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Have you ever thought about changing 
the location of your festival? Yes, I am 
talking about picking up and moving – 
lock, stock, tent and barrel – the festival 
that you have literally built from scratch, 
to an entirely new geography. The 
festival you have spent pain staking hours 
assessing and tweaking crowd flow, exit 
strategies, staging areas, optimal viewing 
areas; finding the absolute perfect location 
for the portable toilets so vendors and 
sponsors don’t get mad at you for putting 
them next to the toilets! 

Can you imagine moving the festival that 
your patrons already know where to park, 
watch their favorite act, take their annual 
picture and find their favorite vendor? The 
very thought can be daunting, disturbing 
and, well, mind-blowing! After all, you are 
part of the team that engineered that festi-
val to perfection. Well almost perfection, 
because we know there are always ways to 
update, improve and make things feel fresh. 

Has your festival become part of the 
fabric of its location? Most likely you, or 
those before you, selected that location 
for some defining reasons. They found the 
very place that would be welcomed by 
their customers, that had opportunity for 
growth and even had unique features that 
were not replicated anywhere else. Over 
the years, this location has probably woven 
itself into the genetics of your festival.

So you may be asking, why are we 
even talking about this? “There is no way 
I would ever want to, or ever need to 

change my location” you say. “The venue 
loves the festival and the people love the 
space. It sounds like a lot of work, worry 
and the possibility of ruining everything 
we have worked so hard to build. If that 
day comes, we will deal with it then...” 

Don’t get me wrong, if things are going 
well, NONE of us would ever want to 
move our festival, unless you are into 
self-torture! But should we? And, if so, 
how and when? There are a lot of things 
that could happen that could force you to 
take a closer look at this question. 
1. You have reached capacity for the 

space and growth is not possible.
2. Your landlord wants to charge you a 

LOT more.
3. The local government changes zoning 

designations and code requirements
4. The businesses in the area are fed up 

and don’t want to mess with it anymore.
5. The site infrastructure physically 

changes, with new construction or 
grounds reconfiguration.

6. Politics!
7. Scheduling issues.

All of these things have a very real 
possibility of happening to your event. Do 
you want to wait until you are faced with 
the “have to move” question, or do you 
invest some time now, when you don’t 
have the pressure?

In the 20 years that I have been 
producing events, I will admit that I 
have dismissed the idea of moving an 
established event or even wanting to 
discuss it – until reality came to call and I 
could not avoid the challenge any longer. 

I was lucky enough to be a part of the 
planning team that created a Kansas City 
festival called “Boulevardia” in 2014. 
We created Boulevardia to be an urban 
street fair, featuring craft beer, live music, 
local pop culture and crafts…and beer. A 
pop-up nation, if you will, full of surprises 
and not like anything else people had 
experienced. Selecting the location was 
probably our most critical factor. We 
wanted to find an urban location that 
emulated the brand and provided surprise 
and wonder around every corner. We 
quickly realized that we would most likely 
need to find a space that was not entirely 
known. After months of researching, we 
found the perfect place. We started the 
festival in the historic West Bottoms of 
Kansas City. The West Bottoms is an 
industrial area immediately to the west of 
downtown Kansas City, at the confluence 
of the Missouri River and the Kansas River. 
One of the oldest areas of the city, the 
looming 19th century warehouse buildings 
there are known for antique shops, 
haunted houses and art galleries. Urban 
grit and iconic architectural buildings and 
sweeping 100-year-old bridges made us 
fall in love with the space. After six months 
of selecting the location we opened the 
doors of the first Boulevardia. It was an 
instant success, with close to 35,000 
people showing the first year. At a time 
when the millennial mind was seeking 
new, off the beaten path adventures, 
Boulevardia was the perfect formula. 

We did build the festival with the intent 
that it could be moved; after all, it was 
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a pop-up nation. However, as time and 
success continued, we feared change. 
Why? The space had become so much a 
part of the fabric of the festival. How could 
we replicate this somewhere else? And 
let’s be honest, why go through all that 
work when it was not broken? After three 
years of growth and success, we knew if 

we were going to make the change, we 
needed to do it before the space became 
the festival. We were also faced with 
growing costs in the area and challenges 
of growth. Our team took a leap and 
began seeking out spaces. We found 
an area just to the south of our current 
space that was called “The Stockyards 
District,” near the City’s mothballed former 
large-venue area. The area had new hope 
of growth with the sale and repurpose of 

the area and several new restaurants. 
After six months of studying and 

preparing the new location, we opened 
Boulevardia gates in the new area in year 
four. Despite a lot of nerves and hard work 
to make the move, the festival move was 
welcomed and loved by our patrons. We 
had record attendance and only glowing 
reviews from the move. 

Going through this experience I learned 
so many things, that it made me look at 
all of the festivals we produce. Can they 
survive a move? What measures should 
we be taking with all festivals to make sure 
that their existence is not dependent on 
the physical location.

