
EDITORS’ NOTE Since March 2002, 
Maria Zec has served as General 
Manager of The Peninsula Chicago 
and assumed her current post with The 
Peninsula Hotels in May 2007. Prior to 
this, she served as Managing Director 
and Hotel Manager at the New York 
Palace Hotel. Zec holds a B.S. in busi-
ness management and a B.A. in 
French from Purdue University.

PROPERTY BRIEF The Peninsula 
Chicago (chicago.peninsula.com) has 
been recognized as a premier prop-
erty with Forbes’ Five-Star and AAA Five Diamond 
awards since its grand opening in 2001. The prop-
erty boasts 339 luxurious guest rooms and suites, 
and offers a 15,000-square-foot spa and fi tness cen-
ter, as well as three distinctive restaurants and a 
bar, 24-hour room service, a ballroom, and seven 
additional meeting and event rooms. The Peninsula 
Chicago is managed by The Peninsula Hotels 
(peninsula.com), which operates luxury properties 
throughout Asia, Europe and the United States.

What have been the keys to The Peninsula 
Chicago maintaining  its leadership position 
in the marjet since its opening? 

People, Product, Service are among the key 
reasons the hotel has maintained our leadership 
position in Chicago. 

With regard to People, we are fortunate to 
enjoy a very low staff turnover. Our employees 
have come to truly know all of our repeat guests 
and have built genuine relationships with them. 
They know their likes and dislikes and are able 
to anticipate service requests well in advance. Our 
employees also strive to convert fi rst time guests 
into being repeat guests through creating memory-
making experiences. 

In speaking to the Product component, we 
continue to make improvements throughout the 
hotel on a regular basis. Last year, we completed 
a renovation of our guestrooms with new decor 
and a signifi cant investment in technology. This 
year, we will embark on a complete makeover 
of our lobby restaurant. We strive to continuously 
reinvent the hotel’s offerings with regard to product 
and service experiences so we stay fresh, relevant 
and remain an industry leader in our market. 

And, fi nally, for Service, we defi ne our ser-
vice style as “Midwestern Hospitality combined 
with Eastern Graciousness.” This approach is 
evident through the warm, genuine, friendly, 

caring nature one would fi nd among 
Midwesterners combined with a dis-
creet, reserved, refi ned, subtle approach 
found among service professionals in 
the Far East. 

Would you discuss the current 
state of the property and your plans 
for renovations and changes for 
The Peninsula Chicago?

Last year, we completed an exten-
sive renovation of our guestrooms and 
suites that showcase a silk chrysanthe-
mum art wall that was influenced 
by Chicago’s rich artistic culture. The 

color blue was used throughout the contemporary 
rooms as a nod to Chicago’s important connection to 
Lake Michigan and the Chicago River. Introducing 
Peninsula’s signature technology to the United 
States, the new rooms feature all essential func-
tions now available in 11 languages. All room func-
tions are just a touch away using bespoke tablet 
technology, including lighting, temperature con-
trols, restaurant menus, hotel services, city infor-
mation, attractions and TV channels. An added 
benefi t is that all domestic and international calls 
made via VoIP from the guest room phone are 
complimentary.

We are constantly improving our property. 
In January 2018, we will be renovating our Lobby 
restaurant and the surrounding areas. In the fi rst 
quarter, our meeting space and boardroom will get 
a fresh new look. 

The Peninsula Chicago is building a roof-
top lounge overlooking Michigan and Superior 
Avenues. The lounge is expected to debut in the 
summer of 2018. It will have interior and exterior 
seating, exceptional views, a fi re pit and craft cock-
tails in a sophisticated setting providing an experi-
ence unlike anything in Chicago. 

How important is the strength of your 
suite product? 

Following the hotel’s complete guestroom 
renovation this past year, The Peninsula Chicago’s 
suite options defi ne the premiere suite products 
offered in the city. The suites are among the larg-
est in the city and offer the most technologically 
advanced and intuitive features. Each suite features 
a hand-embroidered silk chrysanthemum art wall, 
along with hand-painted artisan glass elements by 
artist Michael Glickman that provide a decidedly 
chic yet residential feel. 

