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Hilton Worldwide topped the "World's Best Workplaces 2025" list by Fortune and Great Place to Work earlier this month. Shown
here is Chris Nassetta (center), President & CEO, Hilton, celebrating with team members.

Marriott Alleges Sonder Tried to Leverage
Guest Safety for Financing

[reated Guests as a “Bargaining Chip,” Marriott Claims

By Jordan Bradley

further adding to the chaotic and
messy end to the companies’ year-

Marriott International is alleging
that Sonder Holdings attempted to
leverage guest safety during its bank-
ruptcy proceedings in order to secure
financing to wind down its operations,

long partnership.

In the motion filed by Marriott with
the U.S. Bankruptcy Court for the
District of Delaware on November
14, Sonder “attempted to leverage

Petition to Halt Austin

guest safety as a bargaining chip”
to receive more than $50 million in
shutdown costs.

Marriott and Sonder previously
held a licensing agreement beginning
in August last year. On November 10,

Please turn to page 5

Measure
Introduced to

Restore Brand
USA Funding

By Todd McElwee

Rep. Kathy Castor (D-FL) and Rep.
Gus Bilirakis (R-FL) on November 19
introduced the VISIT USA Act, which
restores full federal funding for Brand
USA.

U.S. Travel Association enthusias-
tically welcomed the legislation to
bring federal support back up to $100
million for the nation’s destination
marketing organization, which had
its funding cut by 80% to $20 million
during the summer.

“The VISIT USA Act is a smart,
bipartisan fix that ensures America
competes on the global stage,” said
Geoff Freeman, President & CEQO,
U.S. Travel Association. “We have a
once-in-a-generation opportunity
to welcome the world—through the
World Cup, America 250 and the
Olympics—but that success depends
on Brand USA having the resources to
do its job. Congress must act now to
restore funding, attract international
visitors and showcase the very best
of America.”

Brand USA operates through a pub-

Please turn to page 4

HSMAI Announces New

Convention Center
Expansion Rejected

By Jonathan Trager

The Austin city clerk
has determined that a pe-
tition that would stop the
ongoing expansion of the
Austin Convention Center
has failed to achieve the
required number of signa-
tures to appear on a May
2026 ballot.

“The City has deter-
mined that the Convention
Center petition fails to
meet the requirement for
the minimum number of
signatures of valid vot-
ers,” said Austin City Clerk

Erika Brady on November
14. “Based on an indepen-
dent, third-party review,
the City is highly confident
(99.986%) that the number
of valid signatures is less
than the 20,000 required
to place the item on the
ballot”

The Austin United PAC
earlier this year launched its
effort to gather the required
number of signatures be-
fore the October deadline.
In mid-October, the PAC
said it had collected more
than 21,000 signatures and
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I Career Achievement Award

Named After Bob Gilbert

By Jordan Bradley

The Hospitality Sales and
Marketing Association In-
ternational (HSMAI) has
created a new award to
honor the association’s
longtime president and
CEQO, the late Bob Gilbert,
and recognize hospitality
leaders shaping the indus-
try’s sales and marketing
sectors.

Announced on Novem-
ber 17, the Robert A. “Bob”
Gilbert Award for Career
Achievement in Commer-
cial Strategy will recognize

“leaders whose careers
have shaped the future of
hospitality sales, market-
ing, and revenue strategy,’
HSMAI said.
Nominations for the
award are now being ac-
cepted through Decem-
ber 15. Nominations can
highlight hoteliers, indus-
try partners, and educa-
tors representing a sin-
gle commercial discipline,
or who have exemplified
cross-functional impact in
hospitality sales, marketing
and revenue management

Please turn to page 4



Spoiler Alert: Everyone
walks away more invigorated.

