


WHAT
THE HELL
HAPPENED TO
MONACO?

The legendary casinos and streets
are no longer filled with the rich or
the beautiful these days. Can the
little kingdom by the sea reluxuriate?
By Sarah Rose

Photographs by lLuca locatelli
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View from the Casino de Monte-Carlo, where the Bentleys, Maseratis,
and Ferraris are parked, and tourists gather to gawk.




N A THURSDAY
evening in Monaco, there are many more luxury
cars than gamblers in Monte Carlo’s Casino
Square. Its flagship, the Casino de Monte-Carlo,
is empty but for a small handful of middle-aged
men betting against the house. If the resident
croupiers and barmen are added to the count, the
population inside is still outnumbered by the
Bentleys and Ferraris outside. In the Salle Blanche,
the caryatids that have smiled down at fortunes
won and lost for more than 100 years now stare at
fallow tables; in the Salons Super Privés, the brass
is polished to a sheen, the chandeliers wink like
diamonds. “It’s kind of a museum,” says Hélene
Bustos, a representative for the casino’s owner,
shaking her head, in the deserted Salle Médecin.
“Nobody comes anymore.” Monte Carlo is not
attracting tOIMOTOw’s jet-setters.

Monaco, if it is to survive, must maintain its
reputation for elegance. About two-thirds the size
of New York’s Central Park, the tiny country,
synonymous with high-stakes gambling, global
sophisticates, and residents who definitely don't
want to pay taxes, exists almost entirely as a des-
tination for foreigners. The casino was built by
the Grimaldis—the noble family that has con-
trolled Monaco for more than 700 years—and
it opened in 1863 as an economic boon for a
principality with no farmland, wedged between
the Alps and the Mediterranean Sea, near the
French-Italian border. Gambling losses built a
nation. Without infusions of cash from the mon-
eyed elite, who will keep Monaco afloat?

Monte Carlo itself is not empty. Cruise ships on
circle-the-Mediterranean itineraries off-load pas-
sengers by the thousands every day. Selfie sticks in
hand, tourists photograph themselves alongside
the swanky autos, in front of the high-gloss, high-
end stores, and next to the megayachts. The reality
is that Monaco has become a middle-class tourist
destination. Call Monte Carlo a glamour safari. Or
call it a Potemkin parking lot.

Monaco can ride the middlebrow wave all the
way down-market, or it can choose to lead the
world to the next big luxury idea. To do that, it
must capture the imagination of ultra-elite trav-
elers. And that’s become the focus of the Société

des Bains de Mer (SBM), owner and operator of
the casino. Last summer, Prince Albert agreed to
sell 10 percent of the family business to LVMH
Moét Hennessy Louis Vuitton and Galaxy Enter-
tainment Group, the Hong Kong gaming com-
pany, at 5 percent cach. If Monaco can’t figure
out how to draw new consumers on its own, it
has solicited suitors who might have better ideas.
LVMH makes it a global business to understand
what tomorrow’s luxury consumer wants, and the
stated goal of the partnership with Galaxy is to
“give a new breath” to the casino, says Guillaume
Rose, Monaco’s director of tourism.

rom its legendary foundation, Monaco has

___ been a home for those skirting the mar-

gins. In 1297 the rogue sailor Francesco

Grimaldi supported church-loving Guelphs

in a war against crown-committed Ghibellines;

wearing the robes of a Franciscan monk, Grimaldi

got through the fortress gates, threw off his cos-

tume to unveil his sword, and called for his troops,

whereupon he and his men captured the castle.
Grimaldis have ruled Monaco ever since.

Auto racing was introduced after France
threatened Monaco’s gaming hegemony at the
turn of the 20th century by legalizing casinos in
spas and resorts; this gave birth to the Grand Prix,
the premier Formula 1 race. Monaco’s fashion-
able reputation peaked midcentury after Hitch-
cock chose the country for the setting of 7o Catch
a Thief starring Cary Grant and Grace Kelly, who
went on to become a gleaming Grimaldi princess.
“Those were glory days,” says Bustos. “You had
everyone, all the celebrities.”

In the years since, global travel has changed al-
most entirely: Airlines were deregulated; capital
flows freely to a variety of tax havens; formerly
closed markets grew into opportunities for plun-
der; and once-tiny GDPs of nations such as
China became juggernauts. Monaco’s nearly
37,800 residents hail from 125 countries, coming
primarily for the advantages provided by a nation
with no capital gains or wealth tax and precious
lictle financial oversight; it remains a great place
to shield assets.

