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Visit us at HITEC Booth #535 
CALL 1.855.984.5814

App-based entertainment
Guests can access and log in to their Netflix accounts via 
the Netflix app, or easily stream app-based content from 
SHOWTIME,® Hallmark TV and Music Choice® without 
usernames and passwords for a seamless user experience.

On Demand content
Guests have access to thousands of hours of 
On Demand content from dozens of programmers 
within the DIRECTV On Demand app.

Property Information app
allows hotels to share information with guests.

Choose our Advanced Entertainment Platform 
(AEP) with the option to enable your own 
customized guest experience. DIRECTV 
HOSPITALITY will provide the content and 
cloud technology platform—you are in control 
of your guest’s unique in-room entertainment.

Ask how to get AEP for your 
hotel at no additional cost.†

GUEST AND 
PROPERTY BENEFITS

Live TV
Guests get access to the best 
of DIRECTV programming with sports, 
breaking news, hit shows and more.

DIRECTV’S
ADVANCED 
ENTERTAINMENT 
PLATFORM
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NEW: Netflix app on the Advanced 
Entertainment Platform

Netflix subscription/login required.

Offer ends 12/31/22. New or renewing approved H&I customers only. 5-year programming agreement req’d. Credit card required (except MA & PA). Early Cancellation Fee may apply. 

HITEC Booth #535 or
1.855.984.5814 TO LEARN MORE

Guests can access and log in to their Netflix accounts via 
the Netflix app, or easily stream app-based content from 

 without 
usernames and passwords for a seamless user experience.

Choose our Advanced Entertainment Platform 
(AEP) with the option to enable your own 
customized guest experience. DIRECTV 
HOSPITALITY will provide the content and 
cloud technology platform—you are in control 
of your guest’s unique in-room entertainment.

Remotely manageable capability
allows you to manage AEP entirely 
via the cloud.

Customizable Home Screen
Promote your brand by including a logo, 
welcome message, background image 
and more.

Flexible, cloud-delivered updates
Property-friendly feature allows you to 
meet changing market needs.

AND MORE
Visit www.directvaep.com for 
additional features and benefits.
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Developed by Bethesda, Maryland-based 
Pebblebrook Hotel Trust, Hotel Ziggy is the 
eighth property in the REIT’s Unofficial Z 
Collection and stays true to the idiosyncratic 
brand’s values of rebellion and activism. Seattle 
and Brighton, UK-based Dawson Design 
Associates conceived interiors intended to 
spark conversations through the question, 
“Who really owns the music?” 
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T
ime and again over the past two years veteran hotelier’s 
message has been “have faith.” While the pandemic 
created the biggest ever shock to the industry’s system, 

travel as a birth right cannot be overcome. Yes, the hotel industry 
will rebound faster than anyone predicts.

These tested hoteliers have seen it all, through peaks and 
troughs, and even with new lines of competition. It doesn’t matter 
as they have the confidence and believe the industry’s future is 
always bright. Yes, they are right.

This is the enthusiasm and wisdom that I love as a reporter 
covering an industry that speaks to me because either you have 
the desire to serve or you don’t. Yes, it can be taught, but it comes from within. That is 
the beauty of this industry and why there are so many lifers – characters who I love to 
meet and interview to better understand their specific take on what matters, what sells 
and what’s next.

This month, the Special Report focuses on “The voices of developers” and it was my 
pleasure to spend an hour or more with these five thought leaders to hear what’s on 
their mind, learn about their strategies for the now, and understand their messages. As 
Ramsey Mankarious of Cedar Capital told me, he doesn’t consider his job work because 
he loves the business so much. I feel the same, Ramsey.

What a joy it was to meet and understand the hybrid development plans of Marloes 
Knippenberg’s Kerten Hospitality, who has an ESG-focused, community-based mixed-
use concept that is making her a darling of the EMEA development scene.

Meeting real estate developer turned service fanatic Leo Ghitis and having him ex-
plain his “no guests ever leaves unhappy” philosophy – again centered around sustain-
ability – couldn’t help but fill me with hope.

Listening to Stephen McCall of edyn, another experiential brand taking extended-stay 
to new heights, made all the sense as developers start to adjust to changing consumer 
preferences.

And then there was Phillip Allen, the newly minted president of AJ Capital Partner’s 
new Marine & Lawn division with opportunities to tune up hospitality at legendary golf 
resorts across the U.K. You could feel his joy and love for the business when he described 
how he got the chills when he stood on the roof at the soon-to-be-acquired Rusacks St 
Andrews overlooking the Old Course and the beyond the West Sands beach used for the 
opening theme of ‘Chariots of Fire.’

These interviews sometimes give me the chills, too, and no doubt assurances that, yes, 
hospitality is a beautiful place to make a living and will forever thrive. Don’t forget.
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Industry transaction 
dynamics are 
continually shifting 

and right now Chad 
Cooley, co-founder and 
managing partner of New 
York City-based AWH 
Partners, says the ongoing 
hotel industry recovery is 
starting to stabilize investor 
sentiment, which should 
lead to more acquisition 
opportunities for this 
privately held real estate 
investment, development, 
and management firm that 
has invested in 9,500 hotel 
rooms across 35 hotels, 
representing billions of real 
estate value.

AWH Partners, with currently 
holds 30 hotel assets in 18 
states as of early March, is in 

acquisition mode right now, 
Cooley says, and is eager to 
invest after an active 2021, 
when it bought five, well-timed 
distressed assets and invested 
about US$100 million of 
equity. While the same types 
of assets aren’t as likely to be 
available this year, Cooley says 
AWH would like to do even 
more volume than in 2021 – 
“maybe double that or more,” 
he says, adding in March it 
was negotiating a 1,000-key 
property deal.

More recently, AWH Partners 
acquired the Kimpton Goodland 
Goleta, a 158-room hotel near 
Santa Barbara, California, and 
transitioned it to The Leta, 
managed by AWH-owned Spire 
Hospitality. It represented 
the fifth deal of 2021, all of 

HOPES TO DOUBLE ITS
2021 ACQUISITION PACE

TRENDING

AWH 
CO-FOUNDER CHAD 
COOLEY SAYS 
STABILIZATION WILL 
LEAD TO ASSET 
TURNOVER AND 
OPPORTUNITIES 
FOR THIS NET BUYER 
TO BECOME MORE 
AGGRESSIVE.

by JEFF WEINSTEIN, EDITOR IN CHIEF

The recently acquired and rebranded The Leta near 
Santa Barbara, California
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which were located on the 
West Coast, and represented 
US$240 million in purchases 
with another US$30 million 
in renovations planned. 

Cooley and his team think 
this buoyant transaction 
market is going to play out 
over the next two to three 
years as owners and PE funds 
who bought assets in 2015-
2016 and had to hold through 
the pandemic now look to 
harvest their returns. “There’s 
this kind of forced turnover,” 
he says, “It’s not so much 
driven by a lender who’s going 
to take over the asset because 
many assets are worth more 
than their financing. But it’s 
just the nature of the business 
causing the turnover, and we 
look for opportunities where 
we think the owner needs to 
sell – it’s a better dynamic in 
the buy-sell process.”

Cooley says AWH, which 
raises capital around each 
investment opportunity from 
a wide variety of investors, 
is not focused on any single 
market or asset type, but 
more on the circumstances 
surrounding the assets and 
their evaluations. “But we do 
spend a lot of time thinking 
about markets and evaluating 
growth opportunities within a 
market, and that drives what 
we could pay.”

From an underwriting 
perspective, Cooley expects 
healthy revenue increases, as 
well as bigger cost increases. 
“We are probably more 
sensitive in places where we 
think labor expenses might 
grow faster than inflation – 

urban environments,” he says. 

PROUD OF THE WORK
Looking ahead on the 
performance side for this year, 
some existing AWH assets 
are forecast to reach 90% 
of 2019 revenues, but more 
meaningfully still trailing on a 
profit basis. That said, Cooley 
says AWH is in that position 
based on the work it did 
during the pandemic. 

“We’re really proud of 
the work we did during 
COVID,” Cooley says. 
“We were working day and 
night on balance sheets, 
cash management and cost 
structures. I think we came 

up with some fairly creative 
ideas – we sold rooftops, 
leased parking lots and we 
found longer-term groups that 
never would have stayed in 
our hotels to generate revenue 
in a time where there wasn’t 
any other demand… We really 
created value in different ways 
through pulling those levers 
on asset management in 2021, 
without a question exceeding 
our expectations on every 
level.”

AWH was also “brutally 
transparent” with every single 
lender and investor, telling 
them the pandemic was 
going to create an operating 
environment worse than 

anything seen before. Cooley 
says that maneuver was 
one AWH’s most important 
takeaways that will stick with 
them for a long time.

“We found that high level 
of communication paid huge 
dividends because our lenders 
and partners from those first 
calls said we were the first 
people telling them what 
was coming,” Cooley says. 
“It worked to build a rapport 
and then we started working 
on this together. We brought 
capital to the table for almost 
every single asset to smooth 
the way. But we received huge 
concessions from our lenders, 
too.”

The Cincinnati Marriott at RiverCenter

TRENDING



The result: Not a single hotel 
asset was lost and today every 
asset that is in the portfolio is 
in good standing, Cooley says.

AWH also spent much 
of COVID automating its 
investment process through 
a cloud-based database 
that is starting to pay bigger 
dividends. AWH dealmakers 
are more likely able to make 
evaluations today in three 
hours instead of three days. 
“It’s not making investment 
decisions for us, but it’s putting 
all the information in front of 
us for a healthy conversation,” 
Cooley adds.

BULLISH PACE
On the performance side last 
year, Cooley says the group 
regularly beat monthly budgets 
– handily so by the end of each 
month. In fact, in December 
2021, with a primarily urban, 
corporate and group focus, 
RevPAR exceeded 2019 levels. 

Again, looking ahead, the 
edict is don’t assume a slow 

recovery, according to Cooley. 
“Let’s take what we learned 
in 2021, which is this market 
is going to come back fast if 
the circumstances will allow… 
We’re very bullish on the pace 
of recovery once we’re kind of 
beyond the risks.”

Most of the AWH assets are 
managed by Spire Hospitality, 
which Cooley also says did 
a remarkable job during 
COVID. “There were so 
many hard decisions to make 
during COVID. But CEO 
Chris Russell did it like a pro,” 
Cooley says. “We are on track 
to have by far the biggest year 
ever for Spire’s revenues and 
profits.”

Generally speaking, 
Cooley says over the next 
decade AWH is expecting 
a renaissance in the hotel 
business. “Mobility and the 
desire of people to travel has 
grown exponentially and will 
continue to do so, and that’s 
going to drive value in our 
business.”

THERE’S THIS KIND OF FORCED TURNOVER… 
IT’S NOT SO MUCH DRIVEN BY A LENDER WHO’S 

GOING TO TAKE OVER THE ASSET BECAUSE 
MANY ASSETS ARE WORTH MORE THAN THEIR 
FINANCING. BUT IT’S JUST THE NATURE OF THE 
BUSINESS CAUSING THE TURNOVER, AND WE 
LOOK FOR OPPORTUNITIES WHERE WE THINK 
THE OWNER NEEDS TO SELL – IT’S A BETTER 

DYNAMIC IN THE BUY-SELL PROCESS.

– CHAD COOLEY
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PLAYING TO THEIR 

TRENDING

strengths

by KATHAKALI NANDI

FIRST HOSPITALITY 
PRESIDENT AND CEO 
DAVID DUNCAN TALKS 
ABOUT GROWTH 
WITH NEW PARTNER 
GEORGETOWN CO. AND 
HOW THEY HAVE BEEN 
MANAGING THROUGH 
THE PANDEMIC.

When First Hospitality, 
the family-owned and 
family-run hospitality 

investment, development and 
management company, decided to 
partner with New York-based The 
Georgetown Co. in September 2021, 
the hospitality sector had yet to 
even begin its rebound. 

Nine months into the marriage, 
First Hospitality President and CEO 
David Duncan, who heads the new 
platform along with Georgetown 
Managing Director Michael Fishbin, 
tells HOTELS all is well and their 
natural strengths as developers are 
meshing quite nicely.

The partners announced the 
launch of a new platform targeting 
US$1 billion of investment in upscale 
and luxury properties and in January 
acquired the 250-key Hutton Hotel 
in Nashville, Tennessee. The 14-story 
hotel, which was an o�ce building 
in the 1960s and was converted into 
a hotel in 2009, includes a social 
club and entertainment venue for 
live performances along with a 

co�ee shop and a restaurant. 
Both partners are working on 

the hotel jointly and every decision 
has been made in close association 
with each other, Duncan says. “The 
Hutton plays really well to our 
strengths. It’s a hotel that needs 
some renovation of the physical 
product. We are going to undertake 
a pretty significant renovation of 
the rooms, banquet, catering and 
other spaces over the next year or 
two and bring it to life as Nashville’s 
original boutique hotel,” Duncan 
adds.

Besides working with 
Georgetown, First Hospitality is 
also working on other projects 
concentrating on various markets 
of di�erent sizes to acquire hotel 
assets on their own. It has also made 
strategic investments in technology 
around revenue management 
to continue to generate  above-
average profit margins at all First 
Hospitality hotels. 

In conversation with HOTELS, 
Duncan speaks about First 
Hospitality’s growth outlook, the 

Guest room at the Hutton, Nashville



EXPERIENCE THE CONCORD WAY AT C O N C O R D H O T E L S . C O M / M A N A G E

TO  A  P OW ER FU L
CH ECK  I N
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We are an award-winning hotel manager focused on delivering value, driving 
profitability and enhancing your hotel assets. From food and beverage concept 
development to strong revenue management, we have the comprehensive 
operational management that you need to maximize revenue and returns on 
investments. Let’s join forces and do something amazing.



challenges they faced coming out of 
the pandemic and its ongoing plans 
with Georgetown Co.

HOTELS: How is the relationship 
with Georgetown evolving and 
what fruit has come out of it to 
date?
David Duncan: We announced 
the arrangement of the platform’s 
objective of investing upwards of a 
billion dollars in the hotel space for 
the next two to three years or the 
foreseeable future. 

The early returns are going 
exceedingly well. We’ve been very 
active in seeking investments. 
We’ve acquired the Hutton Hotel 
in Nashville as the inaugural 
project that we’ve done together. 
We’re working on two or three 
things currently which we aren’t 
announcing now. But we anticipate 
that we’ll be acquiring additional 
assets and developing other assets 
in the next three to six months. 

H: What’s next for First Hospitality 
and its investment platform with 
Georgetown?
DD: We’ll continue to aggressively 

pursue investment opportunities. 
First Hospitality is very well 

positioned today because of 
some choices we made during the 
pandemic. On an investment basis, 
we have some strong momentum 
on the growth front, 20% growth in 
the last 12 months is an indication of 
that. 

I strongly believe that our 
partnership with Georgetown, 
emphasis on first investors and 
relationship with our third parties 
will have a dramatic impact on 
growth going forward. In the next 
two to three years, we’ll be very 
dynamic in terms of growth. 

With respect to Georgetown, we 
will continue to seek investments 
based on what works for our 
platform —full-service hotels, 
lifestyle brands and premium select-
service in virtually all markets across 
the U.S. and slightly biased towards 
more dynamic and larger markets. 

In terms of first investors, we have 
a similar product type, a little closer 
to home and slightly smaller where 
we will be able to pick our “spots” in 
more tertiary markets; we’re really 
comfortable with the local demand. 

H: Can you talk about your 
relationship with Georgetown 
Managing Director Michael Fishbin 
when it comes to sourcing and 
analyzing potential deals?
DD: I’ve known Michael for decades. 
Our relationship personally and 
the platform are working together  
hand-in-hand. We are identifying 
opportunities, underwriting and 
pursuing  them. We talk multiple 
times a week to organize the teams 
to underwrite deals. It’s as if it’s one 
team sourcing and underwriting 
positions for that platform. We 
contribute some of the work, they 
contribute some of the work and it’s 
quite seamless. 

H: What is First sourcing on its own 
and how are you interacting with 
First Hospitality Chairman Stephen 
Schwartz? 
DD: Like we’re working with 
Georgetown to acquire assets that 
they are interested in, similarly we’re 
working with Stephen and what we 
call ‘first investors’ to do basically 
the same thing in slightly di�erent 
markets and at slightly di�erent 

First Hospitality’s tri-branded hotels connected 
to Chicago’s McCormick Place convention center 
include the Hilton Garden Inn Chicago McCormick 
Place, Hampton Inn by Hilton Chicago McCormick 
Place, and Home2 Suites by Hilton Chicago 
McCormick Place.

TRENDING
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sizes to also acquire hotel real estate 

across the country.

Currently, the first investors 

are slightly smaller and probably 

fundamentally closer to our current 

region of investments focusing 

on what we consider overlooked 

markets in the Midwest. 

On the Georgetown side, it’s 

a national platform that’s not 

necessarily just in the Midwest.

The third leg of the proverbial 

stool is the work we’re also doing 

with third parties as they’re 

considering acquiring new assets 

that they will own, and we will 

be an investor in. We’re doing 

management for them on a third-

party basis. 

WE ANTICIPATE THAT WE’LL BE ACQUIRING ADDITIONAL 
ASSETS AND DEVELOPING OTHER ASSETS IN THE NEXT THREE 

TO SIX MONTHS.

– DAVID DUNCAN

www.indelb.com
info@indelb.com

*Product model K40 Ecosmart PV Black



18 hotelsmag.com June 2022

H: How did the Hutton Hotel deal 
in Nashville come together and 
again how did that work with 
Georgetown? 
DD: The hotel was for sale by the 
owner through a broadly marketed 
process. We participated in a 
broker-led process. The reason we 
were so excited about it, and still 
feel the same way, is that Nashville 
has a dynamic, long-term and varied 
growth profile.

The Hutton plays really well to 
our strengths. It’s a hotel that needs 
some renovation of the physical 
product. We are going to undertake 
a pretty significant renovation of 
the rooms, banquet, catering and 
other spaces over the next year or 
two and bring it to life as Nashville’s 
original boutique hotel.

We have some exciting plans that 
we’re working on for the renovations 
there. It is a hotel that is perfectly 
located outside of the chaotic 
energy of Broadway and Nashville 
and tucked in near the university in 
Nashville. We love that location. It’s 
very proximate to a vibrant night life 
activity but not right in the middle 
of it so you get a little bit of peace 
and quiet but still have really good 
energy.

We’re working on that project 
jointly with Georgetown. Like we did 
with the acquisition — hand-in-glove 
— every decision was made jointly, 
like managing the interior design, 
brand definition process as well as 
considering the di�erent food and 
beverage opportunities there. 

H: When are these renovations 
expected to be completed?
DD: We are under planning for 
the renovations which are likely to 
begin  over the next 12-15 months. 
We’re in the middle of addressing 
some of the challenges. Nashville 
is a vibrant place and we want to 
make sure that we don’t displace 
revenue and also take care of the 

supply chain challenges of ordering 
products. These two attributes are 
making renovating time a little more 
complicated and that’s why it will 
take us 12 to 15 months to complete 
it. 

H: Are you adding any dining 
venues or are you only renovating 
the existing spaces? 
DD: The hotel had previously 
closed its dining operations. There 
is a restaurant that is going to be 
reenergized. We are likely to be 
adding selected food and beverage 
outlets in the building itself… it’s still 
under consideration.

It has a music venue called the 

Analog. We’re looking forward to 
bringing in new energy to that as 
well as reestablishing the current 
food and beverage o�erings and 
bar.

The current restaurant that has 
been redeveloped has never been 
opened. It’s a nice opportunity 
for us to bring that to life with the 
outdoor patio. 

H: Does First have its own equity 
share or strictly manage?

DD: We’re partners in the real 
estate investment profits and also 
managing it. 

H: What is your third-party 

First Hospitality repositioned the Hotel LeVeque to 
become an Autograph Collection by Marriott hotel in 
downtown Columbus, Ohio.
(guest room below)

TRENDING
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growth outlook apart from your 
relationship with Georgetown?
DD: We made very strategic 
investments during the downturn 
of the pandemic in three areas. The 
first investment was in our people 
to make sure we’re prepared for the 
long run, to keep the operating team 
at full strength. We found really 
good opportunities to invest in new 
talent during that time period.

The second one was significant 
investment in revenue management 
technology and related 
infrastructural process to ensure 
that operating companies managed 
hotel revenues better than anybody 
else in the business. 

The third was to lean in on the 
challenges of talent and labor and 
make sure we had modern and 
cutting-edge technology to manage 
labor as well as keep the employee 
experience at e�cient levels. 

