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The following responses are based on (1) a Q&A distributed by the 2002-2003 ALA Conference Committee and (2) current data provided by ALA Conference Services staff. 

Q1
What factors are considered in selecting conference sites?

For the ALA Annual Conference, the determining factor is the combination of 400,000 gross square feet of exhibit space, 8500 hotel rooms on “peak” nights (Friday through Sunday) and 350 concurrent meeting rooms – within a “workable” area.  

While the first two factors – exhibit space and hotel rooms – are within the “normal” range for a large conference, the requirement for 350 concurrent meeting rooms is significantly beyond the norm and reflects ALA’s continuing commitment to a very high level of participation.  

In addition, ALA seeks to accommodate the conference site rotation of the “host” chapters. For instance, ALA conferences in Chicago or San Francisco must be scheduled in odd-numbered years, to fit the north-south rotation patterns of chapter conferences in those states.


Site selection is approved by the ALA Executive Board, on recommendation of the ALA Conference Committee and ALA Management, in consultation with the Exhibits Round Table and the “host” chapter.


Site selection decisions address the fundamental space/capacity requirements outlined above.  In addition, in laying out site options, Conference Services will look at many factors, including: 

· accessibility by air and inter-city rail 

· local (non-conference) transportation

· number of potential participants within a driving range

· availability of hotel rooms in a variety of price ranges

· availability of sufficient double/double rooms within area hotels (ALA uses more than many conferences)

· overall meeting costs (which are impacted by local price factors)

· technology within the convention center

· conference center size and layout to accommodate not only exhibits but the Placement Center, Council, ALA Store, registration, etc.

It is important to note that no site is all positive or all negative. 


ALA Annual Conferences are currently scheduled in Chicago (2005, 2009), New Orleans (2006, 2011), Washington DC (2007, 2013), Anaheim (2008, 2012), Orlando (2010), Las Vegas (2014), San Francisco (2015).  New York City is expected to bid on a future conference.  Local expansion (both hotel and convention center) may put both Boston and Philadelphia on future annual conference lists.


Each site presents a unique set of challenges – related to price, transportation, weather, cultural attractions, etc.  There is no “cookie cutter” approach. ALA Conference Services routinely tracks convention center and hotel construction, as well as other site selection factors, reevaluating both current and potential sites.  A site that is not possible today may be possible several years from now, based on completion of convention center or hotel construction.  A site that may not be welcoming today may be eager to host ALA in the future, as local economic conditions change or capacity expands.  Other local changes may also affect the conference experience.  For instance, since the 2000 ALA Annual Conference in Chicago, the City of Chicago has installed a dedicated bus lane between McCormick Place and the hotel “campus.”  This will facilitate the movement of attendees between the convention center and hotels – and also avoid the “Taste of Chicago” traffic. 


Like most “city-wide” conferences, ALA needs to identify and hold sites 12-15 years in advance, in order to get the necessary combination of convention center availability and hotel space (including sleeping and meeting rooms) on ALA’s preferred schedule (the last week in June, for Annual Conference).  Some large conferences are already scheduled as far out as 2020. 

Q2
So, why isn’t ALA returning to San Francisco until 2015?
ALA Conference Services discussed both 2007 and 2011 with San Francisco.  

· In 2007, the available dates were over the July 4th weekend.  This creates a significant burden for both ALA and its exhibitors because of higher labor costs.  In addition, many members – as well as exhibitor personnel – prefer to be home with their families over the holiday.   

· In 2011, the convention center agreed to give ALA much-needed meeting room space in the new west building of the convention center, only for a significant fee and only if we would place some exhibit space in the west hall.  The west hall does not connect with the existing north and south halls – a major problem for exhibit space.  ALA declined those terms.  

· Negotiations for future dates were, however, reopened after September 11th.  Post September 11th, the convention bureau agreed to provide meeting space in the west building – and exhibits will remain in the north-south halls, where they have been in the past.  The San Francisco conference in 2015 was approved by the ALA Executive Board at their final meeting in Orlando.

