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Esther Hertzfeld:
Amaury, tell me a little bit about your background in the hospitality industry.
Amaury Piedra:
Sure. First of all, Esther, thank you for having me on. I started in this great business when I was 15 years old, I'm not going to tell you exactly how many years ago that was, but doing valet parking at what was then the Sheraton Four Ambassadors in Miami. And the only jobs I've ever held in my life have been in hospitality and hotels.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Oh, wow. That's, yeah, quite the career.
Amaury Piedra:
Let's just call it over 45 years. That'll kind of put it in perspective.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Well, great. So you were specifically tapped to lead this transformation at the Caribe Royale Orlando. What attracted you to it? And what excited you about that?
Amaury Piedra:
It was funny because if you'd have asked me four years ago that would I be living in Orlando, I would've said, "What? What are you talking about?" But Caribe Royale, when I saw it, I saw the potential. And it's been a great ride. And I really saw a gem that just needed to be re-imagined and really put on the map. And a vision really came together quickly of where we could take it. So in conversations with our ownership group, I kind of said, "Hey. We need to do this, this, this and this." And then the strategy's going to be this, this, this and this." And they said, "Great. Let's go for it." And it's just been like I say, a great ride.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Well, it sounds amazing. So how did you really kind of approach that $140 million transformation? How did you find out what the property needed, what guests wanted and really what would yield that best return on investment?
Amaury Piedra:
Well, I knew enough about the Orlando market that I knew there was a good amount of group business to go along with the leisure transient business in the area, and being that we're one of the larger hotels in Orlando, wanted to make sure that we captured our fair share of the group segment, which really wasn't happening before. So we talked about it and said, "Okay. To be able to get the business to where we want to get it and maximize it, we need to add meeting space, we need to upgrade to 4 diamond, we need to add some F&B venues, and we need to really provide the best service and the best quality banquet food that we can." And everybody agreed upon that.
So once we did that, then we said, "Okay. Great." We designed the ballroom. We redesigned the suites. We're an all suite hotel. We started redesigning the food and beverage restaurants and bars. We started looking at every area of the hotel from a group perspective, a meeting planner perspective and a leisure transient perspective. And that's what led us down the different paths of what we needed to succeed in each one of the key market segments.
Esther Hertzfeld:
That definitely sounds very intensive planning that went ahead of the transformation really there.
Amaury Piedra:
Yeah. There was definitely a thought process behind it and what we needed to do to get where we needed to get. And the human capital, our team was going to play a big part in that. So there was a lot of thought put into that as well and what type of people we needed to be part of the team that we were building.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Yeah. So there were so many layoffs, particularly during the pandemic that... But you guys were actually hiring then. You were trying to find that really fantastic talent to bring in and really... So how did you approach that?
Amaury Piedra:
Well, it was funny. The day I walked into the hotel, I think we had like 36 associates as we call them, and now we're over 950. We just looked at that number today. So we've hired over 915 new associates over the last three and a half years. But as bad as COVID was, you're right, a lot of people were furloughed as it was called at the time. And I spoke with our ownership group and I said, "Hey. We're going to take advantage of this and we're going to make an investment. And even though it's a little bit early to start hiring some of the folks, I think we have an opportunity to capture some of the best in the market." And that's exactly what we did.
A couple of the individuals that came on first are folks I had worked with in the past that we've known each other for more than 20 years, and they were at one of the better performing hotels here in town, one of our competitors per se. And then in turn, they knew other people and we managed to put a team together from scratch, but really handpicked. And not everybody was furloughed, but a lot of them had been impacted. And so we gave them an opportunity not only to grow their career, but to get back to work. And it's funny. A good amount of them were reached back out by their former employer a year later, a year and a half later, and it was like, "Well, no, no. I'm happy here now. Thank you." So nobody really left. So it's just a wonderful team that really makes it happen. Yes, I had the vision, but they're the ones that really execute upon that vision every day.