These three investments provided 
us with opportunities to grow and 
we’ve been able to foster that part 
of the business about 20% in the last 
12 months. We will continue at that 
pace and increase over the next few 
years. There’s a good momentum 
coming out of the pandemic 
and that will help us expand our 
geography more broadly. 

We’ve added considerably to 
the team of professionals and are 
looking forward to announcing 
some key executive hires that are 
joining us in the next two to three 
months. 

H: As we come out of the 
pandemic, what are the challenges 
you have faced so far?
DD: There’s a lot of discussions 
around the global search for talent, 
at the property level and at all 
levels of the organization. We’re not 
unique in the hotel business to face 
this challenge. We view that as a 
fundamental opportunity for us and 
a challenge on the long-term basis.

We’re doing a number of things to 
ensure that we are well positioned 
to attract talent. We’re moving 
our corporate o�ce to downtown 
Chicago, proximate to world-class 
transportation system and the 
energies there that will be a very 
large attribute of talent attraction.

We’ve made some investments in 
technology to ensure scheduling, 
labor tracking and management are 
at high levels of specificity. 

We have shifted our thinking 
about employee experience to the 
person’s life experience. We think 
about how our employees think 
about work-life balance here and 
are really broadening our context 
around how people come to work 
for us.

There are a number of employee 
recognition programs that we 
have in place, but it goes back to 
the larger challenge of attraction 
and retention of talent, which is 
fundamental and key. We have a 
strategic advantage since we run 
our business centered around our 
people. It’s a family-owned and 
family-oriented business and it’s a 
way of life for us, and not just a back 
of the brochure employee promise. 

H: What is your performance year-
to-date and forecast?
DD: We pride ourselves for having 
above-average profit margins at all 
our hotels. That’s because we have 
invested in tools to support that. 

Year-to-date, across our portfolio 
every region is ahead of budget 
by the bottom-line and topline on 
a year-to-date basis. Obviously, 
COVID-19 and its variants softened 
the demand surge but we’re looking 
forward to the return of business. 
We think it’s going to be a fantastic 
summer and fall.

Across our portfolio, the forward-
looking patterns are extending, the 
group business is staying in place 
instead of falling o�. We’re seeing a 

solid 2022 on the books.
The aspect that will overcome the 

challenges of the business travel are 
the transient and leisure travel. In 
many of our markets, we think the 
numbers are going to be very strong 
in summer. 

H: How do you see the recovery of 
business travel and group travel?
DD: What we’ve seen in many of our 
assets is the traditional return of 
transient, business travel and then 
group. We’re seeing a fairly strong 
return of group business, outpacing 
traditional business travel.

H: Post pandemic, travelers more 
often prefer extended stays and 
experiential vacations. How is First 
Hospitality responding to these 
emerging trends?
DD: As an adjunct to bringing group 
business back, we want to ensure 
that we’re advertising and making 
great opportunities available to that 
traveler so that they can extend 
their stay beyond the business event 
itself. We’re fortunate that a large 
majority of our hotels are in exciting, 
urban markets that weren’t exciting 
during the downturn because they 
were largely vacant.

But as we return to places like 
downtown Chicago, Louisville 
or Columbus, as Broadway and 
entertainment come back, we’re 
setting up specific rate programs to 
attract that business traveler to also 
extend their average length of stay. 
We’ve seen a 30% increase in the 
average length of stay over the past 
for months, which is largely a result 
of travelers extending their stay 
beyond their business travel. 

This is accomplished at the 
grassroot level and by having a 
great revenue management system 
in place that motivates travelers to 
stay for longer periods of time at 
slightly lower rates. 

TRENDING
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David Anderson, who in 
November 2021 became 
executive vice president 

of Interstate Hotels & Resorts, 
the international management 
division of Aimbridge Hospitality, is 
increasingly optimistic due to signs 
of improving consumer confidence, 
an occupancy rebound and further 
COVID-related restrictions being 
lifted. All of this should lead to 
an even quicker bounce back in 
business, he says.

Spurred on by clear indications 
that people are ready to travel 
again, Anderson is pressing on with 
plans to grow Interstate’s portfolio 
across Europe in the next five years. 
“We are in a much stronger position 
and with more certainty than we did 

in 2021,” he says. 
More recently, Interstate was 

named manager for England’s first 
Tribe hotel, part of the Accor family, 
set to open at Manchester Airport 
in 2023. Owned by H3 Hotels S.a.r.l, 
the nine-floor, new-build hotel, 
which will house 412 rooms and 
suites as well as four restaurants 
and bars, a gym and a crew lounge 
for airline sta�, will be located 
on Manchester Airport’s Chicago 
Avenue.

Interstate was also named 
manager of the Mercure Newport 
hotel in Wales. It was signed by 
owners Garrison Barclay Estates to 
operate the new hotel this spring in 
central Newport.

Addressing the turnaround 
in performance, Anderson says 

Interstate has sturdy performance 
in a number of key markets with 
Antwerp moving above 80% 
occupancy in December, and 
key UK cities like Newcastle and 
Birmingham also showing tangible 
signs of confidence and booking 
resilience. Interstate also has a 
significant portfolio in Russia, which 
was performing well prior to the 
country’s invasion of Ukraine.

“Despite the challenges of the 
global pandemic, Interstate saw 
impressive overall growth last 
year and that is down to the sheer 
hard work and dedication of the 
team, our ability to quickly adapt 
and source new revenue streams 
and to provide safe environments 
and reassurance for customers,” 
Anderson says.  “Our dynamic 

Interstate’s 
Anderson 
sees quicker bounce 
in business

TRENDING
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Interstate manages the Mercue in Bristol, England

INTERSTATE LEADER DAVID ANDERSON SEEING 
BUSINESS REBOUND AND SAYS THE BUSINESS IS 
NOW IN A MUCH STRONGER POSITION TO GROW 
ACROSS EUROPE OVER THE NEXT FIVE YEARS.

approach ensured that all Interstate 
Hotels have operated fully, either 
open or for exclusive use business, 
since May 2021.”

Anderson, who most recently 
spent three years as CEO of Sun Ltd. 
(Hotels & Resorts) Mauritius and 
held previous executive roles with 
Dolce Hotels, Wyndham Hotel Group 
and Louvre Hotel Group, adds that 
2021 was a key year for Interstate 
as it integrated all 31 of Jupiter’s UK 
properties into its portfolio, opened 
a new Hampton by Hilton property 
in Canterbury and grew its pipeline 
for 2022/23 taking the company’s 
growing pan-European portfolio to 
more than 138 properties.

Interstate was working on a 
number of projects throughout 2021, 
including a new Holiday Inn Express 

property in Brussels that will open in 
this year and properties in Newport, 
Manchester and Norwich in the U.K. 

“With the ongoing changes to 
travel guidance we are seeing 
signs of uplifts in demand, but also 
continued strength in domestic 
travel,” Anderson continues. “Travel 
restrictions have eased recently 
giving people more confidence to 
book trips. Travelers have missed 
out on many opportunities to get 
away over the last two years and 
will be wanting to explore again in a 
safe way. Likely trends include more 
intergenerational family trips as 
people make up for time spent apart 
due to lockdowns and restrictions, 
and more international travel with 

the return of groups and events 
business to our international cities 
such as Amsterdam.”

Anderson adds that it has been 
really reassuring to hear from 
manager who are seeing a shift in 
demand in meetings and events. 
“While we have an experienced 
impact in Q1 due to Omicron, clients 
are moving bookings, rather than 
cancelling. One of our most popular 
events spaces, The Eastside Rooms 
in Birmingham, reports that 84% of 
event revenue has been postponed 
to later in the year, rather than 
cancelling outright. In person events 
remain in demand and important to 
organizations.”

LIKELY TRENDS INCLUDE 
MORE INTERGENERATIONAL 

FAMILY TRIPS AS PEOPLE 
MAKE UP FOR TIME SPENT 

APART DUE TO LOCKDOWNS 
AND RESTRICTIONS, AND 
MORE INTERNATIONAL 

TRAVEL WITH THE 
RETURN OF GROUPS AND 

EVENTS BUSINESS TO OUR 
INTERNATIONAL CITIES SUCH 

AS AMSTERDAM.
– DAVID ANDERSON

by KATHAKALI NANDI
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CREATE 
GENPRO

Sondland,
Alibhai 

Long-time hotel industry developers Gordon Sondland and 
Karim Alibhai have joined forces to start a creatively structured 
special purpose hospitality venture, GenPro, which will launch 

with eight assets from Sondland’s Provenance Hotels portfolio. The 
duo will each contribute US$35 million in cash to the venture, which 
will also include institutional partners investing in the rest of the 
capital stack. The pair has not divulged transaction details nor the total 
investment made in GenPro.

Jointly led by Portland, Oregon-based Provenance’s Founder and 
Chairman Sondland and Miami-based Gencom Founder Alibhai, 
GenPro will seek to expand through future acquisitions and/or 
redevelopment opportunities. They say at least three separate deals are 
in advanced stages of negotiations and initially they expect to execute 
on average four to six deals a year, which could include portfolio deals. 

GenPro’s hotel assets will be managed by Benchmark Pyramid. 
Alibhai currently sits on the Board of Benchmark Pyramid, and 
Sondland will also join the Board upon the close of Benchmark 
Pyramid’s acquisition of Provenance, which is expected in the second 

TRENDING

NEW GLOBAL REAL 
ESTATE GROWTH 
PLATFORM INCLUDES 
ASSETS WITHIN 
PROVENANCE 
HOTELS’ LEGACY 
PORTFOLIO AND 
OTHERS IN AN 
IDENTIFIED PIPELINE.

by JEFF WEINSTEIN, EDITOR IN CHIEF



quarter of 2022.
Sondland has retained the Provenance name after selling 

management to the Benchmark Pyramid and says an 
announcement is forthcoming about the exploitation of that name 
going forward.

GenPro’s initial portfolio of properties includes the downtown 
Seattle, Washington—Hotel Max; the boutique Old No. 77 Hotel 
& Chandlery, situated just blocks from New Orleans, Louisiana’s 
French Quarter; downtown Nashville, Tennessee’s newly renovated 
Hotel Preston; the museum-worthy collection of glass art at Hotel 
Murano in the South Sound; and four downtown Portland, Oregon 
hotels: the Hollywood golden age-style Hotel Deluxe in the Goose 
Hollow neighborhood, Sentinel in the West End, Hotel Lucia, 
which is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and the 
art-filled rooms of Dossier. 

These eight assets were easy to bring into the GenPro fold 
because they’re all contained in one entity and owned by the same 
investment group in which Provenance sponsors and partners own 

the lion’s share of the equity. Sondland adds that there are other 
Provenance hotel assets that are not going into this venture that will 
be “dealt with separately.”

DEAL ORIGINS
The deal started to come together about a year ago during a lunch in 
Miami where the new partners drew up an agreement on a napkin. 
Sondland and his partners were looking for a strategic partnership 
that could both enhance their management company with scale, but 
at the same time align on the real estate portfolio with a partner that 
was also aligned on management. With Gencom being in the unique 
position where it is a shareholder in Benchmark, and now Pyramid, 
and also being a real estate shop, the two were able to create this 
vehicle.

“The key to this is the alignment on both sides of the deal, which 
is not easy, where you’re managing essentially your own property,” 
Sondland says. “It’s hard to find a partner where they’re invested 
in both pockets of the pair of pants – and that’s what we have here. 
The deal took a while to structure to make sure that the alignment 
portion – heads you win, tails you win – worked out so that all the 
stakeholders feel comfortable.”

Among the assets joining GenPro is Provenance’s 
Sentinel in the West End of Portland, Oregon

THE GOOD NEWS ABOUT THIS VENTURE IS 
BOTH KARIM AND I COMPRISE THE INVESTMENT 

COMMITTEE. AND WE CAN BE VERY FLEXIBLE IN 
HOW WE STRUCTURE THESE DEALS.

– GORDON SONDLAND



28 hotelsmag.com June 2022

GROWTH STRATEGY
The strategy to grow GenPro includes looking for lifestyle/
boutique projects and properties all over the United States and 
maybe even in Europe where a value-add opportunity presents 
itself. Alibhai says it could include redevelopment deals. “We 
really like partnerships that enhance an asset and then, obviously, 
with Benchmark Pyramid being a very seasoned and specialized 
operator in this segment, that gives us an operator that we can 
continue to bring in tow,” Alibhai says.

Alibhai adds, “If you had to pick one asset class that was in most 
disfavor and where there are more opportunities, urban, full-service 
boutique hotels are the ones that are slower to come back, or the 
downtown Kimpton-type properties, which outperformed prior to 
the pandemic. So those are the opportunities we’re looking at and 
are under consideration right now.”

Deals could come from existing owners who want a little help and 
may still want to even continue to own their assets, where GenPro 
could come in and buy a 50% stake, for example, turn management 
around with Benchmark Pyramid and still leave the owner with 
upside once the market recovers. “The good news about this venture 
is both Karim and I comprise the investment committee,” Sondland 
says. “And we can be very flexible in how we structure these deals.”

On the new development side, GenPro has one deal in the works 
in the U.S., which it cannot yet announce. “It would be a very 
exciting ground up development in an absolute barrier to entry, 
waterfront locations,” Sondland says. “It’s a great market, but it’s 
going to be a three- to four-year development cycle. The existing 
assets that require repositioning or require capex are clearly the 
low-hanging fruit both in Europe and in the U.S.”

Clearly, domestic markets are the priority for growth, although 
Benchmark Pyramid has a wholly owned subsidiary based in 

London called Hamilton Partners and they manage a big portfolio 
similar to what GenPro is pursuing.

“During my time and service in Europe, I met a lot of 
people made a lot of friends,” says Sondland, who served as 
U.S. Ambassador to the European Union during the Trump 
administration. “I’ve been invited several times by folks that I’ve 
met along the way to come over and explore opportunities. So, I 
think that’ll be an interesting additive venture.”

At the same time, Sondland was a key witness in Trump’s 
impeachment inquiry and revealed that he told a top Ukrainian 
o¬cial that hundreds of millions of dollars in military aid would 
“likely” be held up unless the country’s government announced 
investigations into President Donald Trump’s political rivals — a 
major reversal from his previous closed-door testimony.

As for the negative connotations tied to Sondland’s 
ambassadorship, he says, “As this has shaken out, after all of the 
initial media frenzy, I’m very happy that as I move around the 
world, literally in the United States and elsewhere, I’m frequently 
recognized. And someone, to me, that’s clearly a Democrat, says, 
‘thank you for telling the truth.’ And someone else will walk up to 
me as a Republican and say, ‘thank you for your service.’ So, I really 
had few of any negative comments in the preceding two years since 
all the frenzy.”

Alibhai concludes by saying the deal enables GenPro to do deals 
where it can say, “one plus one equals three,” which brings both real 
estate ownership and management expertise together because it is 
going to spend “a fair bit of money” on the portfolio to renovate and 
reposition. “Having a relationship with our management company 
that we believe is best in class, we have a very strong upside 
potential here,” he says.

IF YOU HAD TO PICK ONE ASSET CLASS THAT 
WAS IN MOST DISFAVOR AND WHERE THERE 
ARE MORE OPPORTUNITIES, URBAN, FULL-
SERVICE BOUTIQUE HOTELS ARE THE ONES 
THAT ARE SLOWER TO COME BACK, OR THE 

DOWNTOWN KIMPTON-TYPE PROPERTIES, WHICH 
OUTPERFORMED PRIOR TO THE PANDEMIC. 

SO THOSE ARE THE OPPORTUNITIES WE’RE 
LOOKING AT AND ARE UNDER CONSIDERATION 

RIGHT NOW.

– KARIM ALIBHAI
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INDUSTRY LEADERS OFFER OPINIONS AND DIRECTION 
ABOUT DEBT AVAILABILITY, INCLUDING MEZZANINE 
AND BRIDGE FINANCING.
by JEFF WEINSTEIN,  EDITOR IN CHIEF

I
ncreasing liquidity has strengthened, but so 
have rates, and it will no doubt impact on the 
recovery of asset values and deal activity.
Debt funds are the most active lenders, followed 

by banks, which continue to provide the lowest 
cost of capital even as debt fund spreads have 
compressed.

Leverage levels have increased to 55% and 60% 
with a bit more wiggle room available for better 
assets.

HOTELS reached out to experts in the hotel 
financing arena to get their take on the availability 
of debt, including mezzanine financing, bridge 
loans and more.

On the following pages, read commentary 
from leaders at Driftwood Capital, Robert 
Douglas, JF Capital Advisors, CBRE in Asia, and 
Avington Financial in London, who talk about the 
opportunities and obstacles to obtaining debt 
financing in today’s marketplace.

The state of
debt financing
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Filling the gap with 

rescue capital
INVESTMENT

MEZZANINE LOANS, 
PREFERRED EQUITY 
WILL CONTINUE TO 
BE IN DEMAND AS 
HOTELIERS REGAIN 
THEIR FOOTING IN 
A POST-PANDEMIC 
WORLD.
Contributed by SCOTT MELBY,
VICE PRESIDENT OF CAPITAL MARKETS, 

DRIFTWOOD CAPITAL, MIAMI, FLORIDA

When the pandemic 
shut down the travel 
industry, many hospitality 

sponsors were left with empty 
hotels, large payrolls and continued 
uncertainty. At Driftwood Capital, 
we, too, spent many months 
reforecasting budgets, assessing 
long-term e�ects and working 
through the many operational 
challenges that come with owning 
and managing hotels in such 
a scenario. But as a long-term 
hospitality investor with full capital 
stack capabilities, we also saw an 
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opportunity to fill an important 
gap in the hotel financing space as 
a source of “rescue capital” to an 
industry desperately in need.

The mezzanine financing and 
preferred equity lending space was 
and continues to be a unique space 
for providers who concentrate on 
specialized asset classes such as 
hospitality. With many traditional 
lenders either on the sidelines or 
capped at historically low proceeds 
levels, a sizeable gap (20% to 30% 
of the capital stack) emerged for 
debt funds and alternative lenders 
to provide attractively priced, risk-
adjusted loans, generally in the 
US$5 million to US$75 million range, 
to meet borrowers’ desired leverage 
levels. (For those who are unfamiliar, 
mezzanine and preferred equity 
financing are similar in that they are 
both subordinate to senior debt, 
but the legal rights that accompany 
each vary slightly.)   

There are a range of scenarios 
in which one sees these loans 
in high demand – it could be a 
traditional refinance, acquisition, 
recapitalization or construction 
loan for example, or a hotelier may 
need a cash infusion to handle 
cost over runs to complete a new 
development.

Mezzanine debt/preferred equity 
investing in commercial real estate 
has been an established industry 
for more than two decades. 
Mezzanine debt is a financing 
vehicle that typically serves as a 
bridge between a project’s senior 
loan and the equity within a capital 
stack. The mezzanine debt position 
is subordinate to the senior loan 
and will bear losses ahead of the 
senior lender. In 2006 and 2007, 
senior debt was readily available up 
to 80% LTV, and mezzanine debt 

was available at up to 90% LTV or 
greater.

In the most recent economic 
cycle (2010 – 2019), senior loans 
generally provided proceeds up 
to 70% LTV, and mezzanine debt 
generally filled the gap from 70% to 
85% LTV, depending on risk profile 
and asset type. As the market 
reformulates post-COVID, senior 
loans are now sizing at or less than 
50% LTV, resulting in a wider gap 
between senior debt and equity. 
This historically large gap provides 
an even greater opportunity for 
mezzanine lenders to supply capital 
at high yields while maintaining 
relatively low LTVs. Loan duration 
has remained consistent with loan 
terms generally ranging between 
one and five years, typically co-
terminus with the senior loan.

Borrowers generally find 
mezzanine debt/preferred equity 
attractive, as it has the potential to 
enhance equity returns while being 
less restrictive relative to senior 
debt. In addition, mezzanine debt 
reduces the equity requirement 
and is a lower cost of capital for 
borrowers compared to seeking 
additional equity. Borrowers often 
prefer mezzanine debt to additional 
equity from joint venture partners, 
as mezzanine debt allows borrowers 
to retain sole control of a project 
all “upside” of the underlying 
asset. The use of mezzanine debt 
also allows a borrower to target 
larger transactions and be more 
competitive in terms of pricing with 
a lower weighted average cost of 
capital.

