
Global Impact

EDITORS’ NOTE Mary Lou Pollack 
assumed her current post in May 
2003. Before this, she worked for 
New Jersey-based Prime Hospitality 
Corp. for 16 years, eventually be-
coming Vice President of National 
Sales. Pollack was the recipient of 
the Frank W. Berkman Tourism 
Achievement Award for General 
Manager of the Year in New York 
City in 2007, the same year The Alex 
received the Leaders Club Award of 
Excellence from The Leading Hotels 
of the World, Ltd. She is a graduate 
of Duke University.

PROPERTY BRIEF Opened in November 
2003 in midtown Manhattan, The Alex Hotel 
(www.thealexhotel.com) features 203 luxurious 
rooms and suites, each with custom-designed fur-
niture, original artwork, a fully equipped kitchen 
(in suites), and a host of high-tech amenities, in-
cluding a DVD player, high speed Internet access, 
and a fl at-screen television in every bedroom, liv-
ing room, and bathroom. The property, owned by 
real estate developer Izak Senbahar and hotel de-
veloper Simon Elias houses business and fi tness 
centers, as well as Riingo, a Japanese-American 
restaurant serving the food of renowned chef, 
Marcus Samuelsson.

When you look at what the hospitality indus-
try has gone through these past 24 months, 
how challenging has it been for The Alex 
and what is your outlook for recovery?

in 2010, we saw the resurgence of business 
from our major corporate customers. so even 
though the rate was not there, we saw a great 
deal of travel from the accounts we have.

the beginning of 2009 was a desperate 
time when people were not traveling. it was 
the most frightening fi rst and second quarter in 
most people’s careers.

but business and personal travel has come 
back and new york city has become the num-
ber-one tourist destination in the u.s. other 
parts of the country like las vegas and orlando 
have not been as fortunate.

i expect you will see hotels start to raise 
their rates for 2011. there was a lot of back and 
forth in 2010 between corporations who wanted 
to hold their very low rates for another year or 
indefi nitely and hotels who cannot continue to 
do business at those prices.

in late 2010, we are starting to see 
almost what we saw a year or so af-
ter 9/11, when as business came back, 
hotels raised their prices and custom-
ers had to realize they weren’t in the 
driver’s seat as much as they were at 
the height of the crisis.

How are you able to cut costs in 
tough times so the guests don’t see it?

in 2009, we rethought the way we 
did business. For instance, we started 
buying and arranging all of our fl ow-
ers in house, saving about $100,000 a 
year. we tried very hard to identify and 

cut things that guests did not seem to appreci-
ate. we didn’t cut things the guests need and 
expect, like service in the front of the hotel. 

As a part of The Leading Hotels of the 
World, many look at The Alex as a luxury 
property. How do you defi ne your niche?

From a staffing and service standpoint, 
we are known for having a great team, a well-
trained staff, and all the elements of luxury 
service.

although the alex has always had a mod-
ern, younger design and vibe, we are traditional 
in terms of our standards. 

How much of a focus is the corporate 
market?

the corporate business is 60 percent of our 
mix, and of that 60 percent, probably half of it 
is corporate negotiated. it’s critical to keeping 
us full and busy; these are also very desirable 
guests to have.

Even with the business traveler coming 
back, there are still more short-term book-
ings than in the past. Is the mentality on 
bookings different than it used to be?

yes. we have turned into a two-week lead-
time house and city. it’s very scary to be a com-
pletely transient house. but that is how people 
do business today.

Has the restaurant part of this busi-
ness evolved the way you had hoped and 
has it been able to draw from the local 
community?

the restaurant has a wonderful product and 
the guests love it. the food is new american 
cuisine with all-natural, organic ingredients. it 
serves the needs of the hotel guests very well.

the quality of a restaurant always positions 
a hotel. we have a very fi ne chef who was se-
lected to cook for president obama’s fi rst white 
house state dinner.

How do you defi ne the role of General 
Manager today? Is the focus more on busi-
ness as opposed to just hospitality?

you have to have the hospitality aspect in 
your personality at all times. a general manager 
needs to infuse the entire team with a love of 
hospitality and the generous giving of individu-
alized service.

however, this is a business. it’s about 
keeping up with the times, and staying abreast 
of changes in technology, distribution, brand-
ing and merchandising. it is also, and has al-
ways been, about the bottom line.

Will there be a role for travel agents in 
the future?

there are still some 82,000 travel agents out 
there. almost 50 perfect of our business comes 
through the gds (global distribution systems), 
which is 100 percent travel-agent driven.

so i believe there is a role for them in the 
future. there is still a demand for consultative as-
sistance from real travel agents. travel today is so 
expensive. without good advice you could easily 
waste half of what you’re spending on a trip.•
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