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BETTING AGAINST THE HOUSE: 
Redeveloping a Former Casino in Reno, Nevada

Mathew Jalazo is the Vice President of De-
velopment at Urgo Hotels. In this role, he is 
responsible for deal sourcing, underwriting, 
conducting due diligence, investigating market 
feasibility, securing debt and equity financing, 
and overseeing the entitlement and design 
processes. During his eight years at Urgo, 
Jalazo has deployed over $200 million of 
capital on new construction and acquisition 
projects and has helped grow the company’s 
portfolio from eighteen hotels to over thirty 
hotels today. Mathew is a 2006 graduate from 
the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill where he earned his BSBA from the Ke-
nan-Flagler Business School.
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Introduction
Reno, Nevada, one of the nation’s original gamming meccas, is in the midst of reinventing itself 

and dramatically broadening its economic base.  The timing is portentous, as a soft market for casino 
gaming prevails, largely due to nationwide expansion.  Several Reno casinos have recently folded, and 
several more are facing difficulties.  

After closing, the hotel was purchased by new owners, who 

subsequently invested $75 million in ground-up renovations 

and transformed the property into a hotel with an onsite 

casino. An existing underground parking area was converted 

to 50,000-square-feet of additional space that housed 

back-of-house casino operations and a 22,000-square foot 

commercial kitchen.  A penthouse floor, featuring 12-foot 
ceilings, was also added to the existing eight-story building 

at that time. Plans called for a second hotel tower, but it was 
never built.   

The property changed hands again in 2010. At that time, 

the new owners closed the hotel and invested $6 million into 

the property to refresh all of the guest rooms and common 

areas as well as remodel the casino floor, restaurants, and 
lobby.  

When the current ownership group purchased the 

complex in 2015, it had a 214-room hotel, an adjoining 
22,000- square-foot casino, 11,000 square feet of meeting 

and event space, a full-service spa, and extensive onsite 

amenities. The complex’s buildings had good “bones” and a 
stellar location in the heart of the city, making the property 

an ideal development opportunity to create a unique, non-

gaming hospitality product. 

In July 2015, a joint venture comprised of an experienced 
Reno-based developer, high-networth individuals, and a 

hotel development and management company purchased 

the struggling Siena Hotel and Casino complex in an off-

market deal for $48,000 a key, substantially below market 
value. Upon completing the purchase, the new owners 

immediately closed the casino while continuing to operate the 

hotel as a limited-service property during the repositioning.

I. PROPERTY HISTORY AND BACKGROUND

The Siena Hotel and Casino complex is located on a four-

acre site in the heart of Reno. The property occupies a full 

city block, with easy access to I-80 and I-580/Highway 395. 
It is the only hotel in Reno that fronts the Truckee River, 
offering scenic views of downtown Reno and Sierra Nevada 

mountains.  The hotel is located within walking distance of 

all of Reno’s  prime entertainment venues, major business 
offices, and commercial centers.  The property is also close 
to the National Automobile Museum, the Pioneer Center for 
Performing Arts, the Reno Aces AAA baseball stadium, and 
the Reno strip.  

The Siena hotel was originally developed in 1956 as the 
Holiday Hotel. The Holiday Hotel operated for forty-two years 

as an independent hotel before closing in 1998. 

Figure 1: The Siena Reno as it appeared prior to purchase in July 2015
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II. ASSEMBLING THE OWNERSHIP GROUP

To maximize the project’s chances for success, it was 
critical to assemble the right team early on.  That team 

would ideally have an in-depth understanding of the Reno 

market, the ability to raise debt and equity, and the vision to 

see what others did not. The joint venture included the lead 

developer, Fernando Leal, and Urgo Hotels.

Fernando Leal:
Before forming his own company, Fernando 

Leal was the managing partner of DRW Real 
Estate Ventures and L3 Development, LLC, two 
Chicago-based real estate firms specializing in 
the development of large-scale, adaptive reuse 

projects.  He has overseen hundreds of millions 

of dollars of highly complex construction contracts 

and acquisitions over his career and has completed 

numerous Class A developments, including site 

selection, acquisition, entitlement, construction and 

sales.

Leal relocated to Reno a decade ago and 
immediately became an important player in the 

area’s real estate sector.  One of Leal’s first projects 
was the Montage Residences, the conversion of 
the one-million-square-foot former Golden Phoenix 
Casino and Hotel to 380 condominiums.  The $130 
million development is considered the premier, 

multi-unit residence in Reno. He also converted the 

former Fitzgerald Hotel and Casino in downtown 
Reno to the Whitney Peak, an independent boutique 
hotel.  

In the public sector, Leal acted as the owner’s 
representative for the City of Reno by  overseeing 

the ReTrac Project, which   developed a two-block 
plaza.  The Reno Gazette Journal named him New 
Entrepreneur of the Year in 2008.

Urgo Hotels:
Ranked as one of the nation’s top hotel 

management companies, Urgo Hotels operates 

the hotel and actively participates in all design and 

construction decisions.  Urgo is also an investor 

in the project, perfectly aligning its management 

and development objectives with the investment 

objectives of the ownership.

