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Synopsis
Ahmed Ramdan, Founder & Group CEO of Ròya International,
recently sat down with Jonathan Worsley to discuss the future
of the hospitality industry. They discussed the importance of
innovation, sustainability, technology, and education in the
future success of the industry. Ahmed believes the industry
has become more flexible and open to new ideas after the
challenges of the past few years and is optimistic about the
future. 

I recently had the pleasure of sitting down with industry
veteran and good friend Ahmed Ramdan, Founder & Group
Chief Executive Officer of Ròya International, for a great
conversation on the future of hospitality and key ingredients to
success ahead of this year’s Future Hospitality Investment
Summit.

The future of our industry has been on my mind a lot (truth, it’s
on my mind all the time!) but especially now with travel,
tourism and hospitality recovering post pandemic after a few
very challenging years. It’s also the core focus of our industry
conferences at The Bench and a driving force behind our new
brand and event series; Future Hospitality Investment Summit.

For those of you that know me, I like to take every opportunity I
get to connect with people in our industry, from senior thought
leaders and government officials to hotel owners, investors,
and students as the next generation of hoteliers. In my recent
chat with Ahmed, we explored his views on the secrets of
success for the future of hospitality and his thinking is
incredibly insightful.

First off, I asked Ahmed about his outlook for the hospitality
industry in 2023 and beyond. “I believe the challenges of the
past few years have caused the hospitality industry to become
more flexible, adaptable and open to new and innovative ideas.
I am therefore feeling very optimistic about what is to come,
and I think there are many exciting opportunities on the
horizon,” he said.

I share his optimistic view for the future of our beloved
industry and agree that opportunities are plentiful. At the same
time, however, I feel that we need to step up innovation and
look at how and where we can further accelerate progress,
especially when it comes to sustainability, technology, and
education. Delving into education, I asked Ahmed for his views
on the importance of developing local talent.

“Most importantly, I would like more Emiratis recruited into the
hospitality industry in the UAE. Dubai alone is home to almost
800 hotels, and new ones continue to open on a regular basis.
Out of all these properties, I would ideally like to see at least
500 qualified Emirati managers. There’s a lot to improve in this
regard, and I hope the UAE government and international
operators will do more to encourage the hospitality sector to
focus on local talents. I also believe that many hotel concierge
departments would benefit from recruiting UAE nationals.
After all, the concierge should be able to expertly inform
guests about the local area. Emiratis would be able to do this
with pride and genuine affection and provide a true and
authentic representation of the seven emirates.”

“My own company is making great efforts and advocating to
hire more Emiratis. We are partnering with UAE universities to
bring in more fresh graduates as interns, and then hopefully
keep them on in more permanent roles.”

Although first and foremost a people-centered industry,
hospitality assets themselves are equally important for a
differentiated brand and guest experience, efficient operations
and a strong return on investment. Here is Ahmed’s view on
the future of smart and functional hotel concepts:

“It seems to me that hotel owners are more focused than ever
on achieving a high return on investment. They don’t just want
a flashy property that looks good. Equally, discerning business
travelers are now more interested in functional and practical
hotel concepts, instead of ones filled with lavish decorations
and over-the-top opulent designs.

“Hospitality consultancies such as my own business are now
increasingly recruited to help owners develop cutting-edge
and efficient hotels that offer premium quality facilities. We
advise owners on what to build, how to build and what results
they can realistically expect. This advisory process runs all the
way through, from the initial concept and design creation to
hotel development management and the opening and
operating of the hotel.”

Going back to the people side of business in hospitality, I was
also keen to understand how Ahmed sees the future of owner-
operator relationships, a much-debated topic at our hospitality
investment conferences.

“As the hospitality industry continues to grow, it’s important
that we work to narrow the gap between hotel owners and
operators. Hotel owners can often have unrealistic
expectations, and they need to be better informed about the
local market. On the other hand, hotel operators should set
aside more time to get to know hotel owners on a personal
level. No matter how busy they may be, they need to invest in
educating owners about the hotel operations process and
accept that not every location will be perfect and picturesque
right from the outset.”

I echo Ahmed’s sentiment that we need to continue to work
hard as an industry to narrow the gap between hotel operators
and owners and believe that’s definitely a priority for many.

