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JEFF WILLNER: MEMBERS COULD DOUBLE MARGINS 

Behind Ensemble’s acquisition:
A CEO who pushes agent value
By Jamie Biesiada

Several decades ago, when on-
line travel agencies began to rise 
alongside the democratization of 
the Internet, many travel industry 
observers believed that traditional 
travel agencies would disappear. 

Jeff Willner, CEO of private investment 
company Navigatr Group, which last week 
closed its acquisition of Ensemble Travel 
Group, was among them.

Now, he’s a convert who thinks the con-
sortium’s members can double their mar-
gins. 

Willner has come around since working 
as a consultant at McKinsey & Co., where 
he advised airlines to invest in direct dis-
tribution channels to bypass the trade, 
and in 2006 founding a safari company 
that would eventually become Kensington 
Tours (now in the Navigatr portfolio) that 
didn’t work with travel advisors for its first 
two years.

Willner had what he described as an

The most important meal of the day,
hotels compete on breakfast spreads
By Christina Jelski

Once a symbol of pandemic-era hospi-
tality, the cold grab-and-go breakfast bag 
has quickly fallen out of fashion, as hotels 
strive to not only bring back hot breakfast 
and buffets but also ensure their spread is 
better than ever.

After all, breakfast often proves to be a 
key differentiator for guests, according to a 
recent consumer survey commissioned by 
Hilton.

According to its January poll of 2,000 
Americans, respondents ranked breakfast 
as the top amenity when booking a select-
service hotel. The first meal of the day out-

ranked other options, such as the presence 
of a restaurant or bar, a pool and free WiFi 
or parking.

And with the price of food continuing to 
rise, free breakfast is likely to appear more 
attractive than ever: Fully 73% said unex-
pected food costs are a major pain point 
when traveling. The survey also found that 
guests want plentiful options, with 82% 
saying they prefer breakfast buffets.

According to Adam Crocini, senior vice 
president and global head of food and 
beverage brands at Hilton, the company 
recently completed a review of its compli-
mentary hot breakfast offerings, bringing 

See BREAKFAST on Page 14 See NAVIGATR on Page 16

ON THE RECORD FEATURED THIS WEEK ON OUR WEBSITE MARK PESTRONK
Hard Rock International’s Jim Allen on 

growth and expansion plans.  2

Festivals are back in the Caribbean:  

travelweekly.com/caribbean-festivals-2022

Africa events put focus on LGBTQ market:  

travelweekly.com/insight-africa-0605

How to structure a deal to provide compen-

sation for a retiring IC’s client list.  13

W W W . T R A V E L W E E K L Y . C O M J U N E  6 ,  2 0 2 2

T H E  T R A V E L  I N D U S T R Y ’ S  T R U S T E D  V O I C E

Arnie Weissmann
Trends are elusive this year, but there’s a way 

to navigate forward.  6

IN OTHER NEWS
Japan tours ease back, but not everyone is pleased with protocols.  4

Airlines bring back most pre-Covid in-flight meal options.  16

Robert Silk
The new age of airport design, featuring the 

outdoor fire pit with a tarmac view.  13

10 RE
ND

ER
IN

G 
CO

UR
TE

SY
 O

F 
AL

LE
GH

EN
Y 

CO
UN

TY
 A

IR
PO

RT
 A

UT
HO

RI
TY

NOW DEPARTING 
FROM THE 

ORDINARY
Airport terminals have drifted away from their drab past. 

In their place are design-forward spaces with a focus on flyers’ well-being.
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P
ittsburgh Airport’s plans for a new, 
700,000-square-foot terminal is only just 
beginning to take shape. But when the 
$1.4 billion project is complete, it will be, 
in the words of one its lead architects, “a 

pavilion in the middle of a forest.”

building serves its customers and passengers and partners.”
Cassotis says that the pandemic didn’t sharply change 

the Pittsburgh Airport design. Features such as rainwater 
harvesting and an on-site natural gas and solar-powered 
microgrid were already in the plans pre-pandemic. In 
fact, the microgrid opened last summer and is powering 
the existing Pittsburgh terminal. 

Still, Covid did lead to changes, while also re-enforcing 
to the Pittsburgh team that they were already on track in 
terms of the features they were designing. Notably, said 
Cassotis, the airport had removed two of its outdoor spaces 
during the value engineering phase of the design process. 

“With Covid, we put them right back in,” she said. The 
four terraces are slated to take up 90,000 square feet. 

Vidal said that more generally, the pandemic propelled 
concerns about physical and mental health to the fore-
front for airport designers and developers. 

“Airport operators are now asking themselves the 
tough questions, including how can they design and bal-
ance functionality while providing an environment that 
reduces stress and anxiety,” he said. 

Offering more outdoor space is one solution that many 
designers are turning to. 

“I can’t think of a project I’m working on that doesn’t 
include post-security outdoor space,” said Regine Weston, 
lead airport planner in the Americas for the Toronto-
based design and planning firm Arup. Among Weston’s 
projects are large redevelopments or expansions at New 
York’s JFK, LAX, Seattle and Chicago O’Hare.

