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By s’éz{yi_rig focused on what lies ahead while also navigating a steady stream

-

of immediate challenges, Matt Lambert has led The Country Club at

Mirasol to consistent success for nearly 20 years and placed himself at the

head of the class for Excellence in Club Management honors.

BY JOE BARKS
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HEN BASEBALL LEGEND SATCHEL PAIGE ADVISED, “Don’t look back,
something might be gaining on you,” it’s unlikely he was citing the key to having

an exemplary career in club management.

And while the favored sport of Matt Lambert, CCM, CAM,
ECM, is lacrosse, not baseball, it does seem his channeling of
the legendary pitcher’s philosophy reveals much about what’s
been behind the consistent run of success that he has led for The
Country Club at Mirasol in Palm Beach Gardens, Fla., during his
18 years as its general manager/COO.

Being so adept at always keeping an eye on what’s next, at the
same time he’s helped to guide Mirasol through a succession of
immediate challenges, has also earned rec-
ognition for Lambert as the 2023 recipient

of The James H. Brewer Award through the
Excellence in Club Management® Awards
(see “Honored By Their Peers,” pg. 25).

Prepared from the Start

Lambert began his time at Mirasol in 2003 as its clubhouse manager,
after starting his career in hospitality upon graduation from the
University of Massachusetts-Amherst by first working in a series of
corporate and fine-dining restaurant positions, including owning his
own restaurant, and then moving to the club side as director of food
and beverage for The Polo Club of Boca Raton (Fla.).

Once at Mirasol, Lambert was immediately immersed in sup-
porting the club’s hosting of the PGA Tour’s Honda Classic, which
was held there from 2003-2006. His contributions to the success
of that event as part of the continued growth of the club, which
was opened in 2002 by Taylor Woodrow Communities, led to his
promotion to the GM/COO position in 2005.

By the time Mirasol celebrated its five-year anniversary in 2007,
the club had already surged past the 1,000-member mark, and the
mandatory-membership community had been established as the
most profitable real estate project in Taylor Woodrow’s history.
Lambert credits his pre-club experience, which included five years
as a general manager for several Houlihan’s restaurants in the
Northeast and serving as VP/director of operations for the six-unit
SEI Restaurant Group (Max’s Grille and other brands) in South
Florida, for helping him get his arms
around such a large and fast-growing
operation in his first run as a club GM.

“It was definitely an advantage to
have come from for-profit operations,”
he says. “That gives you real hands-on
experience in how to tightly manage
things like labor and food costs, without sacrificing service and
quality.”

Mirasol was growing and thriving so well and so quickly under
Lambert’s leadership, in fact, that the timetable for the developer
(which had become Taylor Morrison through a merger) to turn
the club’s ownership over to the members was fast-tracked. Even
The Great Recession and resulting real-estate crisis that put many
of Florida’s developer-owner clubs on the brink of bankruptcy in
the late 2000s only caused a temporary delay in the transition,
which was completed in the summer of 2010.

Lambert cites several factors behind Mirasol’s successful

conversion to member-owned—and more importantly, why it

=

Past presidents Bob Shapiro and Pat Russo; Matt Lambert; past presidents Tobi D'’Andrea and Stephen Karpf; and Kevin Carroll, vice president of club consulting,

McMahon Group
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established a foundation that has helped the club stay
on a path to uninterrupted prosperity (the community’s
1,170 homes have all been sold for many years, and the
club now has an annual operating and capital expenditure
budget of $51 million).

“First, our developer continued to invest in the prop-
erty right up to the transition and made sure the members
would take over a club that was in great shape,” Lambert
says. “Then we had a clean turnover that set up a great
governance structure, which has served us well from day
one. Most standing committees were eliminated, and
we’ve always held true to a clear and strong philosophy
that the Board will govern and set policies, and we will
manage the day-to-day operations. There’s also been a
great show of long-term commitment by the Board mem-
bers; I've only had five Presidents since 2010.”

With that structure in place, Lambert and his staff
were unimpeded as they proceeded to implement an ongoing
series of enhancements to the Mirasol property and the member
experience (see “Ideas and Achievements,”, pg. 30). Even the chal-
lenges brought on by the COVID pandemic, Lambert says were
“hands down the most difficult, because it was such an emotional
and political situation that made separating operations and setting
policy very challenging.”
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Like many clubs, the Mirasol team pivoted effectively after the
onset of COVID-19 to provide new pantry and to-go programs, adopt
virtual techniques to maintain member engagement and lead initia-
tives to support front-line workers and the broader community. Spe-
cial recognition was also received within the club industry as well as
through local news coverage for how Mirasol repurposed space in its
clubhouse to allow students from community families to get on-site
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instruction from certified educa-
tors in a safe and supervised set-
ting that also provided the impor-
tant benefits of social interaction,
during a period when distance
learning was still mandated by the
local school district.

No Place for
Complacency

With 18 years of leading a full
and thriving club now under

his belt, it would certainly be
understandable for Lambert to
be ready for, and feel entitled to,
a break. But that’s far from the
case.

“If you pause too long, it’s hard to catch up,” Lambert says.
“You have to keep changing, especially in a real estate-based set-
ting where the members that you currently have, as well as the
ones that will follow them, all want the latest and best amenities.

