
Kingston is a tourism-dependent community. Tourism is an important part of the local economy, and a 
significant employer.  

Tourism has different sectors, all of which support the community. In Kingston, these are leisure tourism, 
business events, sport & wellness, travel trade, and film production. Each sector brings visitors to the city, for  
a day, overnight, or for multiple nights.  

Each year for the last three years, from 2019 to 2021, between 64 and 65% of visitors to Kingston were day 
visitors. However, overnight visitors contribute more to the local community they visit, utilizing hotel rooms, 
restaurants, and visiting more local sights and attractions. 

Business travellers contribute more than seven times than leisure travellers to the economy. According to a 
Destination Canada report, the average business traveller spends $1,675 locally. Conference attendees stay 
longer than leisure travellers; they also attend 
conferences mid-week, while leisure visitors 
are concentrated on the weekends.  

Meetings, conferences, and exhibitions are 
an important component of the tourism 
economy. In Kingston, leisure tourism is 
highly concentrated in the summer months, 
but business tourism events happen year-
round.  A steady supply of business events 
to a community throughout the year helps 
to stabilize the local economy, particularly 
for businesses like accommodations, 
restaurants, and small businesses. 

The importance of tourism for Kingston

A CASE FOR SUPPORT 

A DOWNTOWN CONFERENCE 
CENTRE FOR KINGSTON  

Kingston is a highly sought-after location for national business events. Demand 
for conference space in Kingston now exceeds the supply. 
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Supporting local businesses 

In 2020, the Conference Board of Canada identified Kingston as one of the top five communities in Canada to 
be negatively affected by COVID. Almost 10 per cent of Kingston’s workforce – 15,000 people – are part of the 
accommodation and food service sectors, which are highly dependent on inbound visitors. 

This is particularly crucial as the sector tries to bounce back from the effects of the pandemic, which greatly 
curtailed leisure travel.  Small businesses like restaurants can’t get back to full-time operation and offer stable 
employment if they rely solely on summer leisure visitors. Quality of life downtown for residents is affected if 
Kingston is solely a summer destination. 

//  2019’s 4.63 million visitors represented 695,731 room nights in Kingston, and a 
$533 million impact for the city.  

//  2020 saw a drop to 2.3 million visitors, representing 395,377 room nights, and a 
$265 million impact. 

//  2021 saw a rebound from the previous year, rising to 2.8 million visitors, representing 
480,946 room nights and a $331 million economic impact for Kingston. 

But local businesses are still struggling; increasing the opportunity for business events and conferences 
in Kingston can help them.  Recovery from the pandemic’s devastating effect on tourism requires a 
comprehensive approach that drives visitation across the seasons, maximizing every opportunity to attract 
visitors and extend trips.  

  “While the pandemic severely affected our businesses and the recovery will be a long slow process, the 
challenges that the shoulder seasons present have always existed. Tourism is strong during the summer 
months; Wintertime is a major challenge.   

  Often all the gains made during the high season are lost through the winter months. The additional in-
bound visitors that a downtown conference centre would attract could make a significant impact on the 
long-term viability of many local businesses.” 

           ~ Tim Pater, local restaurateur

The appetite to return to in-person business events is increasing: Tourism Kingston receives a steady stream 
of inquiries about the possibility of conferences, staff retreats, and other group gatherings. 

Recognizing the importance of business travel to the city, Tourism Kingston has a Business Events Specialist 
who actively works on bringing meetings and conferences to Kingston, promoting the city for provincial 
and national events, and working with conference planners to find space, activities, and services to meet 
their requirements. 



How do businesses or organizations choose a site for their conference? 

Provincial and national meetings and conferences are planned from a year to up to three years in advance, 
with communities submitting bids to host events. Planners look for the most suitable location for their event, 
one with sufficient meeting space, accommodations, access to transportation, and amenities like cultural or 
outdoor activities that would provide added value to their delegates. Delegate attendance is heavily reliant on 
the appeal of the destination and the availability of unique experiences.

