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ECONOMIC IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON HOT SPRINGS CONVENTION CENTER 

The tourism industry has been devastated by COVID-19. In an effort to slow the spread of 
COVID-19, federal, state, and local governments imposed travel restrictions beginning in March 
2020. In Arkansas, gatherings of ten or more people were prohibited. In-state and out-of-state travel 
was strongly discouraged, and the state instituted closings and limited access at its parks and 
museums. Occupancy was limited at commercial lodgings and short-term rentals. A 14-day 
quarantine requirement was enforced for travelers arriving from “hot spot” locations. As a result of 
these travel restrictions, tourism-dependent economies were among the most negatively impacted 
by the pandemic.

As the state’s number one tourism destination, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has led to 
unprecedented interruptions in Hot Springs’ 
tourism economy. The thousands of people who 
typically attend meetings at the Hot Springs 
Convention Center & Bank OZK Arena, and are 
a vital part of the Garland County tourism 
economy, were absent.

The Convention Center
hosted only

97 EVENTS,
DOWN 65%

SOME OF THE KEY IMPACTS TO THE LOCAL TOURISM ECONOMY INCLUDE:

The pandemic resulted in 125 group cancellations at the Hot Springs Convention Center & Bank OZK 
Arena, resulting in an adverse direct impact on the agency’s revenue of at least

$1.5 MILLION

Attendance at Convention 
Center events plummeted

80%,
while revenue was down

70%

Visit Hot Springs was forced to 
eliminate 

27 FULL-TIME & 
100 PART-TIME

POSITIONS

The city’s advertising and promotion tax collections decreased by more than  11%

The city’s restaurant tax receipts fell  9%

The city’s hotel tax receipts fell by more than  18%



Prior to the pandemic,
GARLAND COUNTY’S TRAVEL AND TOURISM INDUSTRY

achieved a record

in tourism revenue
$717.8 MILLION

generated

$60
MILLION

in tax revenue for state 
and local governments

provided over

7,130
JOBS

in wages

$124
MILLION

supported

By all accounts, it appeared 2020 would continue the record-setting trend. Economic indicators such 
as tax collections on food and lodging were up 18% in February 2020 over the previous year. 
However, the COVID-19 pandemic caused an immediate and drastic impact on the Hot Springs’ 
economy. The pandemic-related restrictions imposed in March resulted in an instantaneous loss that 
continued throughout the year.

The full financial impact of COVID-19 on 2020 will not be known until all direct, indirect, and 
induced effects on sales and spending can be calculated. Until then, this report reflects only a 
portion of the revenue lost to the Hot Springs Convention Center & Bank OZK Arena during the first 
ten months of the pandemic.
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HOT SPRINGS CONVENTION CENTER & BANK OZK ARENA: 2020 OVERVIEW

The travel and tourism industry was disproportionately affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and as a driving force of the Hot Springs’ tourism 
economy, the Hot Springs Convention Center & Bank OZK Arena 
suffered a tremendous setback in 2020. 

COVID-19 triggered an immediate and immense loss for the Convention 
Center, with a loss of over 63,000 visitors in March 2020 alone. 
Travel restrictions, capacity limits on gatherings and events, and a 
decline in consumer confidence in traveling led to cancelled events, lost 
revenue, and lost visitors to the Hot Springs Convention Center & Bank 
OZK Arena. The second quarter of 2020 amounted to over half of the 
Convention Center’s total revenue loss for the year, with 44% of the 
lost room nights and 31% of lost event attendance for the year 
occurring in the second quarter.

Compared to 2019,
2020 DATA FROM THE HOT SPRINGS CONVENTION CENTER

& BANK OZK ARENA SHOWS A:

decrease in
attendance

80%
decrease in

revenue

70%
decrease in
events held

65%
decrease in
event days

65%

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in $1,452,826 of lost revenue for the Hot Springs Convention 
Center & Bank OZK Arena, though a comparison to 2019 numbers creates an even more devastating 
picture. Total revenue for 2019 amounted to $2,727,773, and by all accounts, the Convention 
Center was on pace to surpass this total in 2020. Instead, total revenue declined by nearly $2 
million to $815,651.

