ASSOCIATONS WORLD CONGRESS 2018
Antwerp Welcomes the associations industry
Text and Photography by Jonathan Ramael
Journalist BBT Online
More articles on www.bbtonline.eu

The Antwerp Zoo is an active part of the whole FMCCA experience

I

t isn’t often that I get to report on a large international
congress in my own city – especially not a congress
attended by a whole industry of people organising
other congresses. As a proud inhabitant I always found
this a little strange, since Flanders’ principal city – sorry
Ghent, but it’s true – seems to tick all of the boxes.

Congress will show us in practice, the new Flanders
Meeting & Convention Centre Antwerp (FMCCA) has
made this an issue of the past. The venue opened a
year ago, but this would be my first real visit. And since
it’s just a five minute stroll away from my doorstep, I’ll
be walking tonight.

Antwerp has a glorious history full of riches, art and
architecture. It sports the second biggest port in
Europe and is directly connected to the rest of the
country and the EU via the world’s most beautiful train
station. The old city centre oozes atmosphere and
houses an varied and lively bar and restaurant scene.
Antwerp is the city of diamonds, and one of the more
innovating fashion centres on the continent. Its cultural
venues and museums range from cosy to exquisite and
it is home to a leading and still growing university.

A blessing for the meetings industry
As stated by VisitFlanders, international association
conferences offer Flanders the largest potential for
growth as a destination. The biggest strong suit of
the region, according to the convention bureau, is
the location of its conference centres: right in the
middle of the historic city centres. Combining business
with our quintessential cultural heritage creates
Flanders’ biggest appeal as a meeting and conference
destination.

Why then wasn’t it really seen as a top range congress
destination before? Maybe it was just lacking the right
venue. Was lacking. Because as the Associations World

Located right next to the Central Station in the historic
Antwerp Zoo, the unique location of the FMCCA is
indeed one of its strongest assets. Another of course

being the venue itself: It’s gorgeously designed. The
renovated Queen Elisabeth Hall is the centrepiece of
the whole structure: this beautiful concert hall with
perfect acoustics and all the latest technology is able to
seat 2,000 people. Under it lies the Atrium, connecting
every part of the building and perfect for exhibitions
and functions of up to 1,500 people. The modern wing
on the Carnotstraat side of the venue houses 15 new
breakout rooms with a capacity from 10 to 300 guests.
The historic wing on the other side of the building is
where the Zoo Museum used to be. Here you’ll find the
aptly named Marble Hall, able to seat 200 people for
dinner, and the Darwin hall, which has a huge whale
skeleton hanging from the ceiling.
FMCCA’s sales slogan is “A Room with a Zoo”, and the
Zoo itself is an important part of the venue. Every
conference delegate gets free access to it for the entire
duration of an event and several locations in the zoo
can be used for functions. I was lucky enough to attend
a dinner by Congress Group Austria on the first night. It

was held in the refurbished aquarium in the back of the
zoo, which we reached after an exciting nightly walk.
It’s probably the most unique dining venue in the city.
The catering was great as well. FMCCA is exactly what
Antwerp needed to give it the final push in becoming a
sought after conference destination. Now we just need
to wait for the roads to be finished.
A showcase for the future
Koen Kennis (Vice-Mayor of Antwerp and responsible
for Tourism), Anja Stas (Chief Commercial Officer
FMCCA) and Evelyne Bardyn (Senior Meeting Manager
Visit Flanders) spoke to the media on a press
conference before the event. All three emphasised
the importance of MICE and especially conferences
as a vital part of the economy. They talked about
strategies put in place in recent years to further grow
this industry in Antwerp. An ambassador programme
to attract more associations is underway, and the
city is actively focused on creating experiences on
conferences to unify the heritage of the past with

Dinner at the Antwerp Zoo Aquarium

the vibrant city of today. Lots of venues are being
restored or repurposed. Innovation and creativity are
key in the city’s destination marketing. Antwerp is to
be presented as the creative and economic engine of
Flanders.
Getting the Association of Association Executives to
organise its annual Associations World Congress in
the city was of course a major triumph for Antwerp.
The city had the opportunity to present itself as a
conference destination to more than 500 association
delegates. The possible economic prospects were
vast, and the conference was seen as a true showcase
towards future partners.
Making it happen wasn’t easy though, as Stas stated:
‘We’ve been working on this project for the past three
years. Antwerp was known, but not really as a congress
city, and our conference centre was not finished yet.
After the opening in late 2016, we went into overdrive.
We were present at IMEX and IBTM and we sponsored
the previous edition of the congress in Vienna. One of
our biggest assets was of course A Room with a Zoo,

in combination with the mobility aspect (close to the
Central Station). The sustainability of our project was
a major selling point to approach people like Damian
Hutt (Director AAE) with. FMCCA is part of the Zoo
Foundation. Profits realised by FMCCA don’t disappear
into the pockets of stock holders, but are directly put
into sustainability, international research, education
and breeding programmes. We provide events with an
immediate form of CSR.’
A variety of topics
The event itself took place from 12 to 14 March and
educated and informed hundreds of association
executives on best practice, benchmarking, governance
and many other business critical topics tailored
for international and European associations. More
than 241 different associations were present, some
coming from as far as Australia and South Africa.
Keynote speeches were held by some of the best
association speakers in the industry. Smaller sessions
followed the keynotes and were divided into six clear
topics: Governance and Critical Management, Events
Technology Application, Membership Engagement,

