of this project listed several factors they believe to be important measures
of success for the event center and fairgrounds property. Please rate the following measures of success from very
important to not so important.
Success Measure
Ability of the center to be self-sustaining or profitable

Very
Important

Somewhat
Important

Not
Important

10

4

3

3

8

5

8

5

3

8

6

2

enough to make reinvests.
The center is fully booked and interested groups have to
be turned away.
The center is so busy it helps to attract and retain local
retail/service businesses to help support event center
patrons.
Occupancy rates at local hotel/motels are high due to
utilization of the event center.

BergerABAM

Page 7

November 10, 2009

Cowlitz County Event Center And Fairgrounds Master Plan
Public Meeting #1 November 3, 2009—Summary
It is being utilized heavily for regional and statewide

3

10

3

13

2

2

conferences mostly from patrons outside the area.
It is being utilized heavily by the local community.

How could the Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds property be better connected to the areas around it?
Provide and create a steering committee to ensure what the majority wants vs. private sector
industries.
Have more youth-focused agendas throughout the year. You can charge for these if you need to
make money. What about more dog shows, equestrian shows, quilt shows or concerts?
Trolley or something “fun” to take people around the community, commerce, fairgrounds, Kelso
downtown. Coordinate with Amtrak train. A train to Mt. St. Helens, Christmas train or Dinner
train.
Transit connections between motel, downtown and entertainment. Shared info available at center
regarding local sites and entertainment. For instance, when we managed horse shows at
fairgrounds it was impossible to find info regarding recreational activities and locations (such as
golf courses, bowling, movies, swimming facilities, etc.)
Organize and be a center for fishing and hunting derbies.
Develop and improve 9th Ave. from Washington, across Vandercook and through what is now
the Armory (R/W is there). Include good tasteful signage, landscaping, roundabouts, pavement
treatments denoting directions. Do similar treatments to 7th Ave North, eliminate as many stop
signs as possible.
Put multiple users here, move fair to Castle Rock along with the horse facilities.
It truly needs to be multi-use, user-friendly. Should we be trying to help our existing motel
owners serve this center with shuttles or better transit system.
Maintain the property in a manner that will attract quality shows and vendors.
Community Center and living history center.
It’s a landmark and it could be more connected with the community by having more here like
concerts and gun shows.

BergerABAM
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COWLITZ COUNTY EVENT CENTER AND FAIRGROUNDS MASTER PLAN
Public Meeting #2
January 28, 2010—Summary

The feasibility study for the Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds is examining how
the venue functions and what kinds of future growth make sense from the perspectives of
community needs and market feasibility. Comments received at this public meeting will help
shape the alternatives developed for the site.
The meeting was hosted by the project partners, including the cities of Kelso and Longview, the
Public Facilities District (PFD), and Cowlitz County (County). It was held at the Cowlitz County
Conference Center, 1900 7th Avenue in Longview, from 6:00 to 8:00 p.m. on Thursday, January
28, 2010. It was attended by approximately 50 people and 33 signed in.
Project Overview
Axel Swanson, County Commissioner, introduced the project. Its purpose is to develop a set of
long‐term uses for the site that meet the Guiding Principles (see Appendix A) established by the
Community Resource Team (CRT) and project team. The purpose of the Guiding Principles is to
provide a framework for developing the alternatives for the site.
Project Review
John White, BergerABAM Project Manager, recapped the project and walked through the
Guiding Principles.
The preferred alternative must achieve the following:
1. Provide a path toward financial self sufficiency of all entities collectively or
individually.
•

Offers new net revenue opportunities

•

Offers improvements that could justify site‐generated fee increases

•

Reduces need for Cowlitz County General Fund support

•

Promotes or creates incentives that increase other economic development
opportunities within Cowlitz County

2. Address site deficiencies, including access and identity.
•

Corrects safety and structural deficiencies

•

Improves visibility and identity

•

Improves approach via autos, pedestrians, and bikes

•

Improves connectivity to adjoining or proximate retail centers

3. Position the facilities to appeal to a broader set of potential clients.
•

Provides facilities that widen the spectrum of potential users

•

Develops support facilities that add value to the site’s core uses
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•

Increases economic impact by drawing new spending into the community

4. Maximize the efficiency of each entity—do more with less (land, money, labor, etc.)
•

Consolidates activities to save or free up land and create a more focused
presence

•

Offers net new land for redevelopment

•

Consolidates activities to save or free up land and create greater year‐round
utilization and community presence

At the CRT meeting that had preceded the public meeting, the CRT had agreed that the Guiding
Principles represented the framework within which the alternatives should be developed.
Agenda Review
Karyn Criswell, BergerABAM Public Involvement Manager, gave an overview of the purpose of
this public meeting and previewed the meeting agenda (see Appendix B). Karyn presented a
summary of the input received at the first public meeting for attendees. Community members
were asked to provide feedback regarding the project’s untapped opportunities. Community
members said that the area needs a horse arena with horse barns and stalls, hotel, industrial and
educational uses, recreation for kids, community center, self‐supporting event center, and to
cater to local service clubs.
Community members were also asked to provide barriers to the untapped opportunities. The
barriers included: lack of signage, difficult to find access, lack of nearby amenities, limited
funding, and lack of overnight horse facilities.
The community’s top four measures for success of the site were that it is heavily used by the
local community, the center is self‐sustaining or profitable enough to make reinvests, high
occupancy rates at hotels/motels, and the center is so busy that it attracts and retains local
businesses.
Prior to the start of the presentation of the alternatives, Karyn referred attendees to the
comment form. Karyn encouraged attendees to record their comments on the comment forms as
each alternative was discussed. Comments may be submitted until February 18, 2010. Blank
note cards were available. If attendees had questions during the presentation, they could write
the questions on the note cards that were available. The cards would be collected during the
presentation, read to the group, and answered after the presentation was finished.
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Alternatives Presentation
David Sacamano presented alternatives A and B and described their components (see Appendix
C). The key components of alternative A’s fairgrounds include new exhibit halls, a covered
warm‐up arena, the existing grand stand arena, and a new indoor equestrian arena. Alternative
A’s exposition and conference center has an event center main gate, hotel, existing conference
center, new exposition center, and the Cowlitz commons, with park and plaza areas. Alternative
A’s community park includes parking, little league fields, a passive park, and recreation
features. The Cowlitz rive connection in alternative A includes the Cowlitz commons, new
promenade to the Cowlitz River, and a proposed Cowlitz riverfront park.
Alternative B’s key components comprise the fairgrounds, with a midway bordering the area,
new concessions facility, improvements to the existing equestrian arena, a new covered warm‐
up arena, and new exhibit halls. Alternative B’s exposition and conference center have an event
center main gate, the existing conference center, Cowlitz commons, hotel, and the first phase of
a new exposition center. Alternative B includes an indoor sports facility, which has indoor
soccer and sports, a teen and community center, and dedicated parking. An RV parking area is
near the indoor sports facility as well. Alternative B’s Cowlitz river connection has the Cowlitz
commons, new 1st Avenue entrance with a new entry road and sidewalk promenade, and a
proposed Cowlitz riverfront park.
The difference between alternative A and B’s fairgrounds is that alternative A has a
roundabout, not a midway, and reuses the existing arena as a warm‐up arena. Alternative B’s
fairgrounds have a midway, new concessions facility, retains the existing equestrian arena, and
has a new warm‐up arena.
The difference between the exposition and conference centers in alternatives A and B are that
the placement of the hotel is located on Washington Street in alternative A and borders the
midway in alternative B. The placement of the new exposition center and expo parking and
carnival grounds vary in the two alternatives. Alternative A has a roundabout near the expo
parking and carnival grounds and alternative B does not.
Alternative A does not include an indoor sports facility or RV parking, like Alternative B does.
Instead, Alternative A has a community park with outdoor sports fields, a park, and recreation
features.
Alternative A and B’s Cowlitz river connections vary in one aspect. Alternative A has a new
promenade to the river, while alternative B has a new 1st Avenue entrance that is available to
vehicular traffic and includes a side promenade.
Funding Options
Eric Hovee reviewed the options for funding the project (see Appendix C). The funding options
included:
Page 3

February 9, 2010

Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds Master Plan
Public Meeting #2, January 28, 2010—Summary

•

Private investment

•

Philanthropy

•

Grants

•

Public Facilities District (PFDs)

•

Hotel‐motel tax

•

Parks district

•

Revitalization

•

Port

•

General Obligation Bond

Eric added that funding will most likely come from a mix of sources with phased development
in sync with funding opportunities
Questions and Answers Session
Near the conclusion of the presentation, written questions were collected from attendees,
organized by topic area and facilitator Karyn Criswell read the questions for response by
members of the project team. A summary of the questions and responses follows.
•

Question: Do the 47 acres cover both sides of 7th Avenue?

•

Answer: Yes

•

Question: Can the new fairgrounds buildings be used year‐round?

•

Answer: Yes; some buildings will be dedicated to the fairgrounds and some will be multiple‐use.
Building usage needs to be flexible.

•

Question: The floral, agriculture, and dog buildings are gone in the alternatives. Will
there be space for those departments during the fair?

•

Answer: Yes; the plan is to have the same square footage for the fair in the future as there is now.

•

Question: What kind of equestrian facility is it going to be?

•

Answer: There are no definite details on the facility, but the community should plan on it being a
first‐class equestrian center.

•

Question: Will there be space for vendors for equestrian events?

•

Answer: Yes; there will be some flexible space that may be used for multiple purposes, like
vendors.

•

Question: How much parking will there be? Will there be enough for horse trailers?

•

Answer: Yes, the horse trailers will be accommodated. But there are no detailed parking plans
completed yet.

•

Question: How much study has been done on parking at the fair now?
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•

Answer: We have no data. There has never been a need for a study because there has always been
enough parking. However, it is clear that more inventive parking strategies (shuttles, etc.) will
be needed at fair time if this plan is fully implemented.

•

Question: Which buildings would be torn down?

•

Answer: All those that are in poor condition. The intent is to keep existing buildings until a plan
is in place to replace them with new buildings.

•

Question: Could there be a public/private partnership?

•

Answer: Yes, that is a possibility especially with regard to the hotel and the indoor sports facility.

•

Question: Could we start a county‐wide parks district?

•

Answer: That is a possibility that would need to be explored.

•

Why put baseball and soccer fields so close to the other sports fields we have in town?

•

Answer: The community may determine that more baseball fields are not needed. The indoor
soccer and batting cages would be useable all year‐round.

•

What is the difference between the Exposition Center and the Conference Center that is
already here?

•

Answer: The Conference Center has breakout meeting rooms, a dividable banquet room, and
banquet facilities. The new Exposition Center would be one large room that could host boat shows
and other large events.

•

Has a study been done on potential users?

•

Answer: Users seem to have a need for conferences and meeting spaces that have the availability
for outdoor use as well.

•

What would the project phases be?

•

Answer: The first phase would be consolidation and improvement of fairgrounds. The second
phase would be infrastructure. The third phase would be flexible. The project partners may want
to entice a hotel with the Exposition Center or market the indoor soccer arena.

•

Question: Can the project be financed with user fees?

•

Answer: We cannot expect user fees to cover all of the expenses. Capital costs must come from
other sources.

•

Question: Is there potential for both the cities of Longview and Kelso to help?

•

Answer: Yes.

•

Question: Can dedicated funds be used?

•

Answer: If voters passed additional sales taxes, that money could be banked to use in the future.
This is not likely. A donor challenge, grants, and philanthropy may all be possible.

•

Question: After the long‐term vision, what comes next?
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•

Answer: The final report will include a range of preliminary cost estimates. Exact costs are
unknown.

•

Question: What is the cost for each alternative?

•

Answer: We do not have that information at this point.

Closing Comments
Commissioner Swanson stated that he would like the County to move forward on the funding
options and the preferred alternatives for this project. Following Commissioner Swanson’s
closing comments meeting attendees were invited for a closer look at the alternatives and were
encouraged to ask questions and provide comments. The meeting adjourned at approximately
8:00 p.m.
Summary of Public Comments
Attendees’ comments will help the project team develop the site’s preferred alternative. The
following is a summary of comments provided at the meeting or after the meeting during the
21‐day comment period. See Appendix D for complete comments.
Five attendees submitted comment forms, two submitted comment cards, and one submitted
written comments on the graphic that is part of Alternative A. The following is a summary of
attendees’ written comments.
Attendees were split on which alternative best met the guiding principles. Three people chose
alternative A and three chose alternative B, another attendee chose a combination of both
alternatives.
Alternative A
Those attendees who thought Alternative A best met the guiding principles provided the
following feedback:
•

The layout of the hotel and exposition and convention centers is well done.

•

It should be able to attract visitors and be successful financially.

•

It is most practical and its development could be phased over a longer period, which
would mean less funding risk.

•

Like the new arenas and pedestrian walkways.

It was also suggested that a sports facility isn’t needed because there are already enough sports
facilities in the area already.
One attendee suggested moving the location of the hotel and RV parking from Alternative B to
Alternative A.
Alternative B
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Attendees who thought that Alternative B best met the guiding principles provided the
following feedback:
•

Four of the seven attendees who submitted comment forms liked the indoor sports
facility in Alternative B, and commented on the need for it when the weather is poor, to
provide new revenue, and it is an amenity not available in the region that could be used
year‐round.