Meetings in Sarasota are more uplifting and
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HOTS

HOTS New Nonsense... It seems
that with every generation, a new
wave of trendy vocabulary washes
through the youth population. We've
had “groovy” and “bad” and even “tu-
bular” But the latest language trend
is literally meaningless, according to
Dictionary.com. The viral sensation
thatis “67” (pronounced six-seven, and
not sixty-seven) was recently crowned
Dictionary.com’s 2025 word of the
vear, an annual distinction that points
to “social trends and global events
that defined that year” and “reveals
the stories we tell about ourselves
and how we’ve changed over the
year,” according to Dictionary.com. Its
meaning? Literally nothing. The wordy
website defines 67 as a slang term that
signifies “swagger or insider status
in internet and youth culture” but is
otherwise without meaning. The term
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has roots in the song “Doot Doot (6 7)”
by Skrilla, according to NPR, and was
made popular after TikToks featuring
LaMela Ball, the Charlotte Hornets
point guard who stands at 6 feet 7
inches tall, went viral on the platform.
Content creator, comedian and middle
school teacher Phillip Lindsay told NPR
via email: “l would imagine after this
designation and more people using
it, that it is going to start to become
cringe to the younger generation.
However, | do think that because they
are numbers that are seen everywhere,
itis going to live on for quite some time
in classrooms and in the minds of Gen
Alpha.” HOTS doesn’t get it but is glad

everyone is having fun with it.
e i o S

HOTS Matching Nostrils... Inspired
by his kids, a Swedish man has earned
a new Guinness World Record for the
most amount of matches stuck up a
pair of nostrils. Record breaker Mar-
tin Stréby told UPI his children were
“enamored” by the latest edition of
the Guinness Book of World Records,
declaring it would be “so cool” if he
broke a record. Cut to Stréby stuffing 81
matches up his nose. “At first | thought
‘’'m not good enough at anything to be
the best in the world, but after my chil-
dren showed me all the different world
records, | began thinking | might be able

to find one | had a shot at breaking,
thus began the search for a suitable
one.” Apparently, most matches held
in the nose really stuck out to Stréby.
The previous record stood at 68, and
during a trial run, Stréby found he
“could both stretch my nostrils a lot
and also ignore the pain from putting
all those matches in there, so | would
say I'm a natural” Stréby said part of
his inspiration for pursuing a Guinness
World Record was so his children would
look up to him in the same way that he
looks up to his father “who has taught
me more than | can write down,” he
said. HOTS wonders about what those
lessons were.

Muscular Dystrophy Association
Running Holiday Retail Campaign

By Todd McElwee

Spanning thousands of retail loca-
tions nationwide, this year’s Muscular
Dystrophy Association’s (MDA) Hol-
iday Retail Campaign is the largest
to date.

MDA and its retail partners of more
than a decade, GPM Investments, Cir-
cle K, and Florida Turnpike Services,
aim to raise $750,000 for the con-
tinued progress of the association’s
mission.

“For 75 years, the Muscular Dystro-
phy Association has built a legacy of
impact through the generosity of our
partners and supporters,” said Ruth
Ann Dailey, Chief Development
Officer, Muscular Dystrophy Asso-
ciation. “That support has helped
lead to more than 25 FDA-approved
treatments, giving families living with
neuromuscular diseases the chance
to live longer, more independent lives.

The commitment of our retail part-
ners, their employees, and customers
during the holiday season continues
to fuel this momentum, ensuring
progress and hope for generations
to come.”

More than 1,500 GPM Invest-
ments-operated retail locations
across 27 states will invite customers
to round up purchases or donate $1,
$5, or more. Customers will receive a
Buy 1, Get 1 Free coupon for Hi-Chew
and a 200z bottle of 7UP & Canada
Dry Family Beverages in return. Pin-
ups will be available from November
15 through December 15 at participat-
ing stores (including 1-Stop, Admiral,
Apple Market, and others).

More than 400 Circle K loca-
tions across North Florida and Cen-
tral/South Georgia will participate
throughout November.

Florida Turnpike Services are run-
ning a scan sheet program at eight

locations from November 21 through
January 5.

