
 

 
New survey: Dane County events-weddings industry near collapse 
New public/private cooperation urgently needed for eventual, safe re-opening 
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While nearly a third of all Madison-area businesses recently reported in a regional Chamber of 
Commerce survey that they’re likely to close by June unless something is done, a new regional 
business survey shows the situation is even more catastrophic for the event and wedding 
industry, a key contributor to Dane County’s $2.3 billion tourism industry. 
 
A survey released today by the area chapter of the National Association of Catering and Events 
shows that over half of all responding Dane County venues and event-related businesses 
reported they lost 75 to 100 percent of their 2020 revenues – and 47 percent report they 
already have or will close their doors within 8 months if no changes are made to ordinances.  
 
Another fourth said they lost at least half their revenue in 2020 – and 17 percent of all 
respondents said they’re likely to fail in the next one to three months, while only 18 percent 
said they’ll likely survive for the foreseeable future.  
 
“Our industry is facing near-total collapse,’’ said regional NACE Vice President Sarah Davidson, 
Chief Strategist and Creative Director of HUE by Sarah Davidson, an event consulting company.  
 
“Dane County has limited gatherings to 10 people since July, regardless of venue size. My venue 
is 9,000 square feet and has a capacity of 500 people. All of our scheduled weddings were 
cancelled or rescheduled due to Dane County’s orders – which means we lost all of our 2020 
revenue,” said Jessica Wartenweiler, owner of The Tinsmith, a modern industrial-style wedding 
venue she opened in July on Madison’s Near East Side. 
 
Davidson noted that many events scheduled in Dane County in 2020 still occurred, but simply 
moved to a less regulated environment, which actually increased public health risks.  
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“People were still getting married,’’ Wartenweiler said. “They cancelled with us and moved 
their wedding to a private residence or surrounding county with few or no restrictions. The 
wedding party and their guests then returned home, giving us the worst of both worlds –  
substantially increased public health risk and also forcing the collapse of our business and 
industry in Dane County.” 
 
Davidson noted that that events industry is aligned with local leaders in wanting a data-driven, 
scientific approach to reopening. “The current level of data being shared though is not 
enough,” she said. “For example, if a case is tied to a wedding, we need to know whether that 
wedding was in someone’s backyard or at a commercial facility, and whether it was within Dane 
County or outside of it. It is problematic that professionally executed events at commercial 
facilities are being classified the same way as a house party. It is also difficult to evolve when 
events held outside of Dane County, with little to no regulations, are being shown in the data 
the same as events held within the county, currently limited to 10 people and with numerous 
safety protocols.” 
 
“We are asking to work together with the health department and county leadership to refine 
these restrictions, so they can do a more targeted job of protecting public health and safety. 
Where and how an event is held matters in terms of spreading virus. Commercial venues, 
where there is high-quality ventilation and required masking and distancing, should be treated 
differently than events held in private residences, where these measures are impossible to 
enforce.  Venue size must also be considered – a 100,000 square foot facility should be allowed 
to host more people than a 1,000 square foot facility. This lack of refinement is what is pushing 
events to private residences and outside the county.”  
 
The NACE survey reported that 80 percent of respondents have already had cancellations for 
2021 events. “Time is of the essence. We need to have a dialogue with local leaders now about 
realistic metrics for reopening when the time is right, before we lose all our 2021 business – 
and for many of us, our economic futures. We acknowledge that nothing we do will eliminate 
all public health risk, but we can do better together," Davidson said.   
 
“Public health and safety remain our top concern – and we are all in this together,’’ 
Wartenweiler said. “But this survey clearly shows our industry, myself included, has paid a 
devastating price for this battle against the pandemic.” 
 
“We need to do better together as we move forward – and I know we can.’’ 
 


