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THE COMEBACK: 

Sports in a  

Worldwide Pandemic 

PART 3:  

Facility & Event Operations  
 

The sports industry is rebounding, and the comeback is on. Fans are returning to stadiums and facilities are 

reopening, bringing renewed economic activity to surrounding areas. Plus, we are seeing unprecedented 

entrepreneurial creativity across the industry in an effort to regain the dollars lost due to Covid. The long-term 

recovery of the sports world is also looking up, exemplified by the International Association of Event Hosts saying 

more than three-quarters of all organizations are planning on having fans all the way, or at least partially, back by 

the end of the summer, and Forbes’ franchise valuations are up 11% – even with the Covid year. What are the 

dimensions making up this comeback?  

That’s what Foley & Lardner and host Rick Horrow of Horrow Sports Ventures explored in the third installment of 

their Leadership Insight series, The Comeback: Sports in a Worldwide Pandemic. Here are some of the key 

takeaways and learnings from each panelist’s conversation covering all aspects of the business in and around 

sports facility operation and management, including key issues of stimulus financing, facility projects, and the 

importance of infrastructure recovery in a post–pandemic world.  

Peter Luukko, Chairman, OVG Facilities 

 Revolutionizing the Facility Development Industry: Peter has played significant roles in the two newest 

arenas set to open in the NHL, one in Seattle, WA and another in Elmont, NY – both of which had unique 

opportunities and challenges. In Seattle, the team brought a proper facility to the city that fits right into its 

culture and community. But to do so, they had to address the challenge of maintaining the Key Arena’s 

historical roof, while renovating the rest of the stadium for the NHL’s newest franchise – the Seattle Kraken.  

In Elmont, the Nassau Coliseum was outdated, but they had the opportunity to build in Belmont Park – an 

enormous land mass in New York metro – making the New York Islanders’ new facility accessible to the 

entire city.  

 Public Infrastructure Assistance Post-Covid: While both the Seattle and Elmont facilities were privately 

funded, the land was contributed publicly. It’s currently less popular to spend millions in public money on 

these projects, so finding a way to privately get projects done is important. But the public contribution that is 

warranted would be getting the infrastructure, utilities, land, and support to help build the stadium in a timely 

fashion.  

 Stadium and Facilities Impact on Community: Peter is already seeing the impact these new developments 

are having on the surrounding areas. In Seattle, Climate Pledge Arena is revitalizing the district and serving 

as a catalyst for further development. In Elmont, there are enormous retail developments underway adjacent 

https://www.foley.com/en/insights/events/2021/03/the-comeback-sports-in-a-worldwide-pandemic


© 2021 Foley & Lardner LLP    |  2 

to UBS Arena. Both developments have enormous influence on the surrounding communities in terms of 

traffic for restaurants and retail, as well as employment.  

 

Larry Lucchino, Chairman, Worcester Red Sox 

 Enduring Characteristics of the Ballpark: Larry has had a leading influence on the design of many 

ballparks – Camden Yards in Baltimore, Petco Park in San Diego, Fenway Park in Boston and, most recently, 

Polar Park in Worcester, the new home of the Worcester Red Sox. The common characteristics that make 

these parks successful are their intimacy and size, a focus on protection and safety of the fans, and that they 

are built in-line with local history and in communities that value the game of baseball.  

 The Pandemic’s Impact: Thus far, the pandemic has had a significant negative impact on Minor League 

Baseball with the loss of the 2020 season and a shortened 2021 season. But as we near the end of the 

pandemic, you can see the pent-up demand and there is an expectation fan intrigue will be heightened when 

we can fully return; an enormous boost to MiLB and the rest of the sports industry.   

 Minor League Baseball Reconfiguration: After a year of reconfiguration to the Minor Leagues by the MLB, 

Larry believes the jury is still out on whether the changes will be good or bad for MiLB. He believes the new 

system can help MiLB run more smoothly and efficiently, but also realizes there is a risk when it comes to the 

size and sustainability of the league.  

 

Amy Latimer, President, TD Garden 

 Perpetuating Business While Maintaining Uniqueness: There are many considerations facility executives 

must balance – from the guest journey to culinary to technology – while ensuring and advancing business 

outcomes. So, it is critical they understand what’s important to owners and operators of the facility, but also 

their fans.  The pandemic brought with it an opportunity to reevaluate these priorities and look internally at the 

experience they want to offer and ensure it aligns with fan expectations.   

 Ensuring a Safe, Enjoyable, and Consistent Fan Return: TD Garden was the first large venue in 

Massachusetts to open, so it was important they got it right for those that would follow. The main issues they 

focused on were (1) coordination with the state, city and league on the multitude of safety protocols and (2) 

communication with the fans to update and align their expectations for the return.   

 Vertical Integration within Facilities and Stadiums: Every facility operator wants to control the components 

of their business, whether they do it directly or with a partner who is aligned, because the fan experience is 

key to the team brand. During the Covid stoppage, facility managers had the opportunity to pause and 

reassess the aspects that drive their business, so it will be interesting to see where shifts are made in the 

coming years.  

 

Al Guido, President, San Francisco 49ers; Chairman & CEO, Elevate Sports Ventures 

 Development and Operation of Levi Stadium: Levi Stadium was opened in 2014 and built on 3 pillars:  

(1) technology, (2) sustainability, and (3) fan experience. They wanted to build a software-driven stadium, 

rather than one centered on hardware – aligning with the Bay Area’s technology acumen. Fixing connectivity 

within their stadium was a major hurdle, which they addressed with significant WiFi and DAS capabilities.  

 Acceleration of Technology Adoption: The acceleration of technology and how it interacts with sports is a 

driving component of facilities today. Al believes Covid may not have changed anything, but accelerated 

everything. The changes and evolution of technology that came to venues, stadiums, and arenas amid the 

pandemic will be here to stay when fans return.  

 Sustaining the Momentum When People Return: Al believes the majority of people will return to their 

normal, pre-Covid behaviors – with some exceptions. Some people won’t be prepared to be packed into a 

stadium at the beginning, but over time will return to pre-Covid habits. Their job as facility operators is to 

design an experience that makes people want to return to the live event by ensuring technology and viewing 

is exceeding what you can get at home, on top of the in-person benefits like the sights, smells, sounds, and 

other pleasures of attending a live sporting event.  


