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Getting on course: 2008 Ryder Cup will bring 'enormous international' fervor; planning already in full swing
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It might be more than two years away, but preparations have begun in earnest for the 37th Ryder Cup, which will be held in 2008 at Valhalla Golf Club in eastern Jefferson County. 

And there's good reason for planning to be in full swing. 

The Ryder Cup, which pairs 12 of the top American golfers against 12 of their European counterparts, is expected to be the highest-attended sporting event ever held in Kentucky. It will be played Sept. 19 to 21, 2008. 

This year's Ryder Cup is Sept. 22 to 24 at The K Club in County Kildare, Ireland. The event is held every two years and alternates between sites in the United States and Europe. 

Big-time sporting events, of course, are nothing new to Louisville. After all, the city is home to the Kentucky Derby and will host the Breeders' Cup World Thoroughbred Championships for a record sixth time in November. 

Valhalla, too, is no stranger to the spotlight. The golf course, designed by legendary golfer Jack Nicklaus, hosted the 1996 and 2000 PGA Championships and the 2004 Senior PGA Championship. 

Economic impact could reach $115 million 

But the Ryder Cup, because of its worldwide interest and appeal, is a much different type of event, according to the Professional Golfers' Association of America's Tara Guenthner, tournament director for the 2008 competition. 

"Ryder Cup is so international that we get calls (for tickets and corporate tents) from all over the world," she said. "It's just an enormous international event." 

Exactly how enormous is enormous? 

The Ryder Cup could draw more than 210,000 spectators to Valhalla during its five days of practice rounds and competition, according to organizers. The 2000 PGA Championship, won in dramatic fashion by Tiger Woods, was a sellout with 33,000 weeklong passes sold. 

The PGA, which is based in Palm Beach Gardens, Fla., and owns Valhalla Golf Club, estimates that the Ryder Cup event will have a $115 million economic impact on Greater Louisville. 

By comparison, the 2000 PGA Champion​ship had an estimated economic impact of $40 million. The Kentucky Derby weekend has a $217.8 million impact on the region, according to a 2001 study. 

NBC and its affiliated stations are planning more than 25 hours of live coverage, which will reach 545 million viewers in 177 countries. 

Media credentials will be issued to more than 1,500 reporters and commentators from around the world. 

City, state panels prepare for event 

For those reasons, state and local government, economic development and tourism officials see the upcoming tournament as the city's time to shine, and they're looking for opportunities to capitalize on all of the attention. 

Louisville Metro Mayor Jerry Abramson has formed a 16-member Louisville Ryder Cup Task Force to coordinate the city's efforts to prepare for and host the golf matches. 

The task force is led by Stan Curtis, founder of the hunger prevention groups Kentucky Harvest and USA Harvest and senior vice president of the brokerage firm J.J.B. Hilliard, W.L. Lyons Inc. 

Kentucky Gov. Ernie Fletcher also has formed a panel, the 16-member 2008 Ryder Cup Advisory Committee, which has a charge similar to the Louisville task force. 

The chairman of the committee is Gene Strong, secretary of the Kentucky Cabinet for Economic Development. 

Curtis is vice chairman of the state committee. 

Abramson said the Louisville task force has several duties, such as coordinating transportation for spectators, creating sponsorship opportunities for companies, and assembling volunteers to help Valhalla host the golf tournament. 

The group will create community events -- possibly including parties to watch the golf matches at remote sites, such as Fourth Street Live -- tied to the Ryder Cup in the hopes of engaging people from across the region who might not have the opportunity to see the event in person. 

Another opportunity for the limelight 

The mayor said that the overall goal is to create a "wow" among visitors to the city by promoting Louisville attractions and amenities and galvanizing local residents around the event itself. 

"We'll be looking at all types of crossover opportunities that we'll have with all the international visitors and media so that we can showcase everything else that's happening in Louisville," Abramson said. "If we do this right, it creates a real opportunity for us to once again be in the world limelight. You want a buzz to occur among decision makers that there's something very exciting going on in Louisville, Ky." 

Strong said the state committee has a similar role and is working "in lock step" with the city task force to examine such topics as marketing, security, hospitality and the creation of ancillary events associated with the Ryder Cup. 