Group
Cancellations

125
Direct Spending

Decline

$1.5M
Lost

Visitors

155K
Lost Room Nights

In Hotels

36,278
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At the
HOT SPRINGS CONVENTION CENTER & BANK OZK ARENA

This represented a decline of

65%
in both events & event days.

only

97 EVENTS
were held in 2020;

by comparison,

280 EVENTS
were held the previous year.

There were

194 EVENT DAYS
in 2020,

compared to

559 EVENT DAYS
in 2019.

Total attendance was the hardest hit among the economic indicators for the Convention Center. 
Attendance dropped 80% in 2020, from 449,918 attendees recorded in 2019 to only 
91,460 attendees in 2020. This difference of 358,458 was felt throughout the Hot Springs 
community, as travelers to the Convention Center support the transportation, lodging, restaurant, 
entertainment, and retail industries, among others.
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Compared to 2019, the Hot Springs Convention Center & Bank OZK Arena

LOST $2 MILLION
IN POTENTIAL REVENUE

2020 revenue for the Convention Center plummeted 70% from 2019 totals, resulting in a direct 
spending loss of $1,912,122. Total revenue in 2020 amounted to $815,651, while revenue in 
2019 amounted to $2,727,773. 

A review of event cancellations and lost revenue by month shows the immediate impact of the 
pandemic caused a $857,246 direct loss in revenue in the first and second quarters of 2020. 
These losses continued throughout the year, with nearly $600,000 in lost revenue reported in 
the second half of the  year. By the latter end of the year, the decline in cancellations and revenue was 
not as dramatic, suggesting that events that would have been scheduled earlier in the year were never 
put on the books. 
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2020 LOSS BY QUARTER
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LOST ATTENDANCE

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, attendance at the Convention Center plummeted 80%. In March 
2020 alone, the Convention Center reported over 63,000 lost attendees. Data from April and 
May also showed sharp declines in visitor traffic, with attendance numbers down a total of 
nearly 43,000 for those two months alone. Annual meetings typically held in September 2020 
resulted in a loss of nearly 25,000 attendees for the month.

The size and scope of events scheduled, that were later cancelled 
due to the pandemic, suggest the Convention Center’s pivotal role 
in the local tourism industry. Statewide events such as the 
Arkansas Activities Association’s State Basketball Finals, Varsity 
Spirit’s Cheer and Dance, the Delta Region Volleyball 
Championship, among many others, have a remarkable impact on 
the local tourism economy. These travelers to Hot Springs 
support a wide range of industries, including transportation, 
hotels, restaurant, and retail, among others. 

HOSPITALITY TAX COLLECTIONS

Cancelled events, coupled with closures and limited capacity at restaurants and hotels, caused 
devastating losses for Hot Springs’ tourism industry. 

In 2020, revenue from the Hot Springs Advertising and Promotion Commission’s hospitality tax 
totaled $6,181,700.08, an 11.24% decline from the previous year. In 2019, hospitality tax 
collections totaled a record high of $6,964,897.41. This decrease of more than $783,000 
was particularly harmful to the city and local tourism industry. Hospitality tax revenue is used for the 
purpose of promoting Hot Springs as a top tourism destination and is key to drawing large events and 
out-of-town travelers. 

April, May, June, and July 2020 hospitality tax collections were the most devastating. May 2020 
collections were 54.34% lower than collections in May 2019. April 2020 collections saw a 
45.5% decrease from the previous year, while June and July 2020 were down 19.9% and 
10.67%, respectively, from the previous year. 

These numbers are a stark contrast to the pattern established in the beginning of the year before the 
pandemic struck, when February 2020 hospitality tax collections were up 17.79% over 
February 2019 collections.
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MOTEL & HOTEL COLLECTIONS

Hot Springs’ lodging industry was particularly impacted by the shutdowns, faring worst among those 
that collect the hospitality tax. 

In 2020, motel and hotel hospitality tax collections totaled $1,324,506.53, down 18.4% year-over-
year. By comparison, hospitality tax collections totaled $1,623,228.15 in 2019. 

April and May 2020 were abysmal in terms of motel and hotel tax collections. May 2020 collections 
plummeted 87.93% to $20,431.16 from the $169,233.01 collected in May 2019. In April 2020, 
collections totaled $36,097.38, an 80.59% decrease from the previous April. June, July, and 
September 2020 also saw significant decreases from 2019 collections. After declining drastically in the 
first three quarters of the year, hotel collections slightly improved in the final months of the year. 