Weston pointed to Delta’s outdoor Sky Deck within its 
JFK Terminal 4 Sky Club. 

“It was kind of novel pre-Covid, and during Covid it 

Set to open in 2025 as the first U.S. airport terminal 
to be built from the ground up since the pandemic be-
gan, it will also incorporate many of the trends that are 
coming to define modern airport design.

“It’s about taking the outside in and the inside out,” 
says Luis Vidal, whose Madrid-based Luis Vidal + Ar-
chitects firm is a co-designer of the terminal. “It’s like a 
pavilion surrounded by natural light, and by wood and 
by terraces. It doesn’t really feel like an airport.”

Airport terminal designs have, for a while now, drift-
ed sharply away from their drab, claustrophobic pasts. 
For example, those who have passed through New York 
LaGuardia’s Terminal B over the past two years can easi-
ly contrast its expansive, high-ceilinged arrivals and de-
partures hall, as well as the terminal’s wide concourses, 
with the narrow passageways that then-Vice President 
Joe Biden compared to a “third-world” airport in 2014.

Covid changes
The Pittsburgh terminal will offer broad spaces, along 

with an amalgamation of many of the airport design ele-
ments that architects say will be the norm in the coming 
years and decades. 

Those include outdoor spaces, both on the land side 
of security and on the air side; a slew of green features; a 
sense of place tied to the community itself; architectural 
flourishes that make wayfinding almost intuitive; and 
technological versatility, so that infrastructure is in place 
to support not only today’s most high-tech innovations 
but also whatever might come next. 

“At the end of the day, what we want to make sure of is 
that we’re building for flexibility,” said Christina Cassotis, 
CEO of the Allegheny County Airport Authority, which 
runs Pittsburgh Airport. “We’re building for technology 
that we can’t even imagine yet, and we’re learning as the 

Airport terminals have drifted away from their drab past. In their place are 
design-forward spaces with a focus on flyers’ well-being.
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became kind of a sanctuary,” she said. 
At Denver Airport, where the city just completed Phase 2 

out of four of a 39-gate, $2.3 billion expansion project, out-
door areas are also being incorporated. Customers on the 
west side of the airport’s Concourse B already have access 
to an airfield-facing patio complete with fire pits, lounge 
seating and even a small area set aside for pets.

“It’s amazing during the wintertime, with the fire 
pits, people are still out there even if it’s snowing,” said 
Stu Williams, Denver’s senior vice president of airport 
expansion. 

This month, Southwest will begin occupying a 16-gate 
expansion on the east side of the airport’s Concourse C, 
where a similar patio has been built. 

That Concourse C expansion also includes several oth-
er aesthetically pleasing elements, including high ceilings, 
two atriums with skylights, large restrooms with window 
exposure and a mix of seating types at the gates, including 
loungers and two-person booths for dining or working.

The volume offered by high ceilings, said Williams, 
makes people feel better and less confined. And conces-
sion areas in the expansion area will be located under the 

skylights, facing outwards to the windows. 
“The customer’s experience is more important now and 

moving into the future than it has ever been,” Williams said. 
Features like high, light-filled ceilings and diversi-

fied, lounge-style seating were also incorporated into the 
14-gate, $493 million North Concourse at Washington’s 
Reagan National Airport that opened in April, said Ken 
Brown, president of the Houston-based architectural firm 
PGAL, which was the project’s lead architect. The new Rea-
gan National concourse also offers concession areas that 
face toward gates, allowing for nervous travelers to keep a 
careful eye on their boarding areas, a concept that PGAL 
has also incorporated into Newark’s 33-gate, $2.7 billion 
Terminal A project, which is slated for an opening this year.

The digital journey
But when it comes to Newark, Brown talks especially 

enthusiastically about the digital experience that will 
be on offer — another trend in modern airport design 
and an element of the Newark design that was beefed up 
while the project was delayed during the pandemic. 

“The digital journey runs through the airport from the 
moment you hit the curbside,” he said. 

One highlight of that journey will be a digital welcome 
sign in the security area measuring nine feet high by 250 
feet wide. When travelers move into the terminal’s com-
mercial plaza, they’ll walk through the so-called Forest of 
Firsts, which is a series of digital pylons commemorating 
New Jersey history. At the gates, more digital pylons will 
inform people not only about gate numbers but about 
other information an airline might want to communi-
cate, such as its boarding procedure or the weather at a 

flight’s destination. 
Newark’s Terminal A, said Brown, has also been de-

signed so that wayfinding will be intuitive. 
“There have to be visual connections for passengers,” 

he said. “Passengers should be able to move though an 
airport intuitively almost from the front door.”

Vidal, the Pittsburgh Airport architect, is also incor-
porating intuitive wayfinding into his designs. An ear-
lier iteration is evident at London Heathrow Terminal 

2, completed in 2014, in which the roof is shaped like a 
series of large waves. Inside, Vidal says, those waves guide 
passengers: The first aligns with the check-in area, the 
second with the security hall and the third carries pas-
sengers into the air-side shopping and gate areas. 

