
Podcast with Manuela Demattio, architect and owner of the Eco Park Hotel 
Azalea

Cornelia: 
Hello, I'm speaking today to Manuela Demattio. 
Manuela, you are the owner of the "Park Hotel Azalea" in Cavalese (Trentino/
Dolomites)...
I wanted to talk to you because you run a hotel that - at least I think so - is very 
innovative. This hotel was, as far as I know, the hotel of your family, your father, and 
you took it over 11 years ago. And you have, as far as I know, changed a lot about 
it. Originally it was rather traditional in colour, a rather typical mountain hotel, but 
now it has become a very innovative place. What did you change?

Manuela:
Well, actually it was just meant to be a renovation and enlargement of my family's 
hotel, but then it became a - forced - hotel handover. This gave me the opportunity 
to try out some innovative renovation measures, such as the use of non-traditional 
and ecological building materials.

Cornelia:
Excuse me for a second, but you are actually an architect as well, aren't you? A 
detail that is perhaps not insignificant ...

Manuela: 
Just right. Me and my husband Olaf did this project together, i.e. planning and 
implementing the renovation of the hotel with ecological building materials. After 
that the whole management was redesigned to support my father, who was still 
alive at that time. At that time we wanted to create a structure that would offer 
ecological or biological services, starting, for example, with organic breakfast... and 
then in other areas as well, and we still do that today.

Cornelia: 
... And we are also talking about Cavalese 11 years ago, a place where you can 
imagine that there weren't necessarily 10 other such structures with such an 
ecologically oriented concept ... So it was a quite innovative idea overall?

Manuela:
In terms of the idea of renovation, I always thought that renovation is always a big 
economic requirement for a family. And therefore I wanted a renovation that was 
sustainable - also in terms of longevity. And this renovation actually produced 
exactly these results from an architectural point of view: the hotel has - in our 
opinion - a very pleasant architecture, but above all our architecture is not a fad. 



Therefore it is durable both in terms of taste and in terms of the materials used.

Cornelia:
It's really a place with many colours, it's a very warm place, and also very bright, 
even if it doesn't have such a high light irradiation effectively. How did you create 
this welcoming and bright atmosphere, especially since it originally had more the 
aspect of a typical house in the mountains?

Manuela:
Well, the hotel has been renovated several times over the decades. It was the house 
of my great-grandparents and then at the end of the 30's my aunts turned it into the 
"Pension Azalea". And from then on it went through a series of transformations until 
the 90s by my father, but always in a more "Tyrolean" style, which means that all 
these "layers" of renovations and changes were found one above the other in the 
building. During our renovation in 2008 we - I don't want to speak directly of a 
"ground zero" - but we really tore out everything that was "too much". So we 
brought to light, so to speak, what was basically the actual structure of the house.

Cornelia:
You've made very big changes to the exterior of this house. Were there also inner 
changes, I mean, you brought a whole new management to the hotel, with a vegan, 
organic menu, with yoga, that we can perhaps call "alternative" offers?

Manuela:
I think that managing a hotel is really a very demanding task, because a hotel is a 
"machine" that runs 24 on 24 hours. And that's why I thought that I have to bring 
my personal passions into the hotel... I am, was and am a vegetarian, I have always 
lived in a certain way with my family, so I have transferred my way of living, my 
philosophy of life to the hotel. And I believe that exactly this is a very decisive step, 
because this way you as a person are also credible to your guests. After all, they see 
that you are authentic, because you offer them something that you yourself actually 
live. Besides, this way of working was easier for me, also considering that the work 
itself is very strenuous. 
And then, over time, my staff also fell in love with this way of doing things, they 
discovered this philosophy for themselves and now share everyone shares it ... from 
the kitchen to the service to the maintenance of the premises, in other words the 
use of organic products. For example, we no longer use chemical products for 
cleaning, but work with biologically active microorganisms - in short, we have a very 
natural approach. 
My management consultant also calls this management style "very generous": I 
give my employees a lot of space. Although we have a work guideline that we all 
share, each of us can interpret it for himself or herself, i.e. everyone can move freely 
within the framework of this structure and its philosophy, which we have defined 
together and which we also share for this reason.