Where we have been extremely 
successful is providing full-stack 
solutions for hotels that either 
opened right before or during the 
pandemic that still need time to 

achieve stabilized performance.  
Last year, for example, we 

provided along with a life insurance 
company approximately US$206 
million in total financing at a 
weighted average interest rate of 
LIBOR plus 500 basis points to 
four newly built Hyatt hotels in 
California and Oregon to facilitate 
a partnership buyout and refinance 
the existing construction.

Another reason this niche exists 
is that traditional senior lenders like 
banks and life insurance companies 
tend to shy away from hospitality 
and will only lend if their position is 
credit-enhanced by a subordinate 
lender with operational knowledge 
in case issues arise along the way.

Looking ahead, we are 
encouraged by the fact that 
consumer travel demand has hit 
record levels, and have already 
seen some markets return to nearly 
pre-pandemic performance. Our 
expectation is that we will see 
strong fundamentals return as soon 
as the third or fourth quarter of 
this year. But a full recovery of the 
hospitality sector is likely still a year 
o�, and labor shortages, inflation, 
and now rising interest rates suggest 
that the recovery may be a bumpy 
one as well.  

For this reason, we anticipate that 
there will continue to be heightened 
demand for mezzanine loans and 
preferred equity in the year ahead 
as the hoteliers continue to get their 
footing in a post-pandemic world. 
Our advice to them: seek a capital 
partner that is well capitalized, 
has operational expertise, and can 
o�er flexibility in terms to structure 
the deal to give the borrower’s 
maximum benefit. 



T
he Covid pandemic was an unprecedented challenge for the entire global 
economy. The pandemic had an immediate and drastic impact across the 
global hospitality industry and its financing markets. 

This could have been even more severe than the 2008 financial crisis but for the 
immediate resolute action from government agencies, central banks and finance 
ministers, which permitted a pragmatic, dynamic approach to the situation by 
financial and non-traditional industry lenders alike. 

The fear within the industry was that the pandemic would freeze debt and equity 
markets for extended periods, accelerate foreclosures, and impose ultra-restrictive 
lending guidelines for those few groups who were still prepared to lend.

Thankfully, that was not the case as there was only a brief period of shutdown 

FULL 
FINANCING 
OPTIONS

THE RETURN OF 

INVESTMENT

SOME PAUSE BUTTONS 
REMAIN DUE TO THE 
WAR IN UKRAINE, BUT 
DEBT CAPITAL MARKETS 
ARE STRONG AND 
ESPECIALLY PREVALENT 
IN THE MEZZANINE 
FINANCING MARKETS. 

Contributed by J. PEDRO PETIZ,
AVINGTON FINANCIAL, LONDON
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BORROWERS HAVE AN 
UNPRECEDENTED AMOUNT OF 
FLEXIBILITY AND OPTIONALITY 

WHEN CHOOSING THEIR MEZZANINE 
FINANCING PARTNER AND, ALTHOUGH 

FINANCIAL TERMS HAVE A FLOOR, 
SEVERAL VALUABLE TERMS ARE OPEN 
TO NEGOTIATION, WHICH CAN IMPROVE 
PROJECT APPETITE AND RETURNS FOR 

ENTREPRENEURIAL PRINCIPALS.

– J. PEDRO PETIZ

(March to May 2020).  Borrowers and lenders across the 
spectrum openly engaged with each other and established 
appropriate measures to navigate such unprecedented 
times, including grace periods, covenant waivers and 
maturity extensions for small or no penalties. In the 
meantime, borrowers were able to tap into governmental 
assistance programs, including furlough or paycheck 
protection programs, to keep sta± on the payroll while 
minimizing cash outflows during the pandemic-induced 
lockdowns. 

Bankruptcies and insolvencies were kept to a minimum 
and mostly limited to special situations where borrowers 
or assets were already in trouble before the pandemic.

As a result, in today’s almost post-COVID world, 
borrowers and lenders have strengthened their 
relationships and resolved to communicate and work 
together to solve issues, as opposed to falling back on 
original agreements and delegating legal teams to enforce 
their respective rights. 

The abundance of liquidity in capital markets which 
already existed pre-pandemic has continued, further 
fuelled by central banking liquidity injections. Today, the 
debt capital markets for the hospitality industry remain 
awash with capital ready to be deployed, and this situation 
is especially prevalent in the mezzanine financing 
markets. 

Traditionally, the mezzanine financing markets 
for the hospitality industry have been controlled by 
traditional lenders and a handful of large alternative 

asset management groups with specialized debt teams. 
Since 2014/15, the market has seen the emergence of new 
players in the space, notably: 

(i) single and multi-family o¬ces who have adopted 
a direct ‘go-at-it alone’ strategy in the pursuit of their 
investment portfolio diversification; and 

(ii) expanding debt teams within alternative asset 
management and private equity groups who have raised 
incredible amounts of capital for specialized debt funds 
on the back of record low interest rates. 

The hospitality lending market remains ultra-
competitive, but most traditional lenders have remained 
steadfast to their core strategy. Instead, mezzanine 
market lenders have opted to di±erentiate themselves to 
borrowers by providing packaged financing deals (senior 
+ mezzanine, or mezzanine + warrants, or mezzanine + 
convertible pieces), flexibility of terms (low prepayment 
penalties, flexible guarantee requirements, PIK versus 
current interest payment, etc.) and an openness to work 
with alternative capital structures (financing sale and 
leaseback transactions, working with PACE financing 
loans, and other similar government assistance programs 
for clean energy, solar, etc.).

Borrowers have an unprecedented amount of flexibility 
and optionality when choosing their mezzanine financing 
partner and, although financial terms have a floor, 
several valuable terms are open to negotiation, which can 
improve project appetite and returns for entrepreneurial 
principals. 

From a sector preference, coming out of the pandemic, 
lenders focused their balance sheet on new lending to 
high-performing assets such as resorts and extended-stay 
projects and portfolios. However, the success of vaccine 
rollouts and the return of the business travel and the 
meetings and events sector has finally enabled the return 
of performance to traditional urban hotels and big-box 
MICE properties. Lenders, of all types and across all 
elements of the capital structure, have been quick to adapt 
and are now meaningfully more open to new business in 
these sectors.

As a result, while we were cautious for most of 2021, 
we are confident when we say today that the financing 
market is fully open across all segments of the hospitality 
industry. This, of course, is tempered by the unfortunate 
hostilities in Ukraine which has caused some lenders to 
“hit the pause button” for certain European transactions 
pending sight of a path to a peaceful resolution.
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THIS PAST CYCLE WAS FACILITATED BY THE DEBT 
FUNDS PROVIDING BRIDGE FINANCING WHEN THE 
DEAL DIDN’T WORK FOR THE STRICT UNDERWRITING 
STANDARDS AND REGULATIONS OF CMBS.
Contributed by ANDREW HEILMANN,
ROBERTDOUGLAS, NEW YORK CITY

BRIDGE 
FINANCING 
critical for entrepreneurs
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As my colleague Stephen O’Connor says, 
“bridge lenders are keeping the industry 
going – they lend where others won’t and 

have a penchant for executing on the most innovative 
hospitality projects.” This is truer now than it has 
ever been with established equity investors seeking 
portfolio diversification and enhanced yields despite 
macro-economic factors and the post-COVID recovery 
working against them. In both good markets and bad, 
bridge lenders have remained a steady and reliable 
source of debt due to their creativity and flexibility in 
providing hotel financing. These lenders continue to 
close on loans despite macro- and micro-economic 
complexities.

Bridge financing is an institutional debt solution 
that provides a runway for a near-term real estate 
execution that is too complicated or speculative for a 
traditional “permanent” balance sheet lender, too time-
constrained, not rich enough for a hard money loan, or 
simply lacks operating history and proof of concept.

In our experience and view, bridge financing is NOT 
about “rescuing” a project – the business plan must 
be there – it is about providing a thoughtful financing 
solution to facilitate the short-term execution of a 
project. Where traditional permanent lenders have 
strict parameters, bridge lenders have flexibility to 
structure a loan to get the deal done as long as the 
underlying collateral value is there.

Recent examples where we’ve seen bridge lenders 
step up include: a sponsor breaking out on their own 
for the first time, a conceptual (but supportable) 
business plan, a lack of consistent or su¬cient 
operating history, an entitlement process for a “flip,” 
and bringing an existing property through a renovation 

and repositioning. Bridge debt can be used as a short-
term hedge in an evolving interest rate environment 
or when there is some uncertainty in the final project’s 
execution. For instance, buying land and entitling it is 
a great use of bridge financing and, depending on the 
terms and structure, can provide the flexibility on the 
back end to either sell the entitled development site 
or execute the project directly. In every case, there is a 
level of risk which bridge lenders are compensated for – 
typically on fees.  

COMING TO TERMS
One of the primary ways bridge lenders di±erentiate 
themselves from more traditional debt sources is their 
underlying flexibility, which translates not only to 
funded deals, but, also, to a faster execution (weeks 
instead of months). Due Diligence is still required, but 
bridge lenders tend to come to their own opinion of 
value internally and may waive some of the traditional 
“check the box” items as a result. Depending on the 
nature of the loan’s focus and being collateralized by the 
underlying value, any added risk for any reason (timing, 
history, etc.) is simply passed onto the borrower rather 
than closing the door. 

The typical loan terms we are executing right now 
are:

• Term: 1-3 years
• Extensions: Two 6-12 month options
• LTC: 55%-65% of the total capital stack
• Rate: Floating and I/O
• Origination Fee: 1%-2%
• Extension Fee: 0.25%-0.5% per extension
• Exit Fee: 1%-2%
• Pre-Payment: Highly flexible

Ultimately, bridge lenders are “velocity lenders” 
focused on turning loans over rather than longer terms.

NO TIME LIKE THE PRESENT
This past cycle was facilitated by the debt funds 
providing bridge financing as a flexible option when the 
deal didn’t work for the strict underwriting standards 
and regulations of the CMBS market. Overall, the 
industry recovery post-COVID is prompting increased 
acquisition, repositioning, and development activity – 
many of these hotels will need substantial CapEx and 
FF&E funding to execute the business plan to unlock 
investor’s value – a perfect execution for a bridge loan.

IN OUR EXPERIENCE AND VIEW, BRIDGE 
FINANCING IS NOT ABOUT ‘RESCUING’ 

A PROJECT – THE BUSINESS PLAN MUST 
BE THERE – IT IS ABOUT PROVIDING A 

THOUGHTFUL FINANCING SOLUTION TO 
FACILITATE THE SHORT-TERM EXECUTION 

OF A PROJECT.

– ANDREW HEILMANN
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ASIA PACIFIC
BANKS RETURN TO LENDING IN 

Caution has prevailed for 
hotel lenders in Asia Pacific 
over the past two years, 

in a market hard hit by pandemic 
restrictions. But the goalposts are 
shifting in the region as the tourism 
industry rebounds, occupancy rates 
increase and RevPAR begins to 
climb.

Most banks and hotel funding 
partners have been supportive of 
the industry during the pandemic 
period, providing flexibility through 
interest payment holidays, working 
capital increases and a relaxation 
of covenant and reporting 
requirements.

This has resulted in limited 
defaults being recognized and a 
relatively low number of distressed 
sales. Hotel owners have also been 
supported by opportunities to 
serve as government-supported 
quarantine facilities, which has 
provided much needed cash flow.

Now, with the Asia Pacific market 
moving into recovery mode, and 
RevPAR improvements following 
trends seen in the United States and 
Europe, banks are selectively re-
entering the lending landscape.

We expect this appetite to grow 
as the industry recovery drives 

EXPECT THEIR APPETITE TO GROW AS THE INDUSTRY 
RECOVERY DRIVES INCREASED GEARING LEVELS 
AND TEMPERS THE RISK MARGINS BANKS ARE 
FORECASTING FROM TRANSACTIONS.
Contributed by STEVE CARROLL AND

ANDREW MCCASKER, CBRE, SINGAPORE

WE ALSO EXPECT TO SEE 
STEADY GROWTH IN THE USE 
OF SUSTAINABLE FINANCING 
AMID A RISE IN CONSUMER 
AWARENESS REGARDING 

THE ENVIRONMENTAL AND 
SOCIAL IMPACT OF TRAVEL AND 

TOURISM.

– ANDREW MCCASKER
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increased gearing levels and 
tempers the risk margins banks are 
forecasting for /envisioning from 
hotel transactions.

We’re also fielding enquiries from 
funds seeking to take strategic 
positions to provide financing 
for hotel developments, newly 
completed assets, working capital 
and mezzanine debt.

Based on assumptions that the 
industry has weathered the worst of 
the COVID storm and that cashflows 
will improve from the current base, 
these funds are looking at financing 
structures ranging between three 
and five years.

Pricing and returns are being 
determined via a mix of interest paid 
through operational cash flow and 
either a preferential equity carry or 
interest capitalization component, 
with exit strategies based on 
refinancing to more traditional 
banking structures or asset sales.

These complementary funding 
arrangements will help drive the 
recovery of the Asia Pacific hotel 
industry, giving investors access 
to higher leverage to support their 
market re-emergence and growth.

We are already seeing this 
play out with Asia Pacific hotel 

investment activity rising 46% year-
on-year to reach US$12.1 billion in 
2021. Hotels are gaining appeal as 
a potential inflation hedge due to 
the sector’s uniquely short lease 
period measured in days rather 
than months or years as with other 
property types.

Obviously higher leverage will 
attract a higher cost of debt to 
reflect a perceived increase in risk. 
However, we generally believe that 
the blended cost of debt in the 
market will continue to stimulate 
more transactional activity.

Ultimately, we expect traditional 
bank lending confidence to keep 
growing, putting competitive 
pressure on pricing and in turn 
increasing the current debt 
opportunities in the market.

There will always be a need and 
demand for funds or non-traditional 

banking partners to provide greater 
leverage in the hotel market and we 
forecast these options to continue 
to grow. 

We also expect to see steady 
growth in the use of sustainable 
financing amid a rise in consumer 
awareness regarding the 
environmental and social impact of 
travel and tourism.

A recent example involves 
Hongkong and Shanghai Hotels 
securing its first sustainability-linked 
loan totalling US$160.3 billion. This 
followed Worldwide Hotels Group 
securing its first green loan facility 
with Maybank Singapore valued 
at US$299 million to fund its 8 
Club Street hotel and commercial 
development – marking one of the 
largest green financing deals in the 
Singaporean market. 

WE EXPECT THIS [LENDING] 
APPETITE TO GROW AS 

THE INDUSTRY RECOVERY 
DRIVES INCREASED GEARING 

LEVELS AND TEMPERS THE 
RISK MARGINS BANKS ARE 
EXPECTING FROM HOTEL 

TRANSACTIONS.

– STEVE CARROLL

INVESTMENT



EMPLOYEE RETENTION
TAX CREDIT

Did your hotel have a reduction in revenue 
OR restrictions from government mandates?

New IRS guidelines under the CARES Act allows hotels to receive up to $26,000 per employee
through the Employee Retention Credit. The credit is paid back in the form of a check; it is 
not a loan or a grant. The ERC is available to hotels who received PPP as well.
New businesses are also eligible for a Start Up Recovery Credit up to $100,000.
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Client A : thought they didn't qualify due to PPP. Received $450,000
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Client C: aquired a new business after Feb. 2020. Received $120,000
Client D: thought they weren't eligible due to layoffs. Received $250,000
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can o�er necessary 
flexibility

BRIDGE LOANS 

Investors often think of hotels as a real estate 
investment. Those that make such investments 
quickly learn that a hotel is actually an operating 

business which resides on a piece of real estate. The 
investment is a balancing act between market dynamics, 
management and franchise agreements, F&B operating 
agreements and leases, union agreements, local 
ordinances, and loan agreements.

Often, hotel acquisitions or repositionings are financed using 
bridge debt. Bridge debt may be in the form of senior or mezzanine 
financing and is designed to “bridge” a hotel from its current 
operating and physical condition to a future more stabilized 
operating cash flow environment, suitable for permanent or 
traditional financing.

Bridge debt financing will command higher interest rates, 
have some onerous guaranties (especially for completion of 
CapEx projects), usually has a 1- to 3-year term (though there 
may be extension options), and generally has yield maintenance 
or a prepayment penalty. Many investors think of interest rates 
associated with bridge lending as exorbitant, yet it is almost always 
substantially cheaper than the required or implied return on an 
incremental equity investment.

We recently negotiated a bridge loan for a client which owns 
a full-service hotel in the Pacific Northwest with banquet and 
meeting space, leased out and self-operated restaurants, an expiring 
union agreement, and a sizeable o±site parking operation. The 
owner was also desirous of repositioning the hotel which required a 
renovation and an a¬liation with a major international soft brand 
while also needing to repay existing maturing debt.

Traditional balance sheet lenders had a di¬cult time 
underwriting the hotel given all of the uncertainty during the depths 

SUCCEED BY GETTING ORGANIZED, 
MAKING A STRATEGIC PLAN AND 
CREATING PRO FORMAS SHOWING 
RECOVERY VERSUS THE MARKET AND 
COMPETITIVE SETS.
Contributed by JONATHAN FALIK, JF CAPITAL ADVISORS, NEW YORK CITY

INVESTMENT

JONATHAN FALIK

of the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, the required conversion 
PIP CapEx was not fully priced out, timing for conversion was 
uncertain, and the ultimate renegotiation and resolution of the 
union agreement hadn’t been completed. The loan profile was a 
non-starter for the CMBS market as there were too many moving 
parts and some time before the in-place cash flow would support 
the debt service.

The bridge financing that was negotiated carried a high coupon 
rate but provided the flexibility and the ability to negotiate PIP 
terms, negotiate with the union, and have enough runway to 
reposition the hotel and take advantage of a recovering economy 
and a return to post-COVID normalcy. The interest rate was 
substantially lower than the cost of any equity capital investment 
and the term allowed enough time to execute the business plan 
and reposition the hotel, while also returning to a strong cashflow 
position (which will set up the future stabilized refinancing). The 
bridge loan required new equity investment by the borrower and 
PIP completion guarantees, but provided a CapEx reserve with 
flexibility on use, and a debt service reserve.

As the industry recovers from the disastrous impacts of 
COVID-19, an increasing number of borrowers will be looking to 
more expensive but flexible bridge loans as a solution and means 
of refinancing. This will result from depressed cashflow, depleted 
FF&E reserves, brand mandated CapEx or PIP requirements, 
combined with maturing loans (in many cases with deferred 
interest expense).

Borrowers can best position themselves by getting organized, 
creating a well thought out strategic plan which includes an 
approach to CapEx needs or PIPs, pro formas showing recovery 
versus the market and competitive sets, and the ability to refinance 
the bridge loan in the future.
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developers
VOICES OF 

SPECIAL REPORT

The resilience and perseverance of hotel 
developers is remarkable. They are 
emerging from the biggest challenge 

they will likely ever face and on the surface, at 
least, it appears to have caused them not much 
more than a flesh wound. Their attitudes are 
rooted in the fact that they believe the future of 
the hotel business has never been brighter, and 
if they partner with the right people and make 
good development decisions and create well-
designed processes they will continue to thrive.

On the pages ahead, read profiles on 
emerging mixed-use darling Kerten 
Hospitality and CEO Marloes Knippenberg; 
eco-ultra-luxury brand Nayara led by real 
estate developer/empath Leo Ghitis; hybrid 
extended-stay player edyn led by a newly 
reinvigorated operator Stephen McCall; AJ 
Capital Partners emerging Marine & Lawn 
brand with assets at iconic U.K. golf courses 
like St Andrews and led by an American 
newly transplanted to London, Phillip 
Allen; and London’s Cedar Capital Partners, 
long-time luxury investor/asset manager led 
by opportunistic and relationship-focused 
Ramsey Mankarious.

All five leaders discuss at length their 
views on opportunities in their niches, the 
biggest challenges of the day and how their 
philosophies continue to evolve. The takeaways 
are many and varied, their stories inspiring.

HOTELS INTERVIEWS FIVE DEVELOPERS WORKING 
IN DIFFERENT SEGMENTS TO LEARN ABOUT THEIR 
STRATEGIES, PRIORITIES, PANDEMIC TAKEAWAYS AND 
WHAT CONTINUES TO DRIVE THEM.
by JEFF WEINSTEIN, EDITOR IN CHIEF

LEO GHITIS

RAMSEY MANKARIOUS STEPHEN MCCALL

MARLOES KNIPPENBERG

PHILLIP ALLEN
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UK-based hybrid 
READY TO GO DANCING

SPECIAL REPORT

Stephen McCall likens U.K.-
based hybrid extended-
stay player edyn to a newly 

refined woman from Victorian times, 
who sweeps down a staircase in a 
new ball gown ready to meet her 
suitors.

