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MARY NAZZAL-BATAYNEH
MAKES HOTEL GUESTS
FEEL WELCOME IN HER

JORDANIAN HOMELAND,

WHILE HELPING
PALESTINIANS FEEL THE
SAME IN THEIRS.
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The Good Fight

Amman hotelier, British-trained barrister and long-time human rights activist;
Mary Nazzal-Batayneh is a Renaissance woman if ever there was one.

By Joanne Al-Samarae

he lobby of the Landmark

Amman Hotel is humming

with excitement. Sartorially

suited businessmen con-
verse as tourists sweep through the
doors and hippies recline on sofas sip-
ping loose leaf tea whilst activists and
lawyers convene in hushed powwows
en route to Gaza. The force behind
this nucleus of Jordanian activity is
as formidable as they come. Not only
has the hotel's chairwoman, Mary
Nazzal-Batayneh, taken the hospitality
sector by storm—breathing new life
into an industry her grandfather once
pioneered—her expert legal training is
turning dedication to the Palestinian
plight into tangible change.

Today, the Landmark Amman
Hotel personifies Nazzal-Batayneh’s
greatest passions, standing as a land-
mark in more ways than one. Located
just off the city’s Third Circle, it's one of
the capital’s oldest properties, and one
of the most recognizable. Its also the
first—and thus far only—Jordanian-
owned and run five-star hotel in the
Kingdom. Though the building dates
back to 1978, renovation has recently

All over the world you
find pay discrepancies
between genders. For
us, men and women
doing the same work
are paid the same

been completed on most of the hotel’s
public space.

But Nazzal-Batayneh, who believes
the sky is never the limit, is spearhead-
ing further renovation, this time to
the 260 guest bedrooms. “The style
will be very contemporary and high-
light Jordanian photography;” says the
35-year-old, who also has grand de-
signs for the lobby. The new entrance
will feature a library and tea bar with a
wide selection of local herbs so guests
can concoct their own brew. “Tea cul-
ture here, and across the Middle East
is very important,” says the mother-
of-two.

But Jordanian culture won't only

be reflected in steaming pots of carda-
mom-infused tea; local art, food, pho-
tography, bath products and music all
subtly permeate the property. “We're
a platform for everything Jordanian’
says the dynamic leader. “We want to
tell people, ‘youre in Jordan, this is
what we have to offer, this is the beauty
of our country,” she says passionately.

After taking over ownership of
the property from her hotelier fa-
ther, Yousef Nazzal, in 2009, Nazzal-
Batayneh canceled the hotel's manage-
ment contracts with Radisson SAS,
instead founding home-grown brand
Landmark with her husband Aysar
Batayneh, whom she affectionately
calls her rock, to own and manage the
property. Since the change, better re-
sults have been posted across all indi-
cators, and although she keeps financ-
es close to her chest, Nazzal-Batayneh
reveals, “In terms of revenue, profit
and guest and staff satisfaction, we've
improved significantly”

For Nazzal-Batayneh, Landmarks
success is down to its statf. “They're
what make the hotel great...they’re the
reason people come back she says.
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The Philadelphia Hotel (bottom left) was
the place to be and be seen in the 1920s.

Alluding to a common difficulty faced
by hoteliers across the country, the
chairwoman points to industry mis-
conceptions. “Theres stigma related
to working in hospitality. That’s an is-
sue in our culture we need to fix,” she
declares. Since change begins at home,
the savvy leader set about challeng-
ing the way employees saw their jobs.
“Jordanians are very hospitable. When
you go to someone’s house, whether
they're a Bedouin or a farmer, from the
North or the South, theyll open their
house to you as if its your own;" she
says, " That’s the way we want our em-
ployees to see the hotel”

In a bid to encourage a sense of
ownership, and more Jordanians to
join the ranks, Beirut-born Nazzal-
Batayneh went about restructuring
the business. Traditional hierarchi-
cal structures were removed in favor
of a more egalitarian system. “Were a
family, not owners and staft] says the
young leader. The sense of family at-
tracted locals to the company, as did

the chairwoman’s focus on employee
wirall T nfin e naad s daee OO A F cenfF a d

The Chairwoman's grandfather, Anton Nazzal (middle),
stands outside the iconic property.