Vidal has similarly designed the new Pittsburgh termi-
nal to make navigation intuitive, he said. There, the roof 
will evoke the Steel City’s rolling hills. Airport passengers 
will sense the large spaces under the hills at gathering 
spots such as security and check-in, while the roof ’s val-
leys will compress the space as they walk between those 
venues.

See AIRPORTS on Page 12

‘Passengers should be 
able to move though an 
airport intuitively almost 

from the front door.’

KE N B ROWN

‘The customer’s experi-
ence is more important 
now and into the future 
than it has ever been.’

STU WI LLIAM S

1) High ceilings and lots of natural light at Washington Reagan National’s recently opened North Concourse. 2) At Denver Airport, travelers get some 
sun at one of four new air-side patios that will be slated to be open before the end of the year. 3) Customers in Southwest’s 16-gate expansion area at 
Denver Airport will enjoy a variety of comfortable seating options. 4) In London Heathrow’s Terminal 2, waves in the roof help make wayfinding intuitive.
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MONDAYS with MICHELLE

June 8 is World Oceans Day—a day when we as a global community consider how we can work together to safeguard the future of 
these life-giving natural resources. At Holland America Line, we’re committed to limiting our environmental footprint by � nding new 
and better methods of reducing, reusing, recycling, and disposing of the waste we generate in a responsible way. This dedication to 
sustainability is especially evident at one of our most picturesque oceanside destinations: Holland America Line’s own private island 
of Half Moon Cay. This crescent-shaped slice of heaven has been carefully maintained as a wild bird sanctuary and nature preserve. 
Its dazzling turquoise lagoon is an important wetland habitat for Bahamian marine life, and several species of sea turtle have been 
known to linger along its white-sand shores. I can’t wait to travel there again this December on board Rotterdam so I can share the 
beauty of my favorite beach in the world with my family. On World Oceans Day, let’s take a moment to appreciate the joy and wonder 
which our planet’s oceans bring to us all.

With gratitude,
Michelle Sutter
VP North America Sales

WORLD OCEANS DAY

Advertisement

“It’s very basic, but it’s sublime. People don’t really un-
derstand it, but they’re in that mode,” Vidal said.

Building for the future
Of course, technology applications will arguably in-

form future airport experiences as much or more than a 
buildings’ physical attributes. So, new airports are being 
built to be as ready as they can for future innovation. 

“It goes to even the wiring in the building. Are you 
putting in copper and fiber or only fiber?” Pittsburgh’s 
Cassotis noted as one example. Fiber wiring offers far 
more bandwidth than copper. 

Well before the pandemic, airports had begun work-
ing toward offering a touchless journey, driven by bio-
metric facial recognition technology, in order to speed 
airport passage and obtain efficiencies related to staff-
ing and the use of space. That process was sped up by 
the pandemic, as airports and their airline partners 
looked for ways to help make passengers feel safer and 
more comfortable.

Sherry Stein, head of technology in the Americas 
for the aviation industry IT company SITA, said that 
while many touchless applications are easy to add in a 
built-out airport, some are more difficult. For example, 
touchless bag-drop stations require special configura-
tions of baggage belts. 

SITA is also working with airport design and devel-
opment teams to build out a common technological in-
frastructure that airlines can use if they want to adopt 
biometric-supported processes, such as check-in and 
boarding. By making the technological infrastructure 

universal, as opposed to proprietary by airline, these 
“common-use” designs provide flexibility when airlines 
need to shift locations at an airport. 

Kansas City Airport, which is in the midst of a $1.5 
billion makeover, announced last August that it would 
partner with SITA on a common use build-out. New-
ark’s Terminal A is another being built as a common-
use facility, which are beginning to proliferate in the 
U.S., according to Brown. 

“Having that flexibility enables the airport to re-
spond to irregular operations or if a new airline is com-
ing in,” he said. 

As self-service and biometric implementations 
spread, they’ll also impact the design needs of airports 
in terms of physical space, said Arup’s Weston. For ex-
ample, facial-recognition boarding technology opens 
the possibility of having multiple departure doors and 
boarding bridges at one gate, even for narrowbody op-
erations, because passengers don’t need to be funneled 

through a staffed egress point. U.S. airport designers 
have begun looking at this option, she said. 

Weston also pointed to virtual security queuing tech-
nology that has been implemented in airports, includ-
ing Seattle and LAX, during the pandemic. The tech-
nology enables flyers to reserve a time to go through 
security in order to avoid lines. Those passengers will 
now have more time before they hit the checkpoint to 
shop or dine, said Weston, which means airports will 
want to increase the amenities available on the land side 
of security. 

She said that before 9/11, 30% to 40% of airport con-
cessions tended to be land side. Now that figure is just 
5% to 10%. But with virtual queuing, which she expects 
to expand, the balance will need to increase to 15% to 
20%. 

“Everything we can do from a planning perspective 
that makes it easy and enjoyable will help the entire op-
eration,” Weston said.

AIRPORTS
Continued from Page 11

Left, Pittsburgh Airport’s $1.4 billion terminal will be a “pavilion in the middle of a forest,” according to one of its lead 
architects. Right, the terminal, set to open in 2025, will have high ceilings and ample natural light.
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