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Work is beginning on a $55 million project that will see the complete demolition of the East Wing at the Kentucky Exposition Center and its replacement with a more modern, state-of-the-art exhibit facility. 

The massive reconstruction effort will transform 215,000 square feet of outdated trade show space in the East Wing and a portion of the center's East Hall into what will be considered Class A space. Class A exhibit space has high ceilings, bright lighting, utility floor ports and relatively few support columns. 

Both the East Wing and East Hall are part of the original Kentucky Exposition Center complex, which was constructed in 1956. 

"We're going to take the East Wing down entirely, all the way down to the dirt," said Harold Workman, president and CEO of the Kentucky State Fair Board, the entity that oversees the center. "Everything will be gone." 

New 35,000-square-foot lobby, pedway part of project 

When it is completed in October 2007, the new structure, which is likely to be renamed, will have just eight columns compared with the current 96, improved lighting and higher, 27-foot ceilings. It also will have large reception areas and connect directly to Freedom Hall's concourses. 

In addition, plans call for the construction of a "major pre-function lobby" on the site of what is now the exposition center's outdoor east courtyard and fountain, Workman said. The 35,000-square-foot structure will be "a signature piece" for the center and the "focal point" of its major trade show space. 

The current East Hall lobby and five meeting rooms will be incorporated into the new pre-function lobby. The lobby will be connected by a pedway to a small building that will be constructed near the horsewalk behind Freedom Hall. 

Workman said that will allow exposition center patrons parking in Lot E, north of the East Wing, easier access to events in the exhibit space or in the arena. 

"It will be much more user-friendly," he explained. 

Renovation work follows $52 million expansion 

The reconstruction project is actually phase II of the Kentucky Exposition Center's master plan, which was updated in 1995 and called for the expansion and renovation of the complex. 

Phase I, a $52 million initiative, saw the construction of the recently opened South Wing C, which added 166,500 square feet of Class A exhibit space and nearly 70,000 square feet of meeting and conference space. Money for the project's first phase was included in the budget approved during the 2003 session of the Kentucky General Assembly. 

Phase II was funded through a bond issue approved during the 2005 legislative session. Of the $55 million, $50 million is coming from the state and $5 million from the state fair board, Workman said. 

Once renovations are complete, the potential annual economic impact generated by the exposition center is expected to increase to $600 million a year from $400 million a year, according to fair board officials. 

"It will allow us to compete with anybody across the country," Workman said. "It will allow us to bring in some higher-end trade shows and conventions. They're looking for that Class A space, which is what we didn't have." 

Space will be more 'flexible' for heavy equipment 

The new facility also will enable shows that already come to Louisville but require more space for things such as machinery, heavy equipment or trucks to expand, according to Jim Wood, president and CEO of the Greater Louisville Convention & Visitors Bureau. 

"The space will be much more flexible to use for them," he said. 

Wood called the existing East Wing space "dated" and not up to the standards required by most meeting and convention planners. 

"It's difficult to sell it the way it is today ... to some of the newer planners who are out there," he said. "With the renovations, they're all going to love it." 

Louisville Metro Mayor Jerry Abramson lobbied for funding for the exposition center upgrades in front of the General Assembly. He called the renovation project "imperative" and key to the city keeping a "competitive edge" when it comes to attracting trade show business. 

"To be able to stay competitive, you have to have modern facilities," Abramson said. "That wing needs to be refurbished. We've got to make that A space." 

Hotel final part of master plan 

As a result of the planned reconstruction, several upcoming shows and Kentucky State Fair activities will be reorganized and moved to new exhibit space in the exposition center's South Wing. 

"It will be a little bit of a squeeze play," Workman said. But he added that the reshuffling will provide an opportunity to show off the new South Wing space to visitors and exhibitors. 

When work is completed on the East Wing and East Hall, fair board officials will turn their attention to the final piece of their master plan -- the construction of a 500-plus room convention hotel at Gate 1. 

Workman said that he expects work to begin on that project in January 2008 and be completed in spring 2009. 