Urgo has a 40-year track record as a hotel 
management company/owner/developer/asset 
manager, and currently operates 38 properties in 
the U.S. and Canada with over 5,500 rooms. The 

company’s hotels generate over $225 million in 

annual revenues.

Urgo has well-established relationships with all 

of the premium hotel brands, as well as lenders, 

brokers and investors. The company’s properties 
achieve average RevPAR market premiums over 
125%, resulting  in the company consistently being 

ranked in the top tier of its respective competitive 

sets.

Urgo’s properties have been awarded top honors 
by a number of leading hotel brands. Awards 

include The Marriott Partnership Circle Award, Jim 
Conley Award, Hotel of the Year, Chairman’s Award, 
Development of the Year, and Best Opening Award.  
Urgo associates have received awards including 

Sales Team of the Year, Revenue Management 
Team of the Year, GM of the Year, Sales Leader of 
the Year, and Highest RevPAR from multiple brands.

III. HOTEL MARKET

The casino industry has dominated downtown Reno’s 
economy for more than sixty years. As a result of Reno’s 
gaming heritage, less than 7% (1,100 of 16,000) of the hotel 
rooms in the market are not affiliated with a casino. However, 

in recent years, the city has dramatically  diversified 
its economic base: automaker Tesla Motors acquired 
substantial land holdings to build a giga-factory, which is 

attracting numerous supporting businesses.  The Reno 

Technology Park has become a center for clean energy 
development - attracting the likes of Switch Technologies 

and Apple’s newest, largest data center. Reno is also home 
to the University of Nevada, Reno and its 20,000 students, 

(the university is just over one mile from the Siena hotel) and 
two hospitals that are continuing to expand due to growing 

demand. 

Casinos and growing businesses aren’t Reno’s only 
attractions.  Numerous recreational activities, such as 

Hot August Nights, garner worldwide attention.  The area 

also boasts various outdoor activities including skydiving, 

hunting, hot air ballooning, hiking, biking, championship golf 

tournaments and skiing at the nearby Lake Tahoeresorts.  
Annual visits have grown at a steady rate of 17% since 2009.

The city has a capable airport, that is used by more than 

3.4 million visitors annually. Reno is well-located on the 
interstate highway network, with easy access to Lake Tahoe 
and the Bay Area, which is only three hours away.

IV. VALUE-ADDED INVESTMENT STRATEGY

An analysis of the Reno market revealed that there were 

no branded, full-service hotels downtown that were not part 

of a casino complex. Since hotel rooms at a casino are 
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typically “loss leaders” with a substantial number “comped” 
or sold at highly-discounted rates to attract gamblers, 

conventional hotels can be at a competitive disadvantage 

competing against casino hotels that have entertainment, 

gourmet restaurants, and gaming under one roof. However, 

not everyone visiting Reno wants to - or can stay in -  a 

casino environment. Guests often complain about second-
hand smoke and the difficulty they have in navigating 
through the casino to get to the front desk and elevators.  

These inconveniences make staying at a property with an 

on-site casino less than ideal for a certain percentage of 

Reno visitors.

There is also very limited non-casino meeting space in 

the downtown market.  The newly-acquired hotel would be 

well-positioned to host small to mid-size gatherings, with 
11,000 square feet of meeting space planned.  Marketed 
correctly, the hotel can become a leader in the social event 

sector, which generally does not appeal to casinos.

Of the six hotels that comprise the property’s competitive 
set, the two closest in geographic proximity are an 

independent boutique hotel and a proposed Courtyard by 

Marriott.  The four remaining properties are outside of the 
downtown area,and are in the focused-service/mid-market 
sectors such as Hampton Inn, Hilton Garden Inn, Courtyard 
by Marriott and Hyatt Place.  

After careful analysis, ownership chose to reposition the 

hotel after an extensive renovation to the Renaissance by 

Marriott brand. particularly,
The rebranded hotel will be the downtown market’s first 

and only upscale, branded full-service, non-casino hotel. 
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Because the property will not be affiliated with a casino, 
it will have a competitive edge in attracting business from 

the University of Reno, the Federal Government, and sports 
teams, which are prohibited from lodging or booking event 

space at gaming hotels. Due to the Renaissance brand as 
well as the property’s location and amenities, the property will 
be well-positioned to immediately outperform its competitive 

set.

V. A MORE ROBUST HOTEL

The Renaissance Reno will be a custom-designed 

property that incorporates elements of Reno throughout its 

design.  The property’s location on the Truckee River and 
its existing good “bones” offer numerous opportunities to 
further differentiate the property.

The lobby restaurant overlooks the Truckee River and 

will offer both indoor and outdoor seating. An existing high 

dome currently dominates the bar. Classic movies will be 

projected on the ceiling to add to the space’s allure.  The 
hotel lobby is currently being reimaged to fit with the new 
design concept for the entire property.  The pool deck sits 

atop the three-floor-high porte-cochere, creating another 
stunning venue for guest interactions.  Comfortable couches 

will be scattered around the area, allowing for more relaxed 

seating for both swimmers and individuals who want to take 

in the spectacular scenery.  

