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DRIVEN TO SUCCESS

Luxury Fleet Partners Cadillac added to the occasion by giv-
ing four general managers an Escalade car for a week each.

The lucky winners who were chosen at random were
Mahesh RM, Al Khoory Hotels; Rafat Gotta, Coral Dubai Deira;
Stephen Meredith, Steigenberger Hotel and Rishi Kapoor,
MGM Resorts International.
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PANEL SESSION:
BATTLING WITH THE OTAS

PANEL SESSION: ADAPTING TO
CHANGING GUEST DEMANDS

The only way hotels are going
to stop losing out to online
travel agents (OTAs) is by being
smart, said the CEO of Emaar
Hospitality Group.

Olivier Harnisch made his com-
ments during a panel discussion.

“We are not going to beat the
OTAs with money and resources
as that would be a hopeless,
hopeless endeavour,” he said.

“Just to put things into per-
spective, the biggest hotelier,
Marriott has an annual online
budget of $100 million, Priceline
has ‘40 times as much and 20
times as many rooms’ in terms of
resources. We can't beat them”

The only way hotels can com-
pete, according to Harnisch is to
instil an attitude among guests,
that direct booking through a
hotel's website is better.

He said the question remains,
are the incentives there for
guests to make direct bookings
rather than using OTAs?

Booking needs to be more user
friendly on a hotel's website, an
area where, Harnisch says OTAS
currently have an advantage.

Richard Collins, general man-
ager of Habtoor Grand Beach
Resort and Spa, Autograph
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The panellists discussed
battling the OTAs

Collection Hotels said there is
a clear necessity in the market
for OTAs but they have created
problems as well.

“There is a lack of creativity
with OTAs. Sometimes revenue
is having a look at Booking.com
or Expedia and seeing that your
next door neighbour has dropped
by AEDI1O, so therefore you must
drop by AED10 too,” he said.

“It's a wonderful opportunity
to get first-hand customers into
your company but one of the
negatives is that it spreads a
lack of creativity among hotel
revenue directors.”

David Allan, cluster general
manager, Radisson Blu Hotels
Dubai Waterfront and Dubai
Canal Views, said that many
hotels still hadn’t caught up with
the OTAs and “are still trying to
push rates that aren’t necessarily
of value to customers’”.

Rabih Feghali, director, busi-
ness development, Roya Interna-
tional added: “We need to ask,
‘what is in it for owners?’

“Once you take out all the
costs of a booking, including 20%
to the OTAs, the owner is left with
a slither of what they are entitled
to,” he said.

Hoteliers are in danger of
relying too heavily on technol-
ogy to provide a personalised
service, according to panellists
who explored how hotel opera-
tors can best utilise the huge
volumes of guest information
they collect through applica-
tions and social media.

David Simon, hotel manager,
The Palace Downtown said that
the flexibility guest data offers his
team allows them to build a more
personalised experience for the
guest, but the key is training.

“| think technology today en-
ables us to be much more flex-
ible to cater to guest needs and
this is a great advantage, but at
the same time the human touch
is very important so we need to
make sure we have well trained
staff to deal with the technology
and the data generated by this.

“We should use the technol-
ogy to train our staff, especially
with Gen Z who are interested in
this technology and find it natural
to use it to provide a better
guest experience.”

And while platforms such
as TripAdvisor and Instagram
allow hoteliers to listen better
to guests, according to David
Wilson, GM of Waldorf Astoria
Palm Jumeirah, problems arise
when it comes to the variety of
applications available for hotels
to collect data internally.

Stephen Meredith, general
manager, Steigenberger Hotel

Business Bay believes this can
cause problems.

He commented: “Thereis a
bewildering array of applica-
tions that generate a lot of
information but the challenge
is taking this and translating it
back to service on the floor.

“A lot of the software applica-
tions we look at are very good
standalone applications but often
they don't tick all the boxes that
you need, so we're forced to look
into multiple applications with a lot
of overlap between them and this
causes an ‘analysis paralysis”’

And while technology can be
useful for creating a more per-
sonalised experience, ironically,
it can also have the opposite
effect. According to Meredith,
hoteliers must be “wary".

He said: “Before, as a hotelier
you were on the floor, you didn't
have all this information and you
would phone up the guest the
old-fashioned way. | think the
danger is we're losing that, which
isn’t a good thing. | think we have
to be wary of technology.”

Also speaking on the ‘Adapting
to Changing Guest Demands’
panel were Francis Desjardins,
general manager, Fairmont
Ajman; Patrick Antaki, complex
general manager, Le Meridien Al
Aqgah Beach Resort, Fujairah and
Al Maha, a Luxury Collection Des-
ert Resort & Spa; and Guzman
Muela, general manager, Time
Oaks Hotel & Suites.

The panel discusses
changes in guest deman
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Hotels in the Middle East are
performing better than those in all
other regions of the world accord-
ing to Philip Wooller, area director
Middle East & Africa, STR.

In 2016, the Middle East had
66.2% average occupancy, an
average room rate of $174.6 and
RevPar of $115.6.

Wooller commented: “If we
look at occupancies, | like to
compare the US (61%), Europe
(63%) and Asia-Pacific (68%),
which have much, much lower
average room rates.

“So, despite some of the chal-
lenging times we've seen in the
region in the past two years, it is
still performing at @ much higher
level than all the other regions.”

Wooller said that across the
world, the industry is showing
improving profitability in general
and RevPar is “in positive ter-
ritory,” but the Middle East is
performing best in this area.

“RevPar for 2016 shows that
the Middle East is performing
at @ much higher level. Asia-

Pacific is operating at around

A SNAPSHOT OF REGIONAL
HOTEL PERFORMANGE

$105, the US at $119 and the
Middle East at $177” he said.

Wooller added that January,
February and March of 2017 have
shown a positive pattern when
it comes to the supply-demand
gap for the region, suggesting
the market is recovering.

“When we look at January,
February and March, you can
see some positive spikes and
the data is suggesting things
have improved in the past three
months,” said Wooller.

“Supply is up 5.1% and that’s
year-to-date and demand is up
7.3% — that's a really important
number. Demand is outstrip-
ping supply.”

Wooller closed his session
with some interesting statistics
about Dubai.

He commented: “Dubai in terms
of area is 117th in the world, in terms
of population 104th, it's the fourth
most visited city on the planet
and in terms of international visitor
spend, itis number one, which is
AED13 billion, 31% of which is spent
on accommodation.”

Philip Woolle Yy
director Middle East &§

Bruce Hamilton,
Deloitte Middle East
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CONFEEN:
HOW WILL VAT IMPPACT THE INDUSTRY

Time is running out for hotels in
the Middle East when it comes to
being prepared for the introduc-
tion of VAT, said tax director,
indirect tax for Deloitte Middle
East, Bruce Hamilton.

Bruce Hamilton made his re-
marks during his expert session.

"All I'm saying to you at this
moment in time is if you haven't
started the process yet, now is
the time to do so," he said.

"If anybody thinking of trying
to lobby for change at this point
- forget it - you are wasting your
time. Clarification? Yes you can
ask for it. Lobbying for change to .
the process? We don't have time
to introduce the processes that

would lead to changes before
2018. It's just not going to happen.”

What hotels need to show,
he said, is that their reputation is
unimpeachable.

"It needs to be assured that
you are seen to be doing the
right thing and putting in the ef-
fort," he said.

"You can't allow it to impact
on how you are doing business
currently, if you have other projects
they may need to take a back seat,
they may need to be deferred but
VAT cannot be deferred”

There needs to be a strategy
to deal with VAT, he warned,
before adding that "panic is not
a solution".
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