· Note that there will still be a “split” exhibit hall in San Francisco – as has been true in the past.  While this is not normally something the exhibitors support, San Francisco is an exception, due to (a) the proximity of the two halls in the north-south buildings and (b) the popularity of San Francisco as a conference site.

Conference Services staff are certainly aware of the popularity of the San Francisco site and will continue to look for other opportunities.

Q3
Will the return visit to Orlando be reconsidered now?
Yes. The ALA Executive Board, at its final meeting in Orlando, asked ALA Management to outline options for its consideration. Post-conference “assessment” talks with the Orlando Convention Bureau are just beginning.  ALA does have an existing contract with the Orlando Convention Center.  Over the next several weeks, ALA staff will be developing options for the ALA Executive Board to consider.  Among the factors to be considered are: (1) the cost of possible contract cancellation ($172,515. – at this point), (2) availability of alternative sites meeting the criteria outlined in Q1, (3) changes to the Orlando site (e.g. additional hotel construction adjacent to the convention center) prior to 2010.  Options will be developed and considered quickly, since options become more limited with each passing month. 

Q4
Is Anaheim the same kind of site as Orlando?

No.  While it is true that Anaheim, like much of Southern California, is oriented to drivers (and is home to Disneyland), it is otherwise quite different. The convention center and surrounding hotel “campus” is very compact, with many adjacent hotels, connected by sidewalks. Approximately 50% (over 4,000) of the hotel rooms needed on “peak nights” are within easy walking distance (no buses) of the convention center. The climate is also different.  Note that Anaheim is served by the Pacific Surfliner, which runs between San Luis Obispo and San Diego.  The Pacific Surfliner currently makes 11 daily round-trips between San Diego and Los Angeles.  The Anaheim stop is less than 2 miles from the convention center, on the same main street.

Q5
Why do we go to different sites, instead of staying in one location?

On average, 25% of paid attendance at the ALA Annual Conference is regional.  The regional attendance is even higher when you add in exhibits-only attendees.  Moving the ALA Annual Conference to different locations provides an opportunity for members in different regions to enjoy the ALA Annual Conference.  ALA has members in all regions.  Just as there are regional attendees, there are also regional exhibitors – often small and alternative publishers, specialty companies and professional services providers (e.g. architects), as well as new companies “testing” the conference for future participation.  (Note that the ALA Midwinter Meeting also has a “regional” attendance, currently averaging about 18%.) 

Holding Midwinter Meetings in sites which would not (currently) accommodate an ALA Annual Conference provides access in additional regions.  Currently, ALA Midwinter Meetings are scheduled in Boston (2005, 2010), San Antonio (2006, 2012), Seattle (2007, 2013), Philadelphia (2008, 2014), Denver (2009) and Chicago (2011, 2015).  And yes, San Diego is being considered for a future ALA Midwinter Meeting.

Q6
Would it be possible to schedule all meetings in the convention center?
In general, the answer is no – and almost certainly not without both significant cost and significant change to the character of the conference.  Convention centers typically link the number of no-cost meeting rooms they will commit to a particular conference to the amount of paid exhibit floor space for which the association contracts.  In a large convention center – e.g. Chicago, Orlando, Atlanta, etc. – each hall has its own associated “pre-function” area and meeting rooms.  So, when a group rents that hall for exhibits, they get the associated rooms at no charge.  

If additional rooms in the convention center are available over the dates of the conference, a convention center will consider renting them.  These rooms are typically much more expensive than those in hotels – since the convention center would not incur labor costs (for setup and teardown) or costs of light, heat, air conditioning, etc. in those rooms if they were unused.  “Extra” rooms are priced by size, typically running from $500 to $1500/day.  Rooms like the Auditorium in Orlando can be $10,000 a day or more, depending on the setup and the amount of the convention center being rented. 

Historically, ALA has sought to avoid paying for meeting rooms – which has allowed it to both maintain comparatively low registration fees and contribute revenue to support other ALA programs and services (see Q 10).   The number of total meeting rooms available – unpaid and paid – varies widely from convention center to convention center.  ALA seeks to get as many meeting rooms as possible within the convention center.  In Orlando, ALA did pay for a limited number of meeting rooms in addition to those covered by the exhibit floor rental.