Revenue produced by the hotel industry, especially in a tourism destination like Hot Springs, is a sign 
of the tourism industry’s overall health. A decrease in hotel and motel revenue means fewer out-of-
town guests have traveled to the area, which ultimately impacts retail, restaurants, and other tourist 
attractions. 
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RESTAURANT COLLECTIONS

In 2020, Hot Springs’ tax receipts on restaurants fell 9.07% to $4,857,192.83. In 2019, the city’s 
hospitality tax on restaurants generated $5,341,669.26 in revenue for the city. 

April, May, and June 2020 receipts were shockingly low, with a 42.69% reduction in May 2020 
compared to May 2019 numbers. April 2020 saw a 32.49% decrease from the previous year, while 
June 2020 saw a decline of 18.92%. July, August, and September 2020 receipts were also notably 
lower than their 2019 counterparts. Though the restaurant industry saw slight improvement in 
October and November 2020, these numbers regressed by the end of the year. 

As with the lodging collections, these numbers are a sharp decline from the performance in the 
beginning of 2020, when February 2020 collections were up over 15% from the previous year.

COVID-19 has been devastating to the restaurant industry, its employees, vendors, and ancillary 
businesses. As states begin to lift restrictions and customers return to in-person dining, there is hope 
that the damage caused by the pandemic to the industry will not be permanent. 
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2021 COLLECTIONS

The tourism industry showed signs of slight improvement in the first quarter of 2021, suggesting the 
stagnated trend could continue through 2021. However, a remarkable April 2021 suggests the tourism 
industry is beginning to rebound. Hospitality tax collections are up 47.06% year-to-date due to a 
surge in tourism activity in March 2021.

Though January 2021 collections were up slightly over January 2020 collections, with a 2.63% 
increase year-over-year, February 2021 collections decreased 6% from the previous year.

Despite this slow start, the tourism industry appears to have turned a corner in March 2021. April 
2021 collections, which reflect March activity, totaled $755,187.75. This is the largest collection 
month in the history of the tax. This increase of $380,423.60 represents an astonishing 101.51% 
growth over the same period in 2020.

This increase in activity is even more remarkable when considering Oaklawn was operating at very low 
capacity, all conventions were cancelled for the month, St. Patrick’s Day festivities were cancelled, and 
the state basketball tournament was limited to 50% capacity. After a year of restricted travel, 
tourism-dependent economies expect an influx of visitors this summer fueled by pent-up desire to 
travel.
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MOTEL & HOTEL COLLECTIONS

Thus far in 2021, motel and hotel hospitality tax collections have increased 67.70%, due to record 
collections in April 2021.

January 2021 collections increased 29.54% to $88,270.40 from the $68,143.15 collected in 
January 2020. In February 2021, collections totaled $80,091.33, a 12.74% decrease from the 
previous February. March 2021 collections were down 16.81% from the previous March, with 
collections totaling $86,769.96.

April 2021 collections increased an impressive 420.71% over the previous April, which was the 
height of the pandemic-related travel restrictions. Motel and hotel collections for April 2021 
totaled $187,964.31, an increase of $101,194.35 over the previous month and an 
increase of $151,866.93 over the previous year.
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RESTAURANT COLLECTIONS

Hot Springs’ tax receipts on restaurants are up 42.55%, compared to the same period in 2020.

In January and February 2021, the city’s hospitality tax on restaurants generated $810,654.48 in 
revenue for the city. January 2021 saw a 1.76% decrease from the previous year, while February 
2021 saw a decline of 4.53%.

March 2021 collections were down slightly from the previous March, with collections totaling 
$344,877.42.

Restaurant collections in April 2021 totaled $567,223.44, representing 67.49% growth over 
the previous year.
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ARKANSAS LEISURE AND 
HOSPITALITY JOB STATISTICS

At the end of 2019, nearly 9% of Arkansas’s 
civilian labor force was employed in leisure and 
hospitality, according to U.S. Department of Labor 
reports. In pre-pandemic 2020, leisure and 
hospitality employment ranged from 
122,500 in January to 122,900 in February, 
before plummeting in April to 75,100, a low 
not seen in over a decade. Employment remained 
low through the summer before slightly 
rebounding the last quarter of the year. At the end 
of 2020, leisure and hospitality employment 
was down 9% year-over-year. 