It’s also been interesting to watch the rise in demand for third-
party hotel management in the Middle East, a model that is
very prevalent in other markets around the world. I asked
Ahmed about his take on the rise of third-party operations:

“Over the years I have noticed that the role of hotel operators
has shifted from owning hotels, to managing or franchising
hotels. This has led to an increase in operator companies and
tipped the balance to give owners greater power. However, as
mentioned above, many owners still don’t have enough
knowledge to be able to operate an asset effectively.”

3 Hotel Yearbook 2023 Annual Edition

https://www.futurehospitalitysummit.com/


“Consequently, we have seen the emergence of a concept
called ‘third-party operations.’ This sees hospitality
consultancies (such as my own business) manage every
element of homegrown or franchised hotel brands. I’ve also
noticed that many operators are now focusing more on rooms
rather than F&B. This has opened up a window for my own
agency to offer specialist F&B advisory. We help owners with
everything from creating new F&B concepts and designs, to
refurbishing and relaunching restaurants.”

Lastly, with our upcoming Future Hospitality Investment
Summit (FHIS) event series in the Middle East, I was keen to
get Ahmed’s view on his outlook for the region, is he expecting
a boom?

“Ultimately, over the next few years, I think the region will
further strengthen its position as one of the globe’s most
desirable tourism and business destinations. As the Gulf
nations continue to diversify their economies away from oil,
more and more focus will be put on tourism developments.

“We are seeing this in Dubai, Abu Dhabi and all across the UAE,
and in particular in Saudi Arabia where huge investments are
being made in hotels, restaurants and tourist destinations. In
my 25 years in hospitality operations, I have never experienced
a more exciting time. Hospitality consultancies need to
continue to offer well-rounded, 360-degree services, and be
ready to adapt and meet the region’s ever-developing needs. If
we do this, we will be able to make the most of all the
opportunities that are about to come our way.”

HUMAN CAPITAL

Ahmed Ramdan — Founder & CEO, Ròya International
Ahmed Ramdan is the founder & group CEO of Ròya International. He was truly ahead of his time when he founded Ròya almost 25
years ago. And the company has stayed strong thanks to Ramdan’s ability to always stay ahead of the curve. He has played a very key
role in developing quality hotels in this region. From delivering hotels for the FIFA World Cup in Doha to assessing rebuild and
refurbishment of hotels in Saudi Arabia to opening and managing iconic hotels like the Waldorf Astoria DIFC in Dubai, Ròya
International has been a trusted resource for owners and a reliable partner for operators.

Jonathan Worsley — Chairman & Founder, The Bench
Jonathan is one of the founders and organisers of multiple leading international conferences for the hospitality industry including
AHIC (UAE); AHIF (Africa); SHIC (Saudi) and SAHIC (Latin America). Jonathan branched out into aviation and F&B, through AviaDev
and GRIF. In 2020, the Bench team pivoted quickly to virtual and hybrid conferences with the launch of the
www.hospitalitytomorrow.com series and the Future Hospitality Summit for the G20 Saudi Secretariat.In 1997, Jonathan co-founded
the annual IHIF (Berlin) which today attracts over 2,500 delegates. Earlier in his career, he worked for real estate consultants CBRE &
Hotel Partners, hotel advisors PKF and hotel operator Forte & Holiday Inns. Jonathan was a board director and co-founder of STR
Global until 2019 and is on the advisory board of inHovate and Hotel Swaps. He also sits on the Advisory Board for RAK TDA, a
member of Women in Hospitality (WiH) and is a Trustee of Future Talent, a charity that provides financial support to gifted young
musicians.Jonathan’s drive is building great teams and communities around him to propel industry transformation.

Ròya International — royainternational.com 
Founded in 1998, Roya International is a leading specialist hospitality consultancy firm offering unparalleled expertise to the
hospitality, leisure, tourism and real estate industries.As regional markets have evolved so have our services. Today we have four
divisions, enabling us to offer a comprehensive range of specialist skills across the areas of development, hospitality, asset
management and project management. Our approach is based on listening to our clients to ensure tailor made solutions are delivered.
We take on the business burden; ease the decision-making process and streamline the information flow, leaving our clients free to
focus on their core business until their vision is realised. From private investors and governments through to blue-chip corporations,
our client list is extremely diverse. Yet our approach is highly focused. Whether we undertake a concept-to-completion multi-million
dollar turnkey project or tasked to develop and design a twenty table restaurant, our highly qualified team's approach is always the
same. It's personal and professional. We assume nothing and question everything. It's an approach that continues to provide an
excellent return on investment for an ever growing portfolio of owners and investors.
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