“Everyone in the Muscular Dys-
trophy Association community is so
grateful to all the amazing retailers
who support the Holiday Retail Cam-
paign,” said Lily Sander, MDA National
Ambassador, who lives with Char-
cot-Marie-Tooth disease. “Your kind-
ness and generosity help make a real
difference for people like me living with
a neuromuscular condition. Knowing
that people in communities across the
country care enough to donate what
they can during the holidays gives us
so much hope.”

Founded in 1950, MDA is the top
voluntary health organization in the
United States for people living with
muscular dystrophy, ALS, and more
than 300 other neuromuscular con-
ditions. Find more information at

mda.org.

ASAE Report Reveals Top Challenges
Confronting Associations

By Todd McElwee

ASAE has released its latest
Insight Update report, based on
findings from an ASAE Pulse Poll.
Out of 257 respondents, 31.9% said
membership retention and engage-
ment represented the top challenge.

ASAE noted membership matters
underscore the “urgency many
organizations feel to demonstrate
value and deepen connections with
their communities.”

Revenue diversification and
new business models ranked as
the second-highest challenge at
18.9%, reinforcing widespread
concerns about long-term financial
resilience, ASAE said. Only one ex-

ternal factor broke into the top three:
the domestic political environment
(9.8%), suggesting that associa-
tions are prioritizing organizational
performance and adaptability over
macro-level policy forces.

“As these findings show, asso-
ciation leaders are doubling down
on the fundamentals: strengthen-
ing membership, rethinking their
business models, and investing in
adaptable strategies,” said Michelle
Mason, FASAE, CAE, President &
CEO, ASAE. “ASAE is committed to
equipping our community with the
insights and tools needed to navi-
gate uncertainty and build resilient,
future-ready organizations.”

The poll was distributed to 4,611

association and AMC leaders at
the director level and above and
received 257 responses, yielding a
response rate of just over 5%.

Leaders shared how they are
responding to current pressures.
Many associations are revisiting
membership categories, exploring
new membership models, and test-
ing fresh engagement strategies to
strengthen retention and growth.
Others are embracing more robust
scenario planning, forming task
forces for emerging challenges, and
relying on pulse polling, analytics,
and benchmarking to guide deci-
sions and reduce risk.

Find the complete report at

asaecenter.org.


http://www.asaecenter.org
http://www.mda.org
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Luxury & Boutique Hotels See Boon Despite International Travel Turndown

By Jordan Bradley

Inbound international travel to
the United States is down this year,
according to industry organizations
such as U.S. Travel Association and
hospitality data analytics company
CoStar.

Despite the downturn, luxury and
boutique hotels are seeing record-high
average daily room rates (ADR), and
longer stays from stateside luxury
guests.

“Independent boutique and luxury
hotels are having a standout year,
very much in line with the broader
luxury sector’s strength,” said Francis
Kiradjian, Founder and CEO of the
Boutique and Luxury Lodging Asso-
ciation (BLLA).

According to CoStar, the ADR for

luxury hotels in the country have
reached a record high of $394 in 2025,
the Wall Street Journal reported on
November 11.

The trend is something BLLA's
member hotels are

boutique hotels are already nearing
sell-out,” Kiradjian said, noting that
seaside resorts, mountain properties,
and “experiential urban boutique
hotels are pacing well above 2024”

According to Co-

seeing, too. “Many of our Star’s national di-

CoStar’s report- boutique and Iifestyle rector for hospitali-
ing “aligns with what hotels are pacing ty market analytics,
we are seeing across Jan Freitag, wealthy
BLLA’s member base,” at or above that travelers seem “to be
Kiradjian told USAE.  benchmark, depending making choices based
Maqy of our boutique on location and on ‘l want th’IS whe_n |
and lifestyle hotels are . ” want it,and I'm willing
pacing at or above experience level. to pay for it,” the WS)

that benchmark, de-
pending on location and experience
level”

Looking at the upcoming holiday
season, specifically the week between
Christmas and New Year’s, “many

reported.

