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the annual boat show 
cruises into Phuket 
in march. Fah Thai 
eXamines why these 
floating Pleasure 
Palaces are making 
waves across asia
Words Alasdair Forbes 

Photos Guillaume Mégevand

The waTers around PhukeT 
have earned the island a place 
among the world’s preeminent 
marine playgrounds, a list that 
includes the likes of French 
Polynesia, the Caribbean islands 
and a handful of other locales 
renowned for their natural 
beauty. Chris Gordon, founder 
and former managing director of 
Phuket-based international yacht 
charter giant Sunsail, agrees, but 
reckons the Thai island is in a 
class of its own. “It’s a wonderful 
boating playground,” he says. 
“There’s nowhere really like it. In 
all my years of traveling around 
the Caribbean, it doesn’t come 
anywhere close [to Phuket]. 
It’s a combination of things. 
Each of the Caribbean islands is 
minute compared with Phuket, 
so you have just the communities 
on the islands. Here you have 
the plethora of islands… the 
backdrops and the scenery and 
the beach bars. In cruising terms, 
it’s outstanding.”

Smooth 
Sailing
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March. What’s needed now, he 
says, is a superyacht refitting 
yard and a change in government 
policy that would allow for the 
needed construction of sea walls, 
a prerequisite for the building of 
additional deep-water marinas. 

The existence of these and other 
restrictions is seen to have held 
back Phuket’s full development as 
a sailing hub. For years, the rules 
of Thailand’s excise tax system 
demanded that no non-Thai boat 
remain longer than six months in 
the kingdom’s territorial waters. 
Vessels that overstayed were 
regarded as imported, and their 
owners were obliged to pay an 
excise tax amounting to more 
than 200% of the boat’s value. 
A number of owners abandoned 
their boats rather than pay the 
tax. That all changed at the start 
of 2004 when, in response to 
intense lobbying, the tax was 
dropped. Sunsail was the first to 
take advantage of the new rules, 
promptly bringing in 10 yachts 
to replace its ageing Phuket fleet. 
There was also a flowering of 
local high-end boatbuilding, 
thanks to the rescinding of a 
huge tax on imported high-tech 
components such as carbon fibre 

Bolstering Phuket’s claim 
to be the centre of the South-
East Asian yachting scene is its 
annual hosting of the Phuket 
International Boat Show, or 
Pimex, which marks its 10th 
anniversary this year. Running 
the show is Andy Dowden, a 
29-year island resident with a 
long history of involvement with 
local yachting events such as the 
King’s Cup Regatta and Phuket 
Raceweek. Dowden expects about 
50 boats to take part in this year’s 
show at the Royal Phuket Marina. 
Roughly 4,000 visitors attended 
last year’s edition, during which 
US$10 million worth of boats and 
equipment was sold, with more 
in subsequent months. Top billing 
this year will likely go to the 92ft 
(28m) Pershing 92, a sleek bullet 
of a boat that can hit 40 knots (75 
km/h) at full throttle. It’s available 
to anyone with a spare US$14 
million or so lying around.

Already booked for a berth is a 
Princess 85 (worth about US$6.5 
million) and, for those who prefer 
to cruise about under sail, a gulet. 
A traditional wooden two-master 
built in Turkey, the gulet comes 
with an asking price of about 
US$5 million. As always, this 
year’s Pimex will also showcase 
all the other accoutrements crucial 
to one’s enjoyment of the high life 
– supercars, luxury property and, 
of course, all manner of boating 
equipment: from spanners and 
mops to engines.

So what’s behind Phuket’s 
status as a yachting hub? “It’s 
the scenery, plus the marinas 
and the expertise available 
here,” Dowden says. In fact, just 
about the only thing standing 
in the way of further growth 
is a shortage of marina space. 
Dowden estimates that about 
1,000 yachts are moored in 
Phuket year-round, with another 
300 to 400 tying up here during 
high season from November to 

Almost 1,000 yachts 

are moored in Phuket 

year-round, with 

another 400 tying up 

during high season

THE HAVES AND 
HAVE YACHTS:  
the annual boat show 
serves up some serious 
floating eye candy for 
visitors to the Royal 
Phuket Marina
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Though Phuket has not yet 

reached the level of Monaco 

or Nice, it does attract its 

fair share of high rollers

CRUISE CONTROL: 
Phuket International 
Boat Show organiser 
Andy Dowden (top); 

Brian Murray, founder of 
Galileo Yachting, Phuket’s 

first training facility for 
superyacht crews (right) 

masts. However, Phuket suffered 
a severe setback at the end of 
that year when the Boxing Day 
Tsunami killed thousands and 
caused tens of millions of dollars 
worth of property damage here. 
Broken but unbowed, Phuket was 
rebuilt with remarkable speed and 
the boating scene has since soared 
to new heights. 