This long-term planning of meetings and conferences, with guaranteed bookings of groups of visitors, enables 
tourism-related businesses and services to plan ahead, and attract and retain staff with guaranteed steady 
employment and growth opportunities. 

A central location for meetings is also desirable to enable ease of travel for delegates from different cities. 
Kingston is often looked to as a host due to its central location between major city centres like Toronto, 
Ottawa, and Montreal. And Kingston’s walkable downtown, with many amenities like the waterfront, local 
museums and restaurants, is very appealing to Canadian conference planners.

A downtown conference centre would not only support out-of-town events: It can be utilized to expand on 
successful local events, such as Science Rendezvous and the Kingston Chamber of Commerce Business 
Excellence Awards gala.

What stops businesses from booking their meetings in Kingston now? 

With a limited supply of meeting space for groups, Kingston has had to turn away business, with planners going 
on to book their major events in other cities. Currently, coordination of conferences, through Tourism Kingston, 
often involves splitting up both hotel and meeting space among local hotels to accommodate the need. Even 
with this collaboration across multiple venues, Kingston must often turn away business.  

Since 2018, due to lack of meeting space, Kingston has lost at least 16 major Canadian events. These 
represent 6,960 business visitors, 17,585 room nights, and the loss of more than $11 million in direct 
economic impact to Kingston. 

Kingston’s location between major cities, its walkable downtown, 
and many amenities are attractive for conference planners.
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These numbers represent only direct requests from event planners to Tourism Kingston for bids: it does not 
include loss of potential business from planners who a) either contact hotels directly to ascertain space for 
conferences or b) already know that Kingston currently cannot accommodate their meeting requirements 
and so do not request bids from Kingston. This includes planners of large meetings that Tourism Kingston 
staff meet at events such as the Canadian Meeting and Events Expo.

Kingston’s priorities 

Kingston’s business growth priorities are not incompatible with its social priorities. Healthy businesses provide 
steady employment for the local workforce and pay municipal taxes that contribute to infrastructure upgrades 
and social programs. 

The building of a conference centre is a key component of the Integrated Destination Strategy, a multi-year 
strategic plan developed created by Tourism Kingston, the City of Kingston, and Kingston Accommodation 
Partners.  The IDS outlines a series of destination development activities to further establish Kingston as a 
vibrant and dynamic community for residents, tourists, and investors. The IDS prioritizes pedestrian-friendly 
zones; animation of the downtown core; shoulder- and winter-season product development; four-season 
promotion; and waterfront access.  

A fi t with other community priorities 

This project would not detract from community spending priorities. Municipal support for the conference 
centre will take the form of donation of an unused plot of land, rather than direct funding through municipal 
tax dollars.  The proposed site is currently undeveloped and so does not generate any business tax revenue 
for the city. Once developed, a multi-use conference centre (with on-site hotel, retail space, and parking) will 
generate new tax revenue for the municipality, which will then be allocated according to municipal priorities as 
determined by City Council and staff. 

The ability to bring people together is also important from a community-building perspective, and not just an 
economic one.  World-class cities, large or small, offer a place where people can gather to discuss issues, 
learn from each other, work out problems, build on their successes, and create institutional change. Kingston 
offers all the other elements required to play a part in the national and international meetings arena, except for 
the most important component – a place to meet. 

Funding

Funding for the conference centre will come from a number of sources. Provincial and federal governments 
for capital projects like this are completely separate from those funds reserved for projects like affordable 
housing. Tapping into one government fund does not decrease the potential for Kingston to tap into the other. 

A 2021 research paper commissioned by KAP showed that there is capacity in Kingston for another 100 rooms 
to add to the current supply across the city of 2,576 rooms (representing both hotels and motels across the 
city.) Only eight of the 37 accommodations have meeting space. When considering a conference or meeting, 
planners want their delegates to stay at or close to their meeting place. Adding a 100-room hotel (36,500 room 
nights available/year) to the city’s inventory will support existing summer season demand while also drawing 
new business with the new conference centre.