BLLA said numbers reported from
members confirm luxury travelers’
interest in getting out and away this
season: ADR at boutique luxury ho-
tels is up anywhere from 6-9% year-

over-year, and booking pace for Q4
and holiday travel is “running 8-12%
ahead of last year for many indepen-
dents, particularly in leisure-strong
markets.”

Notably, markets “that generally
rely on international travelers” are
seeing high-spending domestic lei-
sure travelers fill the gap, spending
more on experiences like food and
beverage, spa, wellness, and cultural
add-ons at the property during their
stay, leading to a higher total revenue
per guest, “especially at smaller, cu-
rated hotels,” BLLA said.

With international outbound travel
costs increasing in 2025, American
luxury travelers are “reallocating” in
order to prioritize “high-end domestic
escapes,” which is heavily benefiting

Please turn to page 6

Gilbert Award

continued from page 1

through their leadership and achieve-
ments.

“The Gilbert Award honors the vi-
sionary leaders who, like Bob himself,
have transformed how our industry
approaches commercial strategy,”
said Brian Hicks, President and CEO
of HSMAI. “This award celebrates
individuals whose influence extends

beyond business success, recogniz-
ing those who have elevated people,
ideas, and practices that shape the
future of hospitality”

Gilbert was known throughout the
hospitality industry for his leadership,
impact, and spirit of mentorship.

He passed away on September 19,
2024, after announcing an accelerated
retirement plan in July 2024 as the
result of a serious health issue. He
had spent almost 30 years leading the
association, HSMAI said.

Police Raid San Antonio Hotel
Atter Crime Complaints

By Jordan Bradley

Multiple local law enforcement
agencies conducted a coordinated
sweep of a San Antonio extend-
ed-stay hotel on November 18
following a significant number of
reports of criminal activity at the
property.

According to San Antonio Police
Department’s Sgt. Washington
Moscoso, the department had re-
ceived “thousands of calls” about
the Qubed Living - San Antonio
- Rittimen hotel over the last year.
The calls were related to a number
of grievances ranging from reports
of sexual assault and human traf-
ficking to code violations and other
disturbances, Moscoso told local
news outlet KSAT.

Authorities from the SAPD’s
Dangerous Assessment Response
Team (DART) executed a warrant
and reportedly went through the
hotel, room by room, finding sev-
eral individuals with felony and
misdemeanor warrants and locks

on the exterior of several hotel
room doors.

People found with outstanding
warrants were taken into custo-
dy, but the SAPD did not specify
whether it would be pressing addi-
tional charges.

A longtime guest of the Qubed
hotel, Andrew Pitts, told KSAT he
had been at the property since
January. Pitts said he was not sur-
prised to learn of the raid due to
“a lot of criminal activity,” he told
KSAT. He added he “never seen
anything but maybe prostitutes
coming in an out—all hours of the
night.”

The Qubed Living hotel is an
independent property northeast
of downtown San Antonio. A call
from USAE to the hotel went un-
answered, and a voicemail went
unreturned by press deadline.

Earlier in the year, local news
outlets reported several violent
incidents at the hotel, including
a fatal shooting in April, and an
aggravated sexual assaultin March.

“Abeloved friend and admired men-
tor to many in the hospitality industry,
Mr. Gilbert will be missed by the indus-
try at large, and the association will
benefit from his leadership for many
years to come,” the association said at
the time of Gilbert’s passing.

The Gilbert Award is the part of
HSMAI's “next evolution,” the asso-
ciation said. With the introduction of
the new award, HSMAI said it is retir-
ing its four legacy career achievement
awards, the Albert E. Koehl Award,
Winthrop W. Grice Award, Vanguard
Award, and the HSMAI Award for
Career Achievement in Sales, and has
inducted all past honorees into the
HSMAI Hall of Fame.

“This change unites decades of ex-
cellence under one global recognition
that reflects the interconnected nature
of today’s commercial strategy disci-
plines,” HSMAI said.

Recipients of the Gilbert Award will
be recognized during HSMAI’s Adrian
Awards Celebration on February 18,

Bob Gilbert

2026, in New York City.