If the overall number of tourists to Monaco
has gone up (by 28 percent from 2014 to 2015,
with 7 million annual travelers), they spend de-
cidedly less than the Maserati crowd. And they
most definitely are not gambling. “Before, the
rooms were full of people at tables. Now you have
people just watching,” says Bustos about the ca-
sino. When tumbleweeds blow through the star
attraction, something must be done.  conTinuen»
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A mother and daughter, full-




Monte Carlo is in the midst of a near-total
makeover. Next to the casino is the Horel de Paris,
the Belle Epoque wedding cake where Winston
Churchill drank out his postwar winters. Today
itis mostly a hole in the ground, under gut reno-
vation, reopening in 2018. Travelers who simply
must be seen in the celebrated Jobby can still
bunk in one of the 50 or so rooms that are open
during construction.

o other place on earth could consider

such a top-to-bottom overhaul. Very

little in Monte Carlo is going un-

touched: The Thermes Marins spa
reopened in 2014 after a complete facelift; the
Paris’s Michelin three-star Le Louis XV—Alain
Ducasse was reimagined down to the coffee cups
and cutlery last year; the Yacht Club de Monaco
debuted a Norman Foster—designed glass club-
house in the shape of a yacht.

“Tagree with the strategy to go higher up the
quality chain,” says Alexander Vik, the Norwe-
gian billionaire, Monaco resident, and owner of
South American luxury hotels. “Monte Carlo is
so small, you have to go really high-end. You
shouldn’t be trying to compete with Las Vegas or
Macau or places like that.”

To ask how Monaco can climb the interna-
tional food chain is to get a laundry list of possi-
bilities, but pandering to the Chinese tops the list.
There are only a hundred gamblers in the world
who can drop $2 million or more on a single
hand; such deep-pocketed players float the casino,
but Monaco hasn’t been able to get them to the
table since the financial apocalypse of 2008. “The
casino is in deficit,” Bustos says. Italians were the
country’s main gamblers, but now currency con-
trols make it difficult to move cash. The Russians
come, the Arabs and Americans, too, but today’s
gaming whales are Chinese, and they aren play-
ing in the waters of Monte Carlo.

To attract Chinese gamblers, the casino has
drastically altered the rules to suit their tastes.
Where it was once considered gauche to eat and
gamble, food will now be a fixture, as it is in Ve-
gas. “Chinese love eating and drinking during
their gambles,” says Bustos. A new restaurant is
planned, and while SBM won'’t confirm, it will
likely be Asian.

Chinese gamblers can be superstitious. Those
on a losing streak are now allowed to ask for a “free
hand” to rid the table of bad juju. Many Chinese
players are also fidgety in a way previously un-
known to Monegasques; they bend the cards, fan
themselves, dog-ear edges, and, when a deal is
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acutely awtul, rip the entire hand to shreds, which
would get even 007 evicted. Monaco's croupiers
have been instructed to simply unveil a fresh deck.

Hitching Monte Carlo’s future to the Chinese
could not happen at a more inauspicious time,
however. Last year, turbulence in the Chinese
markets roiled the gaming industry, and casino
revenues sank to five-year lows in Macau. Al-
though 2016 looks slightly more hopeful, many
Chinese gamble only when they are feeling rich.
And so Monaco waits. Despite new rules and new
rugs, Monte Carlo is suffering from the paradox
of global luxury. Tourism is more popular than
ever, and midlevel travelers are happy to buy into
an image of glamour; they don’ require the real
thing. Meanwhile a certain sameness has crept
into the high end of the market: Most chic hotels
have a Chanel boutique in the lobby.

o what can set Monaco apart? Above the

shops, overlooking the Boulingrins Gar-

dens, Monaco’s tourism bureau is officially

serene and businesslike about Monte Car-
lo’s competitive advantages. “The main asset is
absolute security,” says Rose. In the park below
his window, a woman brandishes a Piaget shop-
ping bag the size of a carry-on. She walks alone in
the balmy sea air, proving Rose’s point that an af-
ternoon of six- or seven-figure shopping can be
had here without bodyguards. And Monaco has
the world’s highest ratio of policemen to resi-
dents, which, in light of the recent terror atracks
in seemingly “safe” cities, could be a draw.

The extreme makeover may also help. Rose says
that upgrades to the Hbtel de Paris became a pri-
ority the same moment the world economy bot-
tomed out. SBM had cash on hand and the
prince doubled down on the Paris so it would be
ready when travel ricocheted back. Once upon a
time, the Paris was the first hotel with en suite
bathrooms and the first with a Michelin three-
star restaurant, so she is sure to rack up new firsts
in her next iteration. Yet representatives won't say
if anything besides the rooms will be lavish and
kitted with tomorrow’s technology. Some grand
plans have the mark of desperation: Hopping on
the private-island trend, the prince has proposed
building one of his very own, just as Dubai did.

As twilight falls in Casino Square, it is impos-
sible to get a table at the Café de Paris. Couples
and families with small children wait patiently for
a chance to sit outside, next to the parking lot of
luxury cars with no discernible owners. Everyone
angles for a good seat for people-watching, but
really they are just looking at themselves. +




The glamour may be disappearing, but toyrism Increased 28 percent In 2015,