What is the AAE?
The Association of Association Executives (AAE) is a community of over 16,000 employees of associations, societies,
federations and other membership organisations in professional, trade, scientific and medical sectors.
The AAE manages the Association Congresses, the Association Leaders’ Forums, Association Events Strategy and
Member Engagement Conferences, and publishes news,
research reports, association success story case studies,
directories, a jobs board, webcasts of events and over 300
Informative video talks, as well as the Association Insights
magazine and association-specific books.

Fun and speeches at the gala dinner

Revenue Development, Event Development and
Management, and Communications and Lobbying.
There were expert briefings to attend, as well as
informal discussions over breakfast, association
success stories and more practical workshops on
specific cases.
All in all there was a vast programme of educational
opportunities to enjoy. Most of the ones we attended
were genuinely interesting and refreshing – apart from
the occasional speaker blowing his own horn (you’ll
always get one of these). The Atrium meanwhile, was
filled with a surprising number of exhibitor booths
manned by venues and destinations from all over
Europe and beyond. This made it somewhat of a
tradeshow in between sessions. Mixing education with
business, so to speak.
How did Antwerp do?
How did Antwerp manage to promote itself as a
destination throughout all of this? Quite well, to be
honest. Everything happening in the conference centre
was spot on. The event ran smoothly, catering was
great and I haven’t met a single delegate who wasn’t
impressed with the setting. I saw lots of them actually
sneak out into the zoo on the second day. Mission
accomplished and 10/10 here.
The main networking event was a big gala dinner in the
Art Nouveau Hall of Horta Grand Café. It was themed

around the Flemish Masters. Guests were welcomed
by figures straight out of a Rubens painting and they
were served three different starters according to which
of three Flemish painters they preferred. Dinner was
preceded by a great and hilarious – who knew he had
it in him? – speech by Minister of Tourism Ben Weyts,
who sold the destination some more: ““Flanders offers
numerous assets to associations. The congress was
the perfect opportunity to showcase our destination
to international association professionals. In Flanders
you find state-of-the-art convention centres right in
the middle of beautiful historic city centres. So the
question for association executives is not ‘Why come to
Flanders?’ but ‘where have you been all this time?”
He followed up by basically saying that Flanders wasn’t
really best at anything, but was fantastic at taking
everybody else’s best pieces and creating art with it.
Gastronomy, music, architecture, business: you name
it. He ended his speech by saying we’d be getting
some of that art on our plates right now, which made
everyone’s mouth water.
Dinner itself, although fine, was a tiny bit lacking.
After hearing that rousing speech we expected to be
blown away. Dinner was to be over the top, exciting,
innovative and super Flemish, but instead it was just
a regular but tasty dinner. A minor missed opportunity
there, especially since it took a while to get to the
tables. No harm done though.
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Another minor point of criticism we had, was that
most of the delegates didn’t really get to see Antwerp
outside of the Zoo/Central Station area. A nightly event
after dinner might have been a nice option to really
show off some of the old centre. Why this did not
happen we don’t know. Maybe it was a decision made
by the conference organisers to keep their delegates
from turning up too tired the next morning. It’s just a
guess.
Luckily, I was able to join a small group of delegates
on a destination day by Visit Antwerp after the
congress. The tour was great. The new Harbour
Building was visited after dusk, followed by a dinner
at Het Pomphuis next door. After spending the night
in Hotel Franq – a splendid new boutique hotel – the
group was taken on the classic Antwerp tour visiting
Rubenshuis and the cathedral. Afterwards, we were
shown a glimpse of the meeting facilities of the yet to

be opened DIVA Diamond Museum, before ending with
an superb lunch at the University Club and a tour of the
surprisingly varied MICE facilities of the University of
Antwerp.
All in all, the Associations World Congress was a great
opportunity for Antwerp to put the city on the map
as a conference destination, and I believe it did just
that. The new FMCCA is a venue lots of bigger cities in
Europe should be jealous of, and with a lot of massive
projects still underway, it can only get better from here.
We will be publishing a complete destination report on
Antwerp, showcasing all of its future developments
and best venues next month.
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