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Groups: More Water,
Wellness; Less Stuffy

By KATIE MURAR

Meet Me By the Pool

When ESPN chose Newport Beach’s Re-
sort at Pelican Hill to host its annual three-
day Women and Sports Summit last year, it
wasn’t the guest rooms, ballroom or confer-
ence spaces that sold the Walt Disney Co.-
owned global broadcaster on the venue. 

In fact, much of the event was held out-
doors. 

“Companies are looking for unique
spaces … we do what we can to showcase
that,” said Robert Marusi, Pelican Hill’s

director of sales and
marketing. 

The sprawling prop-
erty throughout—
from villas to wine
and food to coliseum-
themed pool—hear-
kens to an Italian
countryside retreat.
And since Pelican Hill
started promoting
ways the pool can en-
hance group meetings

and events, for instance, business has
boomed.

Bored Room 
Is the swimming pool the new ballroom? 
Groups have followed wider leisure

trends, now tilting away from the tradi-
tional; conventional meeting areas are tak-
ing a back seat to more creative venues. 

The American Express annual Global
Meetings Forecast has predicted increased

use of nontraditional venues for the three
years running and OC resorts are joining
in. 

Properties in the county’s premier beach
locales—Newport, Laguna, Huntington—
have always had a built-in draw, of course,
in OC’s coastline and the Pacific Ocean.
Now these destinations are exploring new

realms, responding to trends and adapting
their public and outdoor spaces into sites
for board meetings, corporate gatherings
and incentive trips. 

Pooling Success  
This was top of mind when Waterfront

Beach Resort in Huntington Beach under-

Marusi: showcasing
unique spaces

went its massive expansion and renovation
project last year that added 152 rooms and
about 14,000 square feet of meeting space
in a new, nine-story tower.

This new event space, which includes a
new pool, rooftop restaurant and an event
lawn, not only “broadened our target mar-

� Resorts 24

Pelican Hill: echoes
of Italy in OC
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� from page 1
ACC Campus Hotel
luxury offerings being built nearby, marks
another sign of significant upgrades and in-
vestments to the epicenter of OC’s meetings
and conventions business.
The 486-room Sheraton Park Hotel at

Anaheim Resort sold for a reported $51
million; it’s No. 4 among the largest hotel
deals in OC over the past year by total price.
The new owner is Taconic Capital Advi-

sors LP, a New York-based institutional in-
vestor. The price works out to $105,000 per
room—low when set against recent comps,
according to Alan Reay, president of Irvine-
based hotel broker and consultant Atlas Hos-
pitality Group.
Nearby hotels along Harbor Boulevard
have sold for $340,000 per room in the past
year. 

41% Markup
Sources indicate the affordable acquisition
is largely due to a ground lease with the city
of Anaheim that expires in 2068, which cur-
rently runs about $1.5 million a year. The
Sheraton’s beleaguered backstory also plays
a part. 
The 13-story hotel last sold in 2013 when

CWCapital paid about $36 million to take
over the Sheraton, which at the time carried
$88.5 million in debt. 
The latest sale marks a 41% premium for
the seller, one of the country’s largest asset
managers and special servicers for distressed
real estate properties.
According to CoStar Group Inc. records,
CWCapital also owns Portofino Inn &
Suites—essentially next door to the Shera-
ton—which it bought two years ago.
CWCapital bought the 190-room hotel for
$26 million; prior owners had fallen behind
on a $36 million loan.

No. 12 by Size
The Sheraton is OC’s 12th largest hotel by

room count and No. 22 by meeting space
(see list, page 27). It’s run by Aimbridge
Hospitality, part of Interstate
Hotels & Resorts. 
It was built in 1971 and last saw
a major refresh some 15 years ago,
according to brokerage data.
That’s roughly double the time that
major hotels typically see in be-
tween largescale upgrades. As of
four years ago, the hotel was ap-
praised at $56.4 million, according
to prior news reports.