“We have a very diverse membership here now, reflecting
how Florida is changing,” he adds. “There are people from all
parts of the country and all religions and backgrounds. And even
though our average age is still above 65, there’s a younger and

Mirasol Assistant General Manager Eduard Cristal, Board President Ken Paul
and Matt Lambert

more vibrant feeling, and a lot
of demand from families and
grandparents that have made
kids’ spaces, for camps and
after-school programs, one
of the biggest things for our
members.”
Lambert also has his eye
on a specific migration pat-
tern that promises to have an
especially strong impact on the
southeast Florida club market.
“West Palm Beach is now ‘Wall
St. South, bringing thousands
of new financial jobs to the
area,” he notes. “You can see
the effect just in how many new
high-end golf courses are now being built here, after we only had
two new ones in 20 years.”

As a result, Mirasol is moving full-speed ahead with a master
plan that will see Phase 1, which was approved by a member vote in
March 2023, add a Golf Learning Center with three teaching bays
and state-of-the-art technology, along with renovating the club’s
north driving range and short-game area and adding TopTracer
technology at its south driving range. Additional pickleball courts

I D EAS AN D AC H I EVE M E NTS Implemented at The Country Club at Mirasol under Matt Lambert’s Leadership

m Played leading role to help navigate successful turnover of club
from developer (Taylor Morrison) to member ownership in 2010.

= Community merger in 2013 created a Common Interest Realty
Association that has saved millions of dollars in property tax, sales

tax and operating costs, allowing Mirasol to remain among the low-

er-cost Platinum communities in the nation.

m Lambert and his management staff now oversee finances and
operations for the Mirasol community of 1,170 homes, in addition
to having fiscal responsibility for club’s annual $51M operating and
capital budget.

= Opened family-friendly Sports Complex in 2013, a popular amenity

that features recreational building, green space for sports and activ-

ities, basketball court, two pickleball courts, two bocce ball courts
and a fully equipped playground.

m After several years of strategic planning, implemented $40 million
project for expansion/construction of new recreational facilities in
2016 that included a renovation and nearly 50% increase in size of
Grand Clubhouse and completion of new Esplanade Spa and Fit-
ness Center, Tennis Center and Aquatics Complex.

m Completed $4 million renovation of Mirasol’s two championship
golf courses in 2017-18, to follow enhancement of golf practice
facilities in 2015.

= After its clubhouse renovation included expansion of its ball-
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room and main dining room, Mirasol cultivated relationships with
prominent local charities to host their annual fundraising events,
including the Nicklaus Foundation, JAFCO and Teamworks USA.
The events highlighted the Mirasol brand and lifestyle to a broader
audience and helped revenues from member-sponsored private
events more than double from 2014 to 2022 and now surpass $1
million.

m Golf operations added schedule of monthly “Fun Day” events—
such as Donuts with the Pros, It's Lit cosmic golf range, Sip and
Shop buying experience and Whiskey and Wedges demo day—to
add unique interactive experiences that have helped to keep
the personal touch in the club’s golf experience during the post-
COVID-19 period of high rounds demand and full tee sheets.

= Partnered with a company to provide advance training for the club’s

international staff, which includes approximately 100 H-2B and J-1
employees each year, that is personalized for Mirasol’s specific cul-
ture, knowledge and service skills.

m Started Manager in Development (MID) program to offer recent
college graduates in the area the opportunity to learn the club
business in a nurturing and constructive environment. MIDs work
primarily in Mirasol’s food & beverage department, but also spend
time in other departments to develop a more contextual under-
standing of how a county club operates.



m Fosters a positive workplace culture that encourages growth

and promotion from within. Many former Mirasol staff mem-
bers have gone on to direct their own departments at other
clubs and organizations and have even become general man-
agers elsewhere under Matt's mentorship. Elevating the team
from within not only fosters a sense of loyalty and unity but
also creates a thriving environment where each team mem-
ber’s potential is recognized and celebrated.

Became only the second private residential community in
Florida to receive StormReady® designation from the National
Weather Service.

Introduced “Bee Inspired” initiative in 2019; the club now has
12 beehives that produce for the proprietary “Yes! Honey”
brand that is sold to members and used as gifts for events,
meetings and tournaments. The product is also used by Mira-
sol’s culinary team in cocktails, pastries, desserts, dressings,
marinades and other dishes, and for lip balm, hand sanitizer
and more than a dozen different spa products.

A birding program was started in 2023, with boxes installed
throughout the property to attract a wide variety of birds,
ducks and owls. An outside partner makes quarterly visits to
monitor activity and follows up with reports and photos that
are shared with the membership.

will also be added to this phase to keep up with increased partici-
pation and demand.

For Phase IT, which will be brought to a vote during the
2023-24 season, current plans call for the addition of a magnificent
multipurpose building that will include upper level dining and
lounge areas featuring ample outdoor seating to showcase views
of the expanded practice facilities and the golf courses’ closing
holes. Further plans for this building include a new golf pro shop, a
convenient grab-and-go food station, and a golf cart-storage area on
its lower level, and a redesign of the club’s Grille Room and expanded
security gatehouse facilities are also a part of this important vote.

“The summers, when all of the planning for all of these pro-
jects kicks in, are harder than the seasons,” Lambert laughs. But
he makes it clear he knows that it all goes with the territory, and
that he wouldn’t expect to have it any other way.

“You have to have confidence in yourself and surround yourself
with a strong team of like-minded individuals who will serve as
your proxy and carry out the club’s mission,” he says. “You have to
be visible to and engaged with the members and always consider
their wants and needs, no matter how varied. I will never lose the
mentality that T am still proving myself to them daily—and I think
that’s a big reason why I've been here 20 years.”

Joe Barks is club communications director with McMahon Group. He can be
reached at jparks@mcmahongroup.com.
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