•

Attendees also liked the community center, hotel’s location, and RV parking in
Alternative B.

•

Attendees mentioned that a skate park would also be used in the community.

An attendee commented that there isn’t a need for more sports fields due to the existing
abundance of sports fields in the area. An attendee asked if having three focal areas (conference
center, fairgrounds, and sports and community center) diluted the land use too much.
General Feedback
In addition to the feedback provided on each alternative, comments were provided on the
project overall as follows:
•

Two attendees stated that an opportunity missing from the alternatives was a privately
funded restaurant on site, nearby, or on the Cowlitz River.

•

One attendee suggested that the alternatives should include a dock, movie theater,
Frisbee golf course, and a permanent covered area for the Farmers Market.

•

An attendee had a question about the equestrian uses presented in the alternatives. He
wondered if the uses were necessary or included out of tradition. He supports
equestrian use if it brings in revenue, as did another attendee.

•

Attendees thought the alternatives could better connect to the site if the Vandercook
Way connection were improved. An attendee noted that the proposed connection in the
alternatives does not improve connectivity because it weaves through existing
intersections.

•

A member of the public requested that the site serve local residents first, in order to
compete with other fairgrounds and have long term sustainability.

•

Attendees would like the project team to keep the community’s children in mind. They
would also like the project partners to approve projects that create revenue to fund more
improvements.

•

Some attendees requested boarding facilities at riding arenas during large horse shows.

•

Two attendees requested the removal of the flex space between the two horse barns.
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•

An attendee drew modifications on Alternative A that included small exhibit halls that
provide more room for livestock and separate cows from horses.

•

An attendee expressed concern regarding the potential of new businesses in the project
area, such as a new hotel, restaurants, and shops, to take revenue away from local
businesses.

•

A commenter suggested that there needs to be improved facilities for the Farmers
Market on 7th Avenue because the vendors do not have enough space and the land is
not in good condition. He suggested that there be a covered, open air building for the
Farmers Market, with electrical outlets, and restroom and storage facilities. He
suggested that the building would also bring in additional income when the Farmers
Market was not running by using the building for parking or crafts fairs.
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COWLITZ COUNTY EVENT CENTER AND FAIRGROUNDS
Strategic Planning Feasibility Study

GUIDING PRINCIPLES
Approved by CRT on January 28, 2010
The preferred alternative must achieve the following:
1. Provide a path toward financial self sufficiency of all entities collectively or
individually.
Offers new net revenue opportunities
Offers improvements that could justify site-generated fee increases
Reduces need for Cowlitz County General Fund support
Promotes or creates incentives that increase other economic development
opportunities within Cowlitz County
2. Address site deficiencies, including access and identity.
Corrects safety and structural deficiencies
Improves visibility and identity
Improves approach via autos, pedestrians, and bikes
Improves connectivity to adjoining or proximate retail centers
3. Position the facilities to appeal to a broader set of potential clients.
Provides facilities that widen the spectrum of potential users
Develops support facilities that add value to the site’s core uses
Increases economic impact by drawing new spending into the community
4. Maximize the efficiency of each entity—do more with less (land, money, labor, etc.)
Consolidates activities to save or free up land and create a more focused
presence
Offers net new land for redevelopment
Consolidates activities to save or free up land and create greater year-round
utilization and community presence

APPENDIX B:
Meeting Agenda

Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds
Master Plan

Public Meeting #2
January 28, 2010

AGENDA
Time

Discussion Leader

Topic

6:00

None

Attendees sign‐in and review exhibits

6:15

Axel Swanson,
Cowlitz County
Commissioner

Presentation begins—Welcome, project overview, meeting
purpose, and recognition of CRT members and community

6:20

John White, Project Manager,
BergerABAM

Project background, purpose and status update

6:25

Project Team

Presentation of concept alternatives

7:10

John White

Next steps

7:15

Axel Swanson

Q&A: To ensure everyone has an equal opportunity to have
their questions answered, please write your questions on the
index cards, hold them up, and staff will collect them.
Questions will be read aloud and project team members will
respond.

Karyn Criswell,
BergerABAM

7:45

Open house

8:00

Meeting Adjourns

Attendees continue to visit exhibits, talk with project team
members, and complete comment forms

APPENDIX C:
Alternatives Presentation

Cowlitz County Event Center
& Fairgrounds Feasibility Study
Public Meeting #2
Thursday, January 28, 2010

Welcome
Meeting Purpose
Present the alternative concepts and strategies and
get your feedback
Find out about the Community Resource Team’s
(CRT) evaluation of the alternatives
Learn about future opportunities for input

Project Purpose
Develop a vision to guide the desired uses, future
development, and long-term investment in the event
center and fairgrounds property
Involve the community in understanding site access
and development needs and in planning for future
uses that benefit the community and are
economically feasible

Work Completed to Date
Analyzed background information
Conducted stakeholder interviews
Prepared market analysis
Held the first CRT and public meetings

Prepared guiding principles with the CRT
Developed alternatives, feasibility considerations,
and funding options

Conducted work session with project partners

Project Schedule

Guiding Principles
The preferred alternative must achieve the following:
1. Provide a path toward financial self sufficiency of
all entities collectively or individually.
Offers new net revenue opportunities

Offers improvements that could justify
site-generated fee increases
Reduces need for Cowlitz County General Fund
support

Guiding Principles
2. Address site deficiencies, including access and
identity.
Corrects safety and structural deficiencies
Improves visibility and identity
Improves approach via autos, pedestrians,
and bikes

Guiding Principles
3. Position the facilities to appeal to a broader set of
potential clients.
Provides facilities that widen the spectrum of
potential users
Develops support facilities that add value to the
site’s core uses
Increases economic impact by drawing new
spending into the community

Guiding Principles
4. Maximize the efficiency of each entity—do more
with less (land, money, labor, etc.)
Consolidates activities to save or free up land and
create a more focused presence
Offers net new land for redevelopment
Consolidates activities to save or free up land and
create greater year-round utilization and
community presence

Feedback from Public Meeting #1
Untapped Opportunities
Horse arena with horse barns and stalls
Hotel
Industrial and educational uses

Recreation for kids: 4-H, youth development, sports
related activities
Recreational and public facility: community center

Make the Event Center self-supporting
Cater to local service clubs

Feedback from Public Meeting #1
Barriers to Realizing Untapped Opportunities
Lack of signage on I-5, roads, and entrances
Difficult to find and access
Lack of nearby amenities
Limited funding
Lack of overnight horse facilities

Feedback from Public Meeting #1
Top Four Measures of Success
Site is being heavily utilized
by local community
Center is self-sustaining or
profitable enough to make
reinvests
There are high occupancy
rates at local hotel/motels
due to utilization of the Event
Center
The center is so busy it helps
attract and retain local
businesses that support Event
Center patrons

Key Preliminary Conclusions
Long-term plan that may take 10 years or more
Fairgrounds will remain at this location and should
be redone first
Retention of fairgrounds means a tournament scale
sports facility will not fit on the site
Phasing will be key, guided by the master plan
Funding will be challenging, innovation is required!

Concept Alternative A
W. Main St
5th Ave

Hotel
Conference
Center
Exposition
Center
Community
Park
Fairgrounds
River
Promenade

7th Ave
Washington St
Vandercook

1st Ave

Key Features of Concept Alternative A
Fairgrounds
7th Ave

New Exhibit Hall
Covered Warm-up Arena
• Reuse Existing Arena
Existing Grandstand Arena
New Indoor Equestrian Arena
• 150’ x 200’
New Exhibit Halls
• Small Animals
• Multipurpose Buildings

New York St
RV Parking

Fair/Event/
Equipment
Parking

Key Features of Concept Alternative A
Exposition & Conference
Center
Realigned West Main Street
Event Center Main Gate
• 5th Ave. Gateway Features
Hotel
• 3 stories / 60 rooms
Existing Conference Center
New Exposition Center
• 20,000 s.f. Phase 1
• 25,000 s.f. Phase 2
Cowlitz Commons
• Park and Plaza Areas
• Concessions Facilities

W. Main St

5th Ave

Expo Parking/
Carnival
Grounds

7th Ave

Washington St

Key Features of Concept Alternative A
Community Park
Vandercook Way

Vandercook Connector

7th Ave

Parking Area

Community Park Facility
• Little League Fields
• Passive Park and
Recreation Features
New York St

Key Features of Concept Alternative A
Cowlitz River Connection
Cowlitz Commons

3rd Ave

3rd Ave. Service Drive
New Promenade to River
Proposed Cowlitz
Riverfront Park
• City of Longview
1st Ave

Concept Alternative B
W. Main St

Conference
Center

Vandercook Way

Washington St

Hotel
Exposition
Center

1st Ave

Indoor Sports
Facility
Fairgrounds
1st Ave.
Entrance

5th Ave

7th Ave

Key Features of Concept Alternative B
Fairgrounds
Midway
New Concessions Facility
Existing Equestrian Arena
• Renovated
• Safety/Accessibility
Improvements
New Covered Warm-Up Arena
New Exhibit Halls
• Small Animals
• Multipurpose buildings

Midway
7th Ave

Fair/Event/
Equipment
Parking

New York St
Fair/Equipment
Parking

Key Features of Concept Alternative B
Exposition & Conference
Center
Realigned West Main Street
Event Center Main Gate
• 5th Ave. Gateway Features
Existing Conference Center
Cowlitz Commons
• Park and Plaza Areas
• Concessions Facilities
Hotel
• 3 Stories / 60 Rooms
New Exposition Center
• 20,000 s.f. Phase 1
• 25,000 s.f. Phase 2

W. Main St

5th Ave

Expo Parking/
Carnival
Grounds

7th Ave

Midway

Key Features of Concept Alternative B
Indoor Sports Facility
Vandercook Way

7th Ave

New Vandercook Connector
RV Parking Area
Indoor Sports Facility
• Indoor soccer/sports
• (1) Tournament level
outdoor soccer field
• Teen/community
center
• Dedicated parking

New York St

Key Features of Concept Alternative B
Cowlitz River Connection
Cowlitz Commons
Midway

3rd Ave. Service Drive
New 1st Avenue Entrance
• New Entry Road
• Sidewalk Promenade
Proposed Cowlitz
Riverfront Park
• City of Longview

3rd Ave
1st Ave

Financing Options
Possible financing sources
Private investment

Philanthropy
Grants
Public Facilities District (PFDs)
Hotel-motel tax
Parks district
Revitalization
Port
General Obligation Bond

Most likely financing will come from a mix of sources with phased
development in sync with funding opportunities

Development Feasibility
New Fairgrounds and Exposition and Conference
Center feasibility
Non-user funds for capital costs
Non-user funds for a portion of operation costs

Hotel and Indoor Sports Facility
Private investment with a possible private-public
partnership

Next Steps
Turn in your comments tonight or mail or email
them by February 18th
Project team refines the concept alternatives into a
preferred alternative using the CRT’s, project
partners, and your feedback
Final master plan presentation given to the project
partners in late February or early March 2010

Questions?
Please hand us your index card.
Thank you!

APPENDIX D:
Comment Summary

COWLITZ COUNTY EVENT CENTER AND FAIRGROUNDS MASTER PLAN
Public Meeting #2—January 28, 2010
Comment Summary
The feasibility study for the Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds is examining how
the venue functions and what kinds of future growth make sense from the perspectives of
community needs and market feasibility. Comments by people who attended the public
meetings and comments submitted by Thursday, February 18, 2010, will be part of the
development by the project team of the preferred alternative for the site.
Five attendees at the January 28, 2010, public meeting submitted comment forms, two
submitted comment cards, and one submitted written comments about the Alternative A
graphic. Two people submitted comment forms and one person submitted a written comment
after the public meeting. The following sections summarize their comments.
1) Please circle the alternative you think best meets the guiding principles. Why?
Alternative A: 3; Alternative B: 3; Combination of both: 1
Why Alternative A?
This seems to be the most practical and can be implemented over a long period of time.
I like the general layout better and the location of the hotel and exposition center in proximity to the
conference center.
I believe that layout would be more attractive to visitors, thereby helping the financial success of the
entities.
Move RV parking and hotel location from Alternative B to A. It would be a better central location.
I do not think there is room for an indoor sports park. We already have several baseball complexes
and nearby soccer fields.
However, is there room for large animal exhibits during our fair and rodeo?
Why Alternative B?
This could be used more year‐round due it its indoor facility.
An indoor soccer and sports complex provides opportunity for new revenue by providing an
amenity that is not present in the region, which could attract youth and adult athletes. A quality
outdoor artificial turf soccer and football field is another lacking amenity in the community and
region which could draw another set of sports fans (soccer) to Longview. Opportunity for tenant
spaces for private businesses such as gyms, sporting goods, physical therapists, or temporary
occupancies which could draw off the indoor facility. While more costly, an indoor soccer complex is
more likely to generate revenue because of the scarcity of this amenity in the region. An indoor
facility is more efficient because it can be used night and day, year round, and in good and bad
weather.

Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds Master Plan
Public Meeting #2, January 28, 2010—Comment Summary

2) What do you like about Alternative A?
An agricultural space would suit many needs.
New arena.
Arena should be 160 x 200 feet and add indoor seating to both sides of the arena.
Equine arenas’ locations.
Wenatchee has a fantastic equestrian complex in a private club called Appleatchee. Also,
Linn County, Oregon has an equestrian complex.
Most easily built in phases.
Have room for agricultural fairs, outdoor fairs, boat fairs, home and garden events, and
fishing events. Hunting is popular in this area.
Combine all the Farmers Markets and let them have covered spaces.
Less risks for funding issues.
Pedestrian walkways.
Roads with access for vendors are fine, but not roads with public access one day and shut
down to the public the next.
I do not like Alternative A. The region is saturated with baseball fields, which only serve
one or two purposes. The soccer community relies on land rented from Kaiser Permanente,
which is more than likely to be developed for medical facilities in the long term. There is a
long term need for soccer fields.
3) What do you like about Alternative B?
Indoor sports facility. (4)
Teen and community center.
Hotel central to event center and arenas.
RV parking central to event center and arenas.
Skate park would also be utilized.
Not much.
Not in favor of the part‐time street shown in Alternative B.
There are already an abundance of baseball and soccer fields in the community.
The need is when the weather is poor.
If the project is trying to have 3 focuses (Conference Center, hotel, and exposition center;
fairgrounds; and sports facility/ teen center) does this dilute the uses too much?
Would the sports facility/teen center be better located at the 7th Avenue soccer field area?

Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds Master Plan
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Alternative B provides two needed amenities for community sports which are lacking in
the region. An indoor facility makes more sense for a rainy climate and is more likely to
generate revenue as a valuable resource for local youth and adult sports. Proposed RV
parking for the north west of the site could be utilized for a Farmers Market or other
temporary outdoor market or use during much of the year when not used by the expo
center.
4) What opportunities are missing from the alternatives that you would especially like to
see at the Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds?
Are there enough buildings to support our fair and rodeos?
Opportunity for low impact development techniques, sustainable building practices, and
site management.
Dock for public access to and from the Cowlitz River.
An equestrian center needs stables or empty places to place portable stalls.
Opportunities for demonstration gardens.
Permanent covered area for Farmers Market.
Frisbee golf course.
Outdoor movie theatre or drive‐in movie theatre.
Privately funded restaurants on‐site or in the vicinity (2).
Opportunity for a restaurant adjacent to the Cowlitz River.
5) Are there uses shown in any of the alternatives that you feel should not be at the Cowlitz
County Event Center and Fairgrounds?
I don’t understand the need for another Expo Center building and the small exhibit halls.
Need to have indoor facilities (2).
I don’t understand the emphasis on equestrian uses. Is it because we have “always done
that,” or is there actually a current need or small special interest group? If equestrian use is
a monkey maker—great!
The covered horse arena makes sense especially if local horse boarding can sustain and
support the cost of the facility. If not, maybe dirt bike or BMX bike tracks could.
It might make more sense for RV parks to be located closer to the Cowlitz River to add to
the draw of staying here.
We do not need more sports areas.
6) Are there ways that the Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds alternatives could
be better connect to the areas around the site?
I really like the connections to 7th Avenue and from 5th Avenue to Main Street.

Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds Master Plan
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I am not convinced that the Vandercook Way connection gains that much as it weaves
through some existing, awkward intersections.
The West Main realignment is a strong step to connecting the CCECF to I‐5 and the
community.
I personally visit the area more for the Farmers Market than anything else.
Long‐term the areas around the site will need to change to connect with the fairgrounds,
not the other way around.
Could there be transit of some sort when there are events?
I love the way the state fairgrounds in Puyallup are paved, makes the fairgrounds
accessible for wheel chairs and little trolleys.
7) Please tell us anything else you want us to know about the Cowlitz County Event Center
and Fairgrounds project.
Please keep our kids in mind.
Need to push for projects that produce revenue that pays for the improvements.
Given the competition for county fairs in Southwest Washington and the location of the
Event Center and Fairgrounds, I hope the project will put the needs and desires and
interests of Cowlitz County residents first. Making sure the fairgrounds functions and
serves local residents and businesses seems like a step toward long term sustainability to
me, as opposed to trying to compete with draws like Mt. St. Helens, Clark County, or
Puyallup fairgrounds.
The project could go further and include a community center or community pool, both of
which could be supported locally year round and used for events and tourist attractions
temporarily.
I appreciate that the fairground buildings need to be upgraded. They have looked bad from
7th Avenue for a long time.
Comments from comment cards
Ample boarding facilities are needed to sustain the riding arenas during the large shows.
It looks like business is being pulled away from our local business owners. Building a hotel on‐
site takes away from existing hotels and motels, as well as restaurants and shops.
On Alternative A why waste the space between the two horse barns?
On Alternative A cows and horses are shown at the same time all day. We need facilities for
both animals.
Remove the flex space between the covered warm‐up arena and the new indoor equestrian
arena.
Add small exhibit halls for chickens and rabbits below the new indoor equestrian arena.

Cowlitz County Event Center and Fairgrounds Master Plan
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Move the exhibit halls up and add an arena below it for cattle, goats, and pigs and wash racks
to its left.
Written comments submitted after the public meeting
There needs to be a larger, improved area for the Farmers Market along 7th Avenue. There are
more vendors wanting to belong to the Farmers Market, but we are not allotted enough
additional space to accommodate them properly.
Additionally, the Farmers Market area has a lot of pot holes and much of it is dirt, which makes
it uncomfortable for the vendors and shoppers.
The Farmer’s Market buildings should be long, and open air with concrete flooring (still
allowing the vendors to unload and park at their site), but much larger than the area used in the
past. This building would make the Farmer’s Market much more friendly and attractive. We
would be able to have additional vendors, which would bring more people out to shop, thus
bringing more business and sales to Longview.
Additional electrical outlets would enable us to have more food vendors, which would
encourage people to spend more time and hopefully result in more sales. An enclosed area for
restrooms (which include sinks), a secure storage shed, and a few outdoor faucets would
benefit all involved.
The open air buildings could be used for handicapped parking or other uses when the market is
not in session. Since the Farmers Market deals mainly in plants, produce, and outdoor
gardening items, perhaps a crafts fair could be an additional attraction on days the Farmers
Market is not using it. It would be one more way to utilize the space and bring in additional
income.
Small, home based businesses have it hard enough in our troubled economy. Please do not take
our market space away from us or make it so expensive we can not afford to belong.

APPENDIX F:
Market Overview and SWOT Analysis

E. D. Hovee
& Company, LLC
Economic and Development Services

MEMORANDUM
To:

John D. White, BergerABAM

From:

Eric Hovee

Subject:

Market Overview for Cowlitz County Expo/Conference Center Strategic Planning

Date:

October 7, 2009

The purpose of this analysis is to provide a strength, weaknesses and opportunities (SWOT)
assessment of the Expo/Conference Center. This evaluation of strengths and weaknesses is
drawn from review of recent trends and current conditions – using a combination of readily
available trend data and perspectives from stakeholder interviews.1 Opportunities and threats are
more forward-looking and based on emerging local and regional trends.
The remainder of this market overview report is organized to cover the following topics:
Summary Observations
Stakeholder Perspectives
User/Revenue Profiles
Visitor Profile
Lodging Trends
Comparable Conference & Expo Facilities
Expo/Conference Center SWOT
Attached as an Appendix to this report are more detailed supplementary data tables.

SUMMARY OBSERVATIONS
Major observations from this market overview for the Cowlitz County Expo/Conference (or
Event) Center are summarized as follows.
Stakeholder Perspectives. This review begins with a synopsis of interviews conducted with
individuals knowledgeable about marketing and funding of Events Center activities:
•

Interviewees state that recent trends indicate some drop in visitor activity, albeit perhaps
less so than the rest of the state (to date). There is an underlying sense that the almost
2408 Main Street • P.O. Box 225 • Vancouver, WA 98666
(360) 696-9870 • (503) 230-1414 • Fax (360) 696-8453
E-mail: edhovee@edhovee.com

•

•

•

•
•

•

•

exclusive reliance on Mt. St. Helens has run its course. The silver lining now is about
sports-related tourism, especially youth baseball tournament activity.
There is general agreement that the Cowlitz Regional Conference Center (CRCC) has not
met its original mission of attracting non-local business to create economic spillover
benefits for hotels and other businesses throughout the region. Financial sustainability of
the Event Center (specifically the fairgrounds) appears to be of growing concern given
declining Cowlitz County budget resources.
Those interviewed make a clear distinction between local and regional competition – but
with some uncertainty as to whether and how CRCC can best fill a distinct niche within
the available market for meeting and event activity.
Strengths of the Event Center are almost uniformly centered on the uniqueness of being
able to offer large site capacity to accommodate large trade show related events
(especially animal and equipment related). There is similar agreement on the major
weaknesses – a facility that is hard to find and lack of on-site/nearby accommodations.
Providing lodging on-site or in close proximity to the Event Center is uniformly viewed
by those interviewed as important to increased facility utilization.
Major priorities suggested for consideration include proximate hotel/motel and/or RVrelated accommodations, great interest in some form of multi-use facility on-site, and
critical need to address traffic access and wayfinding. Among the persons with marketing
and financial expertise that we interviewed, there is a general sense that continued fair
use may no longer reflect highest and best use of the property for the long-term future.
Varied suggestions are made related both to financing mechanisms and to management/
facility upgrades – including a perceived need for regional partnership and community
leadership for a project that can achieve widespread Kelso/Longview area support.
Interest is expressed in considering new and creative funding options – building on a
unique regional legacy of public-private funding solutions in what is often otherwise
considered a conservative community.

User/Revenue Profiles. Since 2005, reported event-day usage for the Cowlitz Regional
Conference Center (CRCC) has nearly doubled – from 209 event-days in 2005 to 406 in 2008.
Usage is fairly strong throughout the entire year, albeit with somewhat slower activity in the
summer and at the end of the year.
Cowlitz County currently budgets for four visitor and event related functions. The total adopted
2009 budget for all functions combined is just under $2.4 million. Budgeted 2009 revenues are
greatest for the Conference Center at over $920,000, followed by Hoffstadt Bluffs, the Expo
Center, and Tourism Marketing. Direct facility revenues (from user fees including catering)
accounts for the majority (73%) of facility revenues when considered on a combined basis. Only
the Expo Center relies on partial General Fund support – budgeted at $165,000 for 2009.
Visitor Profile. Future opportunities for the Cowlitz County Expo/Conference Center facility
can be set in the broader context of tourism activity throughout the larger Southwest Washington
region and entire state of Washington. As of 2007, visitors spent an estimated $136.7 million in
Cowlitz County.
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Between 2001 and 2007, travel (or visitor) spending increased at an average rate of 5.2% per
year countywide. However, spending growth and per capita spending in Cowlitz County are
below comparable statewide figures, especially for travelers staying in hotels or motels.
As of 2007, travel spending accounts for an estimated 1,810 jobs in Cowlitz County.2 However,
per capita local tax receipts in Cowlitz County are only about 38% of the per capita average
statewide.
Lodging Trends. Data provided by the national lodging research firm Smith Travel Research
indicates that Cowlitz County has 1,068 hotel-motel rooms across 21 properties. Lodging
occupancies in Cowlitz County have traditionally been somewhat below the statewide average.
Occupancies and room rates have dropped both locally and statewide with the economic
recession now being experienced.
Comparable Conference & Expo Facilities. In interviews conducted for this market
overview, five other conference centers came up repeatedly as most comparable and, in some
cases, as most competitive with the Cowlitz County Event Center. Two of these are in
Kelso/Longview; the other three are situated between Skamania County and southern Thurston
County.
Unlike the subject Cowlitz Event Center, all of the identified comparables offer on-site lodging.
Non-local comparables also offer what is generally perceived as a higher amenity package.
Conversely, Cowlitz County is generally viewed as more affordable – although room rates from
non-local comparables can also be quite competitive for group meeting and event business.
While not the major focus of this analysis, preliminary review has also been conducted of other
comparable fairgrounds, focused on year-round facilities that may also be suitable for non-fair
events. The two main Southwest Washington fairgrounds – Clark County and Southwest
Washington (in Chehalis) – occupy considerably larger sites (at 170 and 85 acres, respectively),
than the 47-acre Cowlitz County Expo Center. Both also offer substantial year-round event
capacity of varied quality at reasonable rates.
Expo/Conference Center SWOT. This memorandum provides detailed results of a
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) assessment for the Expo and
Conference Center. Existing strengths of the Event Center are centered on the large site capacity
of the entire fairgrounds property also offering “state of the art” meeting and banquet space. In
contrast, major weaknesses include limited current capture of state and regional meeting market
activity coupled with difficulty finding the site from the I-5 freeway corridor.
Looking to the future, key opportunities identified include greater priority toward generating
more regional economic benefit by emphasizing added statewide and regional conference
activity with recruitment of a hotel anchor to the Event Center site or adjoining private property.
Potential threats are more diverse – ranging from concern with market saturation in a down
economy to inadequate market demand for a hotel predicated on current CRCC use alone.
Detailed Analysis. With this summary in hand, this memorandum now proceeds to a more
detailed description of each of these market overview topics.
E.D. Hovee & Company, LLC for BergerABAM and Cowlitz County:
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STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES
This market overview begins with information as obtained from a series of six stakeholder
interviews conducted by Eric Hovee. Focus of these interviews has been on the market feasibility
of new or expanded facilities in conjunction with the 47-acre Cowlitz County Event Center site.
Individuals interviewed are listed in the order of interviews conducted on September 2, 2009:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Nelson Graham – Public Facilities District (Consultant)
Mike Randall – Cowlitz Regional Conference Center (Sales & Marketing)
Claire Hauge – Cowlitz County Office of Financial Management (Director)
Pat Palmer – Copies Today (Owner)
Mark Plotkin – Cowlitz County Tourism Department (Director)
Ginny Wiffen – Red Lion (Sales and Marketing)