Being exposed to
injustice and abuse
certainly influences

the way I make
business decisions

The near-perfect figure is a great
achievement, but when pushed for her
greatest to date, Nazzal-Batayneh can't
contain her excitement. According
to the barrister, the hotels General
Manager, Ibrahim Karajeh, is the big-
gest Landmark success. After joining
as banqueting manager in 2012, the
young Jordanian worked his way up
the ladder. “He’s the best performing
GM we've ever had!” adds the chair-
woman, who cites regional instability
as her biggest challenge.

But success stories like Ibrahim
Karajeh don't happen without hard
work. And Nazzal-Batayneh, like her
GM, is anything but work-shy as she
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the hotel’s carbon footprint and recy-
cling. “It sounds simple because the
whole world is doing it, but for Jordan
its new; she says.

Of course, the hotel cant re-
cycle all. “There aren’t the facilities
here to recycle everything,” says the
Colombia University political science
graduate, adding that Jordanian law
doesn’t require businesses to recycle,
something that she hopes will change
soon. “Until then, we have to speak
up; she says, calling for environmen-
tally sustainable practices to become
institutionalized.

And Nazzal-Batayneh’s green fin-
gers haven't gone unnoticed, with His
Excellency Hazem Malhas, former
Jordanian Minister of Environment,
engineer and fellow activist comment-
ing, “She’s transformed the hotel into
a successful local brand and put forth
a lot of effort towards sustainability—
sourcing local products and going al-
most carbon neutral in the meeting
spaces.”

Beyond the environment, Nazzal-
Dcknvea-h Las shiadtaassd Lt eoralos
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all department heads are Jordanian.
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to employ more females than any
other five-star hotel in the country.
To establish a favorable working en-
vironment, a nursery is set to open at
the Landmark in early 2015, so female
employees can bring their children to
work.

But the road to female empower-
ment is never smooth, and in March
this year Nazzal-Batayneh instated a
zero tolerance policy regarding ha-
rassment. Taking center stage, she ran
a series of workshops regarding the
role of women in the workplace. “It's
in the culture of this hotel to respect
women, nothing less will be toler-
ated,” she says tirmly. Understanding
that actions speak louder than words,
pay equity was established. “All over
the world you find pay discrepancies
between the genders. Here, men and
women doing the same work are paid
the same,” the hotel head says.

Nazzal-Bataynehs hopes stretch
beyond the four walls of the Landmark
and her greatest wish is that posi-
tive change transcends her business
to impact the wider community. “As
a company, weTe a microcosm of all
the societal issues, be it poverty or em-
powering women or the marginaliza-
tion of a community,” she begins, “we
have an obligation, and a platform, to
deal with these issues”

With resolve that goes beyond
business, there’s little doubt that
Nazzal-Batayneh’s tenacious back-
ground in human rights law has in-
formed the way she works. “Being ex-
posed to injustice and abuse certainly
influences the way I make business
decisions,” she articulates. But be-
yond that, the chairwoman can’t deny
the familial. “My father is a very giv-
ing person. To him, giving has always
been more important than receiving,’
she says.

Becoming a lawyer
was just one way
of facilitating my
activism...For the

sake of my children,
and for the sake of
humanity I had to get
involved
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initiatives, which include minimizing

Film Commission says, “Mary has no
problem pouring most of her energy
into defending human rights, using
her legal know-how to hold those re-
sponsible accountable” Since being
called to the bar, Nazzal-Batayneh’s
ongoing priority has been to fund
and facilitate legal cases in support of
Palestinian human rights. “Becoming
a lawyer was just one way of facili-
tating my activism,” says the hotelier
who was named a World Economic
Forum Young Global Leader. “For the
sake of my children, and for the sake
of humanity I had to get involved,” she
adds.

