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PERFORMANCE

Solid financials have
BI-LO Center looking
to the future

By David Dylkes
Statf wrlter
ddykes@igreanvilieon|ine com

On arecent, warm July morning,
Ron Romano and Jeff Walls waited
in line outside the BI-LO Center to
buy tickets to the Nov. 8 concert by
The Who,

They were joined by others; in
their 20s, 40s and 50s, from differ-
ent parts of the country and varied
occupations, including teachers
and students who had an interest in
the legendary rock group.

They are part of the microcosm
of a growing Greenville. But con-
cert goers also are part of the un-
derpinning of the 15,000-seat sports
and entertainment arena that re-
mains a downtown fixture.

The center is an integral part of
the local economy that generates
an estimated $56 million in annual
economic impact.

Roger Newton, the arena’s presi-
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say they're pleased by the center’s

latest financial performance; KEN OSBURN/STAFF

dentand general manager, said that
approximately 425,000 people at-
tended 105 BI-LO Center events
last fiscal year, with the arena gen-
erating an operating profit of more
than §1.4 million.

The latest financial perfor-
mance was “a very, very positive
thing for the BI-LO Center this year
and a sign of what the future can
be,” Jeff Gilstrap, chairman of the

arena district board, told Greenvil-
leOnline.com.

A consultant’s study last year
said a major concert at the BI-LO
Center in downtown Greenville
created $1.4 million in the local
economy from spending to taxea to
jobs.

Company executives who re-

See BI-LO, Page 3A
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view sites for invest-
ments and job creation
- ok not only at potential

rofits but also “are sensi-
wve to the kind of commu-
ity they're coming into,”
said Butch Kirven, chair-
man of Greenville County
Council. “They've got a
lot to choose from. It's a
very competitive market.

“Everything that has
been done in downtown
Greenville is certainly a
selling point there. And
the BI-LO Center is a
component of that.”

“The BI-LO Center is
vitally important to
Greenville. It's part of the
social fabric of the com-
munity,” said Joe Erwin, a
Greenville advertising
executive and part of a
business group that tried
unsuccessfully to rescue
the Greenville Grrrowl
professional hockey
team, which played its
home games in the arena,

Erwin, whose firm
handles sports sponsor-
ships for Verizon at the
Staples Center in Los An-
geles and other large ven-
ues, said the BI-LO Cef-
teris “a good size” for this
market.

“Could it have been
built a little larger? Per-
haps,” Erwin said. “But
there are & lot of people
that will tell you that
when you're in markets
smaller than Atlanta or
Raleigh or Washington
that youre better off
building something that is
meoreto scale to your mar-
ket potential.

“From that standpoint,
I don't think the building
ig too smail. I think it's
right-sized for most
things — noft everything.
It might cost us some
mega-concert opportuni-
ty. It might cost us a few
special  things. But net
many.u .

Erwin also said, “It’s
really important that
those of us in Greenville
.in any kind of leadership
position do what we can,
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when the time is there for
us to do it, to make sure
that that is & vibrant, well-
maintained building so0
that we can compete on a
regional basis.”

‘Positive’ impact on
local businesses

C.H. Johnson Consult-
ing conducted an inde-
pendent economic and fi-
nancial impact analysis of
the BI-LO Center for fis-
cal 2010-2011 and mes-
sured the arena’s direct,
indirect and induced im-
pacts along with the em-
ployment impact on the
local economy from the
410,392 people who came
to the 104 events for the
fiscal year. :
~ Among the key find-
ings:

= BI-LO Center events
created approximately
33,000 hotel room nights.

* Events held at the
center generated an esti-
mated $14.4 million net
new spending to the state.

* Tn addition to the total
amount of impacts, the
center was projected to
create approximately
$25.5 million in increased
earnings and 540 full-
time equivalent jobs.

The consultant said
those results were based
on fiscal 2011 during a
downturn in the concert
industry. Thirteen <on-
certs were held at the cen-
ter during that period,

cnrtgners. such as those who bought tickets

much lower than its his-
torical average of 22 con-
cert events, the consult-
ant said,

A typical year’s impact
is even greater than re-
flected in the report, the
consuitant said.

“When this venue is
added to the positive con-
tribution of the Peace
Center, Fluor Field and
the TD Convention Cen-
ter, it creates a positive
entertainment and activ-
ity concentraticn for the
downtown business vol-

- ume,” the report said.