Cornelia:
I find this very interesting, because I think that this "anti-authoritarian" style of 
leadership is also very accommodating. A style more in the sense of "inviting", 
where you don't give too many prefabricated structures or "orders", for example 
concerning the cleaning, but it seems to be more a matter of thinking along: you 
also demand that your employees think along with you, your concept and your 
ideal... their own head has to be involved, right?

Manuela:
Certainly it is a question of behaviour, and that is to say by supporting what the 
rules are, which are partly defined together, and also a question of philosophy. But 
for me it is also important to have one’s own sense of responsibility. I am absolutely 
no "policeman" or „carabineri“ who is there as a watchdog. Therefore I expect my 
employees to be responsible for what they are doing.

Cornelia:
It's a concept that I find very innovative, also in terms of leadership... I have 
personally noticed that, since we have been working together for some time now, - I 
am witness to that, so to speak - that your colleagues also appreciate you 
personally, since in a certain sense you embody this ideal that is connected with 
Azalea...

Manuela:
I believe that if I perhaps embody an ideal, then it is here as well, as we said before: 
If it is credible, then it is not a façade, and as a consequence, the employees believe 
in it. If you are credible, they follow you, they appreciate you and I, for my part, 
appreciate them and so it becomes a synergy and we all work towards the same 
goal, which is to work together on a hotel with a sustainable ecological philosophy. 

Cornelia:
Nice! Let's talk a little bit about the guests for whom you have also created a real 
place of regeneration in my eyes. I have also been working a little bit on the 
concept of "eustress" recently, where regeneration also comes from healthy 
activation. And we have often observed this with the guests. For example, once a 
week you accompany your guests on a mountain hike, in the mountains that are also 
your mountains, because you grew up there. For me it has been an experience to 
see how these guests come back - with shining eyes, full of enthusiasm... You have 
really made an extraordinary experience! It is also impressive to see what the 
people look like when they arrive and what has changed when they leave. 
Would you like to talk a little bit about your concept, also in terms of activities or 
what is offered at Azalea?

Manuela: 



We have tried several times to describe what we offer. And I think you can sum it up 
in one word: "Feel good", in 360 degrees.
The hotel is a very cheerful, colourful hotel, very open - the rooms are all very open 
- this also means that you can move very freely there, very independently, and I 
think that these very open rooms somehow also open up the minds. And you can 
really see that in people. 
We have guests who have been coming for many years, young guests but also older 
guests. In that sense we are not a hotel with a certain target group, like for example 
only for families, only for adults, only for people with dogs - no. I define it: "for 
everyone". For all those people who are tolerant and feel free. 
And so we have different activities for these guests: for the children we offer a very 
experiential care, with a focus on outdoor activities, the discovery and experience of 
nature, then we also have a program for the adults, or adults and children together, 
who have to do with hiking or even discovering the region we are in. But it is a 
discovery in an individual sense. For example, I do this hike that Cornelia mentioned 
earlier, which we called "hiking where you would never go alone". And so we go to 
places that are still very untouched, maybe it is not easy to get there, but then they 
are really a big surprise. Then there is the part of the "experience walks" that 
Cornelia offers, the part that is related to yoga, inside, outside, in the Casa Gialla, 
walks to special places where meditation or even the breath experience flows in...
And then we have our big "plus", namely our kitchen, a vegetarian, vegan kitchen. 
We've already partially reduced the meat. This summer we might still offer a meat 
dish, but it will definitely be certified organic meat, or at least from a small regional 
farm... and therefore it will be rather rare, because this quality of meat cannot be 
found in unlimited quantities. Our kitchen is full of colour, it is healthy and positive. 