*Number of jobs, in thousands, seasonally adjusted 
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The 2020 Arkansas state high school basketball championships were held at Bank of the OZK Arena at 
the Hot Springs Convention Center in March 2020, as the state’s first COVID-19 case was diagnosed. 
The Arkansas Activities Association, working with the Governor’s office, state Department of 
Education, and state Department of Health, planned to continue with the games as scheduled. Though 
the Class A and Class AA championship games were played as scheduled, the AAA ultimately canceled 
the remaining championship games in light of the pandemic. 
[ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 3/12/20, 3/28/20; TIMES RECORD, 3/13/20]

The Hot Springs Convention Center closed to the public on March 17, a normally vibrant day that has 
earned Hot Springs the distinction as one of the nation’s best places to celebrate St. Patrick’s Day. 
[ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 3/28/20]

The Hot Springs Convention Center was eager to assist the state as it made plans to address the 
pandemic. As the number of active coronavirus cases in Arkansas continued to climb, Gov. Asa 
Hutchinson authorized the Arkansas National Guard to work with the Health Department and the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers to identify options for increasing the state’s hospital capacity. These alternate 
care sites would be used if the virus’ worst-case scenario projections came to fruition. Press accounts 
noted, “Hotels and convention centers rated the highest in the Corps’ assessments, often 
requiring the least amount of upgrades but also costing more to convert because of 
their size.” The Hot Springs Convention Center was one of the sites under consideration, and 
National Guard personnel visited to discuss the possibility of setting up hospital beds. “I think 
they’re looking at various other facilities around the state,” Visit Hot Springs CEO Steve 
Arrison said. “So, if that’s the case, we’ll be ready to do whatever we have to do to get 
Hot Springs and Arkansas through this crisis.” 
[ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 3/28/20; 6/22/20]

The coronavirus pandemic aligned with the 2020 presidential election, which meant the state’s 
political parties had to adapt as they planned their party conventions. The Republican Party of 
Arkansas planned to elect its national delegates at regional and statewide assemblies in the coming 
months, while observing social distancing, if needed. Chairman Doyle Webb said the party was 
scheduled to meet at the Hot Springs Convention Center for its June 20 meeting, and had reserved 
the arena if additional space was needed for social distancing. “We’re scheduled to meet in Hot 
Springs at the convention center and if social distancing is needed, we will have the 
square footage necessary to meet in person. ... We’ve even reserved the arena in Hot 
Springs in case that is needed,” he said. 
[ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 4/21/20]

In June 2020, the Arkansas Activities Association approved a five-year contract with the Hot Springs 
Convention Center to continue hosting the state basketball finals. Hot Springs Convention Center and 
Bank OZK Arena have hosted the state finals 13 of the past 14 years. 
[ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 6/10/20]

HOT SPRINGS CONVENTION CENTER & BANK OZK ARENA: A LOOK BACK AT 2020



By Memorial Day weekend, tourists were traveling to Hot Springs to take advantage of the city’s 
wealth of natural beauty and outdoor attractions that allowed for social distancing. Though the city 
had a brief respite through Labor Day weekend, the tourism industry braced for a dismal fall and 
winter. As part of the Labor Day festivities, the Hot Springs Convention Center opened the “Picturing 
America’s Pastime” exhibit, which celebrated Hot Springs’ history as a spring-training site for 
professional baseball teams. 
[ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 9/1/20]

As the nation continued to grapple with the virus, the federal government allocated federal relief funds 
through the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act. However, local tourism 
bureaus were notably absent from the list of entities receiving this vital government assistance. To 
bridge the gap, Hot Springs put a resolution before its Board of Directors to encourage the state’s 
CARES Act steering committee to recommend approval of funds to assist the Hot Springs Convention 
Center and Bank OZK Arena.
[ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 10/21/20]

In October 2020, the Arkansas Activities Association hosted its annual Hall of Fame banquet at the Hot 
Springs Convention Center. 
[ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 10/22/20]

In December 2020, the state’s cheer championships were held at the Hot Springs Convention Center.  
[ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 1/3/21]

In January 2021, nearly a year after the COVID-19 pandemic began, the Arkansas Department of 
Parks, Heritage and Tourism awarded more than $3.5 million in grants to 21 advertising and 
promotions commissions and convention and visitor bureaus throughout the state. The Hot Springs 
Advertising & Promotion Commission/Hot Springs Convention Center was among the recipients of the 
grant, receiving $736,824.92 in funding from the federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 
Security Act.  
[ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 1/4/21]

PAGE 18   |    ECONOMIC IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON HOT SPRINGS CONVENTION CENTER



PAGE 19    |    ECONOMIC IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON HOT SPRINGS CONVENTION CENTER

ECONOMIC IMPACT OF COVID-19
ON OAKLAWN RACING & GAMING

As Hot Springs’ top tourist draw, Oaklawn Racing Casino Resort was among the
most negatively impacted by the pandemic. Oaklawn’s in-state racing revenue was

DOWN 52%,
AND ITS GAMING REVENUE WAS DOWN 37%.