“If the BI-LO Center
were not in Greenville,
residents from Green-
ville would have gone to
Charlotte or Atlanta fo
see such entertainment,”
the consultant’s study
said.

The BI-LO Center’s op-
erating profit last fiscal
year was slightly less
than budgeted but 45 per-
cent higher than a year
earlier, arena district offi-
cials were told recentty.

Newton said that the
cancellation of four
events, including three in
May and June, kept the
sports and enfertainment
facility from exceeding
its budgeted profit for the
year ended June 30.

Newton said 422,600
people attended 105 BI-
1.0 Center events, from
family entertainment and
concerts to hockey games

to The Who, are a crucial undarpinning of the BI-LO. KEN OSBURN/STAFF

and other sporting activ-
ities such as the Upper
State high schoel basket-
ball finals.

Good news in
center's financials

The latest financial
figures were good news
for the BI-LO Center,
which has faced stiff
challenges sinee its open-
ing in 1998. The hurdles
have included loss of
sports franchises and re-
Jated home-game revenue
and a competitive mid-
sized market in which the
BI-LO Center competes
with newer venues for en-
tertainment and musical
acis.

After construction
bonds paid by arena reve-
nues went into default, of-
ficials three years ago un-
veiled a sweeping pack-
age to refinance the are-
na’s debt that also
pledged taxpayer dollars
in what the officials said
was the unlikely event the
Greenville Arena District
and the county couldn't
cover the payments.

“What they (arena offi-
cialg) are faced with now,
however, in the future is
building up reserves to
cover the capital im-
provements that will need
to bemade as components
wear out as the building
ages, such as the roof and
the mechanical systems,”
Kirven said. “We're all

aware of that and we're
working on that right
now, and making some
progress in that direc-
tion.”

The BI-LO Center is
“an asset that has had
problems, but we're
working through all that
and, 1 think, doing a pref-
ty good job with it.”

Auditors have said the
arena district manage-
ment’s team has devel-
oped a strategic plan that
focuses on increasing
earned revenue at the BI-
L0 Center and Charter
amphitheater in Simpson-
ville, specifically suites,
sponsorships and event
income and decreasing
expenses when possible
to improve the district’s
operating results and
cash Mows.

Newton said event rev-
enue last year totaled
nearty $2.2 million, about
even with the amount
budgeted but 9 percent
more than a year earlier,

. He said operating ex-
penses dropped 10 per-
cent, or %288,000, due toa
full year without an out-
side management fee ex-
pense, reduced utilities
and lower facility mainte-
nance costs.

Operating  expenses
were 7 percent, or
$218,000, less than bud-
geted, primarily due te
personnel savings from
not hiring for budgeted
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positions and deferring
some facility mainte-
nance projects, Newton
said.

Newton said arena of-
ficials last year installed a
new informational tech-
nology server, upgraded
lighting control software
and put in a new hot water
heater and emergency
strand lighting.

Facility expenses in-
cluded in the 2012 operat-
ing budget but deferred
include recoating the
cooling tower and pur-
chasing replacement
stage decks and hockey
glass, he said.

Newton said the BI-LO
Center’s net profit after
debt service of $1.3 mil-
lion last year Was
$124,000, compared to a
pudgeted  profit  of
%168,000 and a loss of .

334,000 a year earlier.

Who's in the future

The future includes
The Who, whose founding *
members Roger Daltrey -
and Pete Townshend will
play at the BI-LO Center.

41t the band I always
wanted to see but never .
had the chance to,” said
Romano, 52, who original-
ly is from Chicago but has
lived in Greenville since
1972,

e was buying tickets
for himself and his wife —
“s hirthday present for
har" — and said the BI-LO
Center is a good venue,
especially compared with
the old Memorial Audito-
rium, fondly referred to
by many residents as the
“brown box"

"t seems like the
sound’s a lot better,” Ro-
mano said. “Certainly, it's
abigger venue. It'’s, tome,
just the right size for a
show to go see and not
feel like you're in some

seats where you've gotan '

obstructed view.” -
Walls, his friend,

agreed. -

“] wish they could
bring a few more rock
acts in,” said Walls, 50, a
lifelong Greenville resi-
dent. “But I never thought -
I'd see The Who here in
may backyard.”