Cornelia: 
Yes, and that's the one thing that immediately catches your eye from the Azalea 
website: you come across these photos of brightly coloured plates, with beetroot, 
full of colours that make your mouth water, but which also appeal to all your 
senses... And you can see immediately that this cuisine is a creative act. 

Manuela:
Yes, but the whole hotel is a "creative act", in the sense of a "work in progress". 
And it has existed for 11 years in this format, but at the same time it has always 
been part of my family, who has always worked on it with a lot of joy but also with a 
lot of effort, and who continues to transform it in this sense... Because it is a "Work 
in Progress". Otherwise it would also be difficult for me if it only became routine... 
Even during this time when we were locked up, I thought a lot about how to give 
the Azalea a "turbo" drive... all my thoughts this winter were about what could be 
changed...

Cornelia:
That would have been my next question. How can you describe this "turning point" 



or let's say first of all this "stop", because you had told me that you had 
experienced it like a "stop", like a "it can't go on like this"... Would you like to say 
something about it? How did you experience the moment, even before the closing?

Manuela:
This winter I talked to my employees, I was really, really exhausted. I thought, well, 
11 years with this rhythm, maybe it is normal to be tired, but effectively seen I really 
knew that I don't want it to continue in this way. 
That's why I looked for starting points, I looked at the kitchen, at the reception, I 
tried to understand if it was possible to initiate a change of direction somewhere 
there. And my body was already showing signs of overload. And that's why this 
"stop" was hard for me on the one hand... also because I quickly made a decision 
regarding the closing before the legal closure, because I knew that something was 
coming that I wouldn’t ne able to handle... and I didn't want to endanger nor my 
employees or my guests. Therefore I decided to close on March 1st. 
... During this period I always thought about the reopening - which will now be on 
July 2nd - but I "detoxified" myself and I made my time and my ideas my own 
again. I believe that the Azalea will reopen from its very own base, but I will no 
longer accept certain forms of behaviour. 
This winter I realized that people... Well, for me holidays are a luxury - and so it's a 
moment to come down and it definitely shouldn't be even more stressful than 
everyday life already is. This "having to consume everything", "wanting to do 
everything"... Why not just take the time and be patient?

Cornelia:
Maybe we could summarize these thoughts about the tendency of tourism today, so 
it is perhaps already normal to come up with certain expectations, with the desire to 
consume, more than anything else, because we have worked until we drop and now 
we want a compensation for that, and we want it from the place where we spend 
our holidays... You already have a completely different basic attitude from your 
whole way of living and from your whole person, which is also reflected in Azalea. 
You had said that you collapsed under this burden at the moment just before the 
turning point, at the moment of the crisis. And that's why you made certain 
decisions, right?

Manuela:
Well, this winter I got the impression that everything was too crowded: too many 
people at the same time... then of course there were also the "holes" with too few 
people, but there were many moments when there were too many people, all 
coming together in a crowd - in the hotel, skiing, in the refuges - and so the people 
were all very nervous, they were impatient, dissatisfied and frenetic... And I didn't 
get the impression that they were enjoying their holidays. Because everything had 
to happen in a very short time, and so it was enormously compressed. The holidays 
became the weekend where everyone had to do everything, and so it was a big 



race, a unique frenzy. 
And as a hotel and with my way of seeing things, I understood that it can't go on 
like this. And that's why I had already decided to make the transition to a four-star 
hotel, which means that there will be fewer rooms. So the idea was mainly to have 
less people in the hotel. That was my concept - of course, in clear opposition to any 
entrepreneurial logic of the hotel business, because of course there will be lesser 
income. But: To be able to work better and to feel better. Both for us who work 
there, but also for the guests, because they too found themselves in this infinite 
mass of people, where there was nowhere more room for anything, where you 
found yourself in endless queues at the ski rental or on the slopes...it was really very 
stressful. And that's why I decided to take a different path: the path of slowing down 
and the path with less people. 

