


Expert catering is a strong suit
for the Aztar Executive
Conference Center.
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In real estate, they say it’s all about location, location, location. To a large extent the same can
be said about a corporate event. 

When the selected setting is conducive to the task at hand – be it learning during a
training session, team building at a retreat or having fun at a company party – the chances

instantly increase for a memorable event. But if the choice of venue misses the mark, so to can
the company’s goal for that gathering.

Offering up a snapshot of meeting and event facilities available throughout the state are four
venues in Evansville, Fort Wayne, Lake County and South Bend. All offer unique atmosphere
and amenities for a variety of business and community functions. 

On the riverfront 
In southwestern Indiana, a major draw is the Casino Aztar, a hotel,

entertainment and conference center complex that overlooks the Ohio River. 
While the property has been in existence for nearly a decade, the

11,000-square-foot conference center opened just over a year ago – expanding
upon existing meeting space that became insufficient to satisfy the demand.

“The old area was constantly full, and we saw the need to have the
high-speed Internet, multiple data ports in each room (up to 20 ports in
some rooms for training purposes), the drop-down screens – no longer is it
OK to bring in an overhead projector and a pull-down screen. People are too
tech savvy for that nowadays,” states Christy Cochran, director of sales and
marketing for the Evansville facility. 

Cochran sees nearly an equal split between corporate and community
customers, but says they’re “striving to make the corporate aspect 75% of the
total activity.”

She and her team target up to 300 miles from the property, with the Aztar
Executive Conference Center being most ideal for small to medium-sized
meetings or events, from five people up to 250. “Other facilities here in
Evansville such as The Center do a good job of attracting the large groups
that have a thousand or thousands of people coming in,” Cochran assesses.

At the Aztar, corporate events run a wide gamut, including training to strategic planning
sessions, retreats, project meetings, year-end company reviews and even attorney depositions. 

Cochran says the top compliments she hears from the business patrons are about first, the
catering department and second, the individual meeting planner. “We have the most terrific
catering staff in probably our tri-state region,” she enthuses. “With the one-on-one meeting
planner, our customer gets the same person to work with throughout the entire course of their
event – from the time they come in for a quote.”

Other Aztar perks: free valet parking, five restaurants, casino activities, 24-hour security
and EMT medical staffs, a gift shop and free nightly entertainment.

“You can book a corporate event and not have to worry about transporting people to another
restaurant because it’s all right here,” Cochran offers.

Even more is on the way, with the complex in the midst of a $40 million expansion.
“We are opening a 100-room boutique hotel with an ultra lounge, plus we are also going to

have an entertainment complex that will contain a Jillians (a food, drink and entertainment
establishment) and a RiRa Irish Pub and Restaurant (which is literally a pub from Ireland that is
torn down, shipped to the U.S. and refurbished onsite). And we’ll also have two additional venues
that will be announced at a later date,” Cochran previews.

Jillians and RiRa are expected to open by the end of the summer, with the boutique hotel
slated to take reservations by the end of 2006.

“We’re very, very excited. This waterfront project will end up with about 300 more full-time
positions. It will more than boost the downtown area,” Cochran concludes.

Allen County attraction
The Grand Wayne Center in Fort Wayne completed its own major expansion in May, which

took the already large facility of 100,000 square feet to 225,000 square feet total. 
“We literally doubled the size of our main hall, doubled the size of our ballroom and tripled
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the number of meeting rooms we had in the building,” describes
Bob Lister, the facility’s executive director.

“On average, we do 500 events a year. Our main goal is to
do conventions – with state conventions heading the list, as
well as do other corporate business. We want to bring people
into town to spend money that normally isn’t being spent in town.”

In the four months immediately following the expansion,
the Grand Wayne Center was the site for 19 conventions. 

One recent customer was Midwest Western Wear, which
“brought in attendees from 16 states to view next year’s product
lines of everything from saddles to cowboy gear,” Lister offers.

Corporate meetings are also commonplace, he
says, with local company Lincoln Life Insurance as a
frequent patron. This year, Starcraft also came to town
with a closed show for its boat dealers. 

Lister says traditionally the business-world component
comprises 50% of the Grand Wayne’s activity, but he
expects those numbers will increase based on the
expansion. However, the philanthropic events such as
symphonies and charity balls will still be a focus, too.

Another benefit of the expansion is the technology
upgrades. “We tried to be as sophisticated and up-to-date
as we could. We’re doing wireless, we’re doing fiber
optics, we’re doing digital – pretty much any way you
need technology today, we can do it,” Lister states. “It’s
one of the features that’s just a little more than other
buildings can do and hopefully that gives us an advantage.”

But perhaps the biggest draw is the building itself, Lister
contends. “We went the extra mile; it’s not just your brick and
mortar-type building. In the lobby, for example, we have 30,000
square feet of black terrazzo with mirrored tile chips in them. 

“We have 40,000 square feet of natural maple in the lobby,
in the ceilings. The meeting rooms are carpeted with acoustic
fabric walls. While we’re certainly not the biggest convention
center in the world, we do offer the higher end type extras.”

