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In Louis Cha's Condor trilogy of novels, the fearsome
swordsman Huang Yaoshi is the envy of the pugilistic
world for being lord of Peach Blossom Island. This only
goes to show that no man is an island, but everyone
would love to own one.

Island ownership might have been an impossible and
even unnecessary prospect in the past, but in today’'s
world, where almost every stretch of inhabitable land has
been visited by a bulldozer, the idea of presiding over
your own plot of land that can never be resized for city
development or have a highway built past your gate that
you did not sign off on, can feed the mildest of Robinson
Crusoe fantasies.

How liberating it must feel to have every say in its
destiny? How interesting it would be to see how each
person'’s island would turn out if we were all given a
Peach Blossom Island to develop as we will?
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http://www.ariaraisland.com
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It took about four hours — which just fly by when all

you do is lounge on the deck of a luxury tri-maran
and soak in the sun — before the island of Ariara ap-
peared before us. lts verdant green hue glowed like an
emerald ringed with diamonds that was its glistening
white beach. A dock stretched out into the sea from the
beach and this is where we disembarked.

The Philippines is made up of more than 7,000
islands and Ariara is one of its little-known treasures. It
is nestled in the Palawan province in the Sulu Sea, in
a corner that would be near impossible to find without
a guide. Bought over by British couple Charles and
Carrie McCulloch a few years ago, we wondered how
they even chance upon it.

Love At First Sight

Charles says it was by pure chance. “When | was in a
plane flying above the sea, | saw how clear and blue
it was, with all the aquamarine islands big and small
dotting the sea like stars, and | was really taken in by
the beauty — it made me want to own an island”

Back on land, Charles embarked on the dream
mission he conceived in the skies. He rented a yacht
and spent two weeks exploring 15 islands in the
Palawan archipelago with an expert of the area before
deciding on Ariara and another three islands nearby.
This was Charles’ first real-estate venture in Asia.

The agriculture graduate made his first foray into
real estate investment at age 44, after running his fam-
ily farm in England for 18 years. He had completed 10
property developments in Britain.
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“I' love nature and I've always wanted to build and
own my own island paradise, away from it all’ he says.
“Having a private island is a status symbol; islands
are also a very limited resource and will definitely
appreciate in value with time!

At 50 hectares, Ariara is the largest of the four
islands the McCullochs acquired and can be accessed
by luxury tri-maran, speed boat and helicopter. On the
island, the couple built a private luxury resort comprising
eight airy villas and suites for up to 17 guests. Each
villa is like a self-contained home complete with its own
private terrace, garden and hammock.

Once you book the island, it's all yours for the
length of your stay — no guessing who the stranger is
at the next table at breakfast. This means rates, which
start from US$295 (S$372) per person per night for
a group of 17, go up if you bring fewer guests — but
to many, that is a small price to pay for feeling like

Robinson Crusoe on his own island paradise. With
no timetables, guests eat, sleep and unwind as they
choose, aided by a team of 30 staff who will take meal
requests, order dive boats, arrange a massage or fix a
bulb — whenever they are needed.

Sitting in the lodge of the resort during our interview,
Carrie says: ‘I find hotels sterile and soulless. | don't want
to sign for things, have fixed meals, limit my activities
based on other people’s agenda. We once stayed in a
lodge in the Zambian side of Victoria Falls and felt that
the owner really succeeded in creating the feeling of
home — everything was so relaxed and comfortable. We
wanted to bring this atmosphere to Ariara.”

“What we are providing is not the usual hotel or
holiday resort service; adds Charles, with cocktail in hand.
“We let our guests enjoy the privacy of being on a private
island; they can do things at their own pace — choose
what to eat, what to drink, how loud the music should be!’

Going Local

To create their paradise on earth, the McCullochs
spared no effort. From when the development plan was
first drawn up in 2005 to opening officially for business
last year, six years were poured into the project.

“Besides submitting applications to more than
20 different government organisations, the other big
problem was the quality of the local construction
material," Charles explains. “For example, the local
cement was of very poor quality and | had to buy a
cement mixer to make my own cement. | also had
to train a group of workers to make the furniture,
doorways, windows, etc. Almost everything was made
on the island; this was the only way we could maintain
quality standards!

Carrie, who took charge of the interior décor,
brought us to one of the villas for a show and tell. “We
tried as much as possible to use local materials and
craftsmen to build the resort,’ she says. “For instance,
all the curtains and upholstery were handmade by the
local women; the cupboards and furniture were also
designed by our carpenters after training”’

The McCullochs have made it work in a way that
enabled the local residents to learn a skill. Says Charles:
“The mayor hoped to create employment through
tourism; if our plan did not benefit the local community, it
would not have been able to continue. We are foreigners
here, so it's a good thing to be able to help them develop
and close the gap between them and us”

Asians are not familiar with the
concept of private islands yet, but as global
wealth moves to Asia and also with the rise of
China and India, | believe that more Asians will
appreciate the value of owning a private island.
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Carrie feels this would benefit the local economy
in the long-term. “We brought a new skill set and a
new future to the locals. Fishing is short-term; once the
fish runs out, you can't carry on; tourism can provide
long-term work. To be able to give back to the local
community makes me more comfortable, | feel like |
have done something for them, this is better than giving
the money directly to the local government!

While quality is key at Ariara, sustainability is
just as important. During construction, workers tried
to minimise the chopping down of trees; there is a
sewage treatment system in the resort which handles
the sewage and filters the resulting fluids before
releasing them into the ground; and all plastic waste is
transported to the mainland for disposal.

Charles has also put in an application with the
local authorities to gazette the 80 hectares of sea
around Ariara as a marine reserve, where fishing and
destruction of coral will be banned, so that “the reserve
can be turned into a breeding ground for little fishes”.

Despite all the time, effort, and money he has
poured into building up Ariara, Charles feels he could
part with it for the right price. Looking out across to
another island in the horizon, he says, laughing: “My
father once told me everything should always be
for sale. If someone offers the right price, it is good
because it is never wrong to take a profit

He estimates that Ariara is currently worth about
US$12 million and would not reveal how much was
paid for the island or its development.

As he nurtures the thought of channelling his
workers, skills and experience into developing the other
three islands in his portfolio, Charles feels optimistic
that private islands will catch on in Asia, starting with
visitorship, then ownership.

“Singapore, Hong Kong and China are all very near
to Ariara and | think that many people will be attracted
by our private island concept and come specially for
a visit| he says. “Asians are not very familiar with the
concept of private islands yet, but as global wealth all
move to Asia and also with the rise of China and India,
| believe that more Asians will appreciate the value of
owning a private island”
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A bedroom in a jungle villa.




