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‘Significant economic i

With more than $20 million in revenue and a $2 million surplus, Western Fair has become an economic and tourism force.
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BY ROSS MCDERMOTT
Special to The Free Press

If you push a ball down a hill it
will gain speed as it rolls.
It may continue to roll after it finds

directors got the ball rolling on the
largest expansion in its 138-year his-
tory, there was no question some
revitalization of the facilities was
needed.

Now, after numerous projects and
a price tag of about $64 million dol-
lars, that ball has come to rest.

“We’re taking a bit of a break for a
couple of reasons. The next project
will be the demolition of the old barn,
but that’s a significant cost too, so
we’ve got that on hold,” said Western
Fair’s general manager, Gary
McRae.

The fair’s expansion days are over
for now, and the focus will turn
inward toward day-to-day operations
and maximizing the use of the
expanded facilities.

“It’s one thing to build them, but
once you got them up and going
you’ve got to concentrate on operat-
ing them efficiently and attracting as
many people and events as you can,”
McRae said.

That is certainly important now
that the fair has to pay its capital
debt of $30 million.

In its latest fiscal year, the fair
made more than $22 million in gross
revenue and posted a $2.3 million
surplus.

That’s a big jump in revenue over
five years. In 2000 the fair earned
$12.3 million but managed a larger

urplus of $2.9 million.

The fair is not allowed to actually
earn a profit, and those funds were
committed to reducing the debt.
Western Fair is considered an agri-
cultural society and a provincial
mandate gives it non-profit status
and related tax exemptions.

A breakdown of gross revenues
showed the slots were the biggest
generator in 2004 at $9.6 million, fol-
lowed by horse racing at $5.2 million,
building rentals, banquets and shows
bring in $3.3 million. The annual fair
generated $3.2 million and IMAX
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When the fair’s volunteer board of

brought up the rear at approximately
$800,000.

Though McRae anticipates an
increase in revenues for the coming
fiscal year, any increase will be offset
by the rising interest payments, he
adds.

$1.4 million.

“We’ve generated significant rev-
enues over the past couple of years
but we’ve also, we hope wisely, rein-
vested the revenues into the expan-
sion and upgrade of the facilities,”
McRae said.

The expansion began with a new
race paddock, where horses are sta-
bled before a race, worth $3.5 million
and that was followed by the four-
rink Western Fair Sports Centre, a
venture for which the fair partnered
with the city at a cost of $17 million.

The Western Fair took on the con-
struction and subsequent operation
of the sports centre while the city
provided the funding.

Next on the expansion list came
the $3.5 million acquisition of the
King and Ontario Streets property
for additional parking.

This acquisition was followed by a
number of items: the grandstand and
Paddock Lounge renovations for $3.5
million and $1 million respectively;
the expansion of the slot lounge, from
300 to 750 one-armed bandits, $17 mil-
lion; the connecting bridge between
the grandstand and the sports centre,
$1.5 million; and the acquisition of
the McCormick/Clubhouse property,
$3.2 million.

Construction of the $14 million
Agriplex to replace the Ontario
Arena and Agricultural Pavilion, the
final piece of the expansion puzzle, is
perhaps one of the most highly antic-
ipated stories for both the Western
Fair and the City of London.

Opened last September, McRae
said the Agriplex should be success-
ful at drawing additional tourist dol-
lars to London.

“We're seeing already that facility
drawing national and international
events,” he said, noting the North
American Belgian Horse Show and
the North American Beef Congress
as examples.

John Winston, general manager of

Tourism London, specifically points
to the Agriplex when talking fair
expansion and tourist draws.

The Agriplex will enhance the
meeting and convention business in
the city and the tradeshow compo-
nent.

icant tourist draw” for London, he
continued, particularly after factor-
ing in the sports centre’s ability to
accommodate hockey tournaments.

“At one point Western Fair was
very one-dimensional. It had an
annual fair and it had some trade
show space. Now, it provides a multi-
entertainment component that is
very significant for London,”
Winston said.

McRae said approximately 3.5 mil-
lion people attend Western Fair
annually. The expanded slot lounge
is one draw that garners both out-of-
town and local dollars.

That’s good news for the City of
London, the Ontario Lottery Gaming
Corporation and the Western Fair. In
addition to an annual “rent” paid to
the city, five per cent of the revenues
from the first 450 slot machines is
routed to city coffers via the OLGC,
with two per cent from the remain-
ing 300.

McRae said last year’s rent pay-
ment to the city, which is arrived at
using a complex formula based on
revenues, worked out to more than
$200,000.

City controller Bud Polhill, who
was appointed by council to sit on the
executive of the Western Fair board,
said there are those on council who
feel the deal between the city and the
fair needs to be renegotiated.

“But the fact is there is a debt load
with Western Fair and I'm not sure
how much room there is to move on
that deal,” he said.

Polhill noted the tourist draw the
fair has become, and said people
have to see beyond the balance
sheets to really appreciate the value
of its facilities.

“The Western Fair brings a lot of
business to the city that really
doesn’t show up on balance sheets.
Every time there is an event at
Western Fair it draws people from
outside the city,” he said.

In regards to the fair board, Polhill
believes they are prepared to re-eval-
uate the deal with the city.

“If there is justification for a
change, I don’t see it as being a major
barrier. The people on the board are
willing to pay their share.”

The sports centre, which McRae
called a “separate entity” due to the
partnership with the city, has been
another big part of the fair’s expan-
sion.

Prior to the construction and the
subsequent opening of the centre’s
four ice pads, there wasn’t enough
ice in the city to accommodate all the
minor hockey and skating programs,
“and a lot of the existing city facili-
ties were in need of a major over-
haul,” he said.

For 23 weekends of the 26 weeks
between October and March, hockey
tournaments take to the centre’s ice.

“And those people stay in the
hotels and eat at the restaurants. It
has a significant economic impact on
the city of London,” McRae said.

The fair’s ability to generate rev-
enues and reinvest in its various
facilities could be the one saving
grace for the venue’s IMAX theatre.

McRae said the IMAX loses
approximately $250,000 every year,
but fortunately the fair can subsidize
its operation from other revenue
sources.

“It’s a tremendous educational and
entertainment tool,” he said.

More than 60,000 children —
school groups — use the facility
every year, viewing the films that
match their curriculum.

While McRae said IMAX films
attract loyal customers, the fair pays
significant royalties for those films
to the IMAX Corporation.

“Under that structure I don’t think
it will ever make money. So we will
continue to subsidize it, I suppose,
until our board of directors decides
otherwise,” he said.

Polhill said London doesn’t have
the interest to support an IMAX.

“I don’t think it would matter
where (in London) it was located. 1
think it would still be a problem.”
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THEATRE: The Agriplex bmldlng also features an
auditorium.

RACING VIEW: A dining area overlooks the race track
at Western Fair Raceway.

BROADCAST: Western Fair Raceway offers simulcast
televison broadcasts of races from other tracks, and it
sends out broadcasts of its own races.

TOURISM: The four ice pads at the Western Fair
Sports Centre are a significant tourism draw.

AGRICULTURAL SHOW:

People enter the new

Agriplex building for the recent Can-Am Equine Show

at the Western Fair.

MONEY MAKER: Horse racing at Western Fair generates

more than $5 million in revenue.

but once you got them up and going you’ve got to concentrate on operating them efficiently and attracting as many people and events as you can.
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Western Fair’s general
manager Gary McRae.