To submit a nomination, visit the
Robert A. “Bob” Gilbert Award for
Career Achievement in Commercial
Strategy here.

Brand USA

continued from page 1

lic—private partnership model, funded
by nonfederal contributions from the
travel and hospitality industry and
matched by a portion of ESTA fees
paid by international visitors.

Castor noted that international
tourism generates billions of dollars in
economic activity and supports tens of
thousands of domestic jobs.

“A strong Brand USA means keep-
ing Florida competitive, attracting
new markets, and ensuring that the
Sunshine State continues to shine on
the world stage,” Castor added. “This
bipartisan bill will help restore vital
marketing capacity, expand economic
opportunity, and keep Tampa Bay and
communities across America open and

welcoming to travelers who contribute
to our shared success.”

As Brand USA’s staunchest advo-
cate since its 2010 launch, U.S. Travel
was quick to rush to its aid this sum-
mer. It's noted that President Donald
Trump’s FY26 budget requests full
funding for Brand USA.

Tourism is a powerful engine for
communities large and small, noted
Bilirakis, Co-Chair of the House Travel
and Tourism Caucus.

“[Tourism] supports local business-
es, fills hotels, and brings in tax dollars
that fund schools, transportation, and
public services,” said Bilirakis. “By
restoring full funding to Brand USA,
we ensure more visitors come, more
businesses benefit,and more commu-
nities thrive”


https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdDeXlhCUfxRY27qKzjNFKQz57WQLVIBMrog1oK8LacbPBd9A/viewform
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Virgin Hotels CEO James Bermingham Steps Down

By Jordan Bradley

The CEO of Virgin Hotels Collection,
James Bermingham, has stepped down
from the role after five years, a Virgin
spokesperson confirmed to USAE on
November 17.

While the company seeks a per-
manent replacement, board member
and chief commercial officer Joe
Margison has been appointed interim
CEO, Virgin Hotels Collection said.
The company has tapped him for the
role for the next 12 months, beginning
earlier this month.

At press deadline, it was unclear
why Bermingham was moving on from
the role at Virgin Hotels Collection.

A Virgin Hotels Collection spokes-
person said in an emailed statement
to USAE the brand was grateful for
Bermingham’s impact at the company
during his tenure but did not share
why he was leaving.

“We thank James Bermingham for
his vision and the impact he has made
across our business over the past five
years,” the spokesperson said. “He has
played a pivotal role in developing
Virgin Hotels Collection and we wish
him every success for the future.”

During Bermingham’s tenure with
Virgin Hotels Collection, the brand
opened hotels in New Orleans in 2021,
Edinburgh in 2022, New York City in
2023, and London in 2024. According
to CoStar, these hotels account for
50% of the group’s hotel portfolio and
46% of its hotel room count. Virgin
Hotels will open two new hotels next
year in Miami and Denver.

Prior to his role with Virgin, Ber-
mingham served as chair of the board
of commissions for Visit California.
Before that, he spent 18 years with
Montage International, rising to the
role of executive vice president of
Operations.

Bermingham’s replace-
ment, Margison, joined
Virgin Hotels in September
2015 as an investment di-
rector, the company said.
Aspokesperson from Virgin
confirmed his role to USAE,
noting his stepping into the
role of interim CEO for the
next twelve months will
offer the company “conti-
nuity.”

Virgin Hotels Collection’s
spokesperson said: “We’re
delighted to welcome Joe
Margison as Interim Chief
Executive Officer. Joe brings
a wealth of experience from
across the Virgin family. He
has served on the Virgin Hotels Col-
lection board for more than 6 years
and has led Virgin Group’s real estate
investment for 10 years working
closely with Virgin Hotels Collection

James Bermingham

owners, co-owners and the property
teams. Joe will provide strong leader-
ship and continuity as the business
enters its next phase of growth. It’s
an exciting chapter ahead”

Marriott

continued from page 1

Sonder announced it was shutting
down operations of its approximately
7,500 furnished apartments and hotel
rooms across nine countries, one day
after Marriott announced it had termi-
nated the pair’s licensing agreement.
Sonder filed for Chapter 7 liquidation
proceedings on November 14.