Our fi rst suite category is the Executive Suites, 
which are located on three corners of the hotel 
and feature three unique views, deep soaking 

tubs and picture windows separating the living and 
bedroom area. Our next suite type is the Junior 
Suite, which offers Michigan Avenue views and fea-
tures a spacious living room with sofa bed, and a 
hand-painted artisan glass wall that separates the 
bedroom. The Deluxe Suites are extra spacious 
with sliding doors connecting the bedroom with 
the living room. They feature a full bathroom and 
a powder room and beautiful western city views. 
The Grand Deluxe Suites overlook Chicago and 
Michigan Avenues and offer spectacular views 
of the historic Water Tower Park. These suites 
also offer a picture window over the deep soak-
ing tub and an extra spacious living room and 
bedroom. 

Our newest redesigned suite, The Lake Suite, 
offers stunning views of Lake Michigan and the 
city and features an impressive design including 
a private dining area with a beautiful blue wall of 
hand-painted cherry blossom branches. The entry 
way is intimate and impressive, welcoming guests 
with a variety of room options to explore, from 
the living and dining areas in an open fl oor plan 
to a private offi ce, second bedroom, the master 
bedroom and more. 

Finally, The Peninsula Suite is a 3,600 – 4,700 
square foot suite (depending on one to three bed-
rooms) with a dining room for 10 guests, living 
room with a grand piano and fi replace, infor-
mal family room, a study, workout room, master 
bedroom, and a private 2,000 square foot private 
Terrace with Jacuzzi. 

How critical is it in today’s competitive 
hotel environment to customize the guest 
experience and how is The Peninsula Chicago 
ensuring that it maintains the personal touch 
with its guests? 

It is critical to customize a guest experience 
at the luxury hotel level. Recognition and prior 
preparation with guest preferences anticipated in 
advance are keys to success.

Creating memorable moments is critical to 
what we offer and this is what differentiates our 
hotel from our competitors. We look for opportuni-
ties to create wonderful memories for our guests. 

Our Peninsula Priorities guest relations team’s 
sole purpose is to keep track of guests’ preferences 
and customize guests’ experiences. They provide 
curb side greeting upon arrival and departure, 
escort guests to their rooms, interact closely with 
our guests and are good listeners. They are con-
stantly setting up special birthday celebrations, 
unique anniversaries, customized wedding propos-
als and family reunions.•
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EDITORS’ NOTE As an investor 
in distressed real estate, George 
Filopoulos has saved hundreds of 
co-op owners from losing their homes. 
Filopoulos got into real estate after 
dropping out of college in 1990. In 
1996, Filopoulos founded his own 
fi rm, Metrovest Equities. He is also 
Principal Owner of Gurney’s Newport 
Resort and Marina and Gurney’s 
Montauk Resort and Seawater Spa.

COMPANY BRIEF As a leading 
authority in marketplace trends, 
Metrovest’s (metrovest.com) projects have set the 
standard for superiority, and have become the 
benchmarks for urban planning. The company 
has successfully acquired and redeveloped obso-
lete institutionally owned properties; restructured, 
rehabilitated, and re-energized challenging HUD-
subsidized properties; and envisioned highly 
praised plans for urban renewal. From new con-
struction to community renewal, Metrovest has the 
capacity to undertake the most complex, high-end 
construction projects.

Will you discuss Gurney’s performance 
over the past season?

It has been remarkable. In September, our 
occupancy was at 92 percent and our ADR was 
$720 per night. With 146 rooms, we have great 
compression on site. We did 50 weddings this 
year and we also had several large groups com-
ing in for retreats during the week. The Montauk 
property is ideal for corporate retreats whereas 
the Newport property is a true conference center.

October was not far behind. It is generally 
quieter after Columbus Day weekend, but our 
occupancy was at 80 percent and our ADR was 
around $600 per night.

How have The Residences in Montauk 
been received?

They have done extremely well. We introduced 
12 Residences Memorial Day weekend in 2016 and 
six more in 2017. We sold seven of the homes, which 
represented about 80 percent of the oceanfront sales 
in the Hamptons over the last summer season. 

What was the vision for creating the 
Newport property?