The group, owned by Canada’s 
Brookfield Asset Management and 
led by CEO McCall, operates an 
extensive range of properties across 
the U.K. and Europe, including its 

lifestyle brand Locke, and Cove, 
which o�ers serviced apartments 
for the modern traveler. It also has 
a traditional corporate apartment 
brand called SACO (Serviced 
Apartment Co.). Together, alongside 
an extensive network of partners 
around the world, edyn has  created 
a global ecosystem consisting of 
more than 80,000 sites in 260 
locations.

And while the hotel world derailed 

over the past two years, edyn’s 
portfolio traded “exceptionally 
well” and this year expects to 
exceed 2019 performance because 
its evolving strategy a�ords it a 
steady base of longer stays at  more 
sustainable rates, combined with 
transient rates that compete with 
those seen pre-pandemic.

With that as a backdrop, edyn’s 
sights are firmly set on expansion 
into Europe this year – especially 
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LED BY STEPHEN MCCALL, U.K.-BASED EDYN HAS A 
LIFESTYLE ANSWER FOR EXTENDED-STAY GUESTS 
AND IS FOCUSED ON EUROPE FOR GROWTH. NOW, 
IT IS WAITING FROM MORE SUITORS TO ARRIVE.

with Locke and most notably in 
Germany – where it will open 536 
keys across Munich and Berlin.  
“In addition, we are laying the 
groundwork for further openings in 
London and our entry to the Swiss 
market with the opening of a Locke 
in Zurich in 2023,” McCall adds.

To further its momentum, last 
March edyn  secured an additional 
£105 million (US$137 million) in debt 
funding from Blackstone Mortgage 
Trust and KSL Capital Partners’ 
European Capital Solutions platform 
(KSL ECS), to expand its Locke and 
Cove brands across Europe. The 
new funding will directly support the 
development of properties in Zurich 
and Lisbon.

Last month, edyn acquired the 

Hotel Ascot in Zurich, which will 
convert to a Locke by 2023 with 80 
mixed-style rooms and amenities 
that will include a restaurant, 
bar and co�ee shop. Meanwhile, 
the Lisbon development is the 
conversion of a historic Portuguese 
convent, located close to Avenida 
da Liberdade in the city center. 
Scheduled to open in 2023, the 
property will be the largest Locke 
to date, consisting of 369 keys, 
with amenities that include two 
destination restaurants, three 
cocktail bars, café and co-working 
space, swimming pool, courtyards, 
gym and meeting rooms.

The new support builds on the 
£195 million (US$254 million) multi-
asset debt facility created last year 
with Blackstone and KSL to support 
the acquisition and development of 
five new projects.

Edyn also has a property in 
Copenhagen, Denmark, which is 
expected to open in 2024, and 
it bought other properties in 
Kensington West London as well as 
Canary Wharf. A flagship in Paris is 
also under development and a few 
years away, according to McCall, 
and the group has designs on 
Barcelona, Madrid, Milan and, ideally, 
Amsterdamand  Rome. Back in 
Germany, it also has developments 
underway in Frankfort, Hamburg 
and Dusseldorf. “That’s the first 

stage of growth and then you can 
start to look at either multiple 
Lockes in markets where there’s 
opportunity or potentially going 
further afield to other continents,” 
McCall says.

To execute on this plan, it is now 
up to McCall to keep edyn agile 
and focused on building positive 
relationships with its partners to 
navigate the added challenges 
of a pandemic, Brexit and talent 
shortages.

BETTING ON TRENDS
The former hotel accountant who 
rose to CFO of IHG’s Middle East 
and Africa business before realizing 
he’d be happier on the operations 
side and finally became COO for 
IHG in Europe, wasn’t so sure about 
this opportunity when first o�ered 
in 2018. But, he says, the more 
he learned the more intrigued he 
became with the possibilities. “Like 
many COVID-related things, this 
hybrid extended-stay trend has 
been accelerated by some fairly 
profound changes in society,” he 
says.

Edyn, a pioneer in their space, is 
betting travelers are going to travel 
less but stay longer, and the length 
of stay plays into its hands because, 
as McCall puts it, “you don’t want to 
be in a hotel room for three weeks.”

That change in travel behavior 
is also expected to attract the 

Two-bedroom suite at Lehman Locke asset in 
East London

by JEFF WEINSTEIN, EDITOR IN CHIEF
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attention of the investment 
community, which will start to back 
this type of an asset class more 
widely because yields are more 
favorable, and the assets are lower 
risk due to being anti-cyclical. “But 
it’s also a question of time,” McCall 
adds. “The investment community 
is slow to wake, as are your average 
consumers because  many people 
don’t like taking risks with new 
concepts and ideas… We just need 
to promote ourselves a little bit 
better.”

All of this has served to enlighten 
McCall, who thought he had fallen 
out of love with hospitality. But 
he had not – it was just the big 
brands he didn’t like anymore. 
“The problem with big brands is 
that they’re created in an o�ce by 
marketing execs and designers, 
and not by people who spend a 
great deal of time in hotels and who 
want the journey to be a journey of 
discovery,” he says. “We’ve forgotten 
that as an industry. Edyn has 
changed me, quite fundamentally, 
because I forgot that travel should 
be about fun and discovery and 
stories to tell and memories to 
share. And you don’t get that at a 
big brand, no disrespect to those 
guys.”

With business travelers remaining 
part of all edyn brand’s sweet 
spots, McCall continues to explain 
his rejuvenation by stating how he 
doesn’t understand the positioning 
of a traditional business hotel. “A 
business hotel is code for boring, 
right? And there’s no room for 
that in life,” he says. “Travel is just 
fundamental to human connection, 
to avoiding misunderstandings. 
Anti-globalization is one of the most 
worrying trends I’ve ever seen, and 
travel is potentially a remedy to that. 

But it must be enjoyable and fun, 
and sometimes we take it far too 
seriously.”

A standard Locke o�ering is 
usually at least one restaurant, one 
cocktail bar, a co-working zone, a 
gym, and a co�ee shop or a cafe.

Edyn tends to use di�erent, 
smaller designers willing to take 
some risks for every Locke it does. 
While some of those designers are 
more cost e�ective, McCall admits it 
makers scale more di�cult. “But we 
decided it was a price worth paying 
to have a brand that was fresh and 
surprising,” he adds.

Edyn also finds local, artesian-
quality third-party operators to 
run those amenities, who are not 
crucified with expensive leases to 
benefit from the ecosystem they 
create. “You get bars in the common 
areas, which helps sell the rooms 
and at a premium, and there’s more 
money for us in rooms… Like many 
lifestyle businesses, it’s the hustle, 
the bars and the common areas 
that make the hotels most active… 
In south London, the coworking 
area is jammed every day – and 
we don’t charge for Wi-Fi. We 
encourage them to buy a co�ee. 
But the guests who stay with us for 
months or weeks love the fact that 
they’re walking into this bustling 
place with cool people. We put on 
good music and we do a whole 
bunch of cultural events – not that 
di�erent to what any respectable 
boutique or lifestyle brand would 
do…  There’s a real demand for that, 
albeit most of our guests don’t eat 
in our restaurants [they have their 
own in-room kitchens]. It’s the locals 
that eat there.”

BUSINESS MIX
All that said, when Brookfield acquired the business from Oaktree 

Capital Management in 2018, it 

EITHER THE INVESTMENT 
COMMUNITY IS SLOW TO 

WAKE, AS ARE YOUR AVERAGE 
CONSUMER AS MANY PEOPLE 

DON’T LIKE TAKING RISKS WITH 
NEW CONCEPTS AND IDEAS… 

WE JUST NEED TO PROMOTE 
OURSELVES A LITTLE BIT 

BETTER.

– STEPHEN MCCALL

ON GROWING THE LOCKE BRAND
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was a traditional five-year hold 
with more of a traditional serviced-
apartment vibe that needed a 
better operating platform. Then 
the pandemic happened, and plans 
changed. The good news is that 
Locke, Cove and its legacy SACO 
brands have done well during 
COVID as it supported a lot of 
essential workers and other remote 
workers.

McCall says the business never 
dropped below about 40% 
occupancy and covered all its 
marginal costs throughout the 
pandemic. In March, it was running 
at about 85% occupancy and 
RevPAR in some of its properties – 
back to pre-COVID levels. “They’re 
super resilient and far less cyclical,” 
he says of the edyn concepts. 
“Investors are now slowly waking 
up to the fact that if you are an 
extended-stay model, where you 
can secure a base of business, which 

is very resilient to economic shocks, 
then you have the best of both 
worlds.”

With the pandemic slowly quieting 
down, however, McCall expects the 
business mix to moderate, which 
he says isn’t all that bad as the 
leisure business is more expensive 
to operate with higher distribution 
and commission costs. “But the big 
question is when and how much 
corporate business comes back,” 
he says. “My CCO is a little bit 
pessimistic and said he thinks that 
about 10% in corporate travel has 
disappeared forever. If that’s the 
extent of it, I’ll be quite happy.”

What has changed a lot is the 
increase in short-stay business, 
McCall says, and the lifestyle 
positioning also serves to attract 
locals looking for a place to work, 
eat and network, especially within 
the Locke brand. “We took in quite 
a lot of short-stay business when 

corporate business disappeared... 
It meant we could run at a high 
occupancy, and we could do it very 
e�ectively on pricing,” he says. “Our 
GOPs, like our operating margins, 
never really su�ered very much. We 
will run GOPs north of 60% when 
most hotels will be lucky to see 
more than 40%. In my mind, the 
flexibility is most attractive.”

As a result, edyn wants to put a 
Locke into most of the European 
gateway cities with Brookfield 
supplying the equity and the edyn 
team going to the market to find 
debt such as that supplied by 
Blackstone and KSL. Blackstone 
usually supplies most of the main 
debt with KSL taking the junior 
mezzanine piece, according to 
McCall.

Not all future deals will be funded 
through Blackstone, however, as 
edyn will choose the best premiums 
in specific markets, as well as the 
best partners with which to work. 
“It does help to have Blackstone as 
a partner as people immediately 
assume the degree of credibility and 
that you must be reasonably well 
run,” McCall adds.

DEVELOPMENT SIDE
While Cove and SACO are asset 
light, Locke is predominantly asset 
heavy and most of the value of the 
business is tied up in the real estate. 
It acquires assets and converts 
them by using its own service 
departments.

Room for room, development 
costs are more per square foot than 
a traditional hotel, according to 
McCall, with a lot of the additional 
cost coming with the kitchen fit 
out.  But the advantage is on the 
operating margins because it 
doesn’t have big F&B costs and has 

An F&B space at the Locke in Lisbon, set 
to open in 2023
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a slim sta�ng model with most 
service centralized. 

Rates are property dependent, but 
McCall says its Lehman Locke asset 
in East London has been getting 
£300-400 a night at its peak. 

But the booking model has 
evolved dramatically as the brand is 
evolving into more of a hybrid. What 
used to be a couple of thousand 
corporate transactions a year has 
evolved into 250,000, requiring 
what McCall calls a rewiring of the 
business to yield more like a hotel. 
“It will serve us well for a decade to 
come, but it’s quite painful because 
it’s a new enterprise architecture 
and a new hybrid hospitality 
revenue management discipline,” he 
says. “Hoteliers are used to looking 
at occupancy, rate and RevPAR. We 
do occupancy, rate, GOP and length 
of stay because length of stay drives 
GOP, even if your rates are lower. 

So, we will sometimes turn down 
higher-rated business because it’s 
short stay and we’ll take lower-
rated business because it’s longer 
stay and more GOP accretive. But 
traditional revenue management 
doesn’t work.”

Another challenge moving 
forward, McCall says, is inflation 
causing development cost increases, 
as well as supply chain delays. “We 
must be quite conservative when we 
do our underwriting,” he adds.

Then there is awareness, 
especially when opening in new 
markets. “We must build that 
commercial muscle from scratch, 
and as a centralized business that is 
a challenge. But most new entrants 
come across that problem,” McCall 
states.

Culturally, McCall is concerned 
about maintaining distinctiveness in 
the face of scale. “As we get bigger 

the tendency is to standardize, 
systematize, automate and build 
processes around everything, and 
it can strip the joy and the heart 
and the soul out of what it should 
be like,” he admits. “We fight 
very hard to maintain our identity 
and purpose, and that’s always 
a balance... But too much order 
and control and you step away 
forever. So, that’s a very interesting 
tightrope to walk.”

In the end, though, McCall 
remains very enthusiastic about 
Locke because it has early-mover 
advantage, particularly when it 
takes so long to build an asset 
base. It could reach 40 hotels and 
more than 4,000 before others get 
started. “We can get to a reasonable 
degree of scale, while others are still 
figuring it out,” he concludes.

SPECIAL REPORT

F&B space at Kingsland Locke in London
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Leo Ghitis had reached a stage 
in life where he was starting 
to realize he had to think 

more about how he could impact 
the world and leave a legacy. A 
native of Cali, Columbia,  he came to 
the United States as a 17-year-old, 
eventually earned a Harvard MBA 
and became a successful real estate 
developer – first with Trammel Crow 
and then on his own. Then, some 
20 years ago, in his mid-40s, a set 

of circumstances landed him in the 
rainforests of Costa Rica trying to 
help a friend of the family salvage 
a struggling 3-star, 20-room hotel 
with multiple partners. Through the 
process of buying out the partners 
to take a majority interest in the 
original Nayara, he recognized 
a new calling that included a 
love for service, hospitality, and 
the incredible importance of 
sustainability, which soon led him 

to create a credo: being a force for 
good is good for business.

Today, after repositioning the 
original property as an ultra-
luxury destination with open-air 
restaurants, freestanding villas, 
private pools all steeped in the 
local cultural, Ghitis has three 
hotels in Costa Rica with some 400 
employees and rates ranging from 
US$800 to US$1,500. He created 
one of the first luxury tented camps 

LEO GHITIS’ NAYARA RESORTS CONTINUES TO 
THRIVE AS GUESTS LOOK FOR OFF-THE-BEATEN 
PATH, SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE EXPERIENCES.

Volcano at Nayara Tented Camp in Costa Rica

by JEFF WEINSTEIN, EDITOR IN CHIEF
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in Central and South America with 
the addition of Nayara Tented Camp 
in December 2019 and has Nayara 
hotels with partnerships in the 
Atacama Desert and Easter island 
in Chile. Ghitis, who still works with 
one of the original partners, has at 
least another three properties under 
development – one in Costa Rica 
and two in the Caribbean – and he 
says the phone rings all the time 
these days with other developers 
looking to work together.

The two joint venture 
developments on one of the biggest 
islands in the Caribbean include 
a tented camp with about 60 
units and another 60-key luxury 
product in what Ghitis calls glorious 
locations on the high point of the 
island. “We’re hoping that these 
are going to be the two most 
spectacular hotels in the Caribbean,” 
he states.

Ghitis, now 63, says one of the 
keys to his success has been being 
a good listener, doing what travel 
advisors suggested and picking 
everyone’s brain without any 
preconceived notions. Now, the 
other motto for Nayara is to make 
sure that no guests ever leave 
unhappy, and Ghitis empowers his 
team to do whatever is necessary to 
succeed.

“As a brand, customer service is 
an obsession,” Ghitis says. “People 
even joke with me that it’s a religion 
– that we are a sect because all we 
talk about is customer satisfaction. 
And that’s the foundation of all our 
success.”

His timing getting into the 
business was fortuitous, Ghitis says, 
because the internet was starting 
to explode with reviews. “Someone 
called me and said, ‘Hey, did you 
see that TripAdvisor named you the 

seventh most romantic hotel in the 
world?’ And my answer was, ‘who is 
TripAdvisor?’” The word got out and 
spread like wildfire.

NAYARA MISSION
The underlying philosophy 
and mission at Nayara is to go 
beyond sustainability towards 
regenerative travel – not just slowing 
environmental impacts but actively 
restoring nature to its previous glory 
through reforestation projects and 
investment in the local community.

For example, a mountain in Costa 
Rica was being decimated by cattle 
ranchers and the Nayara team 
stepped in to plant 20,000 trees. 
After failing at their reforestation 

e�orts, the team found an 
Australian expert who knew how 
to sequence the plan and today 
the site is thriving and Ghitis is 
moving forward with a tented 
camp development. “There were 
no butterflies, no birds, nothing” he 
recalls. “Nowadays, you go up to the 
look into camp and there are sloths, 
monkeys, birds. There is everything, 
which proves that if we bring the 
forest, the rest of the wildlife will 
follow.”

The team is also involved 
with local institutions and local 
charitable organizations and 
encourages guests to visit them 
as well as support them financially 

Pool Views from Nayara in Chile on 
Easter Island

View from suite at Nayara Atacama 
Desert in Chile
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on a continued basis. Ghitis says 
one guest wrote a check so big to 
support a local orphanage, that it 
would become more money than it 
would see all year.

Nayara provides childcare for all 
employees, as well as healthcare for 
employees and their direct families.

 Construction is done in such 
a way to lessen its impact, 
ranging from the way they 
treat sewer and storm waters, to 
reforestation projects, and power 
supply to help guests reduce the 
amount of electricity they use. 
“Being sustainable is very good 
business,” Ghitis says. “People call 
us because they want to learn about 
the things that we’re doing… We 
were very lucky that our guests 
believe in the same things that we 
do… Reforestation e�orts resonate, 
and people care about the things 
that we care about and want to 
come to that.”

DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY
While growth opportunities persist 
and there are actually six hotels 
in various stages of development, 

including one in the Middle East, the 
idea is not to make Nayara very big. 
“The idea is to have the most special 
hotels anywhere in the world,” Ghitis 

Pool and wet bar at Nayara in Costa Rica

SPECIAL REPORT

AS A BRAND, CUSTOMER SERVICE 
IS AN OBSESSION. PEOPLE 

EVEN JOKE WITH ME THAT IT’S A 
RELIGION – THAT WE ARE A SECT 
BECAUSE ALL WE TALK ABOUT IS 
CUSTOMER SATISFACTION. AND 
THAT’S THE FOUNDATION OF 

ALL OUR SUCCESS.

– LEO GHITIS
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adds.
“I look for unique locations. I don’t 

want to go where everybody else 
is going,” Ghitis says. “So, I want 
to be in deserts and rainforests, at 
incredible beaches that are private. 
I want to go to places where there’s 
incredible native culture, a lot of 
history with archaeological remains. 
I want people that come to the hotel 
to learn.”

Rooms pencil out anywhere from 
about US$300,000 to US$600,000 
per key, and while sourcing local 
artisans is preferred, certain FF&E is 
coming from the outside, especially 
Indonesia and Africa, and challenges 
persist. Generally speaking, Ghitis 
says sourcing goods costs five or six 
times more than it used to.

For example, Ghitis says 
containers coming out of Indonesia 
used to cost about US$5,000 a 

piece; now they are US$30,000. 
“And that’s if you’re lucky. When 
there are containers, there are no 
ships, and when there are ships 
there are no containers. Finally, 
we got our hands on a couple of 
containers a weeks ago and they 
were all full of holes.” Eventually, 
Ghitis found someone in Indonesia 
who could fix the containers.

In South Africa, where Nayara was 
sourcing fabric for tents and facing 
growing COVID-related challenges, 
the answer eventually became 
flying in the fabric, which was 
outrageously expensive. But, again, 
there were no ships, and it took 
three months to get a plane.

But attention to detail and finding 

the right amenities seems to be 
paying o� for Ghitis and Nayara. 
“Our hotels are all freestanding villa 
products and typically they have 
oversized plunge pools, private 
gardens, and outdoor showers… 
We always appeal to that traveler 
that wants privacy and luxury at 
the same time, while remaining in 
contact with nature.”

It all comes back to being a force 
for good. “Even if your motive 
is purely dollars and cents, just 
economic, just know that you will 
do so much better if you take care 
of the environment, the community 
and your employees,” Ghitis 
concludes.

Spa pavilion at Nayara Hotel, Spa & 
Garden, Costa Rica

Suite bathroom at Nayara Hotel, Spa & 
Gardens, Costa Rica
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KNIPPENBERG,
KERTEN
HOSPITALITY 
MARCH TO
NEW BEAT

SPECIAL REPORT

W
hat a year it has been so far for 
Kerten Hospitality, gathering 
momentum as a luxury and 

lifestyle hospitality company with just two 
hotels open and a very forward-looking view 
of what a hospitality company should look 
and act like to set itself apart and appeal to 
next-gen travelers. With great timing and a 
lot of fortitude, it is executing on multiple 
deals, opening more properties and proving 
bottom line performance that for tireless 
CEO Marloes Knippenberg should lead to 
even more opportunities.