University atmosphere
What the Calumet Conference Center in Hammond provides

is an “intimate setting alongside a scenic pond and wooded area
that makes for a relaxing environment for learning,” shares
Colleen Hickman, the facility’s sales and marketing manager.”

“We often hear from clients that the comfortable atmosphere
is ideal for training and the learning experience in general. More
and more businesses are now understanding this.”

Situated on the campus of Purdue University
Calumet, the conference center provides 9,200
square feet of meeting space on one level for
groups of 10 to 150. Four meeting rooms, two
tiered classrooms, a ballroom and a board room
are among those available for use.

While the occasional national group comes
calling, the venue’s schedule is dominated by local
business from Lake County and the South Side of
Chicago.

Hickman says the site’s ties to the school translate
into the largest part of its activity being university

meetings or events, but the goal is to become less dependent on
that segment. “I was brought on two years ago to specifically
raise the corporate side of our business,” she notes. “We do have a
number of association and government meetings, corporate events,
religious retreats and banquets, but not yet the share we want.”

Being so closely affiliated with the university does have its
advantages; one in particular trickles down to all conference center
business. “We can tap into the extensive technology expertise
on campus, which gives our clients a great deal of confidence
in this area and makes serving them a breeze,” Hickman explains.

Another appealing aspect of the conference center is its
flexibility. “Because we are not part of a hotel property, we can
demonstrate a willingness to work with clients on their contracts,
to fit within their budgets and needs,” Hickman offers.

Perhaps the site’s strongest attribute, though, is what it is:
a university conference center. “I believe it sends a powerful message
for a business to have a meeting with us,” Hickman declares.
“It shows they are taking the meeting very seriously, which sets
the tone for learning for the employees attending the event.”

Defining structure
At the Century Center in South Bend, clients find cutting

edge technology meets distinctive architecture.
The 11-acre facility houses a convention hall, a number of

meeting rooms (75,000 square feet of space), two theaters (one
has 750 seats and the other 166), an atrium for special events,
plus the South Bend Regional Museum of Art. The center sits

Continued on page 40

Results of the Grand Wayne Center expansion:
impressive building with double the meeting space.  

The Calumet Conference Center
is known for its comfortable,
high-tech learning environment.
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along the river bank and has waterfalls and an island area.
“It’s quite an attractive setting, not to mention a comfortable

one. The complex itself is five different buildings, all separated
by glass skylights. It’s a very inviting and interesting building
to meet in,” enthuses Century Center Executive Director Brian
Hedman. “The phrase ‘seeing is believing’ sums up the property’s
leading attributes.

“It was designed by Philip Johnson, whom many regard as
perhaps the best architect in the world, particularly in the second
half of the 20th century. He’s done such buildings as the AT&T
in New York, the Crystal Cathedral Church in California and
the Water Gardens in Fort Worth, but he said the Century Center
was his finest work for a public facility,” Hedman offers. 

While local community and social business comprise 60% of the
site’s activity compared to 40% for corporate meetings/conventions,
Hedman says the reverse is true for actual income.

“We’re always opting for conventions and corporate meetings
become of the economic impact it can have for us and the city,”
he states. 

Geographically speaking, the center targets a 500-mile radius
for business. A total of between 800 and 900 events are held
at the facility each year, with a staff of 35 full-time employees
– plus a contract food and beverage team – serving customers’
needs. “We’ve been able to focus on each customer, even
though we do so many events a day,” Hedman states. “Our
customers tell us that we’ve made them feel number one, even
though in reality we may have three others in the building that
we have to make feel number one.”

Examples of recent customers: the Hummer Corporation,
which introduced a new model and brought in people from all
over the world, and a top tax school. The center offers event
planning for “multi-day events right down to a few hours or a
breakfast meeting.”

Two advantages the facility has that come in especially
handy when securing larger corporate events are onsite parking
and an attached hotel. The Marriott, which has been joined with
the complex for 25 of its 28 years, is one of four properties that
Marriott is redoing nationally with state-of-the art accommodations

to make for an even more comfortable night’s stay. For sports
fans with some leisure time, the College Football Hall of Fame
is also onsite.

As Hedman puts it, “We’ve learned that convenience and
variety are musts. When we talk to customers or potential
customers, the variety of things to do here under one roof
stands out for them. 

“People can walk out on the island or go to the art museum,
for example. This makes it easier to have a captive audience.
Here, the first thing meeting attendees don’t want to do is run
out the door and leave.”
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Resources: Christy Cochran, Aztar Executive Conference
Center, at (812) 433-4028 or www.casinoaztar.com

Bob Lister, Grand Wayne Center, at (260) 426-4100, ext.
224 or www.grandwayne.com

Colleen Hickman, Calumet Conference Center, at (219)
989-2263 or www.calumet.purdue.edu/thecenter

Brian Hedman, Century Center, at (574) 235-3711 or
www.centurycenter.org

Meeting Places
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An inviting locale awaits attendees at the Century Center