According to the emergency mo-
tion obtained by USAE, Marriott’s
lawyers alleged that Sonder “was
forced into a free-fall liquidation by a
series of decisions it took well before
termination of the Marriott license
agreement,” including collecting tens
of millions of dollars for reservations
Sonder “now admits it will never
honor,” spending “weeks” attempt-
ing to restructure without success
or a contingency plan, and failing to
reserve enough liquidity “to support
an orderly wind-down.”

Marriott’s emergency filing is seek-
ing an order from the court that its
actions in the wake of Sonder’s col-
lapse—including rebooking guests to
other properties—do not violate the
automatic stay initiated by Sonder’s
bankruptcy filing.

According to Marriott’s lawyers,
when it was clear that Sonder would
cease operations, the company “at-
tempted to leverage guests as a bar-
gaining chip,” Marriott said, “threat-
ening that, unless Marriott financed
its wind-down, it would shut down
hotel systems and leave thousands
of guests locked out of their rooms
mid-stay, without regard to whether
those rooms contained medication,
passports, personal effects, or other
essentials and without regard to

whether those guests would be left
with no place to sleep.”

Viewers of social media saw this
play out in real time, with guests at
Sonder properties flocking to TikTok,
X, and Reddit to share their experi-
ences being unceremoniously locked
out of their hotels, or given very little
time to gather their belongings and
find other accommodations.

In the filing, the company alleges
that Sonder’s “liquidity situation was
so dire that Sonder effectively had
little to no cash.” Sonder notified Mar-
riott “that it was likely to abruptly ter-
minate operations over the weekend
(November 8-9), including laying off
all its employees and shutting down
critical systems.”

As a result of this communication,
Marriott said it “had no choice” but
to immediately terminate the licens-
ing agreement in order “to facilitate
communication with Sonder’s guests,
whose safety, security, and welfare
would be impacted by Sonder’s sud-
den liquidation.”

In the days leading up to Sonder’s
closure, Marriott said it had provided
Sonder with more than $1.5 million for
one week of Sonder’s payroll for its
approximately 500 employees within
the United States on November 6 as
an amendment to the pair’s original
licensing agreement.

“The ink was barely dry on the loan
documentation,” Marriott said, when
Sonder sent Marriott a $50 million
proposal for Marriott to “fund the en-
tirety of Sonder’s wind-down costs,”
which included “numerous bracketed
amounts and blanks, including an
extraordinary request for Marriott to
assume Sonder’s liabilities, including
the potential liabilities of its directors

and officers” Marriott declined the
offer.

On November 7, Sonder sent a
revised proposal, this time for $28
million that Marriott declined, the
filing states. Sonder followed up with
another proposal for $14.3 million in
funding, which Marriott also rejected.

Following the last proposal, “Mar-
riott emphasized its expectation
that, should Sonder take steps to
shut down operations, it should do
so in a manner to protect guests,
but Sonder ignored these requests.”
Marriott also requested the contact
information of the individuals re-
sponsible for Sonder’s operations
and transitioning technology and
related systems, but Sonder “failed to
take even this simple step to protect
its own guests.”

According to Marriott in the filing,
Sonder reported a negative cash
flow of approximately $110.9 million
for fiscal year 2023. “In an effort to
reverse its fortunes,” the filing said,
Sonder sought a licensing relation-
ship with Marriott to “capitalize on
Marriott’s digital platforms, loyal

customer base, and superior sys-
tems,” eventually entering into a
licensing agreement in August 2024.

As part of the licensing agreement,
Marriott never agreed to operate
any of Sonder’s properties, nor did
it receive payments from guests for
bookings made through Marriott’s
booking platforms, the filing said.

Sonder’s cofounder, Francis David-
son, left the company this June after
Sonder had completed its integration
into Marriott’s booking platforms. He
cofounded the company in 2014 with
Lucas Pellan and Martin Picard.