In 2000, ALA rented additional rooms in McCormick Place.  Available rooms were in the East Center – while exhibits and other meetings were in the North-South Center.  While renting additional rooms meant that more meetings could be held at the Convention Center, some attendees did not like having to walk from the South to the East Center.  The cost to ALA was an additional $75,000 over the course of the conference.  Due to the negative response in 2000, ALA is not currently planning to rent additional convention center space in 2005.

In 2002, ALA requested additional meeting rooms at the Morial Convention Center in New Orleans.  While the normal cost would have been approximately $40,000, the convention center provided the rooms at no cost, since ALA had accommodated New Orleans on dates (for the Super Bowl).  Due to the size of the center, however, adding rooms in the Convention Center meant that the walk from one end of the ALA convention center space to the other end was approximately one-half mile.  In balance, taking additional convention center space – vs. using hotel meeting rooms – did not seem to be a popular choice for most attendees.

In many convention centers, additional meeting rooms are not available.  If ALA is not renting the entire hall (2002 in Atlanta, for instance), the convention center may have sold available exhibit space to another group.  In that case, the group renting the exhibit space will have access to the accompanying meeting space.

In smaller convention centers – like the centers that ALA uses for Midwinter Meetings (Philadelphia, Boston, Seattle), ALA is already using all available exhibit space and meeting space.   That is also true of the smaller convention centers used for Annual Conference – e.g. Washington DC, Anaheim, San Francisco.  In these cases, ALA is receiving all available meeting space at no additional charge – but “all available meeting space” is 60-80 rooms, not the 300-350 needed to keep all meetings in the convention center. 

Q7 
Where were meetings and programs scheduled in Orlando?

On average, an ALA Annual Conference includes 2500 separately-scheduled events.  That number will fluctuate up or down slightly, depending on the site, the economy and other factors.  In Orlando, there were approximately 2298 sessions scheduled, after late cancellations were subtracted.  Of these, 434 were held in the Orlando Convention Center, where ALA had 50 rooms committed.    An additional 363 sessions were held in 42 rooms at the Rosen Centre, 357 in 43 rooms at the Peabody, and 265 in 24 rooms at the Rosen Plaza.  So, a total of 1419 sessions were held in the 159 rooms ALA used at the OCC, Rosen Centre, Rosen Plaza and Peabody.  

Other major meeting room blocks included the following:  160 sessions in 20 rooms at the J.W. Marriott, 160 sessions in 29 rooms at the Renaissance Orlando, 71 sessions in 16 rooms at the Ritz Carlton, 300 sessions in 34 rooms at the Sheraton, and 59 sessions in 13 rooms at the Wyndam – accounting for another 750 sessions.  

The additional 129 sessions were in 37 additional meeting rooms in 11 hotels. ALA used 308 rooms on the official “campus” – well below our historic average.  Some events were scheduled off-campus by the sponsoring groups.  

Q8
How many programs are scheduled at the ALA Annual Conference?
Typically, ALA Annual Conference includes 250-300 “tracked” programs – a very reasonable program total for the number of attendees.  In Orlando, there were 270 programs, plus presidents programs and other programs held outside the “track” schedule or locations (e.g. the “auditorium series”). 

In addition to programs, there were 181 identified “discussion group” sessions – which provide a valuable opportunity for members with interests in specific areas to exchange information.  “Discussion groups” – under a variety of titles – are held by 10 of 11 divisions, 4 round tables and several other ALA groups. 

There were also 452 catered events at the Orlando conference, ranging from the Newbery-Caldecott Banquet and the Coretta Scott King Breakfast to award receptions to invitational events sponsored by exhibitors.  Of  the 452, 172 catered events  -- including coffee and rolls at Council III – were sponsored by ALA groups.  The remaining events were sponsored by ALA affiliates – e.g. the Association of Research Libraries, Friends of Libraries USA – and unaffiliated organizations – including many ALA exhibitors.

