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Introduction
From the Super Bowl to the Olympics, sporting events attract hundreds of millions of people each year.1 Just as importantly, however, the 
venues that host these events are often cultural and economic backbones of the communities in which they are located. In American cities 
with MLB teams, an average of 30,000 fans flock to stadiums on game days,2 bringing with them increased retail spending and a contagious 
sense of excitement that can lead to the creation or regeneration of entire neighborhoods.  

Nevertheless, much of the discussion about the impact of sports venues is too binary to reflect the full range of benefits that large-scale 
facilities can bring, or not focused enough on the more significant impact that the emergence of true mixed-use sports districts can bring. 

All too often, cities and counties considering sports venues ask themselves the following: How much will it cost, and how much tax revenue 
will I get from the venue itself? However, these questions do not address many of the reasons why these venues are so valuable in the 
first place. In addition to generating tax dollars on ticket, concession, and merchandise sales, sports venues help create dynamic, mixed-
use environments that yield tremendous economic dividends, community benefits, and real estate opportunities—impacts that extend far 
beyond the typical tax revenue analysis. 

 

1	 Sporting Intelligence. (2017, November 26). Global Sports Salaries Survey 2017. Retrieved February 8, 2018, from https://globalsportssalaries.com/GSSS%202017.pdf
2	 Sporting Intelligence. (2017, January 5). Global Attendances. Retrieved February 08, 2018, from http://www.sportingintelligence.com/finance-biz/business-intelligence/
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A Case Study of Nationals Park
Nationals Park in Washington, D.C., demonstrates why tax revenues are the wrong measure. Yes, the District developed a creative bond-
financing package that, by most estimates, will be paid off 10 years ahead of schedule due to revenues from the ballpark. But, this estimate 
does not reflect the full range of benefits that the ballpark offers. Along with vision from the Capitol Riverfront Business Improvement 
District (“BID”) and public investment in parks, trails, transit, and affordable housing, the development of Nationals Park leveraged billions 
of dollars in private investments, creating a whole new neighborhood on former parking lots and excess federal property. Known locally 
as the Capitol Riverfront, this new neighborhood provides citizens from across the region with a vibrant, unifying place to cheer on their 
favorite sports team. 

Last month, RCLCO examined the fiscal impact of new growth—past, present, and future—in the Capitol Riverfront. The resulting report 
prepared for the Capitol Riverfront BID, Riverfront Recaptured, highlights how public investment into projects such as Nationals Park allowed 
the Capitol Riverfront to emerge as a major economic contributor to the District. Even considering the upfront and planned expenditures 
in the Capitol Riverfront, RCLCO projects the District will break even on its $1.1 billion in investments by the end of this year, with only 14 
million of the envisioned 37 million square feet built out. As new development occurs, the public return on investment will continue to grow; 
at build-out in 2040, the Capitol Riverfront will have generated a cumulative net fiscal impact of $8.3 billion since 2007—a return of nearly 
$7.40 per every initial dollar that the District invested.

 

https://www.capitolriverfront.org/
https://www.capitolriverfront.org/
https://www.capitolriverfront.org/_files/docs/riverfrontrecaptured2018.pdf


RCLCO’s mission is to help clients make strategic, effective, and enduring decisions about real estate. We proudly celebrate over 50 years 
of providing the best minds in real estate with cutting-edge analytics, actionable advice, and the highest level of customer service. Our 
work includes market, economic, financial, and impact analyses; investment portfolio strategy and implementation; entity-level strategic 
planning; and management consulting.

RCLCO’s advisory groups provide market-driven, analytically based, and financially sound solutions. Interested in learning more about 
RCLCO’s services? Please visit us at www.rclco.com/expertise.

Disclaimer: Reasonable efforts have been made to ensure that the data contained in this Advisory 
reflect accurate and timely information, and the data is believed to be reliable and comprehensive. 
The Advisory is based on estimates, assumptions, and other information developed by RCLCO from its 
independent research effort and general knowledge of the industry. This Advisory contains opinions that 
represent our view of reasonable expectations at this particular time, but our opinions are not offered as 
predictions or assurances that particular events will occur.
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What Does This Mean for Me? 
The physical and economic transformation of the Capitol Riverfront highlights a key principle of economic development: through public 
investment, municipalities can leverage significant private reinvestment and help fuel the creation of new housing, office, retail, hospitality, 
and entertainment. Far from the exception to this rule, the Capitol Riverfront is one of many examples that show how sports venues can 
serve as a backbone of neighborhood regeneration. Home to the Blue Jackets, the Nationwide Arena facilitated a similar transformation in 
the mixed-use Arena District of Columbus, Ohio. Similarly, the Sprint Center helped Kansas City, Missouri, renew interest in its downtown 
by anchoring its vibrant Power & Light District.

In such places as Washington, Columbus, and Kansas City, sports venues serve as critical components of dynamic, mixed-use neighborhoods, 
benefitting a variety of stakeholders:

»» Public Officials: Local governments can realize significant fiscal and economic benefits by investing in strategically located sports 
venues, which can spur private development and generate additional tax revenue in the neighborhoods in which they are located—
resulting in additional funding for other public initiatives.

»» Landowners: By attracting new foot traffic and an overall sense of excitement, sports venues can help create or reinvigorate 
neighborhoods, fueling increases in property values and rents that can lead to newer, more profitable forms of development. 

»» Sports Teams: Sports venues in vibrant, mixed-use environments provide a unifying experience and clear sense of place for visitors, 
helping to attract new fans and build team brands in the process. 

»» Local Residents: New, exciting neighborhoods anchored by sports venues provide residents with another place to live, work, and 
play—all while cheering on their favorite teams.   

As demonstrated in the Capitol Riverfront, public investment has a wide range of beneficiaries. In just over a decade, the neighborhood 
tripled its net fiscal impact to the District, reintroduced residents to their riverfront, and created a lively environment that attracts three 
million visitors annually.3 In addition to being locally significant, these impacts point to an exciting new trend in real estate. Across the 
country, places like the Capitol Riverfront are forming the playbook for how to create or reinvigorate entire neighborhoods using sports 
venues. While Washington, Columbus, and Kansas City are just three examples of places where this trend is occurring, they are setting the 
stage for other cities and landowners to get the ball rolling as well. 

3	 Capitol Riverfront BID. (2018, January). 2017 Annual Report. Retrieved February 8, 2018, from https://www.capitolriverfront.org/_files/docs/annual_report_2017.pdf
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