Esther Hertzfeld:
So how do you think the culture that you have really created there has played a role in recruiting and retaining those employees where they're not going back to their previous employers?
Amaury Piedra:
A lot of people always say, "Oh, it's a family atmosphere," whatever, but we really did put that in place. And because many of us knew each other, we were able to put it in place from the beginning and we were used to each other. And then the ones that came in assimilated quickly. And I think the biggest thing we have is, for the leaders, there's a fun part in being independent, that we've created our own brand, we've created our own brand standards, yet we can create whatever we want to create for our customers because we're not tied to a specific brand standard. So we have our standards. We're 4 diamond. But we have a lot more freedom within the framework, if you will, to create unique experiences for our customers.
And our team had a chance to put together, for example, banquet menus that are specific to Caribe. You're working within a chain. Well, the majority of the banquet menu comes from the chain, and yet you add a little bit. We were able to create everything from scratch. While that does create more work, it also gives you the sense of accomplishment that this is something that you put together. So that's number one.
From a department head and hourly associate perspective, I think we do a better job than most of taking care of our associates and we do try to walk the talk. I can tell you that our turnover was less than 20% last year. It was under 20. And in our industry, that's very, very good. From a leadership perspective, managerial, it's even less than that. And we work to develop our folks as much as possible. Even though they might find an opportunity somewhere else in the future, I feel it's something that we owe them, to develop them so they know that's happening. And we really try to keep to that family atmosphere of and that old adage, "Take care of your associates. They'll take care of your customers."
And we regularly have discussions with them. We regularly meet with them. And it's not just our department heads, myself included, because they're the ones that are taking care of our customers. And you find out more from them. They'll deal with more customers in one day than I may in one month. So you find out from them what's happening and when they know that their opinion's valued and that they feel that everybody's in it together, it goes a long way. So that's one of the biggest initiatives as we continue to grow to maintain that atmosphere.
Esther Hertzfeld:
You had touched on this a little bit, but Caribe Royale is in Orlando, which is a market that has a bit of everything. Like you had mentioned, the group and business travelers, and then you've got all of the leisure travelers as well. So how did you really ideate ways to stand out in your market, not just only in the accommodations, but also in the F&B that you've mentioned?
Amaury Piedra:
Absolutely. So Caribe Royale, being an independent and our competitive set of the large hotels in Orlando, which are primarily branded. So we're an independent luxury hotel that happens to have a touch of lifestyle. So some of my experience in the past were some of the higher end hotels in South Beach, some of the larger properties in South Florida, and they always had a little bit of sizzle to them. So we wanted to create a convention hotel in Orlando and a leisure-focused hotel but that had a little bit of lifestyle. So that's how we've approached some of our areas. I mean, we just finished about two months ago building a DJ booth on top of our waterfall, on top of the pool. So we'll have a DJ in the summer playing on top of the pool deck, creating a great atmosphere out by the pool.
We developed Stadium Club, which is our latest venue that just opened, which is really a sports bar on steroids. So it's really a high-end sports bar that, as the night goes on, has a little bit, just a little bit, of nightclub in it to really make it a fun and give it a fun environment and give it the energy. So when someone orders a bottle in there, the servers all come out with the sparklers and the guns with the bubbles and the signs and for somebody's birthday. So you've got an immersive experience with the games going on, but you've also got the DJ spinning. So it's a combination of a sports bar with, like I say, touch of nightclub. We're not a nightclub, but it's got to touch a nightlife to it. So people are enjoying it. So it's something different that no one else has. Same thing with some of our venues, like Calypso out by the pool. Very eclectic menu. We keep modernizing it. And yeah, it's been a great ride and we've been able to really differentiate ourselves.
And the biggest thing is on the group side, we've been able to differentiate ourselves by serving restaurant food in a banquet setting. So I think our setups, our culinary team and our events team and our banquet team have done a great job of really separating us apart from the pack. And we hear it from our meeting planners. "Hey. Best food and beverage experience. Food and beverage experience was great. Banquet experience was great. It was like restaurant food." And that's exactly what we wanted to achieve.
