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year’s new theme.
Every group that owns its

floats does this. According to
longtime Mobile float builder
Craig Stephens, most groups
have multiyear contracts to
have their floats refitted and
redecorated each year.

Many groups, Stephens
said, have between two and
four emblem floats that don’t
change. The rest have to be
completely redone to fit the
next year’s theme.

To build a float from the
ground up, including the
chassis, would run between
$16,000 and $22,000, Ste-
phens said, but a standard
rebuild is far less than that.

Some of the smaller groups
rent some or all of their
floats from the larger groups,
and the going rental rate is
between $750 and $1,000 per
float, according to several
sources.

Float barn: If you own
floats, you need a place to
store them, and in Mobile,
those warehouses are gener-
ally referred to as float barns.

The Paraders placed their
annual barn and related ex-
penses at $39,400 for the
year.

Many groups also have
meeting facilities in their
barns for holding meetings or
banquets.

Costumes: The floats
change every year, and so do
the costumes worn by the
float riders. Usually, each
float has its own costume de-
sign, which matches the
float.

Last year, the Paraders
spent $32,000 to costume
their 250 or so riders.

Julie Andrade Jones has
been making costumes for
riders for 31 years now. This
year, she said, she’ll have
turned out 2,700 costumes
“and I’m at my limit.”

“People ask me, ‘What do
you do when it’s not Mardi
Gras?’ Well, it’s always Mardi
Gras for me. This is a year-
round job.”

Insurance: Parading
groups usually get policies
that cover all of their activi-
ties, but the parade itself is
the most expensive to insure,
and there’s only a handful of
agents who will take their
business, according to mask-
ers.

The Paraders estimated
that the portion of their in-
surance policy covering the
parade accounted for $4,800
of the premium last year.

Horses: Not every mask-
er rides a float. Some, either
through seniority or because
they pay higher dues, are
“marshals” of the group, and
they ride horseback.

The Paraders spent $3,250
last year renting the horses
that their marshals rode.

The horse farm usually re-

quires proof of insurance
from the parading group, and
the marshals must come out
to the horse farm before the
parade for a riding lesson.

The cost of horse rental
also includes a number of
handlers from the farm to ac-
company the parade.

Pulling the floats: Most
floats are not self-propelled.
In New Orleans, floats usually
are pulled down the street by
tractors. In Mobile, they’re
pulled by heavy-duty pickup
trucks.

Generally, according to
Sonny Davis, the trucks are
provided by McConnell Auto-
motive and rented out to
each group.

The Paraders spent $715
on truck rental last year.

“McConnell provided 75

trucks for rental last year,”
Davis said, “and they had a
total of 435 pulls.” On Lundi
Gras and Fat Tuesday, he
said, every one of those 75
trucks was used.

Driving the floats: Many
groups, Davis said, use off-
duty firefighters to drive
their floats. The Paraders
spent $1,105 to hire drivers.

But the drivers, according
to the Paraders, generally re-
fuse to pull the floats out of
the barn or put them back in.
So the Paraders spent anoth-
er $300 hiring people to per-
form those tasks.

Marching bands: Most
parades include marching
bands. Sometimes, a mystic
society will bring in a high
school, or even a college
band from another county.

But in general, Mobile high
school bands charge about
$1,000 per parade. The Pa-
raders spent $3,500 on four
high school bands.

Truck bands: One of the
more peculiar institutions of
the Mardi Gras parades is the
so-called truck band. It’s
usually a garage band riding
on a trailer with amplifiers
powered by a generator.

The Paraders went to one
agent, who got four truck
bands for the group’s parade
at a cost of $2,100.

Permit: The city’s pa-
rade permit costs a mere
$250.

Other parade units:
Maybe it’s Shriners or maybe
it’s a motorcycle club, but
there are a number of groups
out there that offer them-

selves up as a little some-
thing different in a parade.

Sometimes they’re free,
sometimes not. The Paraders
spent $1,250 on additional
units for the parade.

Other expenses: From
float security and emergency
road service to banner carri-
ers and generator rental,
there’s a number of addition-
al expenses.

For the Paraders, those ex-
penses totaled $2,670, and
that included $200 for a pa-
rade-day assistant, who’s re-
sponsible for pulling it all
together on the big day,
much like a wedding planner.

Throws: The Paraders
estimated that their riders
spent an average of $600
apiece on throws last year.
Davis, however, said he
thought the Mobile average
was more like $500 per float
rider.

“Buying throws is very per-
sonal; there’s no average
about it,” said Stephen Too-
mey of Toomey’s Mardi Gras,
easily the largest local pur-
veyor of throws. “Every per-
son who comes to our store
spends a different amount.”

