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Billionaires, Luxury Hotels Discover
Japan’s Aspen

Luxury lodgings, chalets and high-end shops sprout, catering to
Skiers drawn by developing resort, powder snow, warm sake
and more

By Kosaku Narioka
Feb. 5, 2019 6:00 a.m. ET

NISEKO, Japan—This town in the snowy northern island of Hokkaido is emerging as
Asia’s answer to Aspen and St. Moritz, drawing billionaires to its slopes and, soon,
global hotel brands like Park Hyatt, Ritz-Carlton and Aman.

Resorts in and around Niseko are luring winter-sports lovers from Asia and North
America who enjoy the powdery snow of northern Japan by day and the warm sake
at night. The inexpensive inns with futons and shared bathrooms have given way to
$400 hotel rooms and condominiums priced as high as $10 million.

Etsuko Sato, 48, who likes snowboarding, said that when she went to Aspen, Colo.,
at the end of last year, “everyone wanted to talk about Niseko the moment people
realized I'm Japanese.”

Unlike most property developments in Japan, foreign real-estate investors have
played a dominant role, first Australians and more recently Asian tycoons. “Niseko
will end up at the top of the global destinations,” said Eyal Agmoni, the Singapore-
based head of a private-equity firm active in Niseko. “There is still huge room for
growth.” Late last year his firm broke ground for an Aman luxury hotel and chalets on
the slopes, part of a development set to cost hundreds of millions of dollars with
three additional hotels, shopping and restaurants.

If there is a risk at Niseko, it may be that it is growing too fast. Some Australian
skiers who enjoyed Niseko in its less-crowded days are irked by the influx of
nouveau-riche skiers. They have left for less-expensive resorts further south, on
Japan’s main island. Others lament the demise of old-style Japanese inns and
restaurants.



Visitors to Niseko, Japan, walk in a street modeled after the ancient capital of Kyoto on
Jan.
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Shirley Wong, 50, and her husband Andrew, 73, have been coming to Niseko from
their home in England every year for the past 10 years. These days, they said, the
lines at restaurants are long, and they have encountered drunken visitors on the
street at night who shouted in front of them.

“We might not be coming back again,” Mr. Wong said.

Still, rapid growth and high prices are a nice problem to have for developers who got
in the game early.

One of them is Malaysian tycoon Francis Yeoh, whose family-owned conglomerate,
YTLCorp. Bhd, has run a Niseko-area resort since 2010.

To entertain guests in a Japanese setting, Mr. Yeoh’s company opened in 2014 a
street with high-end shopping and restaurants modeled after the wooden houses that
line the commercial areas of the ancient capital of Kyoto. Next up for the Malaysian
group is a Ritz-Carlton Reserve development opening in 2020 and a W Hotel in
2021.



Construction is under way on a Park Hyatt set to open in December 2019, a
development led by Hong Kong tycoon Richard Li’s Pacific Century Premium
Developments Ltd. It includes residences priced between about $900,000 and $10
million, mostly equipped with their own hot-spring baths.

Mr. Li’'s company is likely spending about $500 million on the Park Hyatt
development, according to people in the local real-estate business. Colin Hackworth,
head of its local unit, said more hotels and condominiums are in the works.

Uphill Ascent

Niseko’s prices aren’t quite at the level of top global resorts but more
luxury developments are in the works.

Sources: Expedia (hotel rates); Savills Research (residential prices); resort
operating companies (heights and lifts)

Some of the customers for these developments led by Asia’s billionaire families are
themselves billionaires.

Chalerm Yoovidhya is one of the richest Thais as the head of the family that
inherited a majority stake in the Red Bull energy-drink business founded by his
father. He owns a house designed by Japanese architect Kengo Kuma, who also
designed the stadium for the 2020 Summer Olympics in Tokyo, according to local
real estate specialists. It is known locally as the Red Bull House.

A Hong Kong developer is also planning a main street with 80 shops and more than
250 apartments and hotel residences just a few minutes’ walk from his house.

Jonathan Martin, an Australian who is chairman of Niseko Alpine Developments Co.,
said it acquired raw land in the area for less than $26 per square foot in 2007.
Today, he says, it would trade for more than 15 times that amount.

Belatedly, even some Japanese companies are beginning to notice the wealth being
created in their backyards. Kamori Kanko Co. is based in Sapporo, the nearest big
city, which played host to the 1972 Winter Olympics. Kamori is undertaking a
development near Niseko that Mr. Martin, whose firm is a partner, said would cost
about $1 billion. Kamori said the development would include a 148-unit hotel.

Source : https://www.wsj.com/articles/billionaires-luxury-hotels-flock-to-japans-
answer-to-the-swiss-alps-11549364403
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