Cornelia: 
So essentially minimizing instead of maximizing! This is really the opposite of the 
normal view in the economy...

Manuela:
That's right. Well, and then this „splendid virus“ appeared, and that's why we will 
find ourselves in this situation this summer anyway - if only out of necessity of this 
physical distancing - so there will inevitably be fewer people in the hotel. And I will 
use this situation to test my idea, also with the rules of distance that we have to 
observe in the hotel. We will remain true to ourselves in any case, even if we have to 
guarantee the so-called "security", perhaps more in the sense of an "insuring 
hotel", in the sense of trust, where our guests can feel at home, just like before. 
There will be fewer guests, and so we will be able to try out this concept.

Cornelia:
One last question, also in view of the fact that we are on the verge of the so-called 
"reopening". How do you see the future of tourism? And what do you think people 
need now in their first holidays "post Corona", that is, after this phase which has 
been quite exhausting for all of us. What do you think we need now?

Manuela:
I think people need trust. I think that is the first thing: to have trust and have 
confidence in someone who takes care of them.

Cornelia:
Because I see that people are very afraid, very worried and even frightened, of 
everything that - especially through the media ect. - has been built up during this 
period of crisis.  What is your concept to counter all this, because there are all these 
rules now… What is your "anti-authoritarian" concept, if we can call it that, "inviting 
instead of obliging“?



Manuela:
Of course we all have to put up a whole series of panels with directives, the use of 
masks, also we ourselves with this mask, ect...

Cornelia:
How do you deal with it, creatively?

Manuela:
Well, we have indeed informed ourselves a little bit: the use of the mask is certainly 
not easy, because it is already clear that you "auto-respire", you stay in the same air, 
breathe out and in your carbon dioxide again... which is not healthy! (laughs)
Nevertheless, we have sewn our own masks from recycled materials, so we will 
certainly have homemade masks, and on the other hand we will have the other 
officially prescribed masks. In the end, every employee must feel good, and 
therefore the employee himself will decide whether he wants to use the home-made 
mask, which he will have to wash daily, or the official one. 
Then the directions of movement in the house will be defined, also to ensure 
distances, we solve this with a system of flower-shaped panels, which will then invite 
our guests to do certain actions, I will give an example to illustrate: The playroom, 
which is very small in our house, will cannot be used this year, but the large 
blackboard hanging at the entrance to the room will be used to playfully explain to 
the children why they cannot play there this year, and they will be invited to 
decorate the blackboard with their plasticine shapes instead. 
Then I bought small shoe shelves for the rooms of our guests. So I hope that this 
year the rooms will be a little like „home“… just like we all experienced something 
with our own apartments during this phase of "lockdown" (I don't like to use the 
word): That our home has become a safe haven. And so I hope that every family's 
room will also become a kind of protected area. So finally: the fact that you take 
your shoes off when you come into your room is a kind of index for the fact that you 
feel at home. This means that guests can take off their shoes and put them on the 
shelf, and then this element can also be put on the balcony if they wish. So these 
are a few ideas on how we're going to deal with these constraints.

Cornelia:
In terms of strengthening the guests' health, physically but also psychologically, 
what are you thinking about? Of course there is the kitchen...

Manuela:
Our kitchen, yoga, outdoor exercise, yoga, meditation. In general: health-promoting 
experiences... And this kind of "positivity", because I believe that positivity and self-
awareness can help us strengthen our immune system. 

Moderator:
...a fact that is often drowned in the whole thing.



Manuela:
...but which is the basis of everything. To avoid getting sick, it is important to be 
strong, but to be strong you have to be...

Moderator:
... boost morale.

Manuela:
Right.

Moderator:
Good. Thank you very much for the interview, Manuela. See you soon!

Manuela: 
Thank you, see you soon, ciao!