Esther Hertzfeld:
So you talked a little bit about the Stadium Club. I mean, just what a extensive undertaking that sounds like that has been, so, and I mean, a venue like that would be a big undertaking for a restaurateur, but how did you tackle it for the hotelier perspective?
Amaury Piedra:
Listen, it was a lot of work, but it was a lot of fun putting it together. So we worked with a company I had worked with in the past, Streetsense. Yes, I'm giving them a plug, Streetsense. And we designed it together from scratch. I mean, we started with a vision and it took us about a year and a half, maybe a little bit less, to come up with the entire concept of what we wanted. Actually, we came up with the name just one day I was... In fact, the name, I'll tell you how we came up with. I was doodling in my office because it was late at night, probably about 8:00, 9:00. There was nobody here. And I came up with the name one night and I sent it over to our partners, "Hey. This is what I think it should be." And everybody's like, "Yes. Yes," because we designed it almost like a stadium.
So when you're in there, it's an immersive experience between all the state-of-the-art and large screens that we have in there, the state-of-the-art sound system, the light system, the smoke system. You name it. When something happens, it goes off. Somebody scores a touchdown, like they did during the Super Bowl, depending on who scored it, the lights go off and the music go off and this and that goes off. So it gives you the feeling of being in a stadium. The simulators we added because we knew there was going to be... We wanted to have that entertainment to keep people having fun. They've been very, very well received. We have got eight of them. And they get used. They get used. And then we had a chance to work with a couple of folks that I've worked with in the past, Chef Jeff McInnis and his wife, Janine Booth. And they've been on Top Chef and they've done a lot of work with James Beard and they're fun and creative.
So we created a really different elevated sports bar experience. So it's not your run-of-the-mill sports bar food. On the contrary. And we brought it all together. And you never know how it's going to work until you really get it done because it's one thing concept, it's one thing in reality. But we hired a great staff. The leadership in there did a great job. And it's been extremely well received. I'll just say right now that it's exceeded our expectations and continues to exceed our expectations. Our transient guests love it. We're getting about 20%, 30% of our customers coming from outside the hotel.
Our group meeting planners love it. They love to buy out either the first or the second level. There is two levels. So we call our bottom floor the arena level and our top floor, the club level, just like if you were in a stadium. We have a sky box, which is just like if you're in a sky box at a stadium with its own simulator. And it's been very well received, been on the news in Orlando a lot. People are asking us a lot of questions about it. And it's been a great addition to the hotel to give that excitement going at night and a place to hang out for people.
Fortunately, in my career, we've been able to do a lot of re-imagination projects and a lot of new restaurant openings and concepting and what have you. So it wasn't a foreign experience, and it was fun, a little bit more challenging because it wasn't something that was already built. But our team did a great job and really rose to the occasion, everybody that was involved with it. So very proud of our Stadium Club team and also our project management team that really did a great job of bringing everything to life. And the team in there is wonderful. A lot of energy, young team, fun, a lot of energy.
Esther Hertzfeld:
So in terms of meeting planners and groups, Caribe Royale has a lot of benefits, for example, with everything being on one floor. So what aspects kind of factored into how you approach the re-imagination of your meeting spaces?
Amaury Piedra:
Sure. We knew we needed a larger space so we could take a group of, say, 1,200, 1,300, meet and feed, and we didn't have that before. And now with the Palms Ballroom, we have that along with the appropriate breakout space to handle those large groups. Originally, we thought that the average size group was going to be about 500 keys on peak. And it's turned out to be much higher than that, closer to 700, 800 on peak. And we've done as much as 1,500 peak through a sister property that we have next door to us. And we still do the smaller ones, of course, but we've had larger groups than expected. The advantage is we continue to have everything on one contiguous level, so it's very easy for groups to maneuver around our meeting space.