This is the second location for Gurney’s 
Resorts, which is in its 91st year. The expansion 
is quite selective. Our involvement began in 
Montauk when we bought the brand in 2013. 
The success of Montauk, which has exceeded all 

expectations, caused us to start focus-
ing on taking our brand into different 
markets. We are driven by two require-
ments: it must be in a market that has 
high barriers to entry and that also has 
scarcity.

In Newport, we identifi ed a property 
that was similar to Montauk, which we 
believed to be best in class in that market. 

In 2017, there were 3.5 million visi-
tors to Newport and there are only 1,300 
hotel rooms there. There is some Airbnb 
competition but, overall, there are very 
few rooms for this large of a market. 

Montauk has almost 3,000 hotel rooms for 
800,000 visitors and we can still achieve the type of 
occupancy we do there, so Newport looks very strong.

Was it important to have a commonality 
between the properties?

Gurney’s Newport feels appropriate for that 
market and we have worked hard at understand-
ing and developing its sense of place. The similari-
ties to Montauk are there as well – the culture and 
staff are similar, as well as the service standards.

Both properties are surrounded by water and 
almost every room has a view of the water. Both 
properties have seawater pools. They are true 
resorts in their marketplaces, as well as the only 
year-round resorts in their respective destinations. 

Scarpetta Beach did so well in Montauk that 
we felt it was a natural fi t for Newport, which 
offers phenomenal restaurants, but many are simi-
lar to each other. Scarpetta offers something differ-
ent and has found its place. 

In terms of differences, we have a marina in 
Newport since it’s a nautical town. Montauk is all 
about the ocean. 

Would you highlight the conference 
offering at Gurney’s?

Gurney’s Newport is the largest conference 
space in this market with over 32,000 feet of 
group meeting space and over 25 rooms includ-
ing a ballroom that seats 800. We also have what 
we believe to be the premiere wedding destina-
tion, offering incredible views and indoor and 
outdoor space.

Montauk offers more of a corporate retreat 
experience. We have one ballroom and three 
small meeting spaces, but it’s also a really compel-
ling setting.

How critical is it to be open year-round?
It’s critical. When we bought Gurney’s 

Montauk in 2013, they had a year-round occupancy 
of 38 percent and an ADR of $190 per night. This 

year, we’ll do 65 percent year-round occupancy 
with an ADR of $650 per night. 

We’ve identifi ed that the market services a 
very large and powerful demographic. We’re 
quicker to get to in the winter than in the summer 
and we have been included on top lists of des-
tinations accessible from New York City within a 
reasonable period of time. This has led to a great 
pick up in leisure business coming here.

The property is different throughout the year. 
In high seasons, we could rent three times as 
many rooms as we do. The strong wedding busi-
ness makes the spring and fall rooms easy to sell. 
We also have our wellness and fi tness component, 
which is a big part of our lifestyle brand, and our 
retreats in this area begin in January.

How challenging is it to fi nd opportuni-
ties to expand the brand?

It’s challenging because we want to be 
cautious about where we take Gurney’s. We do 
receive a lot of calls from the South Florida mar-
ketplace, which we believe is a logical market-
place for Gurney’s. However, there are already a 
lot of hotel rooms in South Florida. Our demo-
graphic does gravitate there in winter and our 
staff gravitates there as well. Between the two 
current Gurney’s, we have 800 employees. Many 
who work in food and beverage tend to come 
from South Florida.

Our service standards and staffi ng make 
that a logical market for us along with the 
demographic tie-ins. In addition, we are con-
sidering a west coast location and possibly a 
ski destination.

If you go back to 2013, could you have 
imagined this level of success in such a short 
period of time? 

We put a lot of time into turning Gurney’s 
around. The property physically needed an 
upgrade. The fi rst thing we needed to do was to 
approve a portion of the physical plan in order to 
determine the depth of the market we would be 
able to approach.

We fi rst rebuilt 38 of the rooms on the ocean 
to see what the market was going to be for those 
rooms once they were no longer falling apart. 
Early tests allowed us to stage the renovation pro-
gram in a logical way. Our fi rm then went all in 
on being involved in every aspect of the property 
from managing the day to day operations to control-
ling every message and branding effort. Nothing 
went through without approval from me and that 
remains the case today out of respect for what it 
takes to create a brand like this.•
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