Explaining the need to use the
law in activism, Nazzal-Batayneh de-
clares, “For the Palestinian people, the
struggle is based in international law,
and it’s time we start using it” Most
recently the dedicated lawyer helped
establish Boycott, Divestment and
Sanctions (BDS) Jordan, an offshoot
of the BDS global movement which
calls for action to be taken against
Israel until it complies with interna-
tional law.

And boycotting Israeli products is
something the chairwoman has taken
to heart. “We don't purchase any Israeli
products,” she says, though admits that

products available in the Kingdom and
then plans to lobby the government so
they are labeled as such. “Consumers
should, at least, understand what
theyre buying,” she says.

The chairwoman’s activism has
impressed many, not least Her Royal
Highness Princess Rym Ali, who says,
“She puts her words into action, sys-
tematically and without fault” As ten-
sion in Gaza subsides—for now, at
least—Nazzal-Batayneh is consumed
by legal battles, but keen to keep the
Landmark ball spinning, she’s map-
ping out extensive future plans, most
notably, acquiring the historic prop-
erty, The Winter Palace in Jericho.
Over the next five years, she plans to
restore the palace, and open with a
crew of Palestinian employees.

It seems grand ambition runs in
the family; it was the roaring twen-
ties when Nazzal-Batayneh’s hote-
lier grandfather, Anton Nazzal, was
aspiring to standards of hospitality
previously unknown in Jordan. The
Philadelphia Hotel in the capitals old
town was the hotspot for the famous
and the fashionable. Kings of Morocco
and Saudi Arabia shared pots of steam-
ing coffee, Omar Sharif relaxed by the
glistening pool and Peter O’ Toole and
Anthony Quinn recuperated there
during the filming of Lawrence of
Arabia.

Over 25 yearsafter The Philadelphia
Hotel closed its doors for the last time,
Mary Nazzal-Batayneh is breathing
new life into an industry that runs deep
in her veins. Managing to balance head
and heart, the chairwoman is doing
great business—and she’s doing it the
right way. “Tve merged both worlds—
the hotel and my activism—and some-
how it works,” she says. For the young
girl who once dreamed of becoming
UN Secretary General, her life fol-
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empowerment of women, and claims



And giving comes naturally to the
self-proclaimed activist. Her Royal
Highness Princess Rym Ali of Jordan,
Executive Commissioner of the Royal

weeding them out can be challeng-
ing due to a lack of comprehensive
labeling. To combat this, shes cur-
rently working to document all Israeli

lowed a somewhat different path, but
its a path she wouldn't change for the
world. The world, on the other hand,
she would love to get her hands on.
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Whether clad in her black court gown or in comfortable
jeans, Mary Nazzal-Batayneh is an all-go activist, determined
to fight injustice wherever it may be. The young barrister-
at-law has been joined by some powerful friends (including
veteran British p()]ltl(‘ld]l Tony Benn) to challenge the illegal
Israeli practices in the Occupied Territories, and bring fresh

hopes for change to the people of Palestine.

U me e e e ey e

RRERY
bbbl s dueads dows slbaslly

oudae gac e ey Sl Joas
Lo da3l a0l dshall diugll uagas
gl sbies Ji5 ol $ile gile 9
alsiiwly wglusl Gaaa o laall b
laa ol i
daslae Daé ol dieg . ulgscall
Ji3ed S lel amall aglydl ks
G9and Lacs digilall Llaall Jugusy
Uyasn J3ai I -iadomalall o Lucyl

oe Apgalall




ow did you get involved

in the human rights
cause for Palestine?
The Palestinian cause is
essentially about justice,

and the desire for justice has been my

passion since I was in high school.