Dublin, Ireland-based, but with more 
initial developments in the Middle East, 
Kerten Hospitality creates sustainable, 
high-end, mixed-use spaces – big or small, 
new or converted – with a mix of more 
traditional short-term hotel products, 
residences and a hybrid coworking 
component (never a classic meeting floor 
that has low occupancy and just sits there 
as an add on product) to help extend 
seasonality in sometimes seasonal markets.

In full, Kerten has 11 brands, ranging 
from hotels and residences to stand-alone 

LEADING WITH ESG AS ITS 
GUIDING PRINCIPLE, THIS 
MODERN-DAY, MIXED-
USE CONCEPT IS GAINING 
TRACTION WITH DEVELOPERS 
THINKING MORE ABOUT THE 
LONG HAUL.

by JEFF WEINSTEIN, EDITOR IN CHIEF

Cloud 7 Aqaba, Jordan
(here and above)
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food and beverage spaces, coworking 
concepts, as well as retail, entertainment, 
art and wellness brands. The mix is part of 
the overall focus to build ecosystems and 
unique community-centric destinations 
that connect travelers with locals. The 
House Hotel Jeddah City Yard, for 
example, is the Kingdom’s first true 
community-centric destination to stay, 
dine and socialize. Having already hosted 
some big local and international names, the 
project has gone to the market in an organic 
way to build a long-term and sustainable 
business.

With only two properties open through 
April (The House Hotel Jeddah City 
Yard and Cloud 7 hotel and hub in Aqaba, 
Jordan) and five more expected to come 
online in 2022, the company’s pipeline has 
skyrocketed to 42 projects across its brands 
and Knippenberg expects it to eclipse 50 
before the end of the year.

More recent deals range from an eco-
luxury resort in the United Arab Emirates, 
an art hotel and residences in Georgia 
curated by the Louvre Abu Dhabi, and a 
conversion to a Cloud 7 near the Spanish 
Steps in Rome, Italy, to an eco-resort in 
Abha, Saudi Arabia. An owner in Egypt is 
developing 2,500 keys with Kerten and 
there are further projects in Saudi Arabia, 
Europe, the Middle East and North Africa.  

Every project places a big emphasis on 
embedding Kerten’s inclusive philosophies 
and an increasingly process-driven 
approach to an ESG-focused platform 
emphasizing sustainability, promoting 
women in hospitality, and supporting the 
new entrepreneurial generation in its 
markets.

Additionally, Kerten co-chairs the 
Sustainable Hospitality Challenge – a 
global innovation initiative that involves 
30 top tier hospitality schools whose 
2021 winners are now finalizing the 
implementation of their innovative coliving 
concept. Kerten also recently signed a 
partnership with E±at University in Jeddah 

to support entrepreneurship, innovation, 
and human capital upskilling. “We’re 
bringing in ESG and the soft side of the 
business from the initial stages of a project,” 
Knippenberg emphasizes.

That soft side includes training and hiring 
more locals, creating in-house experiential 
programming for the locals instead of hotel 
guests, and o±ering multiple stay options to 
meet travelers’ evolving needs.

Kerten hotel-related brands include 
Cloud 7 Hotels, Cloud 7 Residence, The 
House Hotel, The House Residence 
and Ouspace, a social hub and serviced-
o¬ce concept. Kerten also has in-house 
F&B team known for collaborating 
with Michelin-starred chefs and local 
restaurateurs.

Hotel F&B decisions are also driven by 
location, sometimes utilizing neighborhood 
shops and other times self-operating or 
bringing in local talent to operate within 
Kerten projects. In fact, Kerten is launching 
a digital platform that allows guest to tap 
into the local neighborhoods to find hot 
spots for dining and entertainment.

To date, about half of the pipeline sits 
under the premium, experiential House 
Hotel brand and the other half sits under 
Cloud 7, which is the younger-styled brand 

that does much more to maximize space. 
All projects have the Ouspace component 
to ensure a working space for guests and 
locals. The range of F&B brands runs from 
gelato shops to a Mediterranean sharing 
concept. Kerten can run everything with or 
without alcohol, depending on which part of 
the world it is opening.

Kerten teams are located all the way 
from Dublin, through Spain, Vienna, Dubai, 
Riyadh and Jeddah, and working remote 
and on projects has always been the group’s 
remit.  

Dutch-born Knippenberg, who spent 
10 years on the commercial side with 
Hilton, says the pandemic has accelerated 
acceptance of Kerten concepts because 
developer’s views are evolving more quickly, 
more readily accepting of a hub-like 
concept with multiple facets. “People came 
back to us saying, ‘can you tell us one more 
time what you believe it is people want to 
do and how we can really look at our assets? 
Then create something that brings in ROI 
for the long term and not just for a couple 
of years.’”

Couple this forward-thinking approach 
with accelerated signings and the group is 
gaining more notoriety than many brands 
across the globe.

The upcoming House Hotel Kakheti in 
Khashmi, Georgia

SPECIAL REPORT
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If recognition and opportunity weren’t 
enough motivation, Kerten’s revenue center 
in Poland, not far from what has been a 
battlefield in Ukraine, has served to further 
bring the team together. “We really came 
together as a team to support the center 
and its people, and that really motivated 
the team to progress together and grow 
from there,” Knippenberg says. “At the 
moment, the other most important pieces 
include finalizing more of our processes 
and bringing on the next projects.” Those 
processes for the young company are being 
led by recently appointed COO Wafik 
Youssef.

With the most recent opening scheduled 
for May, The House Hotel in Tbilisi, 
Knippenberg says the focus is on “opening, 
opening, opening, and signing, signing, 
signing.”

Being able to prove performance [40% 
GOP in Aqaba] has been a real game-
changer, taking the idea beyond concept to 
reality, she says. “The bottom line looks very 
good,” she adds. “We can do this on more 
projects and really bring this whole story to 
life.”

THE KERTEN PROCESS
But growing from two hotels open to a 
pipeline of close to 50 properties, including 
some stand-alone F&B developments, 
can sound rather daunting to an emerging 
player. Knippenberg’s response: no sleep 
and, again, process.

The team builds a story for every project 
and focuses intently on the relationship 
with the owners, gathering intelligence 
about what will work best for the project 
and sharing it with the team. “Every 

project has a di±erent champion. So, it 
doesn’t matter what your role is in the 
organization,” Knippenberg says. “And the 
champion is not the person who brings it to 
life but is really the one who coordinates it. 
Then, it really follows with ESG, product, 
and then neighborhood, and goes from 
there. Now that we are better able to do this 
and follow it systematically, I have probably 
felt more zen than ever because I can see 
how we can grow this out with the way that 
we’ve built it up.”

That said, with issues surrounding supply 
chain, inflation, rising interest rates, how 
does the Kerten team maintain that level of 
“zen?”

Knippenberg says because Kerten lives 
an ESG-first approach to development, 
tied to the community, it doesn’t have as 
many international or exclusive FF&E 
agreements, which could potentially face 
delays and multiple price hikes. And even 
though interest rates are going up, she says 
there is a lot of capital available that has 
been sitting on the side during COVID. 
In fact, some competing projects that no 
longer pencil-out due to COVID-related 
challenges are creating new opportunities 
for Kerten. “People are sitting on money 
and want to spend it,” she adds. “They 
see the opportunities and want to do 
transactions… There’s always a down, 
there’s always an up – it just depends on 
from which pond you’re fishing.”

What also seems to set Kerten apart is 
its philosophy about distribution. Yes, it has 
its own booking engine and Knippenberg 
says they are successfully converting new 
customers to direct bookers because of 
relationships built on property, but Kerten 
also embraces OTAs. “I think booking.com 
and Expedia are driving so much business, 
and even people in the industry who 
complain about it still book their trips via 
booking.com because it’s so much easier,” 
she says. “There’s a lot you can do with 
those channels, instead of trying to reinvent 
the new generation of loyalty… You don’t 

The House Hotel Jeddah City Yard
(here and below)
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hear a lot of the younger generation saying, 
‘Oh, look at my points and I’m only going 
to stay there because I get those points.’ 
Now, they’re asking, ‘What is this company 
doing? Who are they and do I want to be 
associated to this? What is the community 
who stayed there? Let me check online. Let 
me check the pictures. It’s a very di±erent 
philosophy.”

In response to endless conversations and 
concerns about high OTA commissions, 
Knippenberg insists it is something that can 
be negotiated and suggests that building 
direct business is not cheap. “Would I set 
up a loyalty scheme or anything like that? 
Definitely not,” she says. “I’d rather partner 
with people that really have something 
to bring… Consumers are interested in 
staying at di±erent projects, and if you 
nurture relationships from the beginning, 
that’s something you can scale with. You 
build that into the whole philosophy of the 
company and the way you do business. The 
moment that your head o¬ce is a service 
center, you have a really di±erent business 
going on.”

BUTTERFLY EFFECT
Continually questioning industry norms is 

typical for the Kerten team and the biggest 
emphasis is on ESG-focused programming 
and the advancement of women in 
hospitality. “We’re going by the butterfly 
e±ect. So, even small actions can eventually 
have a massive global impact,” Knippenberg 
says.

The connection to community helps 
push the story further, as well. For example, 
when it comes to sustainability initiatives, 
Kerten prefers to look for direction 
by understanding the focus of local 
governments, where shortages lie, and the 
availability of local materials. “Once you 
set the rule, it’s so much easier to doing it 
locally rather than trying to set an overall 
company global rule because every part 
of the world is so di±erent. Local requests 
and the requirements are so di±erent,” 
Knippenberg explains.

To further opportunities for women, 
it helps that Kerten Hospitality team 
is 70% women and that its leader is a 
woman. Nonetheless, Knippenberg says 
more initiatives and even some pushing is 

required because not enough organizations 
are following through on their proposals. 
“I’m not sure our generation will necessarily 
change that so much,” she adds. “But I think 
we have a responsibility to leave something 
behind that’s responsible and cared for – 
that we did our utmost to support.”

The other hot topic on Knippenberg’s 
mind, even as she hesitates, is the metaverse 
and NFTs. Warily, she knows it’s a 
conversation that must be had. “A company 
our size could never have grown as much 
if we didn’t have a platform to share and 
communicate,” Knippenberg says. “I think 
this is something that we will try to embrace 
without going crazy. We’re not building in 
the metaverse at the moment, but we’re 
definitely taking a close look at it. And it 
will be great for a company like ours to 
further collaborate with tech companies, 
retail companies who really are a bit more 
progressive.”

Collaboration and looking outside 
of the hospitality industry for ideas is 
vitally important to success, according 
to Knippenberg. “The industry has been 
talking about this for so long, but there is 
such slow integration,” she says. “We’re 
one of the only sectors that is still within 
its own box and frame instead of really 
looking out there. The world is changing so 
fast that we have a responsibility to owners 
to change with it so their assets actually 
remain profitable and remain relevant for 
the future.”

This is the kind of thinking that seems 
to drive often impatient Knippenberg and 
Kerten Hospitality. “I love the journey and 
what we’re developing, but I question it 
every day,” she says. We’re working so hard 
every day to progress and question how we 
can become better, collaborate better with 
owners… I sometimes wish we had more 
hours in the day to do more collaborations 
because we meet such incredible people… 
I’m really thankful for this journey and, yes, 
it’s a work in progress every single day.”

PEOPLE CAME BACK TO US 
SAYING, ‘CAN YOU TELL US ONE 
MORE TIME WHAT YOU BELIEVE 
IT IS PEOPLE WANT TO DO AND 
HOW WE CAN REALLY LOOK AT 

OUR ASSETS? THEN CREATE 
SOMETHING THAT BRINGS IN 

ROI FOR THE LONG TERM AND 
NOT JUST FOR A COUPLE OF 

YEARS.

– MARLOES KNIPPENBERG

SPECIAL REPORT
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Trust is
priceless
SPECIAL REPORT

For hotel investor Ramsey Mankarious and his 
London-based Cedar Capital Partners team, 
finding great deals at good prices is everything. 

But perhaps even more important, he says, is finding the 
right partners – people he and his team actually want to 
work with because, if the pandemic proved one thing, it 
was that having good investment partners and lenders 
who want to row in the same direction can make or 
break an asset.

“After 18 years of Cedar, we now have the luxury of 
working with people we like and trust. When times 
are good, everyone is a great partner. But when times 
are bad you really know who your good partners 
are,” reflects Mankarious, who adds that unlike some 
other investors he knows Cedar had the best possible 
outcomes for its portfolio as it worked through the 
pandemic. “Even if you’re making less money, working 
with people you like and trust is priceless.”

The small shop with a team of less than 30 and a 
current portfolio that totals 12 assets with a net value 
of about US$1.5 billion is very busy today – in a good 

way, suggests Mankarious. It is on the lookout for 
opportunistic deals, primarily in the luxury and lifestyle 
segments, and is also focused on upgrading its current 
portfolio with assets currently o¹ine for refurbishment 
in Florence, Amsterdam and Edinburgh.

Cedar Capital, which was founded in 2004 and has 
made hotel investments in excess of US$4 billion, has 
also been closing o�-market deals in New York City and 
Nashville, Tennessee, and is actively looking in Europe. 
Among existing goals is adding an o�ce in Asia Pacific 
(it also has an o�ce in New York City) to source deals 
further afield.

More recently, Cedar Capital Partners acquired 
the Florence Palazzo Riscoli and the 320-room, 
Warwickshire, England-based Belfry Hotel & Resort, 
which has hosted four Ryder Cups. In partnership with 
Goldman Sachs, Cedar bought the 4-star Belfry from 
KSL Capital for an estimated price £140 million (US$176 
million) and plans to add 150 keys and more wellness 
amenities.

In December 2020, it acquired with Flip Maritz’s 

CEDAR CAPITAL PARTNERS RAMSEY MANKARIOUS LEADS AN 
OPPORTUNISTIC INVESTMENT TEAM WHERE IT MATTERS MORE  WHO THEY 
WORK WITH THAN ANYTHING ELSE.

A recent acquisition for Cedar Capital was the 
Belfry resort in England, which has hosted 
four Ryder Cup events.

by JEFF WEINSTEIN, EDITOR IN CHIEF



Broadreach Capital Partners the 
famed Sundance Mountain Resort 
in Utah from Robert Redford, 
and earlier that year acquired the 
275-room Shelborne South Beach 
in Miami Beach, again for US$120 
million. Both will get attention 
with a lodge, among other things, 
being added at Sundance. The 
Shelbourne was due to close for a 
more complete refurbishment, but 
with Miami Beach performing so 
well, ownership has pushed the plan 
back.

Mankarious says the objective and 
business plan as long-term holders 
at Sundance is “not to screw it up.” 
Their aim is to be stewards to what 
Redford developed over the last 
50 years. There has been talk of 
growing the concept elsewhere, but 
finding the perfect location that can 
support nature, art and recreation is 
no easy task. There is no timetable 
for growth, but ownership is looking.

FINDING THE NEXT DEAL
Cedar Capital generally takes about 
a 10% ownership stake in its deals 
and brings in one major equity 
player from institutions, high net 
worth individuals or sovereign 
wealth funds. Debt is usually 
relatively conservative at 50% to 
60%.

Mankarious, who is 53 and  spent 
several years as a vice president of 
acquisition and development for 
Saudi Prince Alwaleed’s Kingdom 
Holding, says finding the next deal 
is always top of mind for Cedar 
Capital. It is definitely in more of an 
acquisitive mode today, preferring 
to buy in key gateway cities and 
resort locations where assets might 
be a bit “broken” and need some 
repositioning at the right price. It 
is paying closer attention to the 

lifestyle segment these days and today might be the biggest owner of 
Hoxton-branded hotels with four assets in hand. It also brought the Kimpton 
brand to Europe when it acquired and repositioned an asset in Amsterdam. 
“And that’s very much opportunistic. If we could find more luxury, we would 
buy more luxury hotels,” he adds.

Distressed pricing does not seem to exist for the assets Cedar Capital is 
sourcing, Mankarious continues. “It really hasn’t materialized at all – like zip. 
And that’s probably for the best for most everybody.”

While prices are gaining more traction in resort locales compared to 
city centers, Mankarious says available inventory in key gateways isn’t 
very robust. “Historically those city center properties are the ones that fair 
best, and I would love to own 10 hotels in London. But I can’t find one,” he 
explains.

When asked what markets Cedar Capital is targeting, Mankarious says 
they love New York, London, Miami, Paris – all the main gateways. “Some 
people say, ‘oh, New York and the like are going nowhere.’ They are the best 
markets, they will be the best markets and I wish I could buy all my hotels in 
these markets,” he adds.

Yes, markets in the U.S. are more liquid and there are opportunities to be 

Among the resorts in the Cedar Capital 
portfolio is the Angsana Resort & Spa in Corfu

Cedar Capital owns four Hoxton hotel 
properties created by Ennismore, 
including this one in Rome.







had, Mankarious says, but in Europe he says nothing 
that fits Cedar’s prerequisites has been available in 
markets like London or Paris for years. So for now, 
Cedar is acquiring assets in Florence, Edinburgh and the 
like.

The good news is that private Cedar Capital has no 
pressure to expand at any particular rate. “Our model 
for the last 18 years has been ‘we can buy 10 hotels; we 
can buy zero hotels.’ It doesn’t make a di�erence as we 
have no pressure to put money out.”

And that approach appears to have been a blessing 
in disguise. Cedar refused to overpay for assets before 
the Lehman Brothers financial collapse in 2008 and was 

outbid on multiple occasions. After 
that financial meltdown when it 
avoided distress, it went on to buy 
US$2 billion worth of assets at 
more favorable prices.

Mankarious and Cedar Capital 
are prepared, again, to take 
advantage of the newly emerging 
rebound in performance. It actually 
grew during COVID and added 
to the team. “There’s going to 
be great opportunities coming… 
People are traveling more than 
ever. People are appreciating life 
more than ever and want to stay in 
a hotel. So, I think our business is 
in a great position to benefit going 
forward – no question. That’s what 
we do.”

Now it comes back to finding 
the right deals at the right prices, 

and in the right locations, which Mankarious admits is 
a big challenge based on their strict criteria. “You must 
have conviction,” he adds. “We only work in hotels that 
we like because we put so much e�ort into it – whether 
it’s a small hotel or a big hotel… And it’s not just about 
the money; it is about finding the right partner and the 
right hotel. So, yeah, it’s hard to find all of that.”

IT’S NOT WORK
More personally, Mankarious is thrilled for a return to 
normalcy, spending more face-to-face time with his 
close-knit team and rea�rming how much they like 
working together.

“I don’t consider what I’m doing work,” he says. “So, 
I’m right back into it looking for new deals. Has anything 
changed? Not really. The pandemic just showed you the 
uncertainty of life. So, we try to enjoy it more… When 
I go to a destination, I might not take the last flight at 
night anymore. I try to maybe spend the night and go 
see some things.”

Filled with more optimism than ever, Mankarious 
holds strongly to the belief that the hotel industry is 
a phenomenal place to spend a career. “We are in the 
best industry in the world,” he says. “People who say 
business won’t be the same – that’s total rubbish. We’re 
just going from strength to strength to strength, and it 
is only going to get better.”

Cedar Capital and Broadreach Capital 
acquired the famed Sundance Mountain 
Resort in Utah from Robert Redford

WE ARE IN THE BEST INDUSTRY 
IN THE WORLD,” HE SAYS. 

“PEOPLE WHO SAY BUSINESS 
WON’T BE THE SAME – THAT’S 
TOTAL RUBBISH. WE’RE JUST 
GOING FROM STRENGTH TO 
STRENGTH TO STRENGTH, 

AND IT IS ONLY GOING TO GET 
BETTER.

– RAMSEY MANKARIOUS

SPECIAL REPORT
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TED LASSO
AJ Capital’s version of 

SPECIAL REPORT

Phillip Allen is having his Ted 
Lasso moment – moving 
his family from Kentucky to 

London to become president of AJ 
Capital Partner’s emerging Marine 
& Lawn Hotels & Resorts, a growing 
collection of bespoke U.K. hotels in 
the world’s most distinguished golf 
destinations, including St Andrews, 
North Berwick and Troon. But unlike 
the sports comedy-drama character 
Lasso, Allen says he is moving into 
a very well-timed opportunity as 
golf tourism booms in the region 
and opportunities for growth are 
abundant.