Some maskers grab a shop-
ping cart and just go through
the aisles of Toomey’s store,
while others buy throws
through their mystic society,
which in turn buys in bulk
from Toomey or elsewhere.

And groups also have spe-
cialty items, such as beads,
cups or doubloons, made
with their logo on them.

“Some people wait until
the last minute, while others
shop for throws all year
long,” Toomey said. “Honest-
ly, the more I do this, the less
I know about it.

“But I think we’re very
blessed to have such a fun
event that lasts so long. The
joy that Mardi Gras brings,
the sense of community,
there’s nothing else like it.

“Like my dad said, there’s
three things you make time
for: hunting, fishing and Mar-
di Gras.”

At the Press-
Register’s re-
quest, a Mobile
parading society
turned over its list
of expenses for
last year’s Mardi
Gras parade:

Floats (re-
decorating 14
floats): $53,000.

Insurance for
the parade:
$4,800.

Parade per-
mit: $250.

Carnival As-
sociation dues:
$50.

Truck drivers
for the floats:
$1,105.

Float securi-
ty (pre- and post-
parade): $1,105.

Float emer-
gency road serv-
ice: $200.

Float service
(driving in and out
of the barn):
$300.

Pickup truck
rental: $715.

Horse rental:
$3,250.

Float escort
(from barn to pa-
rade and back):
$65.

Costumes:
$32,000.

Float banner
carriers: $650.

Queen’s car-
riage: $400.

Parade-day
coordinator: $200.

High school
bands (four):
$3,500.

Truck bands
(four): $2,100.

Shriner units
(four): $1,000.

Additional
act: $250.

Barn and re-
lated expenses:
$39,400.

TOTAL paid by
the parading so-
ciety (before the
cost of throws):
$144,340.

By STEVE JOYNT
Assistant City Editor

When one Mobile mystic so-
ciety agreed to provide the
Press-Register with an itemized
list of expenses from its last
Mardi Gras parade, it was time
to do some figuring.

To get beyond the price tag
of that one parade and start to
get an idea of how much is
spent in Mobile every year by
the parading groups, a rudi-
mentary formula had to be de-
veloped.

Here’s how it was done:
It was decided to take the

mystic society’s total expense
of $273,340 — including the es-
timated citywide average of
$500 spent on throws by 258
riders — and divide it by 14,
the number of floats in that
group’s parade.

That number — $19,524 —
became the per-float cost of a
parade for groups that own
their floats.

Every parade is a little dif-
ferent. Some have more march-
ing bands, while some lean
toward truck bands. Some
groups rent extras, such as a gi-
ant, rolling spotlight.

The biggest difference from
parade to parade, however, is
size, and that’s largely dictated
by the number of floats.

From the MAMGA procession
of 22 floats to the Butterfly
Maidens’ two entries, the Press-
Register attempted to count
the number of floats that ap-
peared in all of the downtown
Mobile Carnival parades in
2007 and came up with a total
of 295.

The Comic Cowboys, the
Bayport Parading Society and
the Joe Cain parade were not
included because they’re not
traditional parades.

The major cost difference
between parades lies in wheth-
er the mystic society owns and
stores its own floats or wheth-
er it rents the floats. The Press-
Register counted 239 owned
floats and 56 rented.

Of course, none of this is per-
fect. Some groups, for example,
rent most of the floats they use
but own one or two emblem
floats. For these purposes, a
group either owns or rents.

Taking the per-float cost
($19,524) and multiplying it by
the number of owned floats re-
sulted in a figure of $4,666,236,
or the total amount spent on
parades last year by Mobile
groups that own their floats.

To develop a separate per-
float figure for those groups
that rent floats, the mystic soci-
ety’s costs for float construc-
tion and storage were
subtracted.

The amount spent on throws
stayed the same, and the num-
ber was divided once again by
14. Then the single float rental
rate of $750 was added.

The resulting amount —
$13,674 — became the per-
float cost of a parade for
groups that rent their floats.

Multiply that by the number
of rented floats (56), and that
totals $765,744.

Simply adding the owned-
float subtotal to the rented-
float subtotal gave an estimate
of the amount spent by all of
the groups on 2007’s down-
town parades — $5,431,980.

By STEVE JOYNT
Assistant City Editor

For the city of Mobile, the
parades of Mardi Gras cost
more than $1 million to guard,
contain and clean up after last
year.

According to City Finance
Director Barbara Malkove, Mo-
bile spent $868,000 on over-
time pay for police and fire-
rescue personnel to secure the
parade route and answer med-
ical calls.

The city spent another
$166,000 to pay Parks and Rec-
reation employees and Public
Works employees to handle
cleanup.