This participation is gratefully acknowledged. These interviews are intended to supplement more
generalized stakeholder interviews conducted by BergerABAM in August. Interview results have
been aggregated so that specific comments are not attributable to specific individuals.
Discussion is arranged in the order of nine questions covered during the interview process.
1. What have been the major trends in visitor activity for Cowlitz County (before
the recession and currently)? What are major draws for visitor activity both
locally and regionally?
Not surprisingly, visitor activity is flat to down, but perhaps less so than other areas of the
state (in the last year or so). There is an underlying sense that the almost exclusive reliance
on Mt. St. Helens has run its course. The silver lining now is about sports-related tourism,
especially youth baseball tournament activity. And there is some perceived disconnect
between overall tourism activity and marketing of the Event Center.
A synopsis of more detailed comments follows:
•
•
•

•

Since the post-Mount St. Helens “turning point” of the 1980s, visitor activity increased
for a time. Cowlitz County was on an “up trend” at least through 2007.
Cowlitz County Tourism has done a “great job and the CRCC is a plus.” The draws to the
county are “very diverse.” “But we’ve not kept up to where we ought to be.”
Longview/Kelso is a “sports market.” A major plus on the horizon is the Kelso baseball
stadium, host to the Babe Ruth world series. The Black Bears are another addition as a
“wood bat” team for the summer college season.
The focus of tourism in Cowlitz County has been Mt. St. Helens, but this doesn’t bring
people to the events center. There needs to be more of a link between the Event Center
and regional tourism – as the #1 marketing tool.
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2. What trends do you observe for local use of event and expo facilities in
Cowlitz County? What do you see on the horizon over the next 3-5 years?
Somewhat divergent views about the success of the overall Event Center are expressed.
However, there is general agreement that the Cowlitz Regional Conference Center (CRCC)
has not met its original mission of attracting non-local business to create economic spillover
benefits for hotels and other businesses throughout the region.
Not achieving the broader economic benefits originally anticipated is of concern to some and
a reality of less import to others. Financial sustainability of the Event Center (specifically the
fairgrounds) appears to be of growing concern both for Cowlitz County, given declining
budget resources, as well as to outside observers. Specific comments:
•

•

•
•

•

The original expectation that the CRCC would be a regional draw to “put heads in beds”
has not been met, as the primary use is by local groups. There is not much state/regional
business. The community looks at CRCC as “their building.”
Local use will always ebb and flow; CRCC should target regional use. Instead of
targeting the wine association, go after the llama association, taking better advantage of
the range of on-site facilities for trade show and expo events that are available.
CRCC can target a regional event with about 250-500 attendees; 500 is max for a banquet
(in one room).
Utilization is largely by municipal users – cities, counties, state agencies. Needs a higher
profile to attract “Microsoft execs.” However, private organizations no longer spend like
they did before the recession.
“There’s strong pressure to reduce the expo deficit” from the County’s General Fund.
CRCC, Hoffstadt Bluffs (new to County management) and tourism marketing are
financially self-sustaining at present due to a combination of user revenues plus other
dedicated funding sources.

3. With what facilities locally and regionally does the Cowlitz County Event
Center most directly compete? What facilities does it best complement?
Those interviewed make a clear distinction between local and regional competition – but
with some uncertainty as to whether and how CRCC can best fill a distinct niche within the
available market for meeting and event activity. There is not necessarily as clear an
understanding as to the extent of the local competition and the degree to which availability of
numerous free or lower cost facilities within the community may affect CRCC use:
•

•

Local competition primarily of Red Lion and Monticello. Other facilities locally can do
meetings and community events at little to no charge. Examples are Cowlitz PUD,
Museum, Rutherford Mansion, County Admin Center (though less than in past), LCC,
high schools, churches, and the McClellan Arts Center in downtown Longview.
Sometimes there is direct competition with Red Lion, but the hotel works well with
CRCC, by partnering two conferences next year including overflow business to other
area motels.
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•
•

•

Hoffstadt Bluffs could be viewed as a complementary County facility with meeting
capacity for up to 100 – including options for transportation between the two facilities.
For a “meeting of 250 plus, there’s no place else” locally. Maximum capacities are Red
Lion (250 single event or 100-150 for break-out + dining), Quality Inn (60-100), Henry’s
Restaurant (150).
Regional competition most often mentioned includes the Vancouver Hilton and Great
Wolf Lodge (relatively new with full impact not experienced to date). Also add Clark
County Events Center (for trade/ag shows). Other Puget Sound and eastern Washington
facilities may also be in the mix but generally don’t compete as directly.

4. What are the most distinctive strengths of the Event Center from a
marketability and utilization perspective? What are the weaknesses?
Strengths are almost uniformly centered on the uniqueness of being able to offer large site
capacity to accommodate large trade show related events (especially animal and equipment
related). There is similar agreement on the major weaknesses – a facility that is hard to find
and lack of on-site/nearby accommodations. Somewhat more detailed issues are raised
regarding questions related to public sector management and operations.
Detailed responses are distinguished between strengths and weaknesses as follows:
Strengths:
•

•

•

A site with 47 acres providing ample parking plus venues for animal and equipment
related events – as well as circuses and car shows. This is a place that “can do big
things.” “Expo Hall is fabulous for trade shows.”
CRCC provides the most “state of the art” facilities in the area – including a modern
kitchen and caterer plus A/V capabilities. CRCC coordinates all arrangements with
providers, such as caterers and hotels. Staff will “go out of their way to make it work.”
“Great folks, good caterer.”
The Longview/Kelso area also offers the “cheapest motel rooms in the state; we won’t
get beat on pricing.”

Weaknesses:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hard to find from the freeway, poor signage from freeway and local streets, no motel
rooms on-site or nearby.
Out of town groups want meeting rooms and bedrooms next door. Our “hands are tied
without a hotel.” “Convention planners are looking at a one-stop shop.”
“No restaurants or hotels.” Limited and inadequate RV facilities without full RV hookups
(other than electrical).
Can’t do incentives (e.g. comp rooms) like private players as this is a public facility, have
to work with local providers and encourage them to offer incentives.
For small groups, booking an event at CRCC can be expensive.
“No destination choice” in Longview/Kelso.
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•

Many Expo buildings including the horse barn and bleachers are old; user groups will not
yet pay what it takes to provide more updated facilities.

5. Is lodging on-site or in close proximity important to Event Center utilization?
The unequivocal answer is “yes” – from all parties interviewed. However, there is underlying
skepticism as to whether a hotel would be feasible to develop – whether short- or long-term:
•

•

•

•

While on-site/nearby lodging may be perceived as competition to existing operators, it
would depend on property size and whether full or limited service. Recommend 80-100
rooms with limited service – as there are a lot of restaurants in the vicinity area.
Since location is off of I-5, lodging business will depend on what’s created internal to the
event center site. Linn County (Oregon) serves as a possible model with a motel next
door.
While the facilities sometimes compete, they more often complement each other as the
CRCC handles larger meetings. The Red Lion can only go to about 250, or 150 with meal
plus break-outs.
A hotel will need to have more traffic than it can get with just this facility. So street
changes are needed to “feel like you’re going some place worth going.”

6. What do you see as the best market opportunities for new, expanded or
reconfigured facilities with the Event Center? Of the opportunities identified,
what is the #1 priority?
Many suggestions were received. Recurring themes include priority of getting hotel/motel
and/or RV-related accommodations, great interest in some form of multi-use facility on-site,
and critical need to address traffic access and wayfinding. Among the persons with marketing
and financial expertise that we interviewed, there is a general sense that continued fair use
may no longer reflect highest and best use of the property. However, there is not great
optimism about other viable alternatives.
Key suggestions include the following:
•
•
•

•
•

Address traffic and circulation to the Event Center.
Hotel is at “the top of the list.” “Absolutely necessary.”
Attract a major destination activity. Ideas mentioned include water/theme park, athletic
fields, multi-use covered sports arena for tournaments, Vancouver Parsley Center type of
facility, walking tails, a gathering spot with restaurant, pool/aquatics center (local
philanthropist funding option), restaurants in the CRCC building.
Easiest market to identify is ag-related – including events that need breakout plus banquet
and trade show space with heavy power use.
Maintenance of the annual fair does not represent long-term highest and best use of this
property. Continuation of a “rural concept is not viable” at this location. “This study is an
opportunity to put the topic of a move on the table.”
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•
•
•
•

Another option might be to reinvest in the Fair like Eugene “which looks like a place you
want to go, with horse events all the time.”
Identify something that “we are the best at,” other than Mount St. Helens.
Politically, very difficult to move the fairgrounds; “people like it.” “County fair is a well
known location, hard to move.”
Could run the property privately more efficiently, similar to the Vancouver Hilton or
Skamania Lodge.

7. How would you recommend pursuing these opportunities in a way that best
assures both short- and long-term term financial viability?
Two types of answers are provided. Some relate to specific financing mechanisms, others to
management and facility upgrade objectives. Suggestions provided:
•
•

•
•
•
•

While Cowlitz County may serve as lead entity, any major investment in the site should
involve a partnership of the two cities, county and public facilities district (PFD).
If the economy rebounds, there will be excess revenue to the PFD (also responsible for
funding to Columbia Theatre). Right now, PFD is running negative. If the economy
doesn’t turn in two years, there will be no available added funding.
Will have to address access before a private developer will commit to a hotel.
Locate the visitors center with the CRCC; get a single caterer on-site.
Have to show a hotel the numbers – how many events now and how many could be
attracted.
Many fair buildings are unsafe and facilities are limited by infrastructure. There’s not
been much investment in the fair site for 25 years. Move fair use to permanent buildings
like Linn County that are constructed for year-round, multipurpose use.

8. Should new financing tools such as Local Revitalization Financing (LRF) be
considered?
Responses continue many of the themes received in response to the earlier question. Perhaps
most interesting is the expressed willingness to look at creative options – building on a
unique legacy of reaching for new public-private funding solutions in what is often
considered a conservative community:
•

•

To date, funding has been through a PFD lodging tax generating about $150K per year
plus a sales tax credit, also run through the PFD. Facilities are not yet fully self-sufficient,
requiring need for continued active PFD participation.
Yes, need to be “real creative,” more than a traditional funding program. Bring someone
on board early to manage funding. The Kelso-Longview area is conservative but has
demonstrated leadership – as with Columbia Theatre restoration and the City of
Longview’s Mint Farm Industrial Park.
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•

•

•

•

•

•

“Look at all programs.” Look public-private, though there is not much local experience.
Hotel was willing to locate next door but wanted free land. With LRF, there may be a
struggle to define a benefit area that won’t result in lost revenue to local jurisdictions.
Cities have available trust, hotel/motel, REET dollars to participate. Cowlitz County has
great (unused) bonding capacity but would need a dedicated revenue source for
repayment.
Go to the voters with a bond measure, e.g. $25 million with voters knowing what they get
in advance. “Make it a locally supported facility that will be able to attract regional
business.”
“Being green” is increasingly a requirement of convention planners and even transient
lodging business. Desires are for more than not washing guest towels daily, but for
recycling bins, recycled water, energy saving features, reduced CO2 footprint. A green
facility would improve marketability for non-local conferences and meetings.
“Get the County out of the business of being in business.” Split property in half, privatize
CRCC, keep the fair. Get more professional marketing – especially as the economy may
not fully bounce back for some time.
Leadership in making the case for major Events Center improvements should not come
from the County but from people in the community with strong buy-in.

USER/REVENUE PROFILES
From this base of stakeholder perspectives as
a starting point, this market overview now
turns to a review of pertinent data regarding
the Cowlitz County Event Center, followed
by a review of general Cowlitz County visitor
and lodging trends – leading to a summary
SWOT assessment based on all information
reviewed. Key components of this user/
revenue analysis involve consideration of
CRCC and Expo event activity, followed by
assessment of current facility and tourism
related budgeting for Cowlitz County.

Figure 1. Expo & CRCC Event-Day Use
Trend (2005-08)
700
600
500
400
300
200
100
0
2005

2006
Expo

2007

2008

CRCC

CRCC / Expo Use Trends. Since 2005,
Source: Cowlitz County Event Center. See Appendix for
reported event-day usage for the Cowlitz
more detailed data table(s) to accompany this
Regional Conference Center (CRCC) has
and other graphed information in this report.
nearly doubled – from 209 event-days in 2005
to 406 in 2008. Event-day usage for the
existing Expo facility has increased less dramatically. But combined facility usage is up to 680
event-days as of 2008.
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•
•
•
•
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Revenue Profile. Cowlitz County
currently budgets for four visitor and
event related functions:

60.0

Feb

For the four years from 2005-2008, the
peak use month was May, averaging over
56 event-days. The slowest months are
July-August, averaging about 38 eventdays each month (and also with shared
fair use). Lesser activity is also indicated
for the December-January time period.

