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GMINTERVIEW: IFTIKHAR HAMDANI
The accidentalchampion

As general manager of Ramada Hotel & Suites Ajman and Hotelier Middle East’s Highly Commended CSR Champion
of the Year 2013, Iftikhar Hamdani proves GMs can run a green hotel without compromising on guest service

hen Iftikhar Hamdani took over
the reins of the Ramada Hotel
and Suites Ajman in 2009, the
brief was not to radically change

the hotel’s environmental sustain-
ability practices. Instead, upon taking the helm, Hamdani
was tasked with turning the struggling resort in the north-
ern emirates into a profitable property.

“I came in as director of sales. At that time, the busi-
ness was not good,” he recalls. “The location, Ajman,
and the inventory of 388 rooms meant it was defi-
nitely difficult to fill this property. So when I joined,
[ took the lead and improved occupancy. So the hotel
was doing well in business and later the management
decided to promote me when the general manager
moved to Dubai,”

“When I became the leader of the largest property

says Hamdani.

in the Northern Emirates, for me, at that stage, the
main challenge was cost because the electricity bills
were coming up to AED 549,000 (US $149,469). So
[ would set all the revenues, but on the other side, cost
was really high. So that was a turning point for me, to
move towards sustainability,” he explains.

When he started looking at cutting down costs,
Hamdani realised the hotel’s largest expenses came
from utilities, especially water and electricity. “These
were the basic things for any general manager to look

into because this was a really big expense but there was
nothing really in my mind at that time to do something
for the environment; it was mainly to see how I can in-
crease the bottom line,”

Hamdani admits candidly.

@ The hotel produces its own compost thatl it can use or sell.

One of the key issues Hamdani faced
was long-stay guests leaving air condition-
ers running while away at work. “We have
more than 100 companies staying with us
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Spreading awareness
has really helped be-
cause now we are getting
bookings as a green hotel”

and they are away at work for 12 hours so
during the day they would leave the AC
running. So that was a big issue — why did
they need to leave the AC on all day? We
asked if they could be switched on again
one hour before the guests returned so
that was a huge saving,” he recalls.

“There were no complaints from them
either because we would always switch
on the AC one hour before they returned.
After all these exercises we reached AED
325,000, which was almost a 50% reduc-
tion. Even now, with 100% occupancy, our
bill never crosses AED 325,000,” he adds.

MANAGING WASTE
While electricity and
consumption was a strategic decision

reducing water
for Hamdani, it also sparked an inter-
est in sustainability practices that could
decrease costs while reducing the hotel’s
environmental footprint. One of the key
initiatives the hotel introduced as a result
was the zero landfill project, whereby the
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© One of the hotel’s car parks was turned into a vegelable garden.

hotel aims to recycle or reuse more than 90% of its
entire waste and not use landfills at all.

“I read in a newspaper that Ajman throws 600
tonnes of garbage daily so I asked our chef and house-
keeping department what our contribution was and
nobody knew. So on January 1, 2012 we had the first
meeting and decided to target zero landfill. I explained
to them that we have a lot of waste and we pay AED
120,000 per annum to AIMS waste management. We
met with them in January and we were surprised to
find out that we produced 800-1000kg of waste per
day; almost one tonne,” says Hamdani.

In a bid to cut down its waste, the ho-
tel turned to measures such as recycling,
which was never previously practiced, as
well as other initiatives such as paperless
reports electronically transferred be-
tween department heads. Hamdani and
his team also realised the biggest waste
generator at the hotel was the kitchen,
which contributed almost 600kg of waste
to the hotel’s output.

“We contacted another company called
Green Mountain, who suggested we get a
composter machine and that was a learn-
ing point for us because we had no idea
about compost machines or how to com-
post waste. So we bought one of the best
machines we could find from Green Good
in Korea and we were able to convert or-
ganic wasle into fertiliser, which we use
here or can even sell,” he says.

The hotel’s ‘green room’, which holds
the compost machine, has attracted the
attention of other hotels in the country,
with teams from Atlantis The Palm, Ro-
tana and the Al Maha Resort all visiting
the property to learn from it.

Another initiative which has earned the
hotel a lot of attention is the 430m? urban
farm, located in what used to be one of the
hotel’s car parks, but which now grows
scasonal vegelables that are served at the
hotel’s restaurants.

GUESTSTRATEGY

Educating new and existing guests has
also been an important part of the hotel’s
strategy to switch over to green practices.

“Most of our guests are long stay and
educating them was very difficult, so I
had dedicated staff in the reception area
training them and informing them of our
practices along with a representative from
Green Good, who also explained to them
how the guests can contribute.”

As a result, the changes haven't gone
unnoticed by travellers. “The reception
has been tremendous, the guests are very
happy,” exclaims Hamdani.

“We have a dedicated guest relations
person who shows guests our green initia-
tives, and we are now getting bookings as
a green hotel,” he concludes. m




