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May 19, 2024 
 

Salt Lake City, Utah 84103 

Subject:  Abravanel Hall Preservation Imperative 

TO: 
Salt Lake County Mayor Jenny Wilson 
Salt Lake County Council Members 
Salt Lake City Mayor Erin Mendenhall 
Salt Lake City Council Members 
Salt Lake City Planning Commission 
Utah Symphony and Opera 
Utah Performing Artists Assembled to  

Protect Abravanel Hall 

It was my great privilege, nearly a half-century ago, to work as a subcontractor on the 
construction of Abravanel Hall, then called Symphony Hall.  I worked alone, so I had many 
months to reflect on the meaning of ‘Community’ and the place of great musical 
expectations as they are brought into momentary existence in the rare spaces we recognize 
as concert venues.  I built the catwalks, a lowly sounding part of the ceiling system that, in 
turn, connected that roof structure with the almost magical, sound-reflecting acoustical 
ceiling. 

This solitude afforded countless opportunities for reflections:  Reflection on the intellectual 
and aesthetic values of the community of which I had become a part.  Reflection on my own 
intellectual and aesthetic ‘handcart’ that I dragged across plains and mountains to the Salt 
Lake Valley.   

I was honored to work for nearly a decade for Abravanel Hall’s Chief Architect, Ray 
Kingston, with Abravanel Hall as my personal touchstone for the almost countless FFKR 
Architects buildings for which I performed architectural technology-management services. 

Given the pace of fleeting decades, it is likely that I’m one of the last surviving members of 
the legions of construction workers on Abravanel Hall, and surely among the few who 
worked alone.   

I play no instrument.  I read little music. I know almost nothing of musical history, other 
than what my ears tell me is at the pinnacle of greatness.  The Symphony.  The Opera.  The 
Soloists who perform the magic that survives among the noise we call ‘culture’ of the day.   

We hold up against that noise the purity of the great concert hall, and the many thousands 
of miles that separate one hall of its quality from another.  
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Now, however, I know when I’m being ‘played.’  Played, especially, by corporations, 
agencies, legislatures and political movements that pass themselves off as vehicles 
promoting ‘economic development.’  Like the threatened tragedy described in today’s New 
York Times in the watershed of the Great Salt Lake, there is an epidemic of degradation 
“fatigue” setting in, manifesting as city planning and development fatigue alongside water 
supply and ecological deterioration fatigue.   

At my age, this fatigue shows in aged faces and feeble hands, as well as feeble minds, 
displayed in unfortunate statements:  “It won’t be as bad as you think.”  Or, “Just be 
patient; things aren’t all that destructive.”  Or, “He wouldn’t really do that; he’s only 
saying it to get elected, and to benefit us all.” 

There can be only one response, in order to move from darkness into light:  Fight!  Fight 
this misinformation!  Fight this societal fatigue!  Fight a transitory culture that would steal 
the best of the venerable places that are left!  Fight the giant corporations, like those of the 
quasi-governmental Inland Ports, and here, the greedy, indifferent, self-righteous Smith 
Development Group that wants to steal the heart of this City and this Community! 

Please, please, fight to preserve the existing Abravanel Hall, for every concert ever played in 
this Hall’s hallowed interior, whether heard through those dark industrial cacophanies 
where it was assembled or through the brilliant lights and dazzling sounds of its marvelous 
music, and for every future concert to be played long after I and my fellow builders are gone. 

Sincerely, 
Ivan Weber 
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ECONOMIC IMPACT OF THE 
SALT PALACE CONVENTION CENTER 

Overview: 

The Sports, Entertainment, Culture and Convention District is a once-in-a-generation 
opportunity for Salt Lake. We believe this will be one of the most unique and 
successful districts in the entire country, benefiting both locals and visitors. Utah’s 
economy is hot, and this project will only accelerate our trajectory.   

The Calvin L. Rampton Salt Palace Convention Center (SPCC) stands as a 
cornerstone of our city’s economic vitality, serving as a catalyst for growth and 
prosperity. Visit Salt Lake (VSL) and the Salt Palace Convention Center’s mission is 
to improve the area economy by attracting and providing support to conventions, 
sports events, leisure travelers, and visitors to Salt Lake County. Tourism is the front 
door to economic development.  

• Throughout its history, the walls of the Salt Palace Convention Center have
welcomed the world through conventions, meetings, sporting and cultural
events. It served as an official Olympic media venue, hosted thousands of
domestic and international journalists, tens of thousands of youth volleyball
players with USA Volleyball and popular local events such as Qualtrics and
FanX.

• Most importantly, SPCC visitors have injected more than $600 million of out-
of-state, additive dollars into the Salt Lake economy per year.