Burnished Legacy
Sheraton is an 80-year-old legacy flag that
had fluttered lower over the years; one in-

dustry observer in 2018 called it “bland,
boxy and boring … squarely positioned in
the past.” 
Bethesda, Md. parent, Marriott Interna-

tional Inc.—the largest hotel operator glob-
ally with 7,200 properties in 134 countries
spanning 30 brands—pledged at the time to
change that.
Marriott CEO Arne Sorenson called revi-
talization “a top priority” and Sheraton hotel
owners committed more than $500 million to
renovations. 
Upgrades discussed portfolio-wide include
a “town square” feel to lobbies; “collabora-
tion suites”—partially enclosed meeting

areas—and a “coffee bar bar” serv-
ing coffee by day and alcohol at
night. 
Other OC-based hotel owners
and operators are also revitalizing
Sheratons.
Newport Beach-based Eagle

Four Partners, which in OC
owns Paséa Hotel & Spa, Bal-
boa Bay Resort, Balboa Bay
Club, and Newport Beach
Country Club, bought the Sher-
aton Denver Downtown in

2018—the 1,200-room hotel had been ap-
praised at $415 million—and is putting

Sitman: ‘delighted’
to invest

Rendering: luxe Westin Anaheim Resort due in August

Hilton Anaheim

n OPENED: 1984
n LOCATION: Anaheim
n GENERAL MANAGER: Shaun Robinson
n AMENITIES: 1,574 rooms; pool, health club,
spa, beauty bar, five dining options; 150,000
square feet of meeting space
n EMPLOYEES: 1,000
n NOTABLE: OC’s biggest hotel by both rooms
and meeting space 

Sheraton Park Hotel
at Anaheim Resort
n OPENED: 1971
n LOCATION: Anaheim 
n GENERAL MANAGER: Ian Gee
n AMENITIES: 486 rooms, three dining
options, pool deck; 32,000 square feet
of meeting space
n EMPLOYEES: 242
n NOTABLE: $51 million sale; renovation
planned
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$80 million into a revamp.

Second Chance
Taconic Capital, an opportunistic investor

known for targeting distressed commercial
properties, is planning “a full-scale transfor-
mation and fresh perspective of the new
Sheraton brand” for the just-bought site in
Anaheim.
“We are proud to take ownership of this

great hotel,” said Taconic Director Eric Sit-
man. Taconic is “de-
lighted [to be]
investing back into the
hotel and in its future.”
Property improve-

ment benchmarks and
industry sources point
to an investment of at
least $20 million to
$30 million on the ren-
ovation. 
The property is near

the corner of Harbor Boulevard and Conven-
tion Way, next to a Morton’s The Steak-
house and the Hilton Anaheim, OC’s largest
hotel by room count and meeting space.
The Sheraton Park has nearly 32,000

square feet of meeting space, three dining
options and a pool deck.  
General Manager Ian Gee said “planning

and design will be the focus” this year. 
“We’re excited to be working with a com-

mitted and visionary owner,” he said. 

Balanced Campus  
Gee noted its “fantastic location—walking

distance to Disneyland and next to” the con-
vention center.
The latter fact gets more salient when

meetings and convention pros include a look
at the under-construction Westin Anaheim
Resort, on the opposite end of the ACC cam-
pus, facing Katella Avenue and Disneyland
Resort. 
The 613-room property is the largest hotel

under construction locally and slated to open
in August. 
Earlier estimates pegged the Wincome

Group project at $250 million; plans call for
a lobby bar and restaurant, pool and rooftop
bar; and three leased restaurants and retailers
upfront: Fleming’s Prime Steakhouse and
Wine Bar, Galamar Marketplace; and a
third OC site for Puesto, a San Diego-based
“Mexican artisan kitchen” with a location in
the Los Olivos Marketplace in Irvine and
one in the AC Hotel Irvine not far from
John Wayne Airport. 
The Westin, also a Marriott flag, will have

some 47,000 square feet of meeting space
when it opens, which would place it No. 13
on this week’s list.
The Westin’s development a few years ago

came as the city pursued higher-end proper-
ties in and around the resort area.
The “four-diamond level” quality luxe of-

fering and Sheraton revamp join two solid—
and massive—business class hotels in the
shadow of the Convention Center: Hilton
Anaheim with 1,574 rooms and 150,000
square feet of meeting space, and Anaheim
Marriott with 1,030 rooms and 114,000
square feet of event real estate. 

Combined, the four properties will have
more than 3,700 rooms and close to 350,000
square feet of meeting space on a campus that
a few years ago wrapped its own $200 mil-
lion expansion and upgrade—adding 200,000
square feet of space, dubbed ACC North, to
top 1 million square feet, all-in. n ACC North part of recent meetings expansion