Marine & Lawn launched quietly 
in fall 2021 and continues to spend 
millions of pounds on refurbishing 
its portfolio. Of the four hotels, 
Rusacks St Andrews and Marine 
North Berwick have been updated, 

while Marine Troon is set to come 
back online in the next month. The 
181-key Slieve Donard Resort & Spa 
by Royal County Down golf links 
in Ireland will remain open for this 
summer season and then move into 
a renovation phase, which should be 
completed before the 2023 season 
begins.

Moving from chief development 
o�cer of AJ Capital Partners, more 
widely known for its Graduate hotel 
brand found on college campuses, 
into his new role at Marine & Lawn, 
Allen states that the move is the 
right thing for the brand and 
that his marching orders include 
growing the portfolio and delivering 
excellence and consistency across 
the brand being positioned as a 
lifestyle experience with luxury 
service.

18 restaurant on the top floor of Rusacks Hotel
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PHILLIP ALLEN MOVES TO LONDON AND INTO THE ROLE OF 
PRESIDENT OF MARINE & LAWN HOTELS & RESORTS, PREPARED 
TO GROW A COLLECTION OF GOLF RESORTS ACROSS THE U.K. 
AND EVENTUALLY BEYOND.

DEFINING MOMENT
AJ Capital didn’t really set out 
to jump into niche golf resorts, 
but when negotiating deals with 
Macdonald Hotels for Graduate 
hotels in Oxford and Cambridge, 
England, Allen toured their hotel at 
St Andrews and fell in love.

“I just fell in love standing on the 
balcony of the roof at St Andrews, 
overlooking the eighteenth green 
and the first hole of the Old Course,” 
Allen says. “Beyond that is West 

Sands beach used for the opening 
theme of ‘Chariots of Fire.’ I just got 
chills.”

When Allen suggested to creative 
and opportunistic AJ Capital 
Founder Ben Weprin that they 
should buy St Andrews, he agreed. 
“Once we decided to go all in with 
Rusacks as what we hope will 
become the world’s greatest golf 
hotel, we started looking around 
the United Kingdom and noticed 
that there were other opportunities 

Rusacks Hotel at the Old Course in St Andrew, 
Scotland

by JEFF WEINSTEIN, EDITOR IN CHIEF

Newly renovated Marine Troon hotel is set to 
come back online in the next month
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with iconic golf courses that 
didn’t necessarily have any great 
hospitality or hotels nearby,” Allen 
continues. “So, next we acquired 
Marine North Berwick, which was 
also from Macdonald. And once we 

had that, we figured we had a brand 
– something that really has legs, and 
we just continue to grow.”

With the help of private 
investment capital, Marine & Lawn 
will continue to be acquisitive with 
Allen saying they’d like to acquire 
two to three properties a year. 
“I have a deal or two, let’s say, in 
the works, and I have my eyes on 
several others,” he said, adding that 
ultimately AJ Capital would like to 
grow the brand in the United States 
and possibly in continental Europe.

“There’s absolutely more runway 
in all four countries of the United 
Kingdom – England, Wales, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland,” Allen adds. 
“And then, without question, the 
Republic of Ireland is also in our 
sights.”

SENSATIONAL SUMMER
Again, timing for Marine & Lawn 
seems to be exemplary with this 
summer season giving the group a 
chance to show o� its renovations 
at St Andrews, North Berwick and 
Troon where crowds have been 
expected to be at capacity and the 
assets should fairly significantly 
outperform 2019 results.

“We’re going to have a very strong 
2022. The leisure markets in the 
U.K. are bouncing back very well,” 
Allen says. “Golf has really exploded 
over the last couple of years after 
being kind of flat for a long time. 
The game of golf has regained a 
tremendous amount of popularity 
during COVID and golf clubs in 
Scotland and throughout the U.K. 
are absolutely swamped in terms 
of the number of visitors that are 
coming this summer.”

Allen expects to further wow 
guests with great food and 
beverage from White Rabbit 

Projects, led by former Soho House 
F&B lead Chris Miller, and through 
bespoke design that reflect the 
communities and golf courses. 
“In most cases, we are renovating 
every aspect of the properties – the 
public areas, the guest rooms, and 
food and beverage spaces,” Allen 
says. “We have a fantastic internal 
design team that loves to tell stories 
through design.”

Among the highlights are new 
spaces at Rusacks that include a 
restaurant called 18 on the top floor 
with a never-before-seen view of the 
Old Course. “It’s a real showstopper 
and a place that people will want to 
go to see the views,” says Allen, who 
is also very excited to see the new 
guest rooms at Troon.

An avid golfer himself, Allen 
says for someone to come from 
the transactional world into this 
role is a little bit unusual, but one 
he cherishes. He has been with AJ 
Capital for four years, predominantly 
helping develop the Graduate brand, 
and says M&A will continue to be 
a key role at Marine & Lawn. “I’ll 
still be leading the e�orts to find 
new products and new properties 
– that’s not going to change,” he 
says. “But at the same time, I want 
to make sure that we’re delivering 
absolutely top-notch quality service, 
great food and beverage and a 
memorable experience. I also want 
to make sure Marine & Lawn delivers 
a consistency of experience across 
the various properties and that 
our guests are being recognized 
for their loyalty and having unique 
experiences – but one that’s similar 
in terms of the quality.”

Lastly, Allen is also very excited 
to relocate to the U.K. with his 
family, ‘following in the footsteps of 
another great American, Ted Lasso.”

GOLF HAS REALLY EXPLODED 
OVER THE LAST COUPLE OF 

YEARS AFTER BEING KIND OF 
FLAT FOR A LONG TIME. THE 

GAME OF GOLF HAS REGAINED 
A TREMENDOUS AMOUNT OF 
POPULARITY DURING COVID 

AND GOLF CLUBS IN SCOTLAND 
AND THROUGHOUT THE U.K. 
ARE ABSOLUTELY SWAMPED 

IN TERMS OF THE NUMBER OF 
VISITORS THAT ARE COMING THIS 

SUMMER.

– PHILLIP ALLEN
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OLD SUNSET STRIP MOTEL REBORN 
BY PEBBLEBROOK HOTEL TRUST AS A 
WHIMSICAL, ENTERTAINING AND REBELLIOUS 
CHAMPION OF ROCK N’ ROLL.

Fueled by the battle cry, “Free 
the music!”, Hotel Ziggy is 
a proudly infamous star on 

West Hollywood, California’s Sunset 
Strip celebrating broken rules, guitar 
strings and recording contracts.

An inclusive destination 
championing countercultures and 
artists’ rights, its raucous interiors 
spotlight musicians who’ve fought 
to have their voices heard, from 
Californian bands to icons like The 
Beatles and Rolling Stones to local 
Latin and Asian performers. On the 
walls, framed legal documents from 
the ‘50s onward highlight lawsuits 
between musicians and record 
companies and will be updated as 
new cases arise, while découpaged 
vintage playbills spanning diverse 
genres are layered by era to reflect 
evolving musical tastes.   

Developed by Bethesda, 
Maryland-based Pebblebrook Hotel 
Trust, this eighth property in the 
REIT’s Uno�cial Z Collection stays 
true to the idiosyncratic brand’s 
values of rebellion and activism. 
Seattle and Brighton, UK-based 
Dawson Design Associates (DDA), 
long-time Pebblebrook partner 
and creator of all previous Z hotel 
concepts, conceived interiors 

intended to spark conversations 
through the question, “Who really 
owns the music?” 

Set amongst a sea of luxury 
hotels, including the adjacent 
Pebblebrook-owned and DDA-
designed Mondrian LA, Hotel 
Ziggy debuted March 2022 and 
intentionally retains gritty quirks 
from its ‘50s-motel persona. “Having 
Ziggy next door is like discovering 
a new tattoo after a wild night… not 
particularly tasteful, nor wanted,” 
says Andrea Sheehan, DDA’s 
founding principal and art director. 
“We’re bringing back the ‘ri�ra�’ 
to a neighborhood everyone else is 
trying to polish.”

Haphazard interventions from 
the past became part of the 
renovation’s charm. “Sometimes 
it’s better to go with the flow for 
architecture and structure,” says Jon 
Bortz, Pebblebrook’s president and 
CEO. “As far as I know, the building 
has zero redeeming qualities from a 
historical architecture perspective, 
and the exterior was ugly as sin 
with roofs making it look like the 
International House of Pancakes.” 
Fortunately, DDA transformed its 
flaws into virtues, with the exterior 
painted dark gray and enlivened 

Contributed by ALICIA SHEBER

A retractable glass garage door partitions one end 
of the lobby, creating a versatile music venue called 
“Backbeat,” which supports local musicians.



ZIGGY 
BREAKS THE RULES

DESIGN



by murals from LA municipality-
approved artist CJ Hungerman. “It’s 
not magic, just misdirection,” Bortz 
says. 

Stripped to its structural bones, 
the building was opened from end 
to end so performers and guests 
are seen and heard. At the entrance, 
Brian Mock’s androgynous Rock 
Queen sculpture o�ers a nod to 
Ziggy Stardust. The lobby lounge’s 
7’-2”-high ceilings were lowered 
with black-wa¹e acoustic recording 
studio ba¹es, bringing intimacy 
while emphasizing the golden 
‘60s millwork and rustic wood 
floors. Fusing the feel of a ‘70s 
neighborhood record store with an 
amateur recording studio, it sets the 
stage for the Backbeat venue where 
locals perform and the adjacent bar/
vinyl library/reception desk. 

Managed by Springboard 
Hospitality, Hotel Ziggy’s 108 
bohemian guest rooms channel 
the ‘60s with modern-meets-retro 
furniture and murals inspired by 
psychedelic album covers, while 
the pool patio recalls a ‘60s herb 

Guest bedroom

DESIGN

Powerful street murals wrap the front exterior 
of the building

Guest room bath

Backbeat, a ground-level music venue is designed to 
support local musicians with an accessible platform to 
perform



The bar is lined with hundreds of vinyl albums

Androgynous sculpture celebrating the rock 
community’s inclusivity 

Découpage murals depicting musicians who defied 
conformity throughout history
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garden. In addition to memorializing 
bygone Sunset Strip landmarks 
Tower Records and House of Blues, 
the property honors LA’s first iconic 
record store, Licorice Pizza, through 
its B-side Pizza joint featuring a 
‘50s carhop-style pick-up window 
directly on Sunset Boulevard and 
framed by 10’-diameter “vinyl 
album” cladding. 

Pebblebrook doesn’t want Hotel 
Ziggy to become a sanitized tourist 
destination. “The interiors will 
become rougher and get a patina 
over time,” Bortz says. “It really 
is about locals coming in, playing 
music and hopefully getting a 
following in the community.”

Le Jardin Terrace

The largest saltwater pool in West Hollywood is 
bordered by colorful art and greenery

Meeting space

DESIGN



Suite space

Pool table lounge
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W
hen a hotel or resort undertakes a restaurant 
reconceptualization, the process can take a year or even several 
years to produce a successful outcome. Proper planning is the 

first step, and hotels and resorts sometimes must audition several di�erent 
design teams and partners to make sure their vision is executed properly.

Finding a designer who fits your property’s vision is key to the entire 
project, and a good foundation to start is to audition several, says Sunny 
Joseph, general manager of the Fairmont Olympic Hotel in Seattle. “We had 
designers who took a very bold approach, and we had others who took the 
old restaurant and just enhanced it a little bit,” he says. “The designers we 
selected made an entirely di�erent proposal, and it appealed to everyone at 
the decision-making table.”

A restaurant redesign should be thoughtful, says Je�rey Wilkes, founding 
principal of DESIGNWILKES, who has helped reconceptualize restaurants 
across five continents and 19 countries. It is important, he says, to maintain 
the history and the culture of a property, and the new design should always 
reflect that.

Etienne Dalançon, general manager of Waldorf Astoria Maldives 
Ithaafushi, says hotels need to be aware of trends. “It is also important to 
remain open to di�erent concepts and learn from what other restaurants 

Art, science of
REPOSITIONING

FOOD & BEVERAGE

Contributed by JEANETTE HURT

HERE ARE THREE 
STORIES ABOUT 
HOTEL RESTAURANTS 
THAT HAVE 
SUCCESSFULLY 
TRANSFORMED 
A PREMIER 
RESTAURANT SPACE.

The Verandah Terrace Riverside at the Mandarin 
Oriental Bangkok
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are doing,” he says.
Joseph, Wilkes and Dalançon 

all have been recently involved in 
successful reconceptualizing of 
premier hotel restaurants to meet 
changing demands and embrace 
new opportunities. Here are their 
stories. 

THE VERANDAH, MANDARIN 
ORIENTAL, BANGKOK
When Je�rey Wilkes of 
DESIGNWILKES was tapped to 
reconceptualize The Verandah 
Restaurant at the Mandarin Oriental 
in Bangkok, he was asked to 
transform the restaurant so that it 
reflected its name, The Verandah.

“The previous Verandah was 
very dark and lacked color. So, we 
wanted to do something totally 

di�erent when designing this new 
restaurant,” Wilkes says.

The hotel was enlarging the 
kitchen. So, the design team had to 
go with a di�erent plan to fit the 
restaurant in the space. “Our mission 
when recreating The Verandah was 
to totally give the feeling of being 
on a verandah, a solace filled with 
light,” Wilkes adds. “We wanted to 

give guests a windowed space that 
overlooked the river terrace and 
Chao Praya River.”

To do so, they raised the rear of 
the restaurant with timber floors 
that stretched from the back 
entrance to give guests dining inside 
a view of both the exterior seating 
and the gardens. Upon walking into 
the restaurant, diners enter a bright, 

Outdoor dining space at the Mandarin Oriental Bangkok’s The 
Verandah

A huge mural that united the interior of the restaurant 
with the terrace
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open space, surrounded by windows 
that open up to the lush greenery of 
the gardens.

“The di�culty with a restaurant 
that looks like this is that everyone 
wants to sit outside,” Wilkes says. 
“So, the biggest design element was 
that we decided to blend the color 
schemes (of the restaurant) with the 
garden.”

To do that, the design team used 
marble patterns that went from 
outside to inside with vibrant florals 
and a huge mural that united the 
interior of the restaurant with the 
terrace. The mural spans 17 meters 
long and wraps around three walls, 
and it was completed by artists 
Anusak Paowpusri and Manussanun 
Wongrianthai. “Bill Bensley, a close 
friend of mine, let us use his art 
studio team to create the mural in a 
traditional Thai temple style,” Wilkes 

adds.
Wilkes says that one of the main 

challenges with this restaurant 
redo was that the space had 
very complicated mechanical 
requirements and structure. “It had 
been previously renovated, but the 
kitchen had not been updated so 
there were some new, unexpected 
discoveries,” Wilkes says. “We had to 
rework the plan during construction 
while still maintaining the design 
concept.”

For designers looking reconnect 
and renovate a restaurant, the key 
is to identify the negative, Wilkes 
suggests. “When going through the 
process, you can make sure that the 
new scheme has turned all of (the 
negatives) into positives.”

THE GEORGE, FAIRMONT OLYMPIC 
HOTEL, SEATTLE
Five years ago, the Fairmont 

Olympic Hotel embarked upon 
a journey to reconceptualize the 
Georgian, the hotel’s premier 
dining venue that had been a go-to 
destination since the hotel opened 
in 1924.

“It had a very special place 
amongst the locals so we needed 
to make sure that the community 
would buy into whatever we would 
do,” says Sunny Joseph, general 
manager of the hotel.

The repositioning of the restaurant 
was part of a $25 million renovation 
project, but at the heart of it was 
The George. “The Georgian was 
a special occasion restaurant, 
and we wanted to make it more 
approachable so that it would to be 
a once or twice a year restaurant,” 
Joseph says. “We didn’t want this 
(new restaurant) to be just another 
hotel restaurant. It’s a restaurant 

FOOD & BEVERAGE

Dining room at The George inside the Fairmont 
Olympic Hotel, Seattle
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inside the hotel, but we wanted to 
give it its own identity.”

To that end, they created a new 
entrance so that diners could go 
straight into the restaurant without 
walking into the hotel. But the 
main challenge was to preserve the 
history yet create a new restaurant 
that would be popular for years to 
come.

“We had multiple designers 
come over, and we gave them the 
instructions that we don’t want to 
move away from the past too much, 
we don’t want to be too fancy, and 
we cannot suddenly make this the 
hip-hop restaurant. The community 
has to buy in,” Joseph says. 

The hotel selected Spanish 
design studio Lázaro Rosa-Violán 
to undertake the redesign. Two 
enormous, antique chandeliers were 
the focal point in the old restaurant, 
but they didn’t fit the new concept. 
Instead of just tearing them out, 
they painstakingly removed them, 
crystal by crystal, and after cleaning 
them, they re-installed them in the 

hotel ballroom. 
Often, when a hotel restaurant 

is redesigned, many people in 
the community complain. “A lot 
of times, when hotels renovate, 
guests will say things like how the 
place was destroyed,” Joseph says. 
“That didn’t happen at all with 
The George. The most common 
comment is that people say that 
they feel like it’s always been here. It 
fits in seamlessly.”

One thing the hotel did to 
preserve the past was to create a 
history wall, just above the lobby 
level. “We don’t want to shrug o� 
the past,” Joseph says, adding that 
the hotel’s social media followers 
doubled within the first two weeks 
of The George’s opening. 

With the pandemic and supply 
chain issues, the renovation took 
longer than expected. Originally, 
when construction began in late 
2019, it was estimated to last six 
months but getting supplies from 
overseas were delayed. The lobby, 
with its new bar, reopened in April 

2021, and the last piece was The 
George. “We wanted to be sure that 
we were launching when the market 
was ready,” Joseph adds.

Historically, the hotel was a 
gathering place for the locals, and 
that’s become true again. “We are 
busy on Monday, and busy on a 
Tuesday,” Joseph says. “We are very 
optimistic about the future, and 
the community reaction has been 
great.”

ZUMA, WALDORF ASTORIA 
MALDIVES ITHAAFUSHI
The first overwater Zuma restaurant 
recently made its debut at the 
Waldorf Astoria Maldives Ithaafushi.

This sophisticated twist on the 
traditional Japanese Izakaya style 
of eating and drinking replaced 
the resort’s more traditional 
Japanese restaurant, Shimizu. 
“[Global restaurant brand] Zuma 
was a natural choice, as it o�ers an 
enhanced experience and quality 
fine dining in line with what we aim 
to o�er our guests,” says Etienne 
Dalançon, general manager for the 
resort. “We are confident that Zuma, 
with its consistency in providing 
quality service and experiences, will 
help us raise the bar.”

Japanese Izakaya typically hosts 
a casual environment for after-
work drinks and food, and Izakaya 
(restaurants) often have multiple 
and di�erent types of seating areas 
form low tables, tatami mats to bar 
seats, according to Rainer Beck, 
creator and co-founder of Zuma. 
“The food at Zuma is authentic, 
but not traditional,” Beck says. “We 
wanted to bring Japanese food to 
a wider audience, so the flavors are 
perhaps more robust than those 
found in Japan. The atmosphere 
at Zuma is informal and fun, and 

Bar at The George inside the Fairmont Olympic 
Hotel, Seattle
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the design and architecture are 
sophisticated and elegant, but the 
atmosphere remains relaxed and 
vibrant.”

Japanese cuisine, Beck says, 
remains popular among diners, so 
that was one reason they decided 
to convert the restaurant. “While the 
cuisine is very sought after, it is also 
very di�cult to get right with the 
precision, authenticity and creativity 
required,” he says. “This is also what 
made us decide upon Zuma for this 
project.”

The entire process to 
reconceptualize the restaurant took 
a little more than a year, Dalançon 
says. “We all rallied behind the 
same goal: bringing a new specialty 
culinary signature to the island and 
to the Maldives,” he says.

The biggest challenge for this 
restaurant redo was to figure out 
how to adapt this internationally 
known restaurant concept to such 
a di�erent setting. “As part of our 
discussions and thinking processes, 
one of the challenges we faced was 
how to adapt Zuma to an island 
environment,” Dalançon says. “We 
were able to overcome this obstacle 
fairly quickly through e�cient 
planning and organization from both 
Zuma and the resort team.”

Beck says there also were some 
delays. Nonetheless the year-long 
transformation still was rather quick, 
“With Zuma Maldives, our biggest 
challenge was the logistics, as we 
experienced some significant delays 
with shipping,” he says. “However, 
we approached it in a calm manner, 
and as it was outside of everyone’s 
control, we just waited it out.”