The remaining 1395 “sessions” included ALA governance and committee meetings -- Council, Boards, committees, assemblies, task forces and other elected and appointed bodies of the Association.  It is worth noting that the number of meeting rooms required to support meetings has declined slightly in recent years.  At this point, 9 of 11 divisions and 5 of 17 round tables utilize “all committee” meetings, holding meetings of multiple committees simultaneously at separate tables in a large space.  This has significantly helped with conference logistics.

In considering the relationship between sessions (programs, meetings, other events) and rooms, it is important to keep in mind that these sessions are not distributed evenly over the conference period.  In Orlando, for instance, there were 654 sessions on Saturday, 717 on Sunday, 437 on Monday and 90 on Tuesday.  The remainder were scheduled on Thursday-Friday pre-conference days or on Wednesday.  This pattern – with minor variations – holds from conference-to-conference.  In Toronto – where there were many meeting cancellations – there were 300 sessions on Friday, 500 on Saturday, 685 on Sunday, 475 on Monday and 70 on Tuesday.  

Q9
How are meeting rooms assigned?

As convention center and hotel contracts are negotiated, Conference Services builds an “inventory” of meeting rooms.  For each room, Conference Services needs to know how many people it will hold in various “sets” – e.g. how many people can be seated “theatre” style (rows of chairs), how many in rounds of 10 (round tables, each seating 10), etc.  They need to understand which rooms can be combined or subdivided, which cannot.  Additionally, some rooms have specific features that would make them more or less appropriate for specific types of meetings.

At the same time, through the meeting/program scheduling process, Conference Services is building an “inventory” of session (program, meeting, event, etc.) space requests.  For each session, Conference Service is creating a record – how many people are expected (by the organizer) to attend, what room “set” the session planner prefers, av requirements, catering (if any), etc.  

Conference Services staff will also evaluate special “set up” time needs.  For instance, set up for a large event such as the Newbery-Caldecott Banquet or Coretta Scott King Breakfast will take that space out of “inventory” not just for the event itself but for a significant period before and after the event.  Any meal function, even a small one,  will take a space out of “inventory” for some time in addition to the time required for the session itself.  

Space assignments are made by Conference Services based on these two inventories – 300-350+ spaces and 2000-2500+ sessions.  In addition to trying to match requests with appropriate (right size, right “set”) spaces, Conference Services has other considerations.  In any given half-day period, for instance, Conference Services will seek to keep all programs within one program track/sub-track in the same location.  Also, room “set” changes are a cost factor, so Conference Services will seek to avoid changing a room set during a single day.  Thus, if a room is set in “rounds of 10” for an early-morning meeting, Conference Services will seek to place other meetings with the same set in the room throughout the day.  

Q10
How much revenue does the ALA Annual Conference contribute to support the other services and programs of the Association?


The ALA Annual Conference is typically budgeted to contribute approximately $1,500,000 in net revenues (after all direct expenses and overhead – including Conference Services staff cost), to support Association programs and services, such as the ALA program offices.  Conference Services also returns approximately $1,000,000 in general overhead (the cost of “background” services, such as human resources, accounting and management) to support Association operations.  Overhead is assessed on gross (total – before expenses) revenues.  The total contribution from ALA Annual Conference to the larger ALA budget is $2,500,000, including both overhead and net revenue.


Exhibits account for the largest percentage (50%) of Annual Conference revenues, followed by registration (25%) and other revenues (25%).  Other revenues include donations and sponsorships, meeting room rental (to non-ALA groups), advertising and commissions.


The largest categories of direct conference expenses include facilities rental (typically $350,000); conference equipment, including audio-visual and computers (typically $250,000); convention center setup and drayage ($180,000); shuttle buses ($200,000-250,000); staff support, including hotel, travel, other expenses ($150,000); governance, including Board, Council, Inaugural Banquet ($110,000); and, registration ($100,000).  Costs will vary from year to year, depending on location, program patterns, market conditions, etc.

MG 7 July 2004