Add $130,000 from the Mo-
bile County Sheriff’s Office to
provide additional officers for
security, and the taxpayers’
bill comes in at nearly $1.2 mil-
lion for a Mardi Gras season.

It is, however, a pretty good
investment.

“It’s amazing how much of
an income-earner Mardi Gras
is,” said retired economist
James McLain. “A city easily
sees four or five times the
amount that it spends.”

Nobody needs to convince
Mobile Mayor Sam Jones.

“I think it’s more than worth
the money the city has to put
into it,” Jones said. “Mardi
Gras has a tremendous eco-
nomic impact for the whole re-

gion, not just the city.”
The parades, he pointed out,

pull far more people down-
town than any other event or
series of events.

According to the Mobile Po-
lice Department, a total of
877,825 revelers showed up for
the parades last year.

If every one of those people
created just a dollar’s worth of
income for the city through
parking fees or sales tax, the

cost of police protection was
more than recouped.

And that doesn’t even start
to address how much of the
$5.5 million spent by the mys-
tic societies to put on their pa-
rades was tax revenue for the
city, county and state.

“Mardi Gras is to Mobile,”
Jones said, “what Disney
World is to Orlando.”

HEY, MI$TER!

Revelry and riches: Millions spent to produce Mardi Gras

CARNIVAL
EXPENSESWhere does the money come from?

By STEVE JOYNT
Assistant City Editor

After getting over the sticker
shock of throwing a parade, the
next question has to be:
Where’s the money come from?

The quick and easy answer,
of course, is dues. The mem-
bers of these nonprofit mystic
societies pay substantial annu-
al dues to help pay for their pa-
rades and Mardi Gras balls.

But it’s not the whole an-
swer.

The same parading group

that provided its individual pa-
rade expenses for the Press-
Register also revealed some fig-
ures from the other side of the
ledger — income.

Annual dues in this particu-
lar organization run $550 a year
for full members. Last year,
there were 258 such members,
contributing $141,900 in dues
alone.

Associate members — those
who do not parade — pay $225
a year, and the dues for about
15 of them last year totaled
$3,375.

Members who wish to be pa-
rade marshals pay an extra
$100 in dues, and members
who want VIP access during the
ball pay an another $100 a year.
Those extras added another
$6,500 to the income side.

In all, dues brought in
$151,775 last year.

The second-largest source of
income for this group is the
sale of tickets to the Mardi Gras
ball. Last year, 1,000 tickets
were sold at a price of $70
each, yielding, of course,
$70,000. Many of the older

groups do not, as a rule, sell in-
vitations to their balls, and the
annual dues in those groups
tend to be higher.

All of that put $221,775 into
the hat.

With a parade that costs the
group roughly $145,000 and a
ball that costs $140,000, that
still leaves them about $60,000
short.

That’s where all of the other
fundraising activities come in.

Some groups hold fishing,
hunting or golf tournaments to
raise money.

They might engage in bake
sales, auctions, yard sales or a
popular fundraiser — the draw-
down — which is essentially a
raffle for a cash pot.

And some groups usually en-
gage in some modest com-
merce that could include
selling throws to its own mem-
bers or charging members for
liquor at various functions.

All of those activities and
more are usually enough to
make up for that last 20 per-
cent of the bill.

HOW WE DID THE MATHWHAT
THE CITY
SPENDS
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The party is over: City crews get ready to clean up the mess after
the final parade on Fat Tuesday in 2005.
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Using figures provided by one mid-sizeUsing figures provided by one mid-sizeUsing figures provided by one mid-size
Mobile parading group, here are justMobile parading group, here are justMobile parading group, here are just
some of the costs associated with puttingsome of the costs associated with puttingsome of the costs associated with putting
on a Mardi Gras parade.on a Mardi Gras parade.on a Mardi Gras parade.

High School BandsHigh School BandsHigh School Bands
@ $1,000 per band@ $1,000 per band@ $1,000 per band

ThrowsThrowsThrows
@ $500 per rider@ $500 per rider@ $500 per rider

FloatsFloatsFloats
@ $3,800 each for a@ $3,800 each for a@ $3,800 each for a

complete change-outcomplete change-outcomplete change-out

Truck rentalTruck rentalTruck rental
@ $50 each; Drivers $80@ $50 each; Drivers $80@ $50 each; Drivers $80

Other parade actsOther parade actsOther parade acts
@ $250 each@ $250 each@ $250 each

Horse rentalHorse rentalHorse rental
@ $215 each@ $215 each@ $215 each

Costumes @Costumes @Costumes @
$125 per rider$125 per rider$125 per riderParade costsParade costsParade costs