Though Oaklawn took a significant financial hit that reverberated throughout the local tourism 
economy, the quality of Oaklawn’s racing program stood out as a rare bright spot in an otherwise 
dismal year for tourism.

On March 13, 2020, Oaklawn announced it would run its scheduled races without fans for the first 
time in its 116-year history. Only personnel essential to racing and safety would be allowed on the 
grounds. The decision to race without fans was extended through the end of the season.

The pandemic also prompted Oaklawn to adjust its racing schedule. Most notably, Oaklawn moved the 
Arkansas Derby and its 170 Kentucky Derby qualifying points from April 11 to May 2. Other schedule 
changes included moving the Fantasy Stakes to May 1, the Count Fleet Sprint Handicap to April 18, 
and the Oaklawn Handicap to May 2.

Live racing without spectators continued throughout the season, a decision that ultimately impact-
ed the Hot Springs economy. The $1 million Rebel Stakes was open to essential personnel only; by 
comparison, an estimated 45,500 people attended Rebel weekend in 2019. Tourists traveling to Hot 
Springs to attend the event not only spend money at Oaklawn, but at local restaurants, motels, hotels, 
retail establishments, and gas stations, among many others. 
[ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 3/14/20]

Oaklawn is a major contributor to the Hot Springs economy, and a racing season without fans was 
devastating to the local economy. Over 2,000 people draw at least one paycheck from 
Oaklawn throughout the year. Though not direct employees of Oaklawn, there are another 1,000 
people employed in the care of Thoroughbreds. Estimates suggest approximately 500 
jobs in the Hot Springs community are supported by Oaklawn’s visitors.



Oaklawn’s reduced operations also impacted the state’s general revenue. On March 16, 2020, Oaklawn 
announced it would close its casino, Silks Bar and Grill, Bistro 2705, and the Sports Book. Governor 
Asa Hutchinson ordered the state’s casinos to close just days later. Two months later, casinos were 
allowed to reopen at a third of their capacity and with stringent social distancing requirements on May 
18. 

According to the Arkansas Department of Finance and Administration, revenue collected from the 
state’s casino gaming and sports wagering fell 45% from March 2020 to April 2020. Most 
notably, in May 2020, the state collected $0 in revenue from casino gaming and sports wagering. The 
state closed its fiscal year with a 70% decrease in casino gaming and sports wagering 
revenue in June 2020, compared to revenue collected in March 2020. Revenue collected from the 
state’s casino gaming and sports wagering did not return to pre-pandemic levels until February 2021.
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Source: Arkansas Department of Finance and Administration
**Casino Gaming and Sports Wagering tax enacted April 1, 2019



PAGE 21   |    ECONOMIC IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON HOT SPRINGS CONVENTION CENTER

Despite these obstacles, and as a sign of its commitment to the Hot Springs community, 
Oaklawn continued to provide full pay and benefits for 

1,000 EMPLOYEES

The Fantasy Stakes had its 

largest field since 1977,
and the second-largest field 

since it was first run in 

1973.

Oaklawn was one of

5 TRACKS
in the nation to remain open.

Tracks closing around the 
nation led to Oaklawn seeing 

a new crop of talent. Press 
accounts noted racehorses 

making their Oaklawn debut 
arrived “by the truckload.” 

“It’s making for great racing 
here,” said trainer Robertino 

Diodoro. “Ninety-nine percent 
of the racing world is going 
to have their eyes glued on 

their TV on Saturday 
watching Oaklawn.”

The final day of the 2020
season drew worldwide

interest and a record handle of 

$41 MILLION.

While many fans watched 
televised or internet coverage, 

some fans gathered outside 
Oaklawn’s chain-link fence on 

lawn chairs, car hoods, and 
tailgates. 

Master source citation: [ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 4/11/20, 5/1/20, 5/5/20]

“I have always loved Oaklawn, but the Cellas have
shown their true colors this week with what they’ve done

to make it work so we can continue to run,”
trainer Robertino Diodoro said.

“We are very lucky.”

[ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE, 3/21/20]