Figure 2. Average Monthly Expo/CRCC
Event-Day Use (2005-08)

Jan

Seasonal Variation. Usage is fairly
strong throughout the entire year. This is
a positive as many facilities experience
seasonal lulls, especially during summer
months.

Source: Cowlitz County Event Center.

Tourism Facilities Development and Marketing
Hoffstadt Bluffs Visitor Center
Cowlitz County Expo Center
Cowlitz Regional Conference Center

The total adopted 2009 budget for all functions combined is just under $2.4 million. These four
functions share overlapping responsibilities, for example with regard to staff cost (allocated
based on relative time required).
As indicated by the graph on the following page, budgeted revenues are greatest for the
Conference Center at over $920,000, followed by Hoffstadt Bluffs, the Expo Center, and
Tourism Marketing.
As might be expected, sources of revenues vary by tourism/facility function:
•

•
•

Overall, direct facility revenues (from user fees including catering) accounts for the
majority (73%) of facility revenues when considered on a combined basis. Only the
Tourism Marketing function relies primarily on other sources.
Three of the four functions (except Hoffstadt Bluffs) rely to some degree on contributed
revenues – including lodging, PFD/stadium fund and parimutueal tax sources.
Only one of the four functions (the Expo Center) relies on partial General Fund support –
budgeted at $165,000 for 2009.
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Figure 3. Cowlitz County Tourism & Visitor Facility Budgeted Revenues (2009)
$1,000,000
$900,000
$800,000
$700,000
$600,000
$500,000
$400,000
$300,000
$200,000
$100,000
$0
Tourism Marketing

Hoffstadt Bluffs VC

Beginning Balance
Dedicated Contributed Sources

Source:

Cowlitz Co Expo
Center

Conference Center

Direct Facility Revenues
General Fund

Excerpted from Cowlitz County 2009 Budget.

An item of note is that direct revenues include pass-through revenues, as for catering fees that
are paid to CRCC and then remitted (less 17%) to the on-site caterers. Similarly, fair related
revenues such as fair, rodeo and demolition derby admission fees are used to defray expenses
such as rodeo prize money, mainstage and other entertainment. And a substantial 80%+ portion
of Hoffstadt Bluffs Visitor Center gross revenue is for gift shop sales including on-site food
service.
Expense Profile. Annual expenses are budgeted to match revenues for each of the four tourism
and related facility functions. On an overall basis, facility operations account for nearly half
(48%) of total expenses with wage related expense at less than one-fifth (19%).
Specifically noted is that while the fair itself comes close to break-even on an operating basis
(with expenses exceeding revenues by just $13,000), the size of the deficit is increased when all
costs related to providing the facility and staffing support are included. As an example, the only
staff time charged directly to the fair is for the four week duration of the fair run. The other 11
months of expense are absorbed by the non-fair portion of the Expo Center budget. Similarly, the
fairgrounds property and facility maintenance expense is allocated to the non-fair portion of the
Expo Center budget, although this expense is also critical to ongoing fair activity.
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VISITOR PROFILE
Opportunities for the Cowlitz County Expo/Conference Center facility are set in the broader
context of tourism activity throughout the larger Southwest Washington region and entire state of
Washington. With this market overview, we provide summary Washington travel data, beginning
with overall travel spending trends and per capita comparisons. This is followed by a more
detailed review of spending by type of accommodations and visitor commodities purchased, then
by assessment of economic impact including earnings, employment and tax receipts.
Washington Travel Data. Estimates of direct economic impacts associated with traveler
spending in Washington are produced using the Regional Travel Impact Model (RTIM)
developed by Dean Runyan Associates.3 Travel impacts consist of estimates of travel spending
and the employment, earnings, and state and local taxes generated by this spending. These
estimates are further segmented by type of traveler accommodation and by the type of business
in which the expenditures occur.
The focus of the data is on the destination-specific impact of visitors of any origin travelling to
and through Washington for any purpose – business, pleasure, personal, medical, and
educational. Also included is travel by Washington residents to destinations in Washington other
than commuting or routine travel.
Information is available for the entire state of Washington and for each county over the 20012007 time period, providing a useful context for subsequent discussion of prospective future
visitor opportunities.
Visitor Spending Trends. As of 2007,
visitors spent an estimated $136.7 million
in Cowlitz County. Between 2001 and
2007, travel (or visitor) spending
increased at an average rate of 5.2% per
year countywide.
This rather rapid pace of growth comes
off a low point of the 2000-2001
economic recession and the related post9/11 travel decline. However, while
substantial, the rate of spending growth
experienced since 2001 was less in
Cowlitz County than for the rest of
Southwest Washington and the entire
state.
Per Capita Spending. Travel
spending as of 2007 equates to nearly
$1,400 per resident of Cowlitz County.
This is a 30% increase over per capita
travel spending six years earlier in 2001:

Figure 4. Annual % Change in Visitor
Spending (2001-07)
8.0%
6.8%

7.0%
6.0%

6.2%
5.2%

5.0%
4.0%
3.0%
2.0%
1.0%
0.0%
Cowlitz County

SW Washington

Washington State

Note:

SW Washington is defined as including Clark,
Cowlitz, Klickitat, Lewis, and Skamania Counties.
This is consistent with geographic definitions of the
2009 Official Washington State Travel Planner.
Source: Dean Runyan Associates.
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•

•

•

Per capita visitor spending in
Cowlitz County exceeds that
of the entire Southwest
Washington region by 8%.
However, per capita spending
both in Cowlitz County and
all of Southwest Washington
is about 24% below average
per capita spending statewide.
Per capita visitor spending
growth rates locally also fell
somewhat behind the
Southwest Washington region
and entire state from 2001-07,
meaning that the spending gap
has yet to be narrowed.

Figure 5. Visitor Spending Per Capita
(2001, 2007)
$2,500
2001

2007

$1,985

$2,000
$1,503

$1,389

$1,500
$1,065

$1,000

$1,289
$986

$500
$0
Cowlitz County

SW Washington

Washington
State

Source: Dean Runyan Associates and Washington State Office of
Financial Management.

Visitor Spending by Traveler Accommodation. Runyan data makes it possible to
evaluate visitor spending by where travelers stay. Analyzing the expenditure of visitors by type
of traveler accommodations reveals, first, whether visitor trips are for the day or involve an
overnight stay and, second, in the instance of an overnight stay, the type of facility in which the
stay took place.
As indicated by the graph on the following page, the two dominant source of visitor spending are
associated with travelers who stay in hotels or motels, followed closely by day travelers (with no
overnight stay). Since 2001, growth in visitor spending is indicated as strongest for private
campgrounds, followed by day travel. Growth has been slowest for travelers staying in hotels or
motels – who tend to spend more than the other groupings considered.
When compared to the rest of the region and state, these weaknesses are especially pronounced:
•
•

Less than one third (32%) of visitor expenditures in Cowlitz County come from travelers
who stay in a hotel/motel versus better than one-half (51%) statewide.
In contrast, 31% of expenditures in Cowlitz are from day travelers (who tend to spend
less per visitor) versus 19% of travel expenditures statewide.
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Figure 6. Cowlitz County Visitor Spending by Type of Accommodation (2007)
Expenditures ($Million)

Annual Change (2001-07)
$43.8

Hotel, Motel

$20.0

Private Campground

Public Campground

11.9%

$3.7

4.1%
$25.6

Private Home

Vacation Home

4.7%

$1.2

4.9%
$41.4

Day Travel

Note:

Source:

3.0%

5.6%

Hotel/Motel includes bed and breakfasts and other commercial accommodations, excluding
campgrounds, where a transient lodging tax is collected. Private homes are homes of friends or
relatives. Vacation Home includes second homes.
Dean Runyan Associates.

Visitor Spending by Commodity Purchased. A second way of evaluating visitor
spending is by commodity purchased while visiting Cowlitz County. As is illustrated below, the
largest source of visitor expenditure in Cowlitz County is for food and beverage services,
followed by ground transportation and fuel purchases. This is consistent with patterns typical for
a market strongly oriented to day travel.
Figure 7. Cowlitz County Visitor Spending by Commodity Purchased (2007)
Expenditures ($Million)

Annual Change (2001-07)

$19.6

Accommodations

4.7%

Food & Beverage
Services
Food Stores

$37.3
$9.9

5.7%

Ground Tran. &
Motor Fuel
Arts, Entertainment &
Recreation

$27.7
$19.2

Retail Sales

Source:

4.7%

$22.1

13.1%
2.7%
1.6%

Dean Runyan Associates.

When compared with the rest of the state, visitors to Cowlitz County tend to spend
proportionately more for food and beverage services, retail purchases, and arts, entertainment
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and recreation. Visitors spend proportionately less for accommodations and ground
transportation.
As has occurred elsewhere, the largest increase in travel expenditures experienced since 2001 has
been for ground transportation and fuel. This diversion of consumer expenditures has slowed
growth in other forms of visitor spending – dampening some of the local benefits that might
otherwise have been available.
Earnings & Employment. As of 2007, travel spending accounts for an estimated $32.5
million in wage and proprietor earnings and 1,810 jobs in Cowlitz County.4 At an estimated
1,030 jobs, accommodations and food service accounts for the majority (57%) of visitor-related
employment countywide. Other substantial impacts are noted for arts, entertainment and
recreation and for retail-related employment..
Figure 8. Cowlitz County Earnings & Jobs by Industry (2007)
Earnings by Industry ($Million)
Accommodations &
Food Service

$19.4

Arts, Entertainment &
Recreation

Other Travel

Note:
Source:

1,030

$7.4

530

$5.1

Retail

Auto Rental &
Ground Tran.

Jobs by Industry

$0.1

$0.5

230

<5

20

Retail includes gasoline. Other Travel includes resident air travel and travel agencies.
Dean Runyan Associates.

Tax Receipts Generated by Visitor Spending. In Washington, counties and
municipalities collect local tax receipts on applicable travel-related purchases such as room taxes
and auto rental taxes. State tax receipts accrue through state motor fuel taxes and business and
personal income taxes attributable to travel expenditures.
Tax receipts to local governments equate to about $18 per resident in Cowlitz County. The State
of Washington receives about $78 per Cowlitz County resident.
Per capita local tax receipts in Cowlitz County are only about 38% of the per capita average
statewide. This is due to the relatively low proportion of local visitor spending capture through
overnight hotel-motel lodging stays.
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Figure 9. Local & State Tax Receipts Per Capita (2007)
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Source:

Washington State

State Tax Receipts/Capita

Dean Runyan Associates and Washington State Office of Financial Management.
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COWLITZ COUNTY LODGING TRENDS
As illustrated by the previous discussion, lodging is a prime bellweather of local tourism activity.
A healthy hotel/motel sector is also pivotal to full realization of local economic benefits from
local and regional tourism activity. Considered with this analysis are three important indicators
of lodging activity – room inventory, occupancy and room rates.
Lodging Inventory. Data provided by the national lodging research firm Smith Travel
Research indicates that Cowlitz County has 1,068 hotel-motel rooms across 21 properties.
The largest hotel property is the Red Lion in Kelso with 161 rooms, the only property able to
accommodate substantial convention/conference activity from both a lodging and meeting space
perspective. Other hotel/motels range from 23-84 rooms, averaging just 51 rooms per property.
The only properties built in the last 10 years are the GuestHouse Inn (Kelso) and the Best
Western Woodland Inn & Suites
(Woodland).
Figure 10. Cowlitz County & Washington
Lodging Occupancy. As is
illustrated by the graph to the right,
lodging occupancies in Cowlitz
County have traditionally been
somewhat below the statewide
average. This is often the case in
non-metro communities with high
seasonal variation in demand and
without as strong a year-round
business and/or convention meeting
market.
Not surprisingly, lodging
occupancies have also weakened
since peaking in 2007 – both locally
and statewide. Reported year-to-date
countywide occupancy as of July
2009 is just under 53%.

Lodging Comparisons
(2003-July 2009)
Annual Average Occupancy
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Room Rates. As of July 2009,
room rates average $66 per night in
Cowlitz County – about 67% of the
statewide average of just under $100
per night.5 After strong increases in
recent years, overnight rates have
softened this year due to the effects
of the current economic recession.
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Smith Travel Research.
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COMPARABLE CONFERENCE & EXPO FACILITIES
This portion of the market overview focuses in more closely on facilities identified as potentially
most comparable to the Cowlitz County Expo and Conference Center. Primary attention is
placed on conference center comparable, with supplemental information regarding year-round
facilities of other Southwest Washington expo and fairgrounds facilities.
Conference Center Comparables. In interviews conducted for this market overview, five
other conference centers came up repeatedly as most comparable and, in some cases, as most
competitive with the Cowlitz County Event Center. Two of these are in Kelso/Longview; the
other three are situated between Skamania County and southern Thurston County. Unlike the
subject Cowlitz Event Center, all of the identified comparables offer on-site lodging.
These five most commonly cited comparables are:
•
•
•
•
•

Red Lion (Kelso) – 161 rooms (with 10,000 square feet of meeting space area)
Monticello (Longview) – 24 rooms (7,700 square feet meeting space)
Great Wolf Lodge (Grand Mound) – 398 rooms (15,300 square feet meeting space)
Hilton (Vancouver) – 236 rooms (30,000 square feet meeting space)
Skamania Lodge (Stevenson) – 254 rooms (62,000 square feet meeting space)

Figure 11.