Economic Impact of Conventions and Visitation: 

In Salt Lake County alone the visitor economy: 
• Helps support over 44,000 tourism related jobs with many of those frontline

hospitality employees – waiters, bartenders and hotel staff that rely on
convention business for their paycheck.

• Generates over $5 Billion annually in direct visitor spending and more than
$10.6 million just in hotel sales tax revenue to Salt Lake City

• On average, each convention delegate spends $950 while in our community
• SPCC visitors help to support our hotels, bars, restaurants, venues, small

businesses and cultural attractions.
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Conventions and Sports Events Are Big Business: 

• During certain times of the year, out-of-state visitors account for 20-40% of all
retail sales at City Creek. - Linda Wardell, General Manager, City Creek
Center

• We believe 15% of our private dining groups are associated with a convention
over the last year and a half since we’ve opened. We believe that the revenue
associated with that is around $300,000. - Brooks Kirchheimer, Co-Founder,
Urban Hill

Future Proofing – Build Back Better 

• Visit Salt Lake and the Salt Palace convention center are a symbiotic team
that is booking revenue, several years into the future. Think of this as a 401(k).
What business model is there that can bank revenue 5-8 years in advance?

• Our facility is world-class, and we see this as an opportunity to build back
better and elevate it to attract more business.

• The Salt Palace Ballroom is operating well over practical maximum
occupancy in 8 out of 12 months and within ideal occupancy levels 3 of
the remaining 4 months. An additional ballroom will allow us to attract 95% of
certain groups we currently don’t and book two separate groups at one time or
one large group. While not limited to these changes, this will generate
hundreds of millions in our community and additional tax revenue.

Convention Center, Economic Development and the Point: 

1. Create economic impact by booking event activity that promotes spending by
attendees.  Attendees are most often from outside of Utah’s economic
model.  These dollars are spent most often on hotel rooms, restaurant tabs,
and retail purchases.  Because these dollars are of an exogenous nature, they
can provide exponential improvements in tax revenues as opposed to
incremental.

2. Grow the hospitality infrastructure inside the community where the Center
resides. Convention Centers play the role of leading the hospitality
infrastructure in terms of capacity and capability.  This situation spurs private
hospitality development in the way of more hotels, restaurants, and retail
developments. This in turn creates more jobs, increases tax revenues, and
increases healthy competition between privately owned hospitality assets.
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Convention Center, as an asset and the Point: 

o Create a space that brings people together: to talk, to discuss, to debate, to
learn, to create understanding and possibly grow empathy.

Historical Operations – SPCC Utilization 
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Key points of Data: 

Occupancy stats: 
• Between 50% and 70% suggests your venue:

o is well sized for the industry,
o is well sized for the local hotel and restaurant development conditions.
o is marketed successfully.
o is operated successfully.
o is structurally well supported by venue design.

• Below 50% suggests that one or more of the attributes above are not well
aligned. In this case, where all of the other spaces are performing
exceptionally, most of the above attributes are not relevant except: In the case
of exhibit hall 5, there are shortcomings in the venue’s design and destination
maturity that contribute:

o Exhibit hall 5 is not supported by onsite ballroom and meeting space.
o Exhibit hall 5 is not supported by proximate full-service hotel

development.
• Above 70% suggests:

o The venue and destination are turning away significant business
opportunities. In this case, most of the room night generating events,
i.e. conventions, tradeshows, corporate meetings require a ballroom to
host their event.  The Salt Palace Ballroom is operating well over 
practical maximum occupancy in 8 out of 12 months and within 
ideal occupancy levels 3 of the remaining 4 months. The only 
month we are below 50% is December, a traditionally slow 
convention time. This data suggests that there is a significant 
unrealized opportunity for more event activity inside the Salt 
Palace, if we can add a second Ballroom. Further, when our ballroom
is consumed, irrespective of available exhibit hall space, events go to 
other destinations. This is further supported by:
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All the above data being considered, suggests that “Date Availability” is 
synonymous with Ballroom availability. 

Further supporting information: 

Comparison of Key Ballroom Space Offerings at Selected Comparable Facilities 

Key points: 
• Relative to our competitive set of comparable facilities, the Salt Palace is

deficient in ballroom space:
o AVG Ballroom Space = 92,873 sf, Median Ballroom space = 93,600 sf
o Salt Palace ballroom: 45,000 sf

Wishlist Moving Forward 

VSL and SPCC are very supportive of the Sports, Entertainment, Culture and 
Convention District and the impact it will have for Salt Lake as a destination. If we 
had our wish list, it would be:   

o Continued collaboration and transparency
o A swift and clear timeline of development
o Project phasing to minimize potential business impacts
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