In explaining the move to bring 
in Zuma, Dalacon says luxury 
hotels and resorts must have 
a good F&B strategy, but they 

also need to continually elevate 
and change their o�erings. “It is 
also important to remain open to 
di�erent concepts and learn from 
what other restaurants are doing,” 
he says. “When things don’t work 
out, I believe that one should always 
stop, rethink the problems, make 
the necessary changes, and then try 
again – also known as trial-and-error 
problem solving.”

Dalacon said when management 
was deciding on which restaurant to 
add, they knew that Japanese food 
was not only popular, as proven 

and seen on the island, but a must-
o�er. “As such, the more important 
decision was who could execute this 
best, who could we rely on to enrich 
our guests’ culinary experience, and 
Zuma was the best fit.”

Dalançon says excitement 
has been building up for the 
new restaurant as guests await 
the summertime opening. “We 
have already received numerous 
messages from guests across 
di�erent channels, from Instagram 
to email to telephone,” he says.

Arial view of the Waldorf Astoria Maldives Ithaafushi

Soon-to-open Zuma at the Waldorf Astoria Maldives 
Ithaafushi features a Japanese Izakaya-style menu

FOOD & BEVERAGE
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While every hotel 
customizes its 
o�erings, one thing is 

abundantly clear – contactless guest 
experiences are here to stay.

Technological advancements 
were inevitable, and the pandemic 
gave hoteliers time to analyze and 
determine how technology could 
be best incorporated to overcome 
the challenges. All major hotel 
brands as well as independents 
now encourage guests to download 
their mobile apps which include 

several features empowering them  
to get what they need and manage 
amenities with minimal human 
contact. While some features like 
contactless check-in and check-
out, ordering food from the on-site 
restaurants, communicating with the 
front desk, or cashless payments are 
common, many apps have unique, 
customizable options. 

Alma Resort, the independently 
owned and operated resort in 
Vietnam’s Cam Ranh peninsula, has 
launched the Alma Resort App, 

which o�ers menus, promotions 
and vouchers, as well as live stream 
broadcasts and information about 
events and COVID-19-related health 
and safety tips. Since Cam Ranh 
gets around 300 sunny days a year 
and is known for having Vietnam’s 
best weather, the hotel is planning 
to add a weather cam in real time 
that can be accessed on the app.

The app, which was put forward 
in a heads-of-department meeting 
by the resort’s executive chef, was 
created by the hotel team within 

GUEST APP
EVOLUTION OF THE 

WHILE BECOMING SOMEWHAT 
UBIQUITOUS, GUEST-FACING APPS 
CONTINUE TO EVOLVE AS HOTELIERS 
OVERCOME CHALLENGES AND IDENTIFY 
BEST PRACTICES.

By KATHAKALI NANDI

Alma Resort in Vietnam has launched an app o¨ering 
menus, promotions and vouchers, as well as live stream 
broadcasts and COVID-19-related information.

T E C H N O L O G Y
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two months, says Alma’s Managing 
Director Herbert Laubichler-
Pichler. “Unlike major chains, 
the independent hotels always 
have to navigate technological 
change themselves as they don’t 
have a head o�ce to develop or 
recommend the latest equipment 

and software,” Laubichler-Pichler 
says. “And this can be di�cult for 
the independent hotels when their 
sta� on the ground such as, for 
example, the front o�ce managers, 
are the users of the technology but 
are preoccupied with the guests and 
prioritizing their needs.”

The good news, says Laubichler-
Pichler, is that the technologies 
required to power these apps is 
not expensive. As an independently 
owned and operated hotel, Alma 
Resort had the autonomy to invest 
in the app and develop it themselves 
which helped keep costs under 
control. “The app cost no more 
than US$5,000 to develop. These 
technologies are not expensive; you 
don’t have to spend hundreds of 
thousands of dollars. You also need 
to ensure that the technology is set 
up in a way so that it is not a money 
pit; you don’t want to be continually 
spending a lot of money with a 
third-party every time you need to 
make an update to the app. You 
can realize ROI in many ways quite 
quickly after launching an app.” 

In spring 2021, Aqua-Aston 
Hospitality, Honolulu, Hawaii, 
introduced an app with an intelligent 
messaging platform in more than 20 
of its managed hotels and resorts 
across Hawaii. It allows guests to 
communicate with associates in 
real-time without having to call or 
visit the front desk. For example, 
guests can send a message to the 
front desk about their arrival time 
and get information about guest 
amenities. Among other things, 
they can receive a copy of their 
folio, get fresh towels or arrange 
housekeeping service.

Since Aqua-Aston’s app uses 
text messaging system as a mode 
of communication between guests 

and associates, building the app 
was “surprisingly a�ordable and 
utilizes a mode of communication 
that we all use in everyday life,” says 
Mark DeMello, vice president of 
operations, Aqua-Aston Hospitality.

Besides providing remote check-
in, mobile key, options to order 
food, temperature control, self-
check-in and mobile payment 
methods, Virgin Hotels’ ‘Lucy’ 
app also integrates the in-room 
entertainment system to provide 
casting, allowing guests to use their 
smartphones as the TV remote. 
Launched in 2015, the updated app 
now o�ers secure ID verification, 
cashless tipping facility, in-room 
lighting controls and access to 
custom fitness routines. 

While guests at citizenM already 
had access to digital solutions like 
a check-in kiosk and an iPad to 
control their room settings before 
the pandemic, the introduction of 
a guest app during the pandemic 
across all its hotels has been a 
success and resulted in the highest 
guest satisfaction and most loyalty 
among the app users, says citizenM 
Hotels Chief Digital & Experience 
O�cer Casper Overbeek. 

“Every day we see new 
opportunities, not because of tech, 
but because we want to adapt to 
customer needs,” Overbeek says. 
“We have launched a new paid 
subscription service. Our customer 
research showed that price security 
and availability are key pain points 
for the frequent traveler. With our 
new membership mycitizenM+ we 
solve those.” 

Charlestowne Hotels, Charleston, 
South Carolina, which was using 
contactless technology long 
before it became such an integral 
part of the industry, sends out 

WE HAVE LAUNCHED A NEW 
PAID SUBSCRIPTION SERVICE. 
OUR CUSTOMER RESEARCH 

SHOWED THAT PRICE SECURITY 
AND AVAILABILITY ARE 

KEY PAIN POINTS FOR THE 
FREQUENT TRAVELER. WITH 

OUR NEW MEMBERSHIP 
MYCITIZENM+ WE SOLVE 

THOSE.

– CASPER OVERBEEK 
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a pre-registration email with an 
option for guests to add room 
requests or notes, a follow up 
email when the room is ready and 
a text message or email which 
contains the room key. A similar 
process takes place at checkout, 
where a folio can be reviewed 
electronically, charges confirmed 
and guest feedback submitted. 
Elaborating on the Charestowne’s 
technological innovations, Director 
of Technology Max Spangler says 
in-room IoT devices, like Amazon 
Echo and Google Nest Hub, double 
up as virtual concierge as they 
are enabled to answer questions 
and streamline guest requests to 
appropriate departments. 

“The pre-arrival registration 
process has been the most popular 
and engaging with our guests. 
Automated guest communication 
and reservation management has 

also been well received,” Spangler 
says. 

MINIMIZING LABOR COSTS
Besides fulfilling the new-age 
travelers’ need for reduced human 
contact, these apps have helped 
reduce labor costs, especially at a 
time when the industry has been 
grappling with a severe labor crisis. 
The real benefit of contactless 
technology, Spangler says, is that it 
allows them to be more flexible with 
their sta�ng model.

“We can be more agile when it 
comes to sta� placement, hours 
worked during a shift, and hire a 
wider range of employees with 
skills that reach beyond knowledge 
for a particular method or system,” 
Spangler explains. “Flexibility for our 
team members, in a labor market as 
competitive as this, is paramount.”

The technology also helps make 
sta�s more productive, improve 
e�ciency, and remove some of 
the mundane, repetitive tasks. At 
Charlestowne Hotels, the pre-arrival 
registration helps reduce phone 

THE APP COST NO MORE 
THAN US$5,000 TO DEVELOP. 
THESE TECHNOLOGIES ARE 
NOT EXPENSIVE; YOU DON’T 

HAVE TO SPEND HUNDREDS OF 
THOUSANDS OF DOLLARS. YOU 
ALSO NEED TO ENSURE THAT 
THE TECHNOLOGY IS SET UP 

IN A WAY SO THAT IT IS NOT A 
MONEY PIT; YOU DON’T WANT 

TO BE CONTINUALLY SPENDING 
A LOT OF MONEY WITH A 

THIRD-PARTY EVERY TIME YOU 
NEED TO MAKE AN UPDATE TO 

THE APP.

– HERBERT LAUBICHLER-PICHLER

TECHNOLOGY

THE RECENTLY RENOVATED 
LOBBY AND REFRESHED 
ARRIVAL EXPERIENCE AT 

OUR LUXURY CONDOMINIUM 
PROPERTY, ASTON WAIKIKI 
BEACH TOWER, PROVIDES 

GUESTS WITH AN ENJOYABLE 
IN-PERSON CHECK-IN AND 
CHECK-OUT PROCESS. WE 

INSTALLED TWO-SIT DOWN 
FRONT DESKS AND WELCOME 
GUESTS WITH A SUSTAINABLE 

STRAND SHELL LEI, IN ADDITION 
TO A COLD OSHIBORI TOWEL 
AND GLASS OF FRESH JUICE.

– MARK DEMELLO
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volume and mobile key and text 
communication allows them to 
drastically reduce peak check-in 
times and corresponding volume.

“When guests do arrive and 
decide to check in at the desk, 
our teams are fresher and more 
engaging with our guests than had 
they just managed a long queue of 
guests,” Spangler adds. 

Besides the labor costs, a mobile 
key solution has also helped reduce 
other hard costs, like key cards. 
Spangler says integrating more 
contactless tech into Charlestowne 
hotels has resulted in an uptick in 
guest satisfaction and increased 
employee happiness. “When we 
evaluate the contactless technology, 
the ROI is analyzed from the guest 

perspective — are guests engaged 
and loyal, are guest scores up, is 
sta� happier? Those are the items 
we quantity versus the costs of tech 
implementation.”

REMAINING CHALLENGES
For smaller and independent hotel 
brands like Alma Resort, it has been 
challenging to encourage guests 
to switch to the apps and use its 
features as many of them are still 
not used to the technology.

“Our sta� have spent a lot of time 
urging guests to download the app 
and helping to ensure that guests 
have downloaded it correctly,” 
Laubichler-Pichler says. 

With reduced travel and on-
site presence due to lockdowns 
and travel restrictions, it has been 
di�cult during the pandemic 
to implement all the emerging 
components of guests demands, 
says Virgin Hotels Vice President of 
Technology Jason Doebrich. At the 
same time, due to labor constraints 
and turnover, training on the new 
technologies and procedures has 
also been di�cult. “Supply chain 
issues have led to long lead times 
and delays on parts and resources,” 
Doebrich adds.

NO MORE FRONT DESK?
Despite the proliferation of 
technology, hoteliers feel the 
hotel lobby can never be rendered 
redundant. Guests will still need and 
prefer access to a human and not 
a robot or an app to ask questions. 
Hotel apps can be cost-e�ective 
and convenient for travelers, but 
many guests will still want to sit in 
a restaurant and consult the waiter 
for the best available options before 
ordering a dish o� the menu.

A warm greeting and a smile on 
arrival to a hotel are hallmarks of 

good old-fashioned hospitality, 
Laubichler-Pichler says. “I think 
that the personal touch will further 
distinguish the high-end hotels from 
the budget ones in future.”

Hotel lobbies still serve their 
purpose for guests who want a 
personal, high-touch experience. 
Irrespective of guests seeking a 
physical presence or a virtual one, 
Aston-Aqua’s front desk teams assist 
guests with their needs, DeMello 
says. “The recently renovated lobby 
and refreshed arrival experience at 
our luxury condominium property, 
Aston Waikiki Beach Tower, provides 
guests with an enjoyable in-person 
check-in and check-out process. 
We installed two-sit down front 
desks and welcome guests with 
a sustainable strand shell lei, in 
addition to a cold Oshibori towel 
and glass of fresh juice.”

Terming the apps as “extra tools” 
provided to team members and 
guests, Doebrich says the front desk 
is still widely used by many guests 
as the technologies are still in their 
formative years. 

Technology is merely an enabler 
for creating a greater experience 
at citizenM hotels, Overbeek says. 
While the pandemic accelerated the 
digital innovations, it has also made 
the hotel industry aware of how 
much they need human touch. While 
citizenM guests have been checking 
in through check-in kiosks from the 
very first day, there is always an 
“citizenM ambassador” to welcome 
and help where needed, he explains. 
“This will never change as it is key 
to our brand experience. We do 
study how we will further optimize 
the check-in experience through our 
app, but the welcoming smile will 
always be there.”

SUPPLY CHAIN ISSUES HAVE 
LED TO LONG LEAD TIMES 

AND DELAYS ON PARTS AND 
RESOURCES.

–  JASON DOEBRICH
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Creativity shines and rises to the top during the 
most challenging moments – like a never before-
experienced global pandemic. 

For instance, the pandemic has played havoc with 
the sale, marketing and revenue managers, who had to 
learn to interpret data in new ways and then devise best 
practices to drive revenue and profitability.

One organization that helps the best and brightest in 
these disciplines to innovate is The Hospitality Sales and 
Marketing Association International (HSMAI). Founded 
in 1927, the association, with some 5,000 members 
worldwide and 40 chapters in the Americas, provides 
tools, insights and expertise to fuel sales, inspire 
marketing, and optimize revenue.

Each year, HSMAI also recognizes Top 25 
Extraordinary Minds who have shared innovative ideas 
and more recently overcame some of the obstacles  the 
last two years have brought.

HOTELS called on the HSMAI to get input from the 
2021 Top 25, asking them about their most creative 
sales, marketing or revenue optimization tactics 
employed to drive revenue during the pandemic. Here is 
what they had to say:

HOTELS CALLS ON HSMAI’S 
EXTRAORDINARY MINDS TO 
OFFER SOME OF THEIR BEST 
IDEAS DEVISED DURING THE 
PANDEMIC TO DRIVE REVENUE 
AND PROFITABILITY.

during the 
pandemic

DRIVING REVENUE

by JEFF WEINSTEIN, EDITOR IN CHIEF

S A L E S & M A R K E T I N G
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KAREN 
MCWILIAMS
vice president of revenue 
strategy, Concord Hospitality, 
Raleigh, North Carolina

As everyone in the industry 
found themselves in uncharted 

waters overnight, we determined 
that ‘speed wins.’ Forced to overhaul 
our deployment, we took immediate 

When faced with adversity, 
the strength and power 

of relationships are what allow 
organizations to move forward and 
flourish during uncertain times.  
From July of 2020 through April 
of 2021, Mohegan Sun was able to 
turn their 10,000-seat arena into 
an international broadcast center 
for Bellator MMA Fighting and 
Showtime Boxing.

The success of these events was 
then transformed into Bubbleville, 
which was the largest NCAA non-

THE RELATIONSHIPS 
ESTABLISHED UNDER PRE-

PANDEMIC TIMES WERE WHAT 
ALLOWED COLLABORATION 
AND HARD WORK BY ALL 
INVOLVED, INCLUDING THE 

RESORT, TO FLOURISH WHEN 
MOST VENUES WERE CLOSED 

AND NOT HOSTING ANY 
EVENTS.

– KEVIN BAROSSO, MOHEGAN SUN

KEVIN
BAROSSO
director of sales, convention 
sales, Mohegan Sun, 
Uncasville, Connecticut

FORCED TO OVERHAUL OUR 
DEPLOYMENT, WE TOOK 

IMMEDIATE ACTION ON THE 
MOST VALUABLE DATA SOURCES 
NEEDED AND REASSIGNED HOW 

OUR TIME WAS INVESTED. WE 
TRANSFORMED OUR TOOLS 
TO GIVE MINUTE-BY-MINUTE 

VISIBILITY ACROSS 140 HOTELS. 
THIS VISIBILITY WAS NOT JUST 

FOR OUR HOTELS, BUT FOR 
OUR REGIONAL TEAMS AND 

ASSET GROUPS ALIKE.

– KAREN MCWILLIAMS,

CONCORD HOSPITALITY

conference basketball tournament 
held in November of 2020. 
Through our partnership with the 
Basketball Hall of Fame we were 
able to host 25 college Division 
I basketball teams over 11 days 
to safely play basketball in the 
Mohegan Sun Arena with games 
televised around the country on 
ESPN and their family of networks. 
The relationships established under 
pre-pandemic times were what 
allowed collaboration and hard work 
by all involved, including the resort, 
to flourish when most venues were 
closed and not hosting any events.
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SALES & MARKETING

We had already removed the 
silos from the individual 

disciplines and were now driving 
on a three-lane highway where 
everyone respects their lanes and 
guardrails and knew how to merge 
into each other’s lanes without 
causing a collision. I realize it’s 
a quippy analogy; however, it is 
absolutely why what we did worked.

LORI KIEL
chief revenue and marketing 
o�cer, The Kessler 
Collection, Orlando, Florida

action on the most valuable data 
sources needed and reassigned 
how our time was invested. We 
transformed our tools to give 
minute-by-minute visibility across 
140 hotels. This visibility was not just 
for our hotels, but for our regional 
teams and asset groups alike. There 
was never a more appropriate time 
to build the plane after take-o� and 
this required a total team approach.

As our business intelligence 
toolbox took shape, we pioneered 
our next-generation strategy 
deck. The hard work during the 
pandemic resulted in new ways 
to communicate, as well as faster 
ways to execute our plans. The 
methodology used also applied to 
our new-build assets, having created 
the space to open more than 10 
hotels over the past two years, while 
focusing on the results needed 
during the ramp period. It was the 
quintessential ‘do more with less’ 
focus. We are seeing the results as 
we emerge from the storm and are 
staying well positioned to perform in 
all business climates.

THE DETERMINATION ON 
WHO TO KEEP WAS FOUNDED 

ON WHO COULD EASILY 
MERGE BETWEEN THE THREE 

DISCIPLINES. WE NEEDED 
CROSS-TRAINED PEOPLE WHO 
COULD THINK OUTSIDE THEIR 

LANES TO SOLVE FOR ALL.

– LORI KIEL, THE KESSLER COLLECTION

We had the misfortune, like many 
companies, of having to lay o� 
hundreds of employees, and in sales, 
marketing, and revenue, we went 
from a sta� of 81 people to 13. The 
determination on who to keep was 
founded on who could easily merge 
between the three disciplines. We 
needed cross-trained people who 
could think outside their lanes to 
solve for all.

We not only came out of 
the pandemic on top of our 
competitive sets, but we opened 
two new hotels, an entertainment 
district, and converted one of our 
Autograph Collection Hotels into 
an independent. In every single 
instance, we were winning.

As we have come out of the 
pandemic, we have also paved a 
road that looks to the future, not 
the past, to determine the forecast 
and strategy for tomorrow. I hear 
many industry colleagues note their 
dependency on 2019. But 2019 is 
merely a history lesson, and you will 
find no better analytics in looking at 
2007 (the year before the recession) 
or 2000 (the year before 9/11). The 
way we do business has changed. 
The way we work has changed. The 
way we spend our time and who we 
spend it with have changed.

The most creative tactic you had 
during the pandemic was to rely 
on everything you ever learned and 
use it as a resource, not a rule. As 
we advance into 2022, 2023, and 
beyond, you must do the same. This 
is the very definition of revenue 
management; take the science 
and use it artfully, and you will be 
rewarded in revenue.
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LIZ JAQUEZ
vice president of revenue 
generation, Janko Hospitality, 
Itasca, Illinois

While most hotels were cutting 
budgets for digital assets, 

Janko Hospitality doubled down 
investing in virtual tours for all of 
our mid-scale and full-service hotels. 
Our sales leaders found the virtual 
tours of event space, and especially 
the guest rooms, invaluable for 
closing business with clients who 
were working from home arranging 
travel for essential workers.

SALES LEADERS FOUND THE 
VIRTUAL TOURS OF EVENT 

SPACE, AND ESPECIALLY THE 
GUEST ROOMS, INVALUABLE 
FOR CLOSING BUSINESS WITH 

CLIENTS WHO WERE WORKING 
FROM HOME ARRANGING 
TRAVEL FOR ESSENTIAL 

WORKERS.