In a June 25 post on LinkedIn com-
memorating his departure, Davidson
said establishing the licensing agree-
ment with Marriott “was the hardest
thing I've ever done’”

Davidson told Business Insider
he was “stunned” by the company’s
collapse.

“We all felt good about the pos-
itive momentum we were seeing in
June when | left, and so to then see
that the business has now run into a
brick wall, it’s just shocking to me,”
Davidson said.
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Plan for Outdoor Plaza at St. Louis Convention Center Scrapped
By Jonathan Trager streets off of Convention Plaza Drive.  rience today.” expansion that would also include a

Explore St. Louis no longer plans to
build an outdoor plaza at America’s
Center as part of an ambitious rede-
velopment and expansion project.

Brad Dean, President & CEO of
Explore St. Louis, told aldermen at a
November 18 meeting the idea was
off the table. It marks a significant
reduction in the scope of the project.

The greenspace would’ve been
located between Ninth and 10th

Instead, that block will remain a
parking lot.

“Sometimes we have to live with
what we can do, not what we want to
do,” said Dean. “Realistically, is that
the best use of that property? No.
Could it become something better?
Certainly, that door is open. But for
the interim, it will become a surface
parking lot, which will make it safer,
less unsightly, and address some of
the parking challenges that we expe-

Money that was intended to be
allocated to the plaza will now be
allocated to making smaller improve-
ments, such as upgrades to the main
entrance and enhancements to the
existing parking lot, such as bright-
er lighting, new fencing, additional
security cameras, and the potential
addition of EV charging stations,”
First Alert 4 reported.

The space would’ve been part of
the second phase of a $250 million

new ballroom and concourse. Dean
said the park is “no longer neces-
sary” now that the ballroom will not
be built, according to the St. Louis
Business Journal.

Phase one of the project, which
added new loading docks and an
exhibit hall, has already been com-
pleted.

They described the plaza as “totally
isolated” in the scaled-back version
of the project.

Forty-Eight High Schools Receive
The Rachael Ray Foundation ProS-
tart Grow Grants... Forty-eight high
schools across the nation have been
selected to receive $5,000 grants from
The Rachael Ray Foundation and the
National Restaurant Association Ed-
ucational Foundation to expand their
culinary and restaurant management
classroom experience through the
ProStart career and technical educa-
tion (CTE) program.

The Rachael Ray Foundation Pro-
Start Grow Grants helps equip stu-

Around Associations

dents through the program’s blend
of hands-on learning and experiential
industry engagement.

“Teachers are essential to a suc-
cessful ProStart classroom experi-
ence, instilling knowledge about the
restaurant industry and the passion
young people need to build a lifelong
career in it,” said Michelle Korsmo,
President & CEO of the National
Restaurant Association and CEO of
the National Restaurant Association
Educational Foundation. “These
grants are more than an investment
in a culinary program—they equip

teachers with what they need to spark
creativity, confidence, and a desire to
chase the opportunity that’s abundant
in our industry.”

The Foundation anticipates that
The Rachael Ray Foundation ProStart
Grow Grants will benefit more than
4,800 students across 24 states. This
represents the sixth year of financial
support from The Rachael Ray Foun-
dation to support high school students
pursuing careers in the restaurant
industry, with more than $1 million
awarded through The Rachael Ray
Foundation ProStart Grow Grant

program to-date.

“There’s something truly magical
about a ProStart classroom—it’s
where many kids discover their pas-
sion for food and start to see a future
for themselves in this incredible
industry,” said Rachael Ray, Founder
of The Rachael Ray Foundation. “The
Rachael Ray Foundation is proud
to help educators fuel the ProStart
spark to encourage more young peo-
ple to pursue a career in restaurants
and foodservice.”

Find more information at

chooserestaurants.org.

Luxury Hotels

continued from page 4

independent hotels.

“Travelers continue to choose prop-
erties rooted in design, authenticity,
and storytelling, allowing boutique
hotels to maintain pricing power even
in softer-demand weeks,” according
to BLLA.

