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Boosters have dream planned for Miami Beach Convention Center

By David Smiley
After months of planning, Miami Beach may finally have a vision for its dream convention center. Now city and county officials have to figure out if their plan is feasible, or if they're just dreaming.

The new concept for an overhauled and expanded Miami Beach Convention Center would cost at least $500 million and possibly closer to $1 billion, city officials and business lobbyists learned Monday.

The massive price tag -- estimated by consultant Arquitectonica -- would pay for improvements that regional players say are sorely needed for a declining center that decreases in relevance every year. 

But estimations of the potential cost have already led to questions of whether the project will be too pricey to be profitable, and whether a county already on the hook for a Marlins ballpark and Port Tunnel is on-board with requests that it fund most or all of the project.

``I want to make sure we don't do this and get too far down the road without thinking: If everything that's going to grow goes into funding the building, then what did you accomplish?'' said City Manager Jorge Gonzalez.

For now, the price is a rough estimate.

Consultants predict that building a new parking garage, flipping the center so it faces south, adding 250,000 square feet of meeting space, a ballroom and other improvements would cost about $525 million in construction alone. That doesn't include ``soft costs'' such as furnishing the center and contingencies, and doesn't take into account a potential convention center headquarters hotel that if built would be constructed on the site of the Fillmore Miami Beach at the Jackie Gleason Theater.

A more accurate estimate is expected next month. In the meantime, Gonzalez, Mayor Matti Herrera Bower and others pushing for the center will be tasked with finding ways to pay for an improved center. They also have to sell the plan -- which began last fall with $55 million in-hand -- to the elected officials of Miami-Dade County and Miami Beach.

Gonzalez said he wants better numbers before lobbying the county, and said the vision presented Monday could be scaled back if it is ``too rich for their blood.''

But he also said he is confident an improved center could draw more large, citywide conventions and shows, reaping more tourist dollars for the region.

William Talbert III, CEO of the Greater Miami Convention & Visitors Bureau, said his organization is putting together a study to show the economic benefits an overhauled center would have for Miami-Dade County.

``The hotels benefit, the restaurants benefit, the taxi drivers benefit, the retailers,'' Talbert said. ``The entire community benefits when conventions come to town.''


Read more: http://www.miamiherald.com/2010/07/20/1737877/boosters-have-a-dream-planned.html#ixzz0uEpFiC7h
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