One such event will be a gala dinner scheduled for this fall at the Capitol Rotunda in Frankfort, where the captain of the U.S. team will be introduced. 

The golf tournament will give city and state officials the chance to entertain corporate leaders from companies considering expansion or relocation to Kentucky while highlighting what Louisville and surrounding communities have to offer, Strong explained. 

"What we really want to be sure is that we take maximum advantage of the opportunity to market Kentucky as a place to visit, a place to do business and as a place to live," he said. 

Curtis said the efforts of the city task force and state committee are in the beginning stages. He envisions local business leaders taking a leading role in planning for the event, providing volunteers and buying tickets and corporate tents. 

He expects the corporate community, in turn, to benefit from the international exposure that the golf tournament will bring. 

"We're getting a lot of wonderful, enthusiastic and energetic determination to really make this great," Curtis said. "Most of the business community recognizes the economic opportunities." 

Detroit saw rise in hotel occupancy 

Those opportunities were significant when the Ryder Cup last was staged in the United States, which was two years ago at Oakland Hills Country Club outside of Detroit. 

The Detroit Metro Convention and Visitors Bureau estimated that the event had a total economic impact of $114 million, with $77 million in direct visitor spending pumped into local businesses. 

Those figures did not include hotel or airfare expenditures. 

The Detroit convention bureau reported that hotel occupancy in the metropolitan area stood at 76.8 percent during Ryder Cup week, an increase of 28.4 percent from the same week the previous year. Total hotel guest room revenue for Metro Detroit doubled from the same week a year earlier, totaling $21 million. 

"These things have a tendency to bring visitors in for a long period of time, so that's good," said Michael O'Callaghan, executive vice president and chief operating officer for the Detroit convention bureau. "Hotels experience four- and five-night stays. They made some money, so they're happy." 

Detroit also hosted Super Bowl XL in February, which drew thousands of visitors to the city. 

But unlike the Ryder Cup, the Super Bowl primarily is a "one-day hit" while the golf matches create a weeklong opportunity to showcase a city's amenities and attractions to the world, O'Callaghan said. "It's such a regal event that it's just uplifting." 

Businesses snap up corporate chalets 

The economic figures realized in Detroit demonstrate "why the tournament is so important to Louisville," Abramson said. 

The PGA's Guenthner, who operates a three-person sales and event coordination office at Valhalla, said the golf organization is working with the city and state task forces to help maximize the economic impact and to promote Louisville and Kentucky as sites for corporate events, meetings and vacations. 

The PGA is providing the city and state with advertising opportunities in its Ryder Cup spectator guide and is considering including city and state logos on its volunteer jackets, Guenthner said. 

Working with the local business community also is a goal for the PGA. 

The Ryder Cup is a "clean" event, Guenthner said, meaning there are no opportunities for on-course sponsorships. 

But the golf organization has nearly sold out the corporate tents, which are called chalets, and tables for the competition. 

The chalets will be located on the 17th hole and the tables in the PGA's climate-controlled Champions Club facility on the seventh hole. 

Hospitality chalets start at $235,000 for a 50-person tent from Wednesday through Sunday. Wednesday and Thursday are practice rounds, and the competition will be held Friday through Sunday. 

A 100-person chalet costs $387,000. For a 150-person chalet, the price is $500,000. 

Tables, which seat up to 10 people, are available for $55,000. 

Guenthner said the PGA is "delighted" at where sales stand. There were 52 chalets of various sizes available. Only six remain. 

She said the PGA does not release the identity of the chalet buyers. 

Tickets to be distributed by random draw 

Tickets for the 2008 Ryder Cup are not yet available and will be distributed via random draw. 

The number of tickets to be sold has not been determined, nor has the cost, Guenthner said. In past years, ticket prices have ranged between $300 and $450 for a weekly pass that included practice rounds and tournament play. 

The PGA is exploring the idea of making more daily tickets available in Louisville than in previous venues to give more local residents the opportunity to see the competition without having to pay such a high price, according to Guenthner. 

An exact timeline has not been set to apply for tickets, she said. 

It is likely that applications will be available in early 2007, with the draw occurring sometime in September of next year, she said. She expects demand to be strong and ticket availability to be limited. 