The fact of not having to get on elevators or escalators saves people a lot of time. Meeting planners also love our all suite product. I mean, it's just nice to be able to have the space and be able to have that extra room just to be able to stretch out, be able to do whatever, since most groups are typically here three or four nights. So it's been great.
What we did focus on our meeting space was making sure when we were re-imagining everything to have the latest technology in place. It's one of the biggest keys. You can never say you're 100% up to speed on everything because technology changes so fast, but we did invest over $2 million in technology, probably closer to three, just in our meeting space to make sure that we had the bandwidth and everything necessary to attract every group that could possibly come in and what they would need. So yeah, it's been a fun ride and we are expanding our meeting space. So now in '25, we'll open up another 10,000 square foot junior ballroom and some 7,500 square feet of breakout space. So we'll move closer to a quarter million square feet of space.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Yes. Obviously, you're doing a great job of attracting that group meeting business. It's obviously exceeded the expectations that you had thought. So what kind of other feedback are you hearing from meeting planners from before the renovations and the re-imagination to after?
Amaury Piedra:
Being completely transparent, one of the things we knew we were going to have to do is education and awareness, because I knew Caribe Royale existed, but even being in the industry as long as I had, I had never seen it. So you can imagine a lot of people didn't even know it was here and hadn't seen it. So we would ask folks as we really kicked off this project, "Caribe Royale?" "Oh, I was there 10 years ago." "Oh, okay. So then we have to..." I'm not going to say overcome it because it was always great service, "But let me tell you about the new Caribe." And a lot of people, "Hey. No. We haven't been there before," because we didn't play in the 4 diamond segment and then we're going after different groups than the hotel was before our time. So now what happens is, "Oh, perfect. You haven't heard about us? Okay. Let me tell you about it."
So our director of sales, David Wahba, myself and the entire sales team, we really embarked on a lot of traveling, a lot of attending a lot of conferences and expos to get the word out about Caribe Royale. And we knew it was going to be a couple years of education awareness, education awareness. And as soon as we got people here, we're able to win them over. And the biggest thing was groups were referring us. We had to make sure we hit a home run on every group so they would refer us. And we knew we only had one chance at that. So we wanted to make sure that we went above and beyond to make sure that the groups have a great experience.
It's a blessing that we're not tied to a public chain or a publicly traded company because many times it gives us the flexibility to not worry so much about what an analyst is talking about a stock price, and we just focus on doing the right thing for the customer. And if we have to throw some more resources at it, we do, because we have a long-term view of things and it's not a... We look at things over the course of a year, not month by month. Yeah, month by month is important, but our owners are great people, that way we look at the long-term, not just the short-term.
So we knew we had to hit a home run, and I think we did. And our meeting planner scores are, I won't be exact, but out of 10, they're well over nine and a half. So our best referrals come from our customers. And we're happy to show planners our meeting planner satisfaction scores. We're happy to show them. In fact, we include this in the sales presentation, our associate satisfaction scores. So it's really internal, but happy associates, happy customers. So we share all that with the meeting planners and we build relationships with them from myself on.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Obviously, you're listening to meeting planners, but you're also listening to your guest requests and implementing changes as they see are needed or they would want. So I know one of these was the sport court that's just opening. Can you kind of share a little bit about that and how it meets the needs of your guests?
Amaury Piedra:
Yeah. Absolutely. I'm glad you brought that up. So with the explosion in pickleball and also padel tennis, we... We had tennis courts. So we had a full court basketball court and two tennis courts. But less people were playing tennis. And we started reviewing the guest comments, and a lot of guest comments were, "Pickleball. Are you going to add pickleball? Are you going to add padel tennis? Are you going to add pickleball? Blah, blah." So what we did was we said, "Okay. Great."