Benefits of a downtown location 

Kingston is known for the walkability of its downtown and proximity of restaurants, venues, museums, and attractions 
pre- and post-meeting. This is particularly attractive for delegates who do not travel to Kingston by car. 

We have seen the significant boost in pedestrian traffic downtown during nights when the Leon’s Centre  
holds events. This supports both local businesses and enlivens the downtown. 

An economic impact study of the effect of the K-Rock Centre (now the Leon’s Centre) in 2009 and 2010 commissioned 
by Downtown Kingston showed that the centre generated $7 to 8 million a year in either repatriated or attracted 
revenue for the community in each of its first two full years of operation.  Repatriated expenditures were those made by 
local residents who had formerly spent these dollars in other communities (at live shows, hockey games, etc.) Attracted 
expenditures were those made by visitors who came to Kingston to see entertainment or sport events at the centre.  

This study also found that the centre’s operations in those years created or sustained up to 424 jobs in 2009 and 486 
jobs in 2010, at the centre itself and at local businesses. 

In terms of recent events at the Leon’s Centre, the 2020 Tim Hortons Brier saw 8,900 visitors to Kingston and 
$4.1 million spent by those visitors in the community.  Per party, this broke down into an average of $631 in 
accommodations; $314 at restaurants; $49 in recreation/entertainment; $40 in food/groceries; $53 in retail; $19 in 
transportation; and $38 in vehicle costs.

Event organizers spent a further $2.2 million on various goods and services to put on the Brier.  All these expenditures 
supported 42 jobs and $2.3 million in local wages and salaries and contributed $186,084 to municipal taxes.The total 
net economic activity generated by the Brier over eight days was $3.3 million for the city of Kingston. 

Rogers Trainor records show that main-level commercial rentable floor area in the downtown core (Princess to Division, 
Market Square, and Brock Common) is currently the lowest it has been since 2011. There is only about 10,000 SF in 
total available for lease at the moment. The downtown has seen a steady net absorption rate over the last five years.

Conferences will increase pedestrian traffic in the downtown throughout the year, further supporting businesses and 
attractions, and stimulating the night economy, through new programming and activities for visitors and residents, and 
extended hours for local businesses.

Attracting business events to Kingston year-round helps local businesses like restaurants. 
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To whom it may concern, 
 
I have had the pleasure of operating restaurants in downtown Kingston for 22 years, and during that time I 
have seen the area transform in so many ways.  In Summer and the immediate “shoulder” periods, streets 
almost overflow with people, restaurants thrive, and retail businesses are hopping.  It really has been a 
remarkable shift from the days when it felt like downtown streets could be rolled up and put away at five 
o’clock in the afternoon. 
 
That said, we have a long way to go in the drive to extend that degree of activity to the rest of the year.  
During extended periods in late Fall and early Spring, and through Winter, downtown streets tend to be quiet 
and bereft of pedestrian activity.  When there are major events at venues like the Leon’s Centre, activity picks 
up, but it is situational and short-lived.  This certainly makes things challenging for downtown businesses, and 
for restaurants and bars especially. 
 
I believe quite strongly that building a conference centre downtown will be a transformational development 
that helps Kingston grow into its full potential, that creates a buzz of activity throughout the year, and that 
allows us to go out to the rest of the country and the world with an attractive, compelling, and comprehensive 
pitch to bring large gatherings of all kinds - meetings, conferences, shows, and events – to the Limestone City. 
 
At Black Dog Hospitality we know firsthand the impact business travelers can have on what we do, and we 
know too well how challenging things can be without them.  Having a facility downtown that will allow us to 
expand the number and size of conferences and events that we host in Kingston, and to bring them to the city 
during what are now slower times of the year, will make all the difference to our growth potential, our ability 
to develop and retain staff, and our ability to continue investing in the community.  In short, we believe it will 
be a true game-changer for downtown restaurants and other hospitality businesses. 
 
I encourage you to throw your support behind this all-important city-building initiative. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Tim Pater 
President 
Black Dog Hospitality 
69 Brock Street 
Kingston, ON 
K7L 1R8 
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