So if you are about to start a festival or 
you have a festival that any of the factors 
listed above could be in play, I would 
suggest the following:

Have a planning team exercise that 
talks through the very idea of moving your 
physical location or altering your current 
location. Try to get your team in a mind-set 
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of optimism. It is so easy to think that it 
is impossible, rather than looking at a 
change as an opportunity. Walk your team 
through the following questions: 

1. What Opportunities Does Your 
Festival Have If It Were to Move 
Locations?
a. Has your festival become a bit stale? 

Have you exhausted all options to 
change to keep it fresh due to space 
limitations? Would a new location 
offer a fresh start and new space for 
additions to the event?

b. Are you looking for new audiences? 
Would a new location open you up to 
new audiences?

c. Is there a new location in town that 
offers better amenities than what  
you have?

d. Is there a developer, district, neigh-
borhood or organization courting you 
to leave your current location? If not, 
could there be?

2. What Threats Does Your Current 
Location Have That Might Make 
Your Festival Vulnerable for 
Relocation?

a. Have you reached capacity for the 
space, and growth is not possible?

b. Is your venue/landlord increasing costs 
that threaten festival financial viability? 

c. Are the voices in the neighborhood 
getting louder? Is there general 
resistance and growing complaints 
from the businesses or residents? 

d. What development or construction 
could be in the near future? Roads, 
buildings, street cars, venue repair, 
area redevelopment?

e. What politics are brewing that could 
prove to be challenging for the festival 
or the area you serve?

f. Is your date flexible? If it is not (i.e. 
your festival is a holiday celebration) 
Are there any potential date change 
threats that, if forced, could be 
detrimental to your festival?

3. Does Your Space Define the 
Festival? If so, what measures can you 
begin to take to make sure that your 
festival identity can be moved easier? 
a. What defines your location? Is it a 

river, a park, buildings, urban, bridges, 
proximity to something? If you don’t 
identify with your space or venue, 
then move should not be as much of 
a challenge, other than finding space 
that can accommodate. If there are 
aspects of the location that do define 
you, then you need to identify those 

aspects and ask the other 
questions below, keeping these 
in mind. 

b. Do you have features that can 
be moved with you so that 
patrons recognize and feel the 
familiarity of the festival? If not, 
what features can you start 
including that build your identity 
but can move with you. When we 
built Boulevardia, we decided to 
have a Ferris wheel (because at 
a beer festival it would be unex-
pected). We placed it next to the 
stage and it quickly became the 
iconic image of the festival. The 
good news, a Ferris Wheel can 
move. And we make sure that we 
keep the Ferris Wheel next to the 
stage where ever we go. 

c. Clearly identify the aspects of 
your space that you find most 
challenging to replicate. 

d. Clearly identify the aspects 
of your space that can be 
replicated in another space. 

4. What Other Areas of the City/
Town Could We Move To? It is very 
important for you to realize your options. 
a. List out all the locations in your area 

that might be options. Don’t overthink 
at this stage, simply list your options.

b. List pros and cons of the top three 
locations you have identified. Note 
potential costs and date options and/or 
challenges. Provide this as homework 
to your team, if there are unknowns. 
Make sure to address key factors 
from 3a. that define your festival and 
determine how these locations would 
address the identity issues.

c. Take each location and compare it to 
the list where you identified the most 
challenging aspects to replicate from 
your current space. Discuss if those 
are challenges or opportunities in the 
new selected locations.

d. Review the list of challenges in your 
current space and see if any of the 
new spaces solve those issues. 

e. Identify the overall opportunities that 
come with the changing to each of 
the locations. 

f. Identify overall challenges that you 
will need to overcome with changing 
to each of the location. 

Hopefully by the end of the exercise, you 
will not feel so daunted by the threat of 
moving your event. After all, we are engi-
neers of fun. Our spaces should not define 
us….we should be defining our space. If 

you can believe it, after only one year in the 
Old Stockyards District, Boulevardia was 
forced to change our footprint again, due to 
the construction of an apartment building on 
the parking lot that accommodated our main 
stage. So once again we find ourselves 
reimagining in year five. Boulevardia, while 
we did not imagine it, has become part of 
the eco system for the city’s development. 

My advice, don’t start a “pop-up nation” 
festival. It is exhausting! 

Keli O’Neill Wenzel is the 
President & CEO of O’Neill Events 
& Marketing. Keli is the creator and 
orchestrator of many of Kansas City’s 
most successful civic, corporate 
and entertainment events. She has 
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working around – and managing 
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City Irish Fest. She is co-founder and 
Producer of Boulevardia (craft beer 
& music festival) and KC Riverfest 
(City’s largest Independence Day 
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Co-chair of 2015 Kansas City Royals 
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of the 2016 Grand Opening of the 
KC Streetcar Celebrations, planning 
and management for the centennial 
commemorations of WWI for the US.
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