Two things came out of this. Number one, we wanted to have an outdoor event space. And I know we're going to talk a little bit about that later, but we wanted to have an outdoor event space. And so we created a new section of the hotel, new addition to the hotel, which we call our sport courts. And it's got a half court basketball court, but it also has pickleball courts and padel tennis courts. And that sport is really taking off, combination between pickleball and full tennis. And so it's been extremely well received. We did that based on customer feedback. So it wasn't something like we woke up one day. No, no. It was based on customer feedback. And so far, very well received. You see folks playing out there all weekends in the evenings. So it's been great.
And that in turn gave us the space to turn that whole area, which was the basketball court and the two tennis courts, into what we call The Grove, which is a 19,000 square foot outdoor, beautiful outdoor lawn, which is connected to our Palms Ballroom. So we were able to execute everything and do everything. And again, customer feedback, customers are happy. And we got to stay on top of it because there's different trends, but we do our best to stay on top of what the folks are asking for.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Okay. You had mentioned pickleball, but what other amenities do you have in place at Caribe Royale for leisure guests?
Amaury Piedra:
Sure. We've got some fun stuff. So we have a lake that we stock with fish. And you can get fishing poles at our health club. And you can go out there and fish. It's a catch and release situation, but you'd be surprised at how many families are out there fishing in the lake or a father with a son or daughter having a great time doing it. So we have that. We have rental bicycles. We've got a pretty big footprint. And as part of our resort fee, you can get bicycles for the family and bicycle around the resort. We've got a trail that you can bicycle around. We've got a 75-foot water slide for kids by our waterfall pool. So that's always a lot of fun for the kids. We have a splash area for children. We have a whole kiddie area for the families. We've got a great arcade. We've got a couple of pool tables that are spread throughout the resort for customers. So we've got a very nice health club, two-story health club, so that's good, and our island spa. So there's a lot to do for everybody.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Yeah. Definitely. Pickleball is definitely the sport right now and tennis.
Amaury Piedra:
It's a hot sport.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Yes. Everyone's... They play it when they travel everywhere. Unfortunately, I'm not a pickleballer yet, but I want to learn, so...
Amaury Piedra:
Well, when you come back down, when you come down here sometime, we'll go out there together because I haven't learned either yet, but I know that it's great to see the folks playing.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Oh, good. So talk to me a little bit about your outdoor space there. What else is involved with it?
Amaury Piedra:
Yeah. The Grove, we really wanted to give it a tropical feel. So it's 19,000 square feet, surrounded by some nice foliage, got a beautiful waterfall. We wanted to make it so we had everything necessary from an electrical and IT standpoint to be able to do whatever our folks wanted to do out there. So if they want to do a concert, if they want to do an evening reception, if they want to do a lunch, whatever the case might be, we would have the infrastructure to make it happen. And then us also looking long-term, we may start a music series, a quarterly music series, and that's where we would do it.
It's a great space. We ordered a tent to cover it when necessary, but open air, night with the lights, it's absolutely beautiful, and it's been very well received by the meeting planners because it gives them an extra space to go, gets people out of the meeting room. One of the latest trends is folks want to get out of the meeting room. They don't want to be in the four walls all day. So it gives people a chance to get outdoors, kind of reinvigorate themselves. And like I say, we're doing more and more from a wedding standpoint as well. So it's a great venue for weddings. And it's got a beautiful looking high-end AstroTurf, so it looks like grass, but it's not, but it's spectacular. And yeah, we're going to start our own little music series out there as well. So multipurpose space.
Esther Hertzfeld:
So what has been your favorite guest comment that you've received since the property has undergone its transformation?
Amaury Piedra:
I had have to say there's two. So from a meeting planner, it was, "I can't believe this. I would've never have come here before, and now I'm booking my multimillion dollar meeting here." That was a great thing to hear. And a leisure guest, didn't tell me this in-person, but they wrote it and they said, "We came here over 10 years ago and hadn't been back. And now this is our favorite hotel going forward, and we will be back." And I guess there's a sense of accomplishment with that, not just for myself, but with the whole team that was involved, because again, I'm just one of 950. But it just validates the vision and it validates how the team brought it to life. And when you hear that, you feel really good. We probably don't think enough about that because we're a high performing team that is always looking to do better, but I think everybody can say we accomplished something really good.