– LIZ JAQUEZ, JANKO HOSPITALITY

JESSICA
DAVIDSON
senior vice president 
Digital & Brand Marketing, 
Wyndham Hotels & Resorts, 
Parsippany, New Jersey

Over the past months, it has 
become clear that building 

a strong direct channel is critical 
to a thriving hotel. When it comes 
to optimization tactics to drive 
revenue, I’ve seen extremely strong 
results from encouraging hotels to 
adopt a two-step approach. Firstly, 
using benchmarking insights to 
identify where the opportunities lie 

MERCEDES 
BLANCO
vice president of strategic 
partnerships, The Hotels 
Network, Miami

Driving the most profitable 
bookings at the lowest cost 

of distribution is paramount 
to Wyndham’s Owner-First 
commitment. We launched the 
Wyndham Hotels & Resorts mobile 
app in the height of the pandemic 
when low contact, high impact 
experiences were sought the most – 
enabling mobile check in and check 
out at nearly 6,000 economy and 
midscale hotels. The app is now our 
fastest growing channel. We o�er 
flash sales, fast booking, and ensure 
that our members have all they need 
to view and manage their accounts.

Speaking of loyalty engagement, 
Wyndham Rewards – now 92 million 
members strong – continues to 

WE HAVE LEANED-IN TO 
MEANINGFUL MEMBER 
OFFERINGS THROUGH 
SHOPPING, GAS AND 

COMPLEMENTARY 
ACCOMMODATION PARTNERS, 

AND DEPLOYED SEVERAL 
MEMBER-EXCLUSIVE OFFERS 
AND THE LOWEST AVAILABLE 

MEMBER PRICE.

 – JESSICA DAVIDSON,

WYNDHAM HOTELS & RESORTS

be a powerhouse given its value 
proposition. We have leaned-in 
to meaningful member o�erings 
through shopping, gas and 
complementary accommodation 
partners, and deployed several 
member-exclusive o�ers and the 
lowest available member price. All of 
these e�orts are designed to drive 
guest and owner value and we are 
continuing to invest.
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and then taking action where it will 
have the biggest impact.

“For example, with restrictions on 
international travel during COVID, 
the domestic market became 
even more important than before. 
Using THN’s benchmarking tool, 
our hotel clients were able to see 
how good they were at converting 
domestic tra�c throughout 
each stage of the booking funnel 
compared to the market. If they 
were underperforming in terms of 
bounce rate, we helped the hotels 
activate personalized messages 
on their homepage targeting local 
visitors. By highlighting exclusive 
benefits for locals, hotels were able 
to better engage visitors and tempt 
them to make a booking. It’s all 
about showing the right message 
to the right person at the right time. 

Personalization is not a trend – it’s 
the new reality.

WHEN IT COMES TO 
OPTIMIZATION TACTICS TO 
DRIVE REVENUE, I’VE SEEN 

EXTREMELY STRONG RESULTS 
FROM ENCOURAGING HOTELS 

TO ADOPT A TWO-STEP 
APPROACH. FIRSTLY, USING 
BENCHMARKING INSIGHTS 
TO IDENTIFY WHERE THE 
OPPORTUNITIES LIE AND 

THEN TAKING ACTION WHERE 
IT WILL HAVE THE BIGGEST 

IMPACT.

 – MERCEDES BLANCO, 

THE HOTELS NETWORK

SALES & MARKETING
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Power your entire business with one fully integrated, 
easy-to-use, cloud-based hospitality platform. Built 
for independent properties, Cloudbeds streamlines 
and automates processes so you have more time to 
spend with guests. Dominate distribution with access 
to 300+ channels, and increase direct bookings with a 
conversion-focused website and customizable booking 
engine. Price intelligently with an automated revenue 
management system and get paid anywhere, anytime 
with integrated payment processing. Cloudbeds, San 
Diego, California, cloudbeds.com

PRODUCTS

The Vaask hand sanitizing fixture transforms a necessity 
into an amenity and reassures guests and sta� alike 
of your commitment to cleanliness. Developed with 
the help of healthcare-industry professionals, Vaask is 
permanent, touchless and manufactured in America. 
Made of aluminum and steel, it’s built to last. Make 
everyone’s stay healthier with Vaask, the hand sanitizing 
dispenser so beautiful people want to use it. Vaask, 
Austin, Texas, Vaask.com

Philips MediaSuite is the only Hospitality TV with Netflix 
and Chromecast built-in, making it easy for guests to 
enjoy their favorite movies and shows on their hotel 
room TV. With Philips MediaSuite, guests can access 
their own streaming accounts - including Netflix - ready 
to securely log-in, directly on the TV. Or they can 
choose to stream from their mobile device or laptop 
using the Chromecast built-in feature. Ready to pick 
up, exactly where they left o� and no extra equipment 
for you to buy to make it happen. Powered by Android 
for future-proof updates, onboard analytics, central 
CMND control and the industry’s BEST warranty. Philips 
Professional Display Solutions (PPDS) Atlanta, GA 
ppds.com/hospitality 



SUPPLYLINE

GROUPE GM CELEBRATES THE 45TH ANNIVERSARY OF 
BIENVENUE, THE FIRST HOTEL AMENITY BRAND AND THE 
FIRST COLLECTION OF FRENCH COSMETIC PRODUCTS 
DESIGNED FOR HOTELS.
Since the very beginning, GROUPE GM has been a 
pioneer within the amenities industry, creating the 
concept of branded amenities for hotels. Groupe GM’s 
founder Georges Marchand entered the hotel amenity 
industry after gathering expertise as sales director for 
a company that specialized in artwork for hotels. But 
it was another sort of art that caught his attention in 
his many meetings with hotel managers and suppliers: 
the art of hospitality. He noticed the importance of the 
details such as the 15 g solid soap people loved to take 
home or the matchboxes that were o�ered as welcome 
gifts. That’s where the idea to o�er miniature toiletries 
came to him. Groupe GM named its very first in-house 
amenity brand “Bienvenue”, French for “welcome”, 
to embody the elegance, style and awareness of the 
universal art of hospitality. The company remains a 
family business directed by George’s sons and is one 

of the world’s top players in its field, carrying over 40 
brands including in-house ones. Working in partnership 
with leading, internationally renowned brands from 
the world of cosmetics, fashion, design, and spa since 
1972, the group is proud to serve hospitality clients 
in more than 80 countries. Groupe GM works hard to 
stay at the forefront of the guest amenities industry 
with sustainability as a key focus, with significant 
e�orts being put into ensuring that the ingredients 
and packaging of Groupe GM’s products are sourced 
responsibly. Their Care About Earth program tackle its 
environmental impact through three main pillars: the 
reduction of plastics from fossil fuels in its packaging, 
the use of responsibly sourced materials in product 
design and formulas, and the development of innovative 
large formats such as its patent pending dispenser, 
Ecofill.
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HOBART, the   global   warewashing   
technology   brand   from   
O�enburg,  Germany  launched 
HOBART WORLD, expanding 
their digital o�ering through a 3D 
platform that o�ers  interactive  and  
emotional  information,  trends  and 

insights. Visitors from the hotel and 
hospitality sectors are lead on a tour 
of discovery through the HOBART 
brand world that is not only 
informational but also fun, including 
exclusive news and entertainment. 
Numerous videos  and  animated  

HOBART WORLD: A NEW DIGITAL 
PLATFORM TO EXPERIENCE WAREWASHING

MEWS, the leading cloud-based property management 
system (PMS), has been chosen by The Pichet Group as 
the exclusive hospitality cloud for their All Suites Appart 
Hotel brand.  The Pichet Group is one of the largest 
real estate groups in France, and their 20 All Suites 
properties, located all around France, will be migrating 
to Mews in a staggered rollout.  

“We’re really excited to be working with Mews,” said 
Olivier Jacquet, CEO of the Hotels Division at The Pichet 
Group. “It was vital for us to move to a cloud-native 
solution that gave us the power and agility to adapt to 
modern hospitality and guest behavior, and Mews was 
the best option.”  

All Suites Appart Hotels mostly welcome long stay 
leisure guests and students, which was a key factor in 
choosing Mews, as the PMS has developed new long 
stay timeline and billing features that make managing 

reservations and payments faster and simpler, saving 

valuable time for All Suites team and their guests.   Mews 

Open API was another crucial element in the decision 

making. All Suites plan to develop their own app in the 

future, and an open API with great connectivity gives 

them the freedom to build and connect the app in the 

way that suits them best.   

Guests will also benefit immediately from an improved 

user journey, including tools like online check-in and 

check-out, which are especially popular and important 

with a younger, student demographic. Moreover, they 

also see the move as important to their sustainability 

program, thanks to Mews’ participation in schemes such 

as Hotels for Trees.  

THE PICHET GROUP CHOSE MEWS HOSPITALITY CLOUD TO POWER THEIR ALL SUITES 
APPART HOTEL BRAND IN 2022

informational  content  make  the  
discovery  tour  through  HOBART 
WORLD a real pleasure.

“HOBART WORLD was originally 
developed as an alternative to the 
trade fair experience, which  was  
often  cancelled  due  to  the  COVID  
pandemic.  The  result  is  that  our  
digital brand  world  has  become  
much  more –namely  a  splendid  
addition  to  our  informative 
website,” says Manfred Kohler, Vice 
President Sales and Manufacturing 
at HOBART.The  platform  can  
be  accessed  via www.hobart.
world,  and  boasts  3D  optics  and  
an attractive  design  while  also  
providing  further  information  on  
HOBART  warewashing, cooking  
and  food  preparation –in  both  
German  and  English.  There  is  
also  a  practical chat  function  to  
contact HOBART  experts  directly  
or  to  clarify  specific  questions  
about products.
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Frank conversation 
with Atlantis President, MD

AUDREY 
OSWELL

As the first woman to serve as 
the president and managing 
director of Atlantis Paradise 

Island Bahamas, Audrey Oswell is 
proud to say that  the leadership 
obstacles she has faced have 
never gotten in the way of her 
achievements. 

While there have been times when 
issueslike the gender pay gapor 
people judging her for her religion 
and personal life choices have set 
her back, Oswell has remained 
focused on her goals and made a 
point of not letting others’ shortfalls 
or intolerance deter her. 

“It’s unfortunate that women are 
frequently judged more harshly than 
their male counterparts. Add race 
or sexual orientation to the mix, and 
imagine what people are confronted 
with,” she told HOTELS in March. 

Interestingly, Oswell’s entry into 
the hospitality industry began with a 

THE ATLANTIS BAHAMAS LEADER IS FOCUSED 
ON GROWTH – BOTH PERSONALLY AND FOR HER 
PROPERTY – AND WON’T LET INTOLERANCE OF ANY 
SORT GET IN HER WAY.
By KATHAKALI NANDI

L A G N I A P P E
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summer job at the Caesars Atlantic 
City. What was supposed to have 
been a months-long stint ended up 
lasting  21 years. 

“The decision to take that job, 
which was only supposed to 
last a few months, impacted the 
entire trajectory of my career,” she 
recounts. “I worked at Caesars for 
21 years, holding various positions 
in finance and marketing before 
eventually becoming the property’s 
president and chief operating 
o�cer. It was the longest summer 
job I could have imagined.”

As Atlantis is the  biggest private 
employer  in The Bahamas, the 
pandemic entaileda severe blow for 
Oswell,  forcing her to downsize her 
team. However, with rebounding 
occupancy and travel sentiment,  
the situation has been improving at 
the hotel. 

“Atlantis is undergoing several 
major renovations right now, 
and what is coming next is very 
exciting,” Oswell says. “We are 
introducing a new hotel set to debut 
in 2024. It’s called ‘Somewhere Else’ 
and is the former Beach hotel at 

Atlantis. We’re developing the hotel 
in partnership with David Grutman 
of Groot Hospitality.”

Below you will find more from 
HOTELS’ interview with Oswell, 
including her commentaries on 
rebounding occupancy levels at 
Atlantis, measures implemented to 
drive revenue, and some di�cult 
decisions that had to be imade 
during the pandemic.

HOTELS: Since taking charge in 
2017, you are Atlantis Paradise 
Island’s first female president 
and managing director. What 
challenges do you face as a woman 
leader?
Audrey Oswell: I don’t know 
of any leadership position that 
doesn’t include multiple challenges 
on a day-to-day basis. While 
these obstacles can certainly 
be complicated by gender, race, 
religion or life choices, I have never 
allowed those factors to get in 
the way of what I was trying to 
accomplish.

There were certainly times in my 
career when there was inequity in 
compensation or I had concerns 
about people knowing my religion. 
I always did my best to remain 
focused on goals and not allow 
others’ shortfalls or intolerance 
deter me from success.

I believe that women in leadership 
positions face greater challenges 
personally as they are often judged 
as choosing career over family, 
which is unfair. The fact that I 
don’t have children leads many 
to jump to the conclusion that I 
chose career over family, which 
couldn’t be further from the truth. 
It’s unfortunate that women are 
frequently judged more harshly than 
their male counterparts. Add race 

or sexual orientation to the mix, and 
imagine what people are confronted 
with.  

H: What advice would you give to 
aspiring women leaders?
AO: I would give all aspiring leaders 
the same advice: work hard and 
work smart. Surround yourself with 
good people who have a variety 
of di�erent experiences – both 
professionally and in life – and be 
open to their input. Being supported 
by people whom you trust to be 
honest with you and taking their 
input to heart are among the best 
ways to grow.

I also encourage aspiring leaders 
to always “do the right thing.” 
At the end of the day, you want 
to feel good about the decisions 
you make in your career. It seems 
simple, but it has been a mantra of 
sorts throughout my career and has 
positively impacted my personal 
and professional decision-making 
in more ways than I can count. The 
most important thing you can do is 
establish a routine that enables you 
to find work-life balance.

H: What defining moment or 
decision did you make along the 
way to help you reach this point in 
your career?
AO: I graduated college with a 
degree in education, and before the 
school year started, I took a summer 
job at Caesars Atlantic City. The 
decision to take that job, which was 
only supposed to last a few months, 
impacted the entire trajectory of my 
career.

I worked at Caesars for 21 years, 
holding various positions in finance 
and marketing before eventually 
becoming the property’s president 
and chief operating o�cer. It was 

I AM A RESILIENT PERSON, 
SOMETIMES TOO RESILIENT, 
IN THAT I MOVE ON BEFORE 
OTHERS HAVE CAUGHT UP, 
WHICH IS WHAT KEEPS ME 
MOTIVATED. BRINGING JOY 
BACK TO OUR GUESTS AND 
ATLANTIS TEAM MEMBERS 

GIVES ME GREAT HAPPINESS.

– AUDREY OSWELL
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the longest summer job I could 
have imagined, but it was truly 
serendipitous to have ended up at 
such an incredible place to work in 
such a formative time in my life.

H: You have had a long journey 
in the hospitality and gaming 
industry. Who has been your 
mentor and what is the best piece 
of professional advice you have 
ever received?
AO: While I have never had a formal 
mentor whom I identified with, there 
have been countless people from 
whom I have learned throughout 
my career. I began working in the 
industry when there were very few 
women in senior management, and 
I was lucky to have supervisors who 
encouraged me to be my best at all 
times and advocated for my growth 
– from my first job at Caesars to my 
current role at Atlantis. I’m fortunate 
to have started my career where 
I did and with people who were 
respectable, looked out for me, and 
many of whom I am still in touch 
with decades later. My mantra of 
doing the right thing was learned 
early on in my career from the 
leaders at Caesars.

H: How has the pandemic a�ected 
you personally and your work?
AO: The last two years were two 
of the hardest in my career. From 
closure of the resort to the loss of 
life in The Bahamas and around the 
world, it has been a tough road. I am 
a resilient person, sometimes too 
resilient, in that I move on before 
others have caught up, which is 
what keeps me motivated. Bringing 
joy back to our guests and Atlantis 
team members gives me great 
happiness.

H: Where are you finding happiness 
today?
AO: I try not to worry about things. 
I learned early in my career that 
stress does not change anything, 
but it does drain your energy 
quicker than anything else. My 
personal form of meditation is 
exercise. I put on my headphones 
and tune out the world, and I find 
that the break from reality truly 
centers me. For me, family is my 
happy place.

H: What keeps you motivated?
AO: One my favorite things to 
do is take a walk around Atlantis’ 
property and talk to guests and 
team members. Speaking to the 
people who make Atlantis great is 
so uplifting and always serves as a 
great reminder of why I do what I 
do.

H: If you were standing in front of 
your hotelier contemporaries, what 
would your message be today?
AO: Keep your focus on the future. 
Change is occurring much quicker 
than in the past and trends don’t 
have the shelf life they used 
to. Being nimble will become 
increasingly critical. Take the time 
to remember where you came from 
and those who helped you along 
your journey. Remember to say 
thank you.

H: What broader consumer trends 
interest you that you are applying 
to Atlantis?
AO: Staying home, experiencing the 
world ‘from afar,’ or through Zoom 
meetings and screens, makes an 
escape to a relaxing, rejuvenating 
resort with friends and loved ones 
more appealing than ever. We’re 
already seeing that the travel and 

leisure industries are beneficiaries of 
this pent-up demand.

H: Which historical figure would 
you like to host?
AO: Barack and Michelle Obama. I 
am so inspired by their journeys.

H: Occupancy at Atlantis made 
a strong recovery in mid-2021. 
When do you anticipate Atlantis’ 
business going back to pre-COVID 
levels, and what will be the biggest 
challenge getting there?
AO: Occupancy is strongly 
improving as the pandemic declines 
globally, and we expect that trend 
to continue. Our team members 
deserve special recognition for 
their resilience, adaptability and 
commitment to fulfill Atlantis’ 
promise to provide a welcoming 
and safe destination for our guests 
during an incredibly dynamic, 
challenging period.

As people become more 
comfortable with travel, they will be 

Atlantis Paradise Island Bahamas
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highly selective in the destinations 
they choose. In addition to 
exceptional hospitality and leisure 
o�erings, safety will be a priority. 
I’m confident we’re in an excellent 
position today to meet or exceed 
those expectations.

H: What innovative measures and 
reimaging opportunities have you 
introduced to drive revenue at a 
time like this? And what’s coming 
next?
AO: Recognizing that our guests 
want new and di�erent o�erings — 
from heightened COVID-19 safety 
considerations to a desire for more 
bespoke activities on the property 
— we’ve taken several key steps 
to further position Atlantis as the 
exceptional, world-class hospitality 
experience they’re looking for in a 
fast-changing travel environment.

Atlantis is undergoing several 
major renovations right now, and 
what is coming next is very exciting. 
We are introducing a new hotel 

set to debut in 2024. It’s called 
‘Somewhere Else’ and is the former 
Beach hotel at Atlantis. We’re 
developing the hotel in partnership 
with David Grutman of Groot 
Hospitality. Guests will experience 
top-tier dining venues, lushly 
landscaped grounds, access to 
our gorgeous white sand beaches, 
multiple pools and recreation 
areas, luxury amenities and live 
entertainment.

H: You had to downsize your 
workforce last year as a cost-
cutting measure. Have you been 
calling back employees now that 
business is gradually improving and 
do you plan to return to pre-COVID 
levels?
AO: We made the very di�cult 
decision to adjust the size of 
our team to help drive forward a 
retooled business strategy and 
operations that are better aligned 
with today’s fast-changing global 
hospitality environment. Today, we 

are better positioned and equipped 
to capitalize on positive travel 
trends and navigate challenging 
travel periods throughout the global 
pandemic and beyond.

As the largest private employer in 
The Bahamas, we maintain a deep 
commitment and responsibility 
to support our team members, 
many of whom have worked with 
us during their entire careers in 
numerous roles and capacities. 
We’re focused on providing them 
with the flexibility, training and 
resources they need to do a great 
job. This year, for example, we will 
be introducing more learning and 
development training programs, 
and relaunching various employee 
initiatives to celebrate their pride 
and success in everything they do.

H: How successful have vaccinations 
been to drive recovery and 
revenue?
AO: All team members are required 
to have received the COVID-19 
vaccine or participate in weekly 
testing. Our pandemic response 
has gone well beyond vaccinations. 
Partnering with the Cleveland Clinic, 
we’ve enhanced hotel cleaning 
practices, social interactions and 
workplace protocols to prevent the 
spread of COVID-19. The ‘Atlantis 
Clean & Safe Promise’ has helped 
instill confidence among our guests, 
team members and the broader 
community that their health and 
safety is our top priority.

We’re also super-focused on 
addressing our guest’s travel 
concerns, keeping them up-to-
speed and answering their questions 
regarding travel to The Bahamas. 
That e�ort includes providing daily, 
on-site testing appointments to ease 
their return travel.
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