Anaheim Marriott

n OPENED: 1981
n LOCATION: Anaheim 
n GENERAL MANAGER: John Kalinski
n ROOMS: 1,030
n AMENITIES: fitness center, pool, three
dining options; 114,000 square feet of
meeting space
n EMPLOYEES: 700
n NOTABLE: wrapped most-recent renovation
last year
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Gee: ‘visionary own-
ership’ 
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Resorts
� from page 20

ket, but allowed us to increase the caliber
of events held,” said Kamran Enayat, di-
rector of sales and marketing.
The expansion pushed the resort to play

host to pharmaceutical companies; previ-
ously, the property didn’t have the space to

meet the industry’s
requirements. Other
companies joining its
clientele include
medical and tech
firms. 
Such groups “have

become more selec-
tive and being able to
offer this unique out-
door space for meet-
ings is a huge bonus,”
Enayat said.
The new rooftop

venue is Offshore 9, a restaurant doubling
as space for private corporate gatherings or
receptions. 
“Companies are willing to spend more

money than they have in the past, and
that’s especially true when they have bet-
ter, customizable options,” Enayat said.
A recent pool party on the Waterfront’s

deck, for instance, added a concert to the

Lights, camera, action: Waterfront Resort pool event

Waterfront Beach Resort

n FOUNDED: 1990
n LOCATION: Huntington Beach 
n AMENITIES: 437-room hotel, four dining
options, spa and 48K SF of meeting space 
n GENERAL MANAGER: Paulette Fischer
n EMPLOYEES: 600
n NOTABLE: renovation of older tower to
wrap by July

Enayat: selective,
outdoor, unique
space

Montage: ocean bluff beauty … and fluid meetings
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responsibility. 
Hospitality professionals have discussed

it for years, he said, “and it’s finally here.
Decisions are being made with CSR in

mind, so we have to make sure we’re
savvy” in environmental efforts and phi-
lanthropy. 
Houston echoed this, noting the Montage

has added sales team meetings to ensure
“everyone is in tune with what is happen-
ing on the property, and what we have to
offer.” n

Resort at Pelican Hill

n FOUNDED: 2008
n LOCATION: Newport Beach 
n BUSINESS: 504 acres, 204 bungalows,
128 villas, golf courses, 23K-SF spa
n MANAGING DIRECTOR: Tom Donovan
n NOTABLE: in midst of $20 million
renovation

Montage Laguna Beach

n FOUNDED: 2003 
n LOCATION: Laguna Beach  
n AMENITIES: 259-room resort, includes
spa, three restaurants, private residences
n GENERAL MANAGER: Anne-Marie Houston
n EMPLOYEES: 600
n NOTABLE: recently wrapped multimillion-
dollar renovation

On path to Zen: farmers market, yoga

relatively common reception with guests
milling about. 

Tech Upgrades 
As events move outdoors, so does tech-

nology. 
It’s no longer important for just the con-

ference room to have the latest upgrades;
these investments are moving to the pool
deck, to the restaurants, to the lobby. 
“We have continued to see an evolution

of audio/visual technology, and we make
sure that’s available across the property,”
said Anne-Marie Houston, general man-
ager of the Montage Laguna Beach. 
Events “limited to a ballroom or board-

room are long gone,” said Houston. “Meet-
ings are much more fluid” from conference
room confabs to lobby pop-ups to outdoor
classes—sometimes several of these with
groups starting in one area and moving to
another within the same time frame.
“The fewer restrictions, the better.” 

Well, Well, Wellness 
This extends beyond the physical spaces

of a property, with resorts taking a look at
menus and package
offerings. 
Pelican Hill, Water-

front and Montage
have each gone all-in
on a past leisure trend
that first moved into
corporate travel and
now has become more
of a mainstay: well-
ness. 
Healthful menus

from local, sustainable
sources, access to fitness facilities and activ-
ities—think big upgrades on the thousand-
square-foot, treadmill-and-five-pound
dumbbell layout of yore—and, more recently,
increasing emphasis on mental health.
“Companies are booking meetings desti-

nations that inspire attendees … to ensure
continued creativity,” said Ashley John-
son, CEO at Visit Laguna Beach.
The destination marketer and the city

overall are touting a “Pathway to Zen”—
linking shops, eateries and hikes ranging
from free to five-star under a single banner
and pushing information out to corporate
groups along with leisure travelers. 
Johnson reports increasing interest from

meeting planners in these new experiences.
The city’s Montage is a heavy wellness

advocate, too; it recently moved its meet-
ings food and beverage offering from set
courses to an a la carte menu with healthier,
sustainable choices.
Pelican Hill’s Marusi argues companies

aren’t just looking for healthy offerings—
they want to ensure they work with organi-
zations hewing to CSR: corporate social

Houston: ‘fewer
restrictions’
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Atlas Hospitality Group, but average daily
rates and occupancy remain strong, as
monthly data from CBRE Hotels consis-
tently affirms. 