SW Washington Conference Facility Comparables

Location (City)
Open Date
# of Rooms
Price Range
Pool
Sauna/Spa
Meeting Space:
# of Meeting Rooms
Total Square Feet
Pre-Function Space
Exhibit Space
Outdoor Space/Garden
AV Equipment Available
Catering Available

Source:

Red Lion Hotel
Kelso Longview
Kelso
Jun 1977
161
Starting @ $150
Outdoor
Yes

Monticello Hotel
Longview
Jun 1924
24
Starting @ $72
No
No

Great Wolf
Lodge
Grand Mound
Apr 2008
398
Starting @ $190
In & Outdoor
Yes

7
10,000
No
No
No
Yes
Yes

5
7,700
No
No
No
Yes
Yes

12
15,300
No
Yes
No
Yes
Yes

Hilton Vancouver Skamania Lodge
Vancouver
Stevenson
Jun 2005
Feb 1993
236
254
Starting @ $118
Starting @ $156
Indoor
Indoor
Yes
Yes
11
30,000
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes

23
62,000
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Smith Travel Research, Cowlitz County, www.tripadvisor.com, www.orbitz.com, www.hotels.com,
www.professionaltravelguide.com, and websites of individual establishments.

Of the two local facilities, Red Lion is the only one that offers a complete on-site lodging, dining
and meeting package. As an historic landmark, the Monticello is no longer a significant lodging
property but is known for local meetings and events with well-regarded banquet and meeting
facilities.
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The three non-local facilities are all relatively new, dating from the 1990s to 2008. All three have
benefitted from some combination of public-private financing including tribal investment (Great
Wolf), city ownership (Hilton Vancouver), and federal funding support (Skamania Lodge).
These non-local options also offer what is generally perceived as a higher amenity package.
Conversely, Cowlitz County is generally viewed as more affordable – although room rates from
non-local comparables can also be quite competitive for group business.
Expo / Fairgrounds Comparables. While not the major focus of this analysis, preliminary
review has also been conducted of other comparable fairgrounds in the Southwest Washington
region. The focus of this review is on year-round facilities that may also be suitable for non-fair
events.
Figure 12.

SW Washington Expo / Fairground / Year-Round Event Comparables

Name of Establishment
Cowlitz County Expo Center
Clark County Event Center at the Fairgrounds
The Ampitheater at Clark County
Southwest Washington Fairgrounds
Castle Rock Community Fair
Kalama Community Fair

* Note:
Source:

City
Longview
Ridgefield
Ridgefield
Chehalis
Castle Rock
Kalama

Acreage
47
170
20
85
NA
6

Year Round Facilities
Maximum
Parking
# of Buildings
Total SF Attendance* Spaces
3
64,175
5,125
500
3
215,450
10,894
7,500
1
60,000
7,809
6,728
3
23,815
1,440
NA
Limited information available / includes motorcross track
Limited information available

Maximum Attendance is calculated for year-round buildings. For some buildings, attendance capacity
was not available and totals may not completely reflect capacity.
Washington State Fair Association and websites of individual fairgrounds. Information is preliminary
and subject to change.

The two main Southwest Washington fairgrounds – Clark County and Southwest Washington (in
Chehalis) – occupy considerably larger sites (at 170 and 85 acres, respectively), than the 47-acre
Cowlitz County Expo Center. Both also offer substantial year-round event capacity of varied
quality at reasonable rates.
While owned by Clark County and situated adjacent to the fairgrounds, the Amphitheater at
Clark County is privately managed, primarily as a regional concert venue. Added existing fair
properties in Cowlitz County include those at Castle Rock and Kalama, but with little identified
in the way of year-round facilities.

EXPO/CONFERENCE CENTER SWOT
This memorandum provides results of a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats
(SWOT) assessment for the 47-acre Cowlitz County Expo and Conference Center. Greg Flakus
(GF Strategies) conducted the portion of the SWOT review focused on fair facilities. This
information has been integrated into our evaluation of CRCC and total site potentials as a
combined assessment.
Elements of the SWOT Assessment. For purposes of this assessment, strengths are defined
as existing assets of Expo and Conference Center facilities – and as potential building blocks
toward realization of future opportunities. Weaknesses are liabilities – important to address for
the Expo/Conference Center to be effective in achieving objectives of Cowlitz County, the
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Public Facilities District (PFD), facility users, and other community stakeholders. Taken
together, strengths and weaknesses represent a present day, internally focused snapshot,
illustrating what’s working well versus what’s not.
In contrast, opportunities and threats are both more forward looking and are often externally
driven. Opportunities for the Expo/Conference Center occur at the point where broader regional
forces intersect with existing or potential local strengths. To the extent they are harnessed
consistent with local priorities, opportunities could act to propel this combined Event Center site
and facility forward in the years ahead. Threats are those local and external conditions or
challenges that could serve to undermine or jeopardize future community economic vitality.
The SWOT analysis is further separated to address:
•
•
•
•

Cowlitz Regional Conference Center (CRCC) – as prime focus of this analysis.
Expo Center grounds – distinct from CRCC and including the annual fair event.
Regional tourism – for Cowlitz County & Southwest Washington as relates to the Event
site.
Cowlitz County Event Center – as the entire 47-acre site encompassing CRCC and Expo.

Strengths & Weaknesses. Existing conditions that shape and affect Expo/Conference Center
market and community-wide position today are outlined in summary form – as illustrated by the
chart below. Identified by this first chart are both current strengths and weaknesses.
Existing strengths of the Event Center are centered on the large site capacity of the entire
fairgrounds property also offering “state of the art” meeting and banquet space. This strength is
of benefit to CRCC marketing – for events that can use both the conference center and adjoining
fairgrounds/expo facilities.
In contrast, major weaknesses are highlighted by limited current capture of state and regional
meeting market activity coupled with difficulty finding the site from the I-5 freeway corridor.
These CRCC-specific weaknesses are further exacerbated by a seeming disconnect with broader
regional tourism marketing and currently weak image of the remainder of the fairgrounds
facility.
While the primary purpose of this analysis is to address market opportunities associated with the
CRCC, it is clear that these opportunities will be shaped in the context of broader site reuse and
tourism marketing of the entire Cowlitz County region.
As noted, identified strengths will undoubtedly serve as key building blocks for improved CRCC
utilization and economic benefit to the Kelso-Longview area. The ability to proactively address
weaknesses will be critical to improved performance of the Event Center – including
opportunities to better leverage economic benefits countywide and more fully meet local
community objectives.

E.D. Hovee & Company, LLC for BergerABAM and Cowlitz County:
Market Overview for Cowlitz County Expo/Conference Center Strategic Planning

Page 20

Figure 13.

Event Center Strengths & Weaknesses
Strengths

Weaknesses

Cowlitz Regional Conference Center (CRCC)
• Large site capacity for major ag/equipment trade
• Limited capture of state & regional meeting market
shows with state of the art meeting/banquet space.
(with few resulting heads in beds).
• Increasing utilization each year since 2005 opening.
• Difficulty finding CRCC from the I-5 & major arterial
system.
• User revenues & PFD sales tax credit plus hotel-motel
contributions that offset capital & operating expenses • Absence of on-site or nearby lodging (hotel/RV).
– with no need for general fund support.
• Limited nearby support services (esp. restaurants)
• Central CRCC event planning coordination role – on
coupled with reported on-site catering challenges.
behalf of meeting and event organizers.
• Weak amenity appeal of adjoining fair property &
nearby off-site development.
•
•
•
•

Expo Center (Including Annual Cowlitz County Fair)
• Revenue per attendee continuing to decline.
Hosts events (including Cowlitz County Fair &
Thunder Mountain Pro Rodeo) that benefit from
• Limited marketing funds to promote the event.
longstanding community awareness & tradition.
• Competition from three neighbor county fairs with
Continued strong community participation in the
larger production budgets and support staff – Clark,
exhibits program.
Southwest Washington & Columbia County (OR).
NPRA rodeo considered one of the best in the region, • Outdated facilities for competitive exhibits, animal
financially & for production quality.
judging & events.
Modern exhibit hall for commercial vendor use
• Overall revenues remaining flat, while production
during Fair.
costs continue to rise, creating a funding gap.
• Subsidy not sustainable @ $165,000/year (especially
when full staff & facilities maintenance are included).

Regional Tourism (Cowlitz County & SW Washington)
• Higher per capita visitor spending in Cowlitz County
• Lower per capita visitor expenditures & slower
than elsewhere in SW Washington.
spending growth than the rest of the state.
• Overreliance on Mount St. Helens as the attraction.
• Enduring appeal of Mount St. Helens
(for eco-system recovery).
• Weak overnight lodging compared to WA state.
• Growing recognition as a center for state & regional
• Greater seasonality of occupancy with lower average
competitive sports-related tourism.
annual occupancy & lower average room rates.
Cowlitz County Event Center (Entire 47-Acre Site)
• Poor connectivity to Kelso downtown, area
• Large, intact in-city event site with capacity for
visitor/cultural attractions & the river.
expansion or reconfiguration of existing facilities.
• Less flexibility as public agency to negotiate rates or
• Coordinated management/funding of CRCC, Expo,
services with public than a private facility operator.
Hoffstadt Bluffs & Cowlitz County Tourism.
• Little apparent cross-marketing of Event Center with
regional tourism & Hoffstadt to date.

Opportunities & Threats. Looking to the future, emerging trends affecting Southwest
Washington and entire Pacific Northwest west coast are identified that, taken together with
existing local conditions, can be expected to affect Cowlitz County’s prospects for the
Expo/Conference Center in the years ahead. These future conditions present both opportunities
and potential threats (or challenges) for the Longview, Kelso and the larger Cowlitz County
community.
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Figure 14.

Event Center Opportunities & Threats
Opportunities

Threats

Cowlitz Regional Conference Center (CRCC)
• Greater use for statewide & regional conferences with • Market saturation due to weak meeting business
increased economic impact (drawing non-local $$).
recovery coupled with strong competition from
Market for added event-days to groups requiring use
existing & new regional players (Skamania Lodge,
of large/low-cost exhibition & trade show space.
Vancouver Hilton, Clark Fair, Great Wolf Lodge).
• Limited corporate base for local meeting activity.
• Recruitment of hotel anchor to Event Center site or
adjoining private property. Hotel support is strongest
• Inadequate market demand for hotel from current
if appropriately sized to facilitate net new demand to
CRCC use alone. Requires added market generators.
the Kelso/Longview area & with coop marketing.
• Potential concern with competition to existing
hotel/motel operators or crowding of local events.
•
•
•
•

Expo Center (Including Annual Cowlitz County Fair)
• Loss of Cowlitz County capacity to fund Expo deficit.
Currently no admission fee to the annual fair event.
Revisit an entry fee option.
• Competition from other events within one hour
Strong participation from community in competitive
driving distance for similar events. Four county fairs
exhibits. Build on this to increase participation to
are located within this range, all with greater
even higher levels.
attendance, larger production budgets.
Major events (demo derby and rodeo) are separate fee • Declining per person spending @ annual fair event.
events in grandstand. Consider ways to realize more
• Participation by commercial vendors will be tougher
per person revenue at these events.
in the current economic climate. Attracting new
Relocation of annual fair or development of new
commercial vendors also a challenge.
buildings that can accommodate the annual fair plus
• Keeping annual fair in existing facilities as growing
other year-round facility use.
liability & lost opportunity for year-round use.

