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White shoes, white elephants: they paved paradise to put in an '80s resort 

Lisa Pryor
March 8, 2008

The 1980s mega resort limps on. This is what I discovered when, inspired by an internet bargain, I spent a couple of days at a cut-price high-rise folly in Bali.

In the lagoon-style pool, crisscrossed by bridges and fed by spewing stone turtles, guests delighted in scheduled aqua-aerobic fun.

When they tired of the pleasures of the pool or the thin beach, eroding despite being shored up with sandbags, they could watch the coconut tree-climbing displays and fruit-carving demonstrations that were offered at regular intervals.

When my husband and I ventured to the Jungle Pub before dinner to use our complimentary drink voucher, pot plants were our only company. Later in the Japanese restaurant upstairs, where prices were considerably higher than you would pay in Sydney and staff outnumbered the guests, we ate in near silence.

To be fair, not everyone left this resort with an eerie and slightly depressed feeling. Pinned on a noticeboard at reception, next to a notice about a cultural performance and a poster warning against the evils of child sex tourism, was a long and poignant letter of commendation from the leader of a Polish tour group. Thank you for introducing us to this paradise life, the letter read.

What ever happened to this paradise life? What becomes of the luxurious white elephants with acres of granite and brass, costing a fortune to build all those years ago, at such cost to the local environment, now that fashion has moved on?

Once the mega resort was the latest word in luxury, from the Mirage to Club Med, from Coolum to Hamilton Island. Chlorinated lagoons were a must, transport by golf buggy was a bonus. Conducting an entire holiday within the confines of a hotel complex was not only possible but desirable. Back then I dreamt of being able to stay at Club Med, windsurfing, watching stage shows and reclining on a deckchair in my high-cut Ken Done swimsuit, sarong and sunnies.

Now all that seems so naff. Fashion has moved on. Now the coolest holidays seem to involve little hotels, discreet and low-rise, in sympathy with the natural surroundings, with the obligatory day spa and wireless internet. It seems the only choice the mega resorts have if they want to keep up is to slash prices or pour millions into renovations.

Consider the plight of the Sheraton Mirage in Port Douglas, which is now for sale. The Australian Financial Review reports that the owners tried to sell the resort last year for about $80 million without land but the offers which came in were much lower.

Apparently the design genius of Christopher and Pixie Skase is out of style and it will take tens of millions of dollars to bring it up to contemporary standards. For resort owners without that kind of money to spend, the illusion of modernity can be created with a change of name. Across the world, resorts are tacking onto their titles words like "spa", "villas" and "retreat". Even Nautilus at Coffs Harbour, a perfectly positioned but ageing resort, is now known as Nautilus Beachfront Villas and Spa Resort.

But are holiday makers really convinced by small changes? Does painting peach walls cappuccino really make the difference? And what on earth can you do to make pink marble look less offensive?

Bloomberg reported last September that Club Med was able to charge more and boost its share price after upgrading its resorts at a cost of €1 billion ($1.6 billion).

Clearly there is still a market for the big resort experience, even if that market is not me, but seeing, during that Bali holiday, what a state-of-the-art development feels like 20 years on, it has given me sympathy for locals who fight against overdevelopment at beach destinations such as Byron Bay or Catherine Hill Bay, who I might have otherwise have dismissed as nimbys.

It makes me feel sad for a place like Kingscliff, which has been saddled with the state-of-the-art Salt development, south of Tweed Heads, all stark white and modern, like Zetland by the sea.

My conclusion is that the best thing you can do to ensure a holiday destination does not end up a white elephant is to keep as much of the natural environment as possible. This is the true paradise life. Nature is one of the few things that never goes out of fashion.
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