“Luxury travelers are not pulling
back; they’re spending more, staying
longer, and intentionally choosing
independent boutique properties,”
Kiradjian said. “The holiday season
is expected to outperform last year,
and the independent luxury segment
remains one of the healthiest parts of
the entire hospitality industry going
into 2026
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The groundbreaking ceremony for the forthcoming Aloft by Marriott Paducah
developed by National Hospitality in Paducah, Kentucky, took an unexpected turn
when the city experienced heavy rainfall on November 18. City representatives im-
provised, collecting totes of dirt from the hotel’s site to bring to Paducah City Hall
to host the groundbreaking ceremony. Pictured here left to right: Dujuan Thomas,
City Commissioner, City of Paducah; Robert Buz Smith, City Commissioner; Raynarldo
Henderson, City Commissioner; Mayor Pro Tem Sandra Wilson; Mayor George Bray;
Joseph Gega, co-founder and managing partner, National Hospitality; Dinesh Patel,
principal, National Hospitality; Vincent Troisi, vice president, National Hospitality;
Rishi Patel, principal, National Hospitality; and Michael Barrett, National Hospitality.
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Adam Straight Appointed Head of Omaha Convention Center

By Jonathan Trager

Adam J. Straight has been tapped
to be the next President & CEO of the
Metropolitan Entertainment & Con-
vention Authority (MECA), which over-
sees the Omaha Convention Center.

The MECA Board of Directors voted
to appoint Straight on November 18.
Straight succeeds Roger Dixon, who's
retiring at the end of the calendar year
after 25 years in the role.

Straight comes to Omaha from New
Orleans, where he served as the COO
of the New Orleans Ernest N. Morial
Convention Center (MCCNO), the na-
tion’s sixth-largest convention center.

MECA Chair Diane Duren said the
MECA is “thrilled to welcome Adam
and his family to Omaha.”

“During the search process, we
interviewed candidates from all over
the country, and Adam rose to the top
of our list because of his experience

y
Adam Straight

Austin

continued from page 1
submitted them to the city clerk’s
office.

“We have requested that the city
clerk provide us with a copy of its
petition review files so that we may
begin comparing the clerk’s count to
ours immediately,” the PAC said. “We
hope to resolve our disagreement
amicably, but will bring prompt legal
action if necessary.”

According to KVUE-ABC, the PAC
has vowed to take “prompt action”
to have the petition ordinance con-
sidered by the Austin City Council
and “either approved by the Council
or placed before Austin voters on the
May 2026 ballot”

The $1.6 billion expansion of the
Austin Convention Center began in the
spring. Austin United wants the money
allocated to the project to instead be
spent on local arts and parks.

leading large-scale venues, managing
public-private developments, and ush-
ering along construction projects on
time and on budget,” said Duren. “We
are confident Adam will pick up where
Roger Dixon left off and continue to
build on the solid foundation that has
already been laid at MECA over the
last 25 years.”

A veteran of the U.S. Coast Guard,
Straight becomes only the second
President & CEO of MECA since its
conception in 2000.

In his seven years at the MCCNO,
Straight managed a $73 million an-
nual operating budget; achieved LEED
Gold Certification and re-certification
through comprehensive sustainability
initiatives; led a $763 million Capital
Improvement Plan, modernizing and
renovating the interior and exterior of
the MCCNO; and oversaw the planning
and execution of the $1.5 billion River
District Development.

Before New Orleans, Straight
worked at the Georgia World Con-
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gress Center Authority (GWCCA) in
Atlanta, which encompasses the
Georgia World Congress Center, Mer-
cedes-Benz Stadium, and Centennial
Olympic Park, where he served as
senior director of operations.

In 2024, Straight was named to
the CityBusiness Power 20 Tourism
& Hospitality list, honoring the most
influential leaders in the New Orle-
ans tourism and hospitality sector.
Straight and his wife, Alyson, have
two sons, Silas and Peyton.
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