Esther Hertzfeld:
So kind of drawing upon that, I mean, the property essentially went into the pandemic as one thing and emerged as a completely different property. So there's a story of persistence there and rising above adversity. So how did you keep your eye on the big picture and forge ahead with the property transformation in the midst of a pandemic?
Amaury Piedra:
Well, the fortunate thing was I was hired halfway through the pandemic. So as bad as the pandemic was, it did give us a chance to build things from scratch. And our owners had the forethought and the great belief in what we were doing that while others were at a standstill, we were able to start executing the multi, I mean, the 140 million plus re-imagination during the pandemic. We knew there was going to be an end to it. Everybody knew there was going to be an end, but nobody knew when. So we rolled the dice. And when we came out of it, we were already ready to go. So we were able to cap... We ramped up a lot faster than others because we were... I'm not going to say 100% done, but we were about 80% done back in 2021. And then we really finished everything at the beginning of 2022. And then away we went.
If we'd have waited until the... And I'll give Sierra Land, our ownership group, a big thank you again in recognition for that because they believed in what we were doing and they took the chance too. So while others were at a standstill and then started redoing work when the pandemic ended, when it ended, we were ready to go and we were able to hit the ground running. And there was a lot of demand that came out of it, both from a leisure perspective and a group perspective. And Florida was one of the states that was open faster than others. And we were really able to capitalize on that. So we ramped up. We're probably a couple years ahead of schedule from where we thought we would be because of being ready and being able to ramp up quickly.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Caribe Royale is about to join WorldHotels. What does that mean for your hotel and what you're able to offer your guests?
Amaury Piedra:
We're not perfect. And being independent has its pluses and some minuses. But what we wanted to do was... It came out of a meeting. It came out of a meeting that the parent company, Best Western, was holding here at the hotel. And I met the CEO and the president of WorldHotels asked for the general manager or the managing director. And I'm like, "Okay. Let's go over and say hi to him." And I'm like, "I wonder if something went wrong." And instead of something having really gone wrong, they had such a great experience that they said, "We want you in the WorldHotels portfolio."
So back then, Ron Paul, the president of WorldHotels, and myself started having conversations. And it wasn't something we were thinking of at the time, but the biggest value that we saw out of this for our customers and also for the customers of WorldHotels is it's a great hotel in Orlando. They have a database of over 54 million frequent guests that are part of their rewards program. So those guests will now be able to access us. At the same time, our loyal guests, which we have a lot, can become part of that reward system as well and that gives them access to over 160 world hotels and resorts around the globe. It's a growing company in North America. So they expect to have about... I think there's 12 or 16 right now by the time we launch in March, but they'll be over 40 by the end of 2025, including some larger hotels. So that gives you some critical mass. And I just thought it was good synergies between the teams and the way they operate and the way we operate.
So I think it's going to be a win-win for both sides. They're excited about having us in their portfolio, big 4 diamond hotel in a major destination. And at the same time, I think it's going to be great for their customers, but great for ours as well.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Well, Amaury, thank you so much for making the time to talk with me. I appreciate our conversation today. It's been great. And I honestly can't wait to get to Orlando to visit you.
Amaury Piedra:
Yeah. No. We appreciate it. We appreciate you and Hotel Management. And again, we look forward to having you down. And it's been a great experience. Nothing's perfect, but we keep doing what we do. And it's exciting. And Caribe Royale was really a new hotel, if you will, coming out of the pandemic in the Orlando market and the entire southeast. So it's been great. And I want to thank our associates for everything they do.
Esther Hertzfeld:
Oh. Well, thank you.
Amaury Piedra:
Thank you.
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