Though the island has not yet 
reached the level of Monaco or 
Nice, where dozens of megayachts 
can be seen moored cheek by 
jowl, it does attract its fair share 
of high rollers. In November last 
year, the island had a visit from 
Le Grand Bleu. Once the world’s 
largest private yacht (she has since 
dropped to 23rd place) this 104m 
beauty still cuts an impressive 
figure. It’s roughly the length of 
10 London buses parked end-to-
end. Le Grand Bleu is owned by 
Eugene Shvidler, who received 
her as a gift from fellow Russian 

billionaire and Chelsea Football 
Club owner Roman Abramovich 
(who now owns Eclipse, currently 
the world’s largest yacht at 
163.5m). Shvidler’s vessel boasts 
a crew of 65 to look after a 
maximum of 20 guests. 

Earlier in the year, the 
distinctively shaped (some might 
say bizarrely shaped) megayacht A 
cruised along the coast of Phuket, 
prompting excited comment 
wherever she was seen. The 
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brainchild of French über-designer 
Philippe Starck, A is the world’s 
17th-largest megayacht. Owner 
Andrey Melnichenko, another 
Russian tycoon, reportedly paid 
US$300 million for her. She has 
a disco, three pools (one glass-
bottomed), bomb-proof windows 
and, rumour has it, an escape pod 
for use in emergencies.

Phuket is a playground for 
dozens of superyachts – a slide 
down the scale from megayachts 
– making it the ideal host of 
the annual Asian Superyacht 
Rendezvous. The most recent of 
these gatherings, the twelfth, was 
held last December. The event 
attracted some stunning pieces of 
marine engineering, most notably 
the beautiful SY Twizzle and SY 
Silolona. The latter is a hand-
built wooden pinisi – a classic 
Indonesian design that excites 
romantic visions of the distant 
era when sea captain-turned-
novelist Joseph Conrad sailed 
these waters. In the words of 
the organisers, the rendezvous is 
“not a regatta in the competitive 
sense, but rather an opportunity 

for owners and crew to show off 
their fabulous vessels and enjoy a 
rare opportunity to sail alongside 
one another”. At the moment, 
Phuket falls short of rival Monte 
Carlo in that it has nowhere to 
moor a megayacht. There are 
four marinas on the island (five if 
you count government berths in 
Chalong Bay), but only two – the 
Yacht Haven and the newer Ao 
Por Grand Marina – offer the 
depth required by a superyacht 
(up to 70m). 

All four marinas are jammed 
and the island now has three 
regattas a year. The largest and 
oldest, the King’s Cup, attracts 80 
or more yachts from as far away 

Captains love visiting 

South-East Asia as it 

offers so much diversity 

and adventure

THE LOVE BOATS: 
Charlie Dwyer, skipper 
of the Yanneke Too 
sailing yacht (top); 
boat lovers pose for 
Fah Thai at the marina 
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as Australia, and footage of the 
event is broadcast worldwide. The 
island also boasts the region’s first 
training facility for superyacht 
crew, Galileo Yachting, which 
currently trains servers and 
deckhands and has plans to offer 
instruction for aspiring superyacht 
chefs and engineers. The school 
was launched last May by Brian 
Murray, an ex-British Royal 
Navy and superyacht skipper 
who has commanded yachts 
owned by the likes of the Getty 
family. He had operated a similar 
school in San Remo, Italy, that 
fell victim to soaring costs and 
crippling regulation. Costs in 

Thailand were, Murray found, 
a lot lower than those in the 
Mediterranean, and regulations 
far less burdensome. Given that 
Phuket attracts its fair share of big 
yachts, it was the obvious place to 
pick up where he’d left off.

Captain Charlie Dwyer, skipper 
of the sailing yacht Yanneke Too, 
and one of the organisers of the 
Asian Superyacht Rendezvous, 
says: “Owners, captains and crew 
love visiting Phuket as South-East 
Asia offers so much diversity and 
adventure. Phuket is stepping up 
to be the Monaco of the East.” 
The “new Monaco” tag may 
take a few more years to stick, 
but with business booming, the 
Phuket yachting scene already has 
plenty of wind in its sails.  

The Phuket International Boat 
Show runs from 21-24 March. 
For both floor and water plans 
of the exhibitions, please visit 
phuketboatshow.com

ALL HANDS ON 
DECK: the Phuket 

International Boat 
Show aims to attract 
more than 50 yachts 

to the Royal Phuket 
Marina this year