Regional Tourism (Cowlitz County & SW Washington)
• Strong day travel business with potential conversion
• Erosion of Mt. St. Helens visitor activity if travel
to overnight lodging (if trip length can be extended).
demand or federal funding declines further.
• Cross-marketing with other existing public & private
• Vulnerability to rubber-tire traffic requiring overnight
visitor facilities throughout Cowlitz County.
stay if high gas prices return.
•
•
•
•
•

•

Cowlitz County Event Center (Entire 47-Acre Site)
Multi-purpose sports & community venues. Consider
• Likelihood that major Event Center improvements
merits of regional competitive facilities for tourism
will require funding support beyond user revenues.
impact plus compatible local use options.
Need to ascertain realistic use potential & risks
associated with each new facility considered (on
Development of quality RV camping to supplement
stand-alone as well as combined use basis).
lodging for improved use of both CRCC & Expo.
• Public concern or opposition if facilities require
Cowlitz Riverfront & Kelso downtown linkages –
general fund revenues or if economic impact benefits
with river trail system & green enhancements for a
can not be clearly identified.
distinctive, as yet untapped urban event amenity.
•
Inability for site improvement to increase market
Revised area traffic & circulation plan (with possible
appeal & prove financially sustainable if traffic
assembly of pivotal adjoining development sites).
access/wayfinding can not be dramatically improved.
Public-private funding partnership (including possible
• Potential displacement or other adverse impacts for
Local Revitalization Financing). Capitalize on track
existing business or residential owners affected by
record for innovative partnerships for projects with
revised traffic pattern (with related land acquisition).
high local economic development priority. Consider
private management if proven cost-effective & able to • Complexity of public-private options & associated
meet minimum public use objectives.
risk, requiring extensive due diligence.
Building a reputation for customer service & family
• Current reputation of Kelso-Longview as offering
enjoyment (i.e. fun) unequalled in SW Washington.
little excitement for local residents or visitors.
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Looking to the future, key opportunities identified include greater priority toward generating
more regional economic benefit by emphasizing added statewide and regional conference
activity with recruitment of a hotel anchor to the Event Center site or adjoining private property.
Potential threats are more diverse – ranging from concern with market saturation in a down
economy to inadequate market demand for a hotel predicated on current CRCC use alone.
Realization of the identified opportunities is by no means assured. Achieving results will depend,
in large part, on conscious decisions and coordinated implementation steps taken by businesses,
citizens and public agencies that have a stake in the Event Center’s future.
While some threats represent external forces over which the community has little direct control,
there is an extent to which a threat (or challenge) can be addressed or mitigated, at least in part,
through pro-active local actions. This will include appropriate competitive positioning of the
Events Center as existing facilities and operations are improved and new facilities added
pursuant to this strategic planning process in the years ahead.
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APPENDIX. STATISTICAL DATA TABLES
Provided with this appendix are supplemental statistical data tables, including source data for
information presented in graph format.
Figure 15.
Facility &
Year
CRCC:
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009

Cowlitz County Event Center History (2005-2009)
Aug

Sept

Oct

Nov

Dec

Total

Average
/Month

16
12
31
22
34
17
46
19
year to date

14
18
28
27

25
23
39
33

23
34
42
29

25
26
37
37

21
24
37
26

209
305
388
406
205

17.4
25.4
32.3
33.8
41.0

20
22
36
32
23

17
16
20
18
24
21
32
28
year to date

13
16
18
17

13
16
31
24

15
18
28
28

10
13
19
19

13
13
19
19

174
202
273
274
98

14.5
16.8
22.8
22.8
19.6

36
48
67
74
64

33
28
51
40
58
38
78
47
year to date

27
34
46
44

38
39
70
57

38
52
70
57

35
39
56
56

34
37
56
45

383
507
661
680
303

31.9
42.3
55.1
56.7
60.6

Jan

Feb

Mar

April

12
17
28
32
35

11
30
34
41
44

16
25
29
36
43

18
29
32
38
42

16
26
31
42
41

Expo:
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009

13
16
18
24
11

13
14
16
12
18

13
15
20
17
23

18
21
23
22
23

Combined:
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009

25
33
46
56
46

24
44
50
53
62

29
40
49
53
66

36
50
55
60
65

Source:

Cowlitz County Event Center.

Figure 16.

May June

July

Event Center Opportunities & Threats
Tourism
Marketing

Hoffstadt
Bluffs VC

Revenues
Beginning Balance
Direct Facility Revenues
Dedicated Contributed Sources
General Fund
Total Revenues

$17,542
$38,804
$197,490
$0
$253,836

$41,500
$641,000
$0
$0
$682,500

$5,686
$322,900
$38,000
$165,000
$531,586

$24,330
$731,050
$165,000
$0
$920,380

$89,058
$1,733,754
$400,490
$165,000
$2,388,302

Expenses
Beginning Balance
Salaries, Wages & Benefits
Other General Operations
Facility Operations
Facility Maintenance
Total Expenses

$41,465
$6,208
$206,163
$0
$0
$253,836

$123,177
$88,843
$24,892
$406,800
$38,788
$682,500

$9,760
$140,468
$69,286
$247,794
$64,278
$531,586

$54,178
$221,869
$40,185
$487,788
$116,360
$920,380

$228,580
$457,388
$340,526
$1,142,382
$219,426
$2,388,302

Source:

Cowlitz Co
Expo Center

Conference
Center

Combined
Programs

Cowlitz County 2009 Budget.
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Figure 17.

Cowlitz County, Washington Travel Impacts (2001, 2007)
Cowlitz County
2001
2007 Ann. % Chg

Total Direct Travel Spending ($Million)
Visitor Spending at Destination
Other Travel*
Total Direct Spending
Visitor Spending by Type of Traveler Accommodation ($Million)
Hotel, Motel
Private Campground
Public Campground
Private Home
Vacation Home
Day Travel
Spending at Destination
Visitor Spending by Commodity Purchased ($Million)
Accommodations
Food & Beverage Services
Food Stores
Ground Tran. & Motor Fuel
Arts, Entertainment & Recreation
Retail Sales
Air Transportation (visitor only)
Spending at Destination
Industry Earnings Generated by Travel Spending ($Million)
Accommodations & Food Service
Arts, Entertainment & Recreation
Retail**
Auto Rental & Ground Tran.
Air Transportation (visitor only)
Other Travel*
Total Direct Earnings
Industry Employment Generated by Travel Spending (Jobs)
Accommodations & Food Service
Arts, Entertainment & Recreation
Retail**
Auto Rental & Ground Tran.
Air Transportation (visitor only)
Other Travel*
Total Direct Employment
Tax Receipts Generated by Travel Spending ($Million)
Local Tax Receipts
State Tax Receipts
Federal Tax Receipts
Total Direct Tax Receipts
Population
Visitor Spending/Capita
Local Tax Receipts/Capita
State Tax Receipts/Capita

Notes:

Source:

a
b
*
**

$100.0
$0.7
$100.7

$135.8
$1.0
$136.7

5.2%
6.1%
5.2%

$36.7
$10.2
$2.9
$19.4
$0.9
$29.9
$100.0

$43.8
$20.0
$3.7
$25.6
$1.2
$41.4
$135.8

3.0%
11.9%
4.1%
4.7%
4.9%
5.6%
5.2%

$14.9
$28.3
$7.1
$13.2
$16.4
$20.1
$0.0
$100.0

$19.6
$37.3
$9.9
$27.7
$19.2
$22.1
$0.0
$135.8

4.7%
4.7%
5.7%
13.1%
2.7%
1.6%
NA
5.2%

$15.2
$6.5
$4.1
a
$0.0
$0.3
$26.2

$19.4
$7.4
$5.1
$0.1
$0.0
$0.5
$32.5

4.2%
2.2%
3.7%
NA
0.0%
8.9%
3.7%

970
460
220
b
0
20
1,670

1,030
530
230
b
0
20
1,810

1.0%
2.4%
0.7%
NA
NA
0.0%
1.4%

$1.2
$6.0
NA
$7.2
93,900
$1,065
$13
$64

$1.8
$7.6
NA
$9.4
97,800
$1,389
$18
$78

7.0%
4.0%
NA
4.5%
0.7%
4.5%
6.3%
3.3%

Denotes less than $50,000 in earnings.
Denotes less than 5 employees.
Other Travel includes resident air travel and travel agencies.
Retail includes gasoline.
Dean Runyan Associates and Washington State Office of Financial Management.
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Figure 18.

Southwest Washington Travel Impacts (2001, 2007)
SW Washington
2001
2007 Ann. % Chg

Total Direct Travel Spending ($Million)
Visitor Spending at Destination
$537.6
Other Travel*
$6.7
Total Direct Spending
$544.4
Visitor Spending by Type of Traveler Accommodation ($Million)
Hotel, Motel
$180.8
Private Campground
$46.9
Public Campground
$16.6
Private Home
$129.1
Vacation Home
$8.6
Day Travel
$155.6
Spending at Destination
$537.6
Visitor Spending by Commodity Purchased ($Million)
Accommodations
$71.8
Food & Beverage Services
$139.2
Food Stores
$35.2
Ground Tran. & Motor Fuel
$109.9
Arts, Entertainment & Recreation
$82.8
Retail Sales
$98.9
Air Transportation (visitor only)
$0.0
Spending at Destination
$537.6
Industry Earnings Generated by Travel Spending ($Million)
Accommodations & Food Service
$79.5
Arts, Entertainment & Recreation
$36.3
Retail**
$21.4
Auto Rental & Ground Tran.
$3.3
Air Transportation (visitor only)
$0.0
Other Travel*
$3.4
Total Direct Earnings
$143.9
Industry Employment Generated by Travel Spending (Jobs)
Accommodations & Food Service
4,390
Arts, Entertainment & Recreation
2,840
Retail**
1,210
Auto Rental & Ground Tran.
160
Air Transportation (visitor only)
0
Other Travel*
140
Total Direct Employment
8,720
Tax Receipts Generated by Travel Spending ($Million)
Local Tax Receipts
$6.2
State Tax Receipts
$33.3
Federal Tax Receipts
NA
Total Direct Tax Receipts
$39.5
Population
545,200
Visitor Spending/Capita
$986
Local Tax Receipts/Capita
$11
State Tax Receipts/Capita
$61

Notes:

Source:

a
b
*
**
#

$795.9
$8.8
$804.7

6.8%
4.6%
6.7%

$281.6
$72.6
$21.6
$182.7
$11.4
$226.1
$795.9

7.7%
7.6%
4.5%
6.0%
4.8%
6.4%
6.8%

$107.7
$200.3
$48.0
$222.4
$104.9
$112.6
$0.0
$795.9

7.0%
6.3%
5.3%
12.5%
4.0%
2.2%
NA
6.8%

$113.3
$44.6
$27.2
$4.6
$0.0
$4.5
$194.3

6.1%
3.5%
4.1%
5.7%
0.0%
4.8%
5.1%

5,020
2,430
1,290
170
0
110
8,990

2.3%
-2.6%
1.1%
1.0%
NA
-3.9%
0.5%

$10.6
$44.5
NA
$55.1
617,500
$1,289
$17
$72

9.4%
5.0%
NA
5.7%
2.1%
4.6%
7.1%
2.8%

Denotes less than $50,000 in earnings.
Denotes less than 5 employees.
Other Travel includes resident air travel and travel agencies.
Retail includes gasoline.
Gray shading denotes summation including 'a' or 'b'.
Dean Runyan Associates and Washington State Office of Financial Management.
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Figure 19.

Washington State Travel Impacts (2001, 2007)
Washington State
2001
2007 Ann. % Chg

Total Direct Travel Spending ($Million)
Visitor Spending at Destination
$8,981 $12,876
Other Travel*
$1,499
$1,974
Total Direct Spending
$10,480 $14,850
Visitor Spending by Type of Traveler Accommodation ($Million)
Hotel, Motel
$4,380
$6,542
Private Campground
$318
$452
Public Campground
$130
$167
Private Home
$2,218
$3,011
Vacation Home
$157
$203
Day Travel
$1,779
$2,501
Spending at Destination
$8,981 $12,876
Visitor Spending by Commodity Purchased ($Million)
Accommodations
$1,568
$2,344
Food & Beverage Services
$2,167
$3,065
Food Stores
$451
$598
Ground Tran. & Motor Fuel
$1,592
$3,005
Arts, Entertainment & Recreation
$1,178
$1,456
Retail Sales
$1,440
$1,617
Air Transportation (visitor only)
$586
$791
Spending at Destination
$8,981 $12,876
Industry Earnings Generated by Travel Spending ($Million)
Accommodations & Food Service
$1,370
$1,947
Arts, Entertainment & Recreation
$654
$790
Retail**
$290
$363
Auto Rental & Ground Tran.
$96
$128
Air Transportation (visitor only)
$246
$262
Other Travel*
$663
$738
Total Direct Earnings
$3,320
$4,227
Industry Employment Generated by Travel Spending (Jobs)
Accommodations & Food Service
67,300
78,300
Arts, Entertainment & Recreation
39,500
38,200
Retail**
14,100
14,900
Auto Rental & Ground Tran.
4,500
4,600
Air Transportation (visitor only)
4,300
3,400
Other Travel*
12,300
10,400
Total Direct Employment
141,900 149,800
Tax Receipts Generated by Travel Spending ($Million)
Local Tax Receipts
$211
$307
State Tax Receipts
$502
$666
Federal Tax Receipts
$618
$830
Total Direct Tax Receipts
$1,331
$1,804
Population
5,974,910 6,488,000
Visitor Spending/Capita
$1,503
$1,985
Local Tax Receipts/Capita
$35
$47
State Tax Receipts/Capita
$84
$103

6.2%
4.7%
6.0%
6.9%
6.0%
4.3%
5.2%
4.4%
5.8%
6.2%
6.9%
5.9%
4.8%
11.2%
3.6%
2.0%
5.1%
6.2%
6.0%
3.2%
3.8%
4.9%
1.1%
1.8%
4.1%
2.6%
-0.6%
0.9%
0.4%
-3.8%
-2.8%
0.9%
6.4%
4.8%
5.0%
5.2%
1.4%
4.7%
5.0%
3.4%

Notes:

* Other Travel includes resident air travel and travel agencies.
** Retail includes gasoline.
Source:
Dean Runyan Associates and Washington State Office of Financial Management.
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Figure 20.