The hotel already offers a state-of-the-art wine cellar/
tasting bar with an elaborate nitrogen system, which will 

allow guests to sample multiple wines by the glass. This area 

Figure 2: Bar renovation. Source: 
Bunnyfish Studio
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will be modified to fit with the new design of the property and 
will be available to the public and for special events.

Another state-of-the-art amenity the hotel will offer is  a 

9,000 square-foot spa.   Minor revisions will be made to 
refresh the space and to encourage more social interaction 

among patrons.

All guest rooms are being completely refurbished, 

including soft goods as well as case goods.  Because of 
the hotel’s previous role as a casino/hotel, the hotel offers a 
large number of suites, which comprise the entire top floor. 
The suites add a competitive advantage in attracting luxury-

oriented guests and group business. 

Complementing the hotel will be a full-service fitness 
center that will overlook the river and surrounding landscape.

VI. REIMAGING THE CASINO

Developing a plan for the former casino space required 
several iterations. The 22,000-square-foot casino, which 

featured 30-foot ceilings and a massive, custom-built bar 
was a one-of-a-kind structure that would be difficult to 
duplicate. Originally, ownership planned to convert the area 
into additional meeting space.  A closer examination of the 

market, however, determined that there were better and 

more profitable uses for the space.   
Competing with the entertainment offerings of nearby 

casinos is difficult, as their business model is significantly 
different than that of a conventional hotel.  However, every 

challenge presents a corresponding opportunity. In this case, 
there are limited entertainment opportunities in downtown 

Reno besides going to a casino.  

In order for a competing entertainment offering to be 
successful, it has to appeal to both locals and out-of-town 

guests.To find the right balance, a number of concepts were 

studied and discarded. Ultimately, the ownership group 

made the decision to create a hip gathering place like no 

other in the city.

Bocce is rapidly gaining popularity as a social/recreational 
sport.  Surprising to most Americans, bocce, a ball sport 

originating in Ancient Rome, is the third most-widely played 

sport in the world, and one of the United States’ most rapidly 
growing pastimes, especially on the West Coast.  According 

to the U.S. Bocce Association, more than 1 million Americans 
currently play the sport. Its growing popularity is based in 
part on the fact that it can be played by virtually anyone, 

and it is a relaxing way for people to socialize. As such, it 
is becoming increasingly common to find bocce courts at 
neighborhood bars nationwide. 

The open space, high ceilings, and massive bar found 

in the former casino space made it an ideal environment 

for gathering…and bocce.  When completed, the space will 

feature eight indoor courts and ample space for hosting live 

entertainment. There will be additional courts on an outdoor 

patio.  The courts are designed in such a way that the space 

can be used for private events ranging from cocktail parties 

to weddings and receptions. High-top tables will complement 

the bar and augment the social atmosphere. The venue will 

be marketed to locals on the weekends as a stylish “un-
casino” destination and to outside groups for corporate 

events during the week. The venue is slated to open before 

the rebranded hotel is reopened, which is designed to help 

build additional buzz for the hotel.

VII. OTHER OPPORTUNITIES

The existing 22,000-square-foot kitchen has far more 

capacity than the hotel requires.  To better utilize this 
space, the owners are in discussions with a number of local 

Figure 3: Rendering of an updated guestroom. Source: Bunnyfish Studio

Figure 4: Plan view of the former casino floor 
transformed into bocce courts. Source: Bunnyfish Studio
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organizations to find creative uses for the surplus space, 
such as leasing it out to one of the local culinary schools. 

While leasing out the additional kitchen space has the 

potential to generate modest additional revenue, it will more 

importantly provide the hotel with an avenue for giving back 

to the community.

The four-acre site has ample open space and favorable 

zoning that will enable additional development.  No plans are 
underway while the current renovation is being completed 

and none are planned until the project is stabilized. However, 
future development options include adding retail space and 

multi-family units.  As the downtown market digests this 

project, ownership will seek additional ways to enhance the 

site and its return on investment.

VIII. COST/FINANCING

The former hotel/casino was purchased for just over $10 
million, or $48,000 a key.  The total investment in converting 
and repositioning the property will likely exceed that number.  

Based on current construction budgets, the all-in expense 
will be considerably lower than replacement cost and the 

value of comparable properties, giving the Renaissance 

Reno great pricing flexibility. The hotel is conservatively 
financed at 65% debt to equity with a non-recourse loan 
-  historically low for this type of project -  at a very favorable 

interest rate. 

IX. PROJECT RESPONSE

Construction is underway, and is expected to be finished 
in late 2016. So far, city leaders have been quite positive 

about the transformation, guests staying at the hotel during 

the renovation have expressed high praise for the project, 

and requests for future reservations at the Renaissance 

Reno are high. While initial indications are good, the new 

ownership group should know by the end of 2017 whether 

or not its bet against the house has paid off.