Some of my highlights were playing an

active role in Al-Awda, the Palestine
Right to Return Coalition, in the U.S.
when it was first established a decade
ago. Also, coordinating the “Stop the
Wall” campaign in Jordan during whic
I put together a dynamic exhibition on
the apartheid wall at Darat Al-Funun,
The campaign to boycott Israeli goods
is a movement I am still active in,

and I would also say that becoming

a qualified barrister was a highlight,
because it has allowed me (o address
the Palestinian issue on a professional
level as well.

were forcibly removed from their country.
I want them to see, in their lifetime,
evidence that Palestine will be free and our
dignity will be restored. Those who lack
optimism should remember that decades
ago no one ever thought that women
would get the right to vote or that there
would be a black U.S. president. They
should also remember that in most
colonial situations either the natives
were removed from their land or the
settlers eventually left. The Palestinians
have made it clear that they aren’t going
anywhere, so I predict the latter.

What obstacles are in the way in
achieving this goal?

Firstly, the tendency to lose hope — thisis
natural considering the decades of struggle,
but there is no reason to lose hope since
our cause is noble and just. Secondly, the
tendency to compromise on what is right-
fully ours — this is what the so-called peace
process did, we must insist on all our rights,
Finally, there is the tendency to look outside
ourselves for leadership and change. The
Palestinian people in union with the Arab
masses and global people of conscience
must lead a movement for change.

What can people do to help the cause?
It depends where they are and what their
strengths are. If they live in a democratic
country, they should lobby their government

Which organizations are you
involved in?

I am the Chair of the Board of Trustees of
the Palestine Legal Aid Fund. Our mandate is

to support Palestinian individuals or organiza-

tions who choose to take legal act
Israelis. We are currently involved with several
war crimes cases against the Israeli military

and government personnel who were involved

n against

D i, T
Did you see a positive or negative
communal approach in the West
towards the conflict?
Very positive amongst people who
understand the issue. The global suppor
for Palestinian self-~determination 1s
unprecedented and we must capitalize
on it and keep the momentum
up. However, there remain huge

in the recent Israeli attack on Gaza.
What was your reaction to the
Gaza conflict?

Outrage and awe at the extent of Zionist
brutality: Plus, the Gaza attack, the Jenin
massacre, the war on Lebanon and so on
have all contributed to making me less

h

moderate and more confident in my politics.

I have noticed that some people have
started to go on with life as usual; we must
remember that Gaza is stll under siege,
Palestine is still occupied, and the refugees
are still dispossessed.

representative. If they are interested in direct
political action, they can blockade Isracli
comparies as [ did or destroy Israeli goods
being sold in supermarkets as the Welsh did

in January: If they want to boyeott in Jordan,
the first step is finding out exactly what Israeli
products exist in the local market. Lawyers
can help us legally strategise on the best way
to bring Israelis to justice. Writers should
monitor the media and write leters to the
editors and producers. If they like teaching,
they can organise teachings on issues of
importance such as the siege of Gaza.

Does such an emotional cause

like Palestine help or hinder your
professional approach in helping
the people of Palestine?

I think it must help
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numbers of people in the West who

are unaware of the situation or think

it is too complicated to understand.

We must educate these people that
Palestine is being illegally occupied and
expropriated by a colonial Israeli state,
Do you think that Palestinians will
ever achieve the justice they deserve?
[ have no doubt that Palestinians will
achieve the justice they deserve. My only
wish is that it would happen sooner than
later. [ am often preoccupied with the
older generation of Palestinians who

beneficial, they support it because their
moral compass is in good working order.
Having said that, we should not rely

on our emotions when advocating for
Palestine. We should use history, law,
equal rights, and the black and white
facts on the ground, since all these
points work in our favour.

How do your tireless efforts
transcend into your personal life?
On the issue of Palestine there is little
distinction between my personal and
professional life. We have duties in life

to the people we love and the causes we
believe in. For Palestine we have a duty to
resist the illegalities imposed on us and to
fight for freedom. Thankfully my husband,
parents, and sister are all incredible people
who are very supportive. m
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