Cowlitz County Lodging Inventory

Name of Establishment
Seven West Motel
Timberland Inn & Suites
Mount St. Helens Motel
Kalama River Inn
Econo Lodge Kelso
Comfort Inn Kelso
GuestHouse Inn Kelso
Super 8 Kelso Longview Area
Red Lion Hotel Kelso Longview
Motel 6 Kelso Mount Saint Helens
Best Western Aladdin Motor Inn Kelso
Rodeway Inn Longview
Quality Inn Longview
Travelodge Longview Lewis & Clark
Hudson Manor Motel
Town House Motel
Town Chalet Motel
Monticello Hotel
Cedars Inn
Lewis River Inn
Best Western Woodland Inn & Suites

Source:

City
Castle Rock
Castle Rock
Castle Rock
Kalama
Kelso
Kelso
Kelso
Kelso
Kelso
Kelso
Kelso
Longview
Longview
Longview
Longview
Longview
Longview
Longview
Woodland
Woodland
Woodland

Open
Date
Jun 1960
Jun 1994
Dec 1981
Jun 1964
Jun 1964
Apr 1992
May 1999
Dec 1993
Jun 1977
Jun 1969
Jun 1976
Jun 1975
Mar 1996
Mar 1996
Jun 1954
Jun 1965
Jun 1990
Jun 1924
1988
Jun 1990
Jan 2000

Rooms
24
40
32
42
51
57
60
84
161
63
78
34
50
32
25
28
16
24
60
49
51

Price Range
Average $43
Average $86
NA
Starting @ $59
Starting @ $49.99
Starting @ $79.99
Starting @ $79.99
Starting @ $65.88
Starting @ $150
Starting @ $43.99
Starting @ $89.99
Starting @ $55.99
Starting @ $79.99
Starting @ $48
Starting @ $60
Starting @ $58
NA
Starting @ $72
Average $72
Starting @ $81
Starting @ $74.65

Pool
No
No
No
No
No
Indoor
Indoor
Indoor
Outdoor
Outdoor
Indoor
No
Indoor
No
No
Outdoor
No
No
Indoor
No
Indoor

Sauna/Spa
No
No
No
No
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes
No
No
No
No
No
Yes
No
Yes

Meeting
Space
No
No
No
No
No
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes
No
No
Yes
No
No
Yes

Smith Travel Research, Cowlitz County, www.tripadvisor.com, www.orbitz.com, www.hotels.com,
www.professionaltravelguide.com, and websites of individual establishments.

E.D. Hovee & Company, LLC for BergerABAM and Cowlitz County:
Market Overview for Cowlitz County Expo/Conference Center Strategic Planning

Page 28

END NOTES
1

Information for this market overview has been obtained from sources generally deemed to be reliable. However,
E. D. Hovee & Company, LLC does not guarantee the accuracy of data from third party sources. Information is
subject to change without notice.
The observations and findings provided with this report are those of the authors. They should not be construed as
representing the opinions of any other parties prior to their express approval, whether in whole or in part.

2

Earnings are defined by Runyan travel data as wage and salary disbursements, earned benefits and proprietor’s
income of owners and employees of businesses that receive travel expenditures. Only the portion of business
receipts attributable to travel expenditures are included. Employment estimates represent the jobs associated with
travel expenditure earnings, including full and part-time wage and salary workers and proprietors.

3

The economic impacts of the Washington travel industry are based on input data compiled from various local,
state and federal sources. These estimates are comparable to the U.S. Travel and Tourism Satellite Accounts
produced by the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis.

4

Earnings are defined by Runyan travel data as wage and salary disbursements, earned benefits and proprietor’s
income of owners and employees of businesses that receive travel expenditures. Only the portion of business
receipts attributable to travel expenditures are included. Employment estimates represent the jobs associated with
travel expenditure earnings, including full and part-time wage and salary workers and proprietors.

5

Room rate data is reported to Smith Travel Research (STR) by nine of 21 hotels, representing 55% of the
hotel/motel rooms in Cowlitz County.
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E. D. Hovee
& Company, LLC
Economic and Development Services

MEMORANDUM
To:

John White
BergerABAM

From:

Eric Hovee

Subject:

Cowlitz County Expo / Conference Center SWOT (Draft)

Date:

September 22, 2009

This memorandum provides results of a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats
(SWOT) assessment for the 47 acre Cowlitz County Expo and Conference Center. Greg Flakus
conducted the portion of the SWOT review focused on fair facilities. This information has been
integrated into our evaluation of CCRC and total site potentials as a combined assessment.

ELEMENTS OF THE SWOT ASSESSMENT
For purposes of this assessment, strengths are defined as existing assets of Expo and Conference
Center facilities – and as potential building blocks toward realization of future opportunities.
Weaknesses are liabilities – important to address for the Expo / Conference Center to be effective
in achieving objectives of Cowlitz County, the Public Facilities District (PFD), facility users and
other community stakeholders. Taken together, strengths and weaknesses represent a present
day, internally focused snapshot, illustrating what’s working well versus what’s not.
In contrast, opportunities and threats are both more forward looking and are often externally
driven. Opportunities for the Expo / Conference Center occur at the point where broader regional
forces intersect with existing or potential local strengths. To the extent they are harnessed
consistent with local priorities, opportunities could act to propel this combined Event Center site
and facility forward in the years ahead. Threats are those local and external conditions or
challenges that could serve to undermine or jeopardize future community economic vitality.
The SWOT analysis is further separated to address:
•
•
•
•

Cowlitz County Regional Conference Center (CCRC) – as prime focus of this analysis.
Expo Center grounds – distinct from CCRC and including the annual fair event.
Regional tourism – for Cowlitz County & SW Washington as relates to the Events Site.
Cowlitz County Event Center – as the entire 47 acre site encompassing CCRC and Expo.
2408 Main Street • P.O. Box 225 • Vancouver, WA 98666
(360) 696-9870 • (503) 230-1414 • Fax (360) 696-8453
E-mail: edhovee@edhovee.com

STRENGTHS & WEAKNESSES
Existing conditions that shape and affect Expo / Conference Center market and community-wide
position today are outlined in summary form – as illustrated by the chart below. Identified by this
first chart are both current strengths and weaknesses.
Summary Event Center Strengths & Weaknesses
Strengths

Weaknesses

Cowlitz County Regional Conference Center (CCRC)
• Limited capture of state & regional meeting market
• Large site capacity for major ag / equipment trade
(with few resulting heads in beds).
shows with state of the art meeting / banquet space.
• Difficulty finding CCRC from the I-5 & major arterial
• Increasing utilization each year since 2005 opening.
system.
• User revenues & PFD sales tax credit plus hotel-motel
contributions that offset capital & operating expenses • Absence of on-site or nearby lodging (hotel / RV).
– with no need for general fund support.
• Limited nearby support services (esp. restaurants)
coupled with reported on-site catering challenges.
• Central CRCC event planning coordination role – on
behalf of meeting and event organizers.
• Weak amenity appeal of adjoining fair property &
nearby off-site development.

•

•
•
•

Expo Center (Including Annual Cowlitz County Fair)
Hosts events (including Cowlitz County Fair &
• Revenue per attendee continuing to decline.
Thunder Mountain Pro Rodeo) that benefit from
• Limited marketing funds to promote the event.
longstanding community awareness & tradition.
• Competition from three neighbor county fairs with
Continued strong community participation in the
larger production budgets and support staff – Clark,
exhibits program.
Southwest Washington & Columbia County (OR).
NPRA rodeo considered one of the best in the region, • Outdated facilities for competitive exhibits, animal
financially & for production quality.
judging & events.
Modern exhibit hall for commercial vendor use
• Overall revenues remaining flat, while production
during Fair.
costs continue to rise, creating a funding gap.
• Subsidy not sustainable @ $165,000 / year (especially
when full staff & facilities maintenance are included).

Regional Tourism (Cowlitz County & SW Washington)
• Higher per capita visitor spending in Cowlitz County
• Lower per capita visitor expenditures & slower
than elsewhere in SW Washington.
spending growth than the rest of the state.
• Enduring appeal of Mount St. Helens
• Overreliance on Mount St. Helens as the attraction.
(for eco-system recovery).
• Weak overnight lodging compared to WA state.
• Growing recognition as a center for state & regional
• Greater seasonality of occupancy with lower average
competitive sports-related tourism.
annual occupancy & lower average room rates.
Cowlitz County Event Center (Entire 47 Acre Site)
• Large intact in-city event site with capacity for
• Poor connectivity to Kelso downtown, area visitor /
expansion or reconfiguration of existing facilities.
cultural attractions & the river.
• Coordinated management / funding of CCRC, Expo,
• Less flexibility as public agency to negotiate rates or
Hoffstadt Bluffs & Cowlitz County Tourism.
services with public than a private facility operator.
• Little apparent cross-marketing of Event Center with
regional tourism & Hoffstadt to date.
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OPPORTUNITIES & THREATS
Looking to the future, are emerging trends affecting Southwest Washington and entire Pacific
Northwest west coast are identified that, taken together with existing local conditions, can be
expected to affect Cowlitz County’s prospects for the Expo / Conference Center in the years
ahead. These future conditions present both opportunities and potential threats (or challenges) for
the Longview, Kelso and the larger Cowlitz County community.
Realization of the identified opportunities is by no means assured. Achieving results will depend,
in large part, on conscious decisions and coordinated implementation steps taken by businesses,
citizens and public agencies that have a stake in the Event Center’s future.
While some threats represent external forces over which the community has little direct control,
the extent of the threat (or challenge) can be addressed or mitigated, at least in part, through proactive local actions. This will include appropriate competitive positioning of the Events Center as
existing facilities and operations are improved and new facilities added pursuant to this strategic
planning process in the years ahead.

NEXT STEPS
Results of this preliminary SWOT will be combined with the site inventory / evaluation being
conducted by BergerABAM and with more detailed market analysis that we are preparing. This
is intended to serve as background information for the first community resource team (CRT) and
first public meeting – and for subsequent creation of alternative development strategies for
review with the CRT and public.
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Summary Event Center Opportunities & Threats
Opportunities

Threats

Cowlitz County Regional Conference Center (CCRC)
• Greater use for statewide & regional conferences with • Market saturation due to weak meeting business
recovery coupled with strong competition from
increased economic impact (drawing non-local $$).
existing & new regional players (Skamania Lodge,
Market for added event-days to groups requiring use
Vancouver Hilton, Clark Fair, Great Wolf Lodge).
of large / low cost exhibition & trade show space.
• Inadequate market demand for hotel from current
• Recruitment of hotel anchor to Event Center site or
adjoining private property. Hotel support is strongest
CCRC use alone. Requires added market generators.
if appropriately sized to facilitate net new demand to
• Potential concern with competition to existing
the Kelso/Longview area & with coop marketing.
hotel/motel operators or crowding of local events.
Expo Center (Including Annual Cowlitz County Fair)
• Currently no admission fee to the annual fair event.
• Loss of Cowlitz County capacity to fund expo deficit.
Revisit an entry fee option.
• Competition from other events within one hour
driving distance for similar events. Four county fairs
• Strong participation from community in competitive
exhibits. Build on this to increase participation to
are located within this range, all with greater
even higher levels.
attendance, larger production budgets.
• Major events (demo derby and rodeo) are separate fee • Declining per person spending @ annual fair event.
events in grandstand. Consider ways to realize more
• Participation by commercial vendors will be tougher
per person revenue at these events.
in the current economic climate. Attracting new
• Relocation of annual fair or development of new
commercial vendors also a challenge.
buildings that can accommodate the annual fair plus
• Keeping annual fair in existing facilities as growing
other year-round facility use.
liability & lost opportunity for year-round use.
Regional Tourism (Cowlitz County & SW Washington)
• Strong day travel business with potential conversion
• Erosion of Mt. St. Helens visitor activity if travel
to overnight lodging (if trip length can be extended).
demand or federal funding declines further.
• Cross-marketing with other existing public & private
• Vulnerability to rubber-tire traffic requiring overnight
visitor facilities throughout Cowlitz County.
stay if high gas prices return.
Cowlitz County Event Center (Entire 47 Acre Site)
• Multi-purpose sports & community venues. Consider
• Likelihood that major Event Center improvements
merits of regional competitive facilities for tourism
will require funding support beyond user revenues.
Need to ascertain realistic use potential & risks
impact plus compatible local use options.
associated with each new facility considered (on
• Development of quality RV camping to supplement
stand-alone as well as combined use basis).
lodging for improved use of both CCRC & Expo.
•
Public
concern or opposition if facilities require
• Cowlitz Riverfront & Kelso downtown linkages –
general
fund revenues or if economic impact benefits
with river trail system & green enhancements for a
can
not
be
clearly identified.
distinctive, as-yet untapped urban event amenity.
• Inability for site improvement to increase market
• Revised area traffic & circulation plan (with possible
appeal & prove financially sustainable if traffic access
assembly of pivotal adjoining development sites).
/ wayfinding can not be dramatically improved.
• Public-private funding partnership (including possible
• Potential displacement or other adverse impacts for
Local Revitalization Financing). Capitalize on track
existing business or residential owners affected by
record for innovative partnerships for projects with
revised traffic pattern (with related land acquisition).
high local economic development priority. Consider
private management if proven cost-effective & able to • Complexity of public-private options & associated
meet minimum public use objectives.
risk, requiring extensive due diligence.
• Building a reputation for customer service & family
• Current reputation of Kelso-Longview as boring –
enjoyment (i.e. fun) unequalled in SW Washington.
with little excitement for local residents or visitors.
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