Bullish 2020
Hotels on the list see still-robust

demand for meeting space as well.
When growth levels off, it’s about
holding gains, even when it can
seem hotels are at a market cycle
high.
“2019 was flat for us from the

prior year, but that’s a good thing
considering how strong the market was in
2018,” said Kamran Enayat, director of
sales and marketing at No. 12 Waterfront
Beach Resort, up one notch from the year
prior. “2018 was one of our most successful
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THE LIST HOTEL MEETING ROOMS

MARINA DUTTON
General Manager
Balboa Bay Resort

MARKUS KREBS
General Manager

Monarch Beach Resort

PAULETTE FISCHER
General Manager

The Waterfront Beach Resort, a Hilton Hotel

SHAUN ROBINSON
General Manager
Hilton Anaheim

DEBBIE SNAVELY
General Manager

Newport Beach Marriott Hotel & Spa

RONALD SILAGYI
General Manager
Disneyland Hotel

By KATIE MURAR

Meeting Space Totals to Rise 6%

Hotel developers in Orange County are
committing heavily to groups and convention-
goers. 
In Anaheim alone, north of 100,000 square

feet of meeting space is underway and the city
has at least seven hotels under construction. 
This includes the city’s first two “four-dia-

mond-level” properties since Disney’s Grand
Californian Hotel & Spa debuted in 2001: 

n The 466-room JW Marriott Anaheim
will come first, in May, with 43,000 square

feet of meeting space,
and 

n the 613-room
Westin Anaheim
Resort is due in Au-
gust, with 47,000
square feet ready for
group gatherings.
See a related story

on the latter on page
22 and know that this
week’s list, on the
next page, offers up

34 hotels with, as of December, more than 1.7
million square feet of meeting space. This in-
cludes nearly 600,000 square feet of outdoor
space, a fast-growing area of popularity for
venues and clients (see story, page 20).
The new additions should boost OC’s total

meeting space by nearly 6% over the next year.

Down, Out
The 34 properties on the list all count at

least 17,000 square feet of space. 
And as the Anaheim data suggests, there’s

more on the way. Both the new luxe
offerings arriving in 2020 have been
booking meetings ahead of their
openings; each is likely to make the
list next year. 
The two properties also combine

for about 1,100 rooms and develop-
ers—Anaheim’s Wincome Group
for Westin and a partnership of
Prospera Hotels Inc. in Orange
and O’Connell Hotel Group in Anaheim for
JW Marriott—invested more than $400 mil-
lion in the projects.
“There’s a lot of new supply coming,” said

Alan Reay, president of Irvine hotel broker

2 Luxe Hotels On
Way in Anaheim

p   27
Hotel Meeting Rooms

JW Marriott Anaheim; 43K SF for groups, events

Reay: ‘new supply
coming’

years in the past decade.”
The year could be fragile for travel: there’s

an election and currently quiet—yet ever-pre-
sent—economic and trade concerns have
meeting planners taking a close look at shoul-
der season bookings.
The consensus is bullish. 
“During that time, we generally live and die

by group bookings,” Enayat said, but “we
have seen robust interest for incentive and
meetings business, specifically from the med-
ical, pharmaceutical and technology indus-
tries.” 

Caution, Up
Robert Marusi, director of sales and mar-

keting at No. 8 Resort at Pelican Hill re-
ported strong demand from the financial and
insurance realms, specifically on incentives,
a vertical that tends to be a more cautious
booker. 
Due to uncertainties in the market, “com-

panies are booking more short term,” Marusi
said. 
“Still, the incentive market is at an all-time

high for us,” possibly due to companies em-
phasizing corporate culture. 
No. 21 Montage Laguna Beach has seen

group business strength after a multimillion-
dollar renovation last year, according to Gen-
eral Manger Anne-Marie Houston said.
The resort has boost sales and marketing

and “encouraged sales leaders to spend more
time out of the resort” to seek new business,
she said.
“We had a very successful 2019 and we

look forward to another successful year.” n
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844.814.2486   |   SURFANDSANDRESORT.COM

Our sweeping views of the blue Pacifi c, 
innovative cuisine and wellness o� erings are sure 
to inspire fresh ideas and meaningful connection. 
We will set the stage for the perfect balance of 
work & team play with 10,000 sq.ft of meeting 

space that evokes creativity & productivity. 

MEET IN LAGUNA BEACH  

THE LIST HOTEL MEETING ROOMS NEXT WEEK’S LIST�
Homebuilders

u Continued on page 30Highlight provided for fee
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