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An artist’s rendering of The Malkai.
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The Chedi in Muscat, Oman.
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The lobby area of the Chedi.

The Malkai is a luxury resort set to grace the real estate market in Oman. With an investment of US$200-250m the development looks set to lure investors from across the globe. Kim Latham visits the sultanate to find out more.

The CEO of Al Maeen Real Estate, Mr Pankaj Khimji, welcomed us at Muscat airport. Friendly and quietly-spoken, no-one could have guessed this was the developer and promoter of luxury country club, The Malkai.

"The Malkai is a unique country club in the Arab world. You don't get country clubs in the Arab world. You get country clubs in Europe. Oman is unique because it has a little bit of agriculture," says Khimji.

The development is slated to begin in January and is scheduled to open at the end of 2010. It will feature a boutique hotel offering 41 luxury suites, 92-bedroom suites, 101 four-bedroom villas, and a country club.

"I wanted to position it in the agricultural zones. It's an area where I've grown up. We have farms, we have horses, it's close to the sea so the location inspired me," he says.

Construction on The Malkai, a combination of the names of Khimji's wife and two daughters, is located in Barka, a stone's throw away from the Al Hajar Mountains and just three km from the beach.

Properties will be sold on a freehold basis and there are no restrictions on foreign ownership. Buyers including extended family will be given visas. Another selling point of course is the 1,700km stretch of coastline, unspoilt coral, rugged mountain ranges, rich history and culture, sunshine and golf.

Al Maeen Real Estate Services, the developers of this 85,000 sq m resort that boasts 650 sq ft of livable space, has enlisted South African golfer Gary Player, said to be one of the greatest players in the history of the game, to design his first nine-hole golf course at The Malkai.

Player flew straight from the US Open for the launch.

It is three years since Khimji and Player met. They discussed the idea of a resort in Oman in a bar in Cyprus where Player received a Lifetime Achievement Award. Khimji is said to have been ‘taken aback by Player's humility.'

At the launch, the two signed a golf design contract which would have been completed earlier if only for the pair's busy schedules.

"Mr Gary Player was inaugurated today, he has done a wonderful job in terms of mind, faith and money in this proposition in Oman," says Khimji.

"I have never been on a golf course but I promise Gary that when the Malkai is finished I'll tee off with him," he jokes.
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The Chedi is one of oman‘s most luxurious hotels.
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On the site of the Malkai Country Club with Gary Player and Maeen CEO Pankaj Khimji.
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An artist’s rendering of The Malkai, Oman.

Internationally acclaimed designers AW2 from Paris will create the masterplan and lead design while Jaya and Associates will create the interior design which aims to be deeply rooted in Arabic culture - Omani architecture mixed with contemporary features.

"I chose Jaya because he's a very good designer from Paris and because he's worked on a very beautiful hotel in Vietnam. I liked his relaxed style and he came well recommended by my managing partners," Khimji says.

Asked why the decision was made to choose a designer from abroad as opposed to a local one Khimji insisted that the team wanted a very different style and they were reluctant to change an already talented group of staff.

The design team are said to have planned all the creative details from the Masterplan to architecture, interior design to restaurants and even furniture colours. Finding the balance of analysing how to maintain Arabic character and a sense of belonging with contemporary, modern design seems to have been a challenging task.

The question has also been raised as to why buyers will want their homes fully-decorated and that this could take away the initial purpose of a ‘unique' and ‘individual' property.

"The most important thing is quality. If you look at the high standard of living surrounding this golf course, it's unique. Rarely has real estate been sold in this form - ready to walk in and live. I believe this is the only way to sell luxury and we're selling a collector's item," says Player.

Player, who is also in the process of building a golf course on his farm in South Africa, is keen to sell the world of golf and the benefits that go with it.

"Golf is a great way to get people to travel and tourism is a very important thing in this part of the world. Housing goes along with golf. Business and camaraderie go along with golf.

It would be my dream for Oman to produce a new Tiger Woods. Sometimes champions come out of nowhere," says Player.

The properties promise to be fully-landscaped and fully-furnished with a 15m x 15m swimming pool in grounds of 216 acres that the owner insists will see just 10% of land being built up.

The developer will launch just 10-15 properties to start, with the aim of judging the mood and demand. He also insists they won't sell too many properties before construction begins.

Approximate pricing is US$1.3m for a two-bedroom suite and US$4.4m for a villa. General Hotel Management Ltd (GHM), a Singapore-based company, has been brought in as the retained management company.

Khimji says the style of GHM inspired the more casual, laid-back understated elegance that reflects Oman and his decision to bring them in was based on past experience and a good relationship.
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Panjat Khimji and Gary Player sign a deal.
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The Chedi Hotel boasts breathtaking designs.

We have already seen interest from customers in South Africa, the Gulf, Europe and the UK but we will sell in phases over the next 12 months. As each nine villas are sold we will increase the price of the next.

This is a turnkey purchase and we are selling a high-quality lifestyle," says Alex Upton, Partner of International Sales at Cluttons, International Chartered Surveyors and Property Consultants which will manage the sales for The Malkai.

If The Chedi, (a luxury boutique hotel resort 30 km south of Muscat) where Pankaj Khimji is a shareholder is anything to go by, The Malkai, once finished will not disappoint.

With 151 rooms and suites and views of the Indian Ocean this resort along with The Spa (which boasts Balinese therapies) has already helped put Oman on the tourist and property investment map.

The hotel was developed with the help of international consultants Denniston, Cowi & Partner, Hanscomb, Trowers & Hamlins and Ernst & Young of Oman.

Asked if Oman is big enough for two luxury boutique resorts Khimji says: "The style of The Chedi and The Malkai is completely different. The Malkai is not on the beach and is more of a country retreat with golf. The Malkai is real estate and The Chedi is only hotel.

Project management team Hanscomb along with Cluttons are said to have been eagerly awaiting the project to arrive on the market. They say the concept is in great demand particularly to Northern Europeans who are keen on a lifestyle of properties overseas, sunshine and a high quality life.

Khimji's vision for The Malkai incorporates ‘a new sense of living' and he is eager to create the same amount of stir across the world as The Chedi once did on its opening.

"If it only does a bit of what The Chedi has done for Oman I'll be a very happy man," he says. "The Malkai will set a new benchmark in terms of luxury living not just for Oman but for the region and it will compete with the best of the best in the world.

Oman now has one of the fastest growing economies in the Gulf region thanks to a focused government that is busy ploughing cash into non-oil sectors such as property (and in particular offplan properties which saw the secondary market rise by over 35-45% last year,) and tourism. This year's GDP is expected to grow by 6.8%.

As Gary Player asked, "What attracts people to spend money? It's better to have 10,000 people spend money on luxury than 100,000 backpackers who spend nothing."

So does Oman ever plan to be the next Dubai? "Never. Dubai has a unique position and so does Oman. Each one complements the other and there is no comparison," says Khimji.

