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Y
ou know you’re going somewhere special when 

weary travellers’ faces are transfixed by the 

sweeping vistas visible through an aircraft window 

as it comes in to land. It is a feeling which anyone 

who has flown into Nice airport will know well.

On a clear day, sunlight sparkles on the portholes of 
the superyachts bobbing on the azure Mediterranean.  
The coastline can clearly be 
seen curving from France 
round to Italy, and between the 
two countries you can see the 
tiny principality of Monaco, 
famed for its spotless streets, 
historic hotels and high octane 
Grand Prix.

With no airport in Monaco 
itself, the quickest way there is 
by helicopter from Nice. The 10-
minute flight offers a stunning 
spectacle which beats any seen 
from the confines of a cabin 
window. Swooping through the 
haze and over the cypress trees 
lining the hilltops is an exhilarating 
experience, but it is on landing in 
Monaco that the VIP-treatment 
really begins.

At 195 hectares, Monaco is 
small enough to fit inside New 
York’s Central Park. It has the air 
of a palatial theme park, replete 
with its own castle, a palace 
belonging to the ruling Grimaldi family, perched high on a 
mountain above the principality. All it takes is a few hours to 
discover that the legends about Monaco really are true.

Monaco has a radiant glow and everything seems to 
sparkle. Ballustrades and cascading fountains abound and 
even the streets shimmer. The cleanliness of the public areas 
is unmatched by any country in the world and, testimony to 

this, after being there for over a week I spotted only one piece 
of litter on the streets. It wasn’t there for long as littering is 
a strict no-no in Monaco – along with walking around bare-
chested, without shoes or sandles or letting your dogs out 
without a leash. Prominent panels remind visitors of these and 
other state rules. With more than 300 CCTV cameras in use 
in Monaco, it is no surprise that they are followed.

Monaco’s public places are kept 
in a similar condition to palaces in 
other countries. Classical music 
is piped through to the streets 
from carefully-concealed speakers 
and automatic sprinklers water 
the roadside palms which are 
wrapped in garlands of dazzling 
fairy lights.

The public gardens are even 
themed. They range from a 
collection of exotic plants to 
one with topiary dragons and a 
Japanese-styled enclave complete 
with pagodas. There is even a 
public sculpture trail.

Excess is the norm in Monaco. 
Its centrepiece shopping centre 
has chandeliers hanging from 
the ceiling and the state’s 
underground walkways have 
marble floors and mirror-lined 
walls. But it’s the spectacles 
staged on the streets that give 

Monaco its most majestic allure.
Summer sees a free fireworks competition hosted in the 

main harbour and an open air cinema showing Hollywood 
blockbusters. The annual Grand Prix which snakes through 
Monaco’s streets can even be watched for free from restaurants 
such as the sports-themed Stars and Bars – a hang-out favoured 
by most of the F1 drivers. However, for the ultimate views, 
there is only one place to check into.
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Monaco’s mix of architectural styles spans 19th Century Belle Époque, 
Art Deco and modern high rises. But the one consistent factor is the 
building density as every inch seems to be crammed with condominiums, 
banks and boutiques. Lack of land is so acute that Monaco’s railway 
station even had to be relocated underground to permit construction of 
150,000sqm of buildings above.

The state has just 6,000 native citizens but is most renowned for the 
thousands of other residents who take advantage of its favourable tax 
regime. Monaco residents are exempted from all taxes on income and 
personal wealth. As a result it is home to most of the racing drivers and 
tennis players you have ever heard of as well as Sir Roger Moore, Shirley 
Bassey and a lot of Russians who prefer not to give their names.

Its GDP stands at around $12.4 billion and business industry tax (of 
33.33%) is the only direct tax levied by the Monegasque Government. 
Along with property revenues, this brings in 60% of the state’s revenue. 
Banking provides around 13% of GDP, gambling revenues represent 
2% and although the Grand Prix attracts international guests like 
steel billionaire Lakshmi Mittal, it only brings in around $100 million. 
Tourism is the source of over 25% of Monaco’s turnover and this 
business is dominated by the state’s biggest company – the Société des 
Bains de Mer (SBM).

Founded more than 150 years ago, SBM is 69% owned by the state 
with the remainder quoted on the Paris bourse and 5.4% in the hands of 
the Johnson family, best known for its Fidelity investment funds. SBM 
has a monopoly concession to run Monaco’s four historic casinos until 
2027 and also owns an 18-hole golf course, opera house, tennis club, 
five luxury hotels, including the lavishly opulent Hôtel de Paris and 
Hermitage, 23 restaurants (with seven Michelin stars between them) 
and several nightclubs. SBM is the powerhouse behind Monaco’s tourist 
industry and it is a one-stop shop if you want to host a party.

With 619 rooms, the Fairmont Monte Carlo is the largest hotel in 
Monaco, and it overlooks the Grand Prix’s most exciting hairpin corner. 
Getting in doesn’t come cheap since the minimum stay during the Grand 
Prix period is five nights and a standard room for two without a track 
view comes to more than $8,000, though you do get breakfast. A room 
overlooking the track costs more than $13,000, while one-bedroom 
suites with track views go for more than $20,000.

And the rooms go quickly. The top hotels are fully-booked four 
months before the event since the state has a total of just 2,649 hotel 
rooms. This puts a year-round squeeze on occupancy and rates because 
it is not just tourists who are attracted to Monaco’s majesty – few venues 
come better-suited to mixing business and pleasure.

Antonio Ducceschi, Director of Sales and Marketing for Monaco’s 
Méridien Beach Plaza hotel explains that: “The benefit of Monaco is 
safety. In the current business environment safety is a major point.” 
This isn’t hard to miss. Unlocked Ferraris line the streets with keys 
dangling in the ignition and flower shops leave pristinely-presented 
arrangements in street-front displays at night.

Ducceschi adds that in stark contrast to larger cities, everything in 
Monaco is within walking distance. Not only is it compact but it is also 
equipped with an extensive series of lifts and escalators since the state 
is built on a hillside.

Contrary to popular belief, Monte Carlo is not a city within the state 
but simply one of four districts that comprise it. Monte Carlo is the most 
famous since it covers Monaco’s sandy beaches and the world-famous casino 
square. The other three are La Condamine, the area covering Monaco’s 
main harbour, Fontvielle, where a new smaller harbour is located and 
Monaco-Ville with its palace, 19th Century neo-Romanesque cathedral and 
world-renowned Musée Océanographique de Monaco – well worth a visit 
to admire the thousands of sea creatures cavorting in their tanks.

5 4 E x c E l l E n c y  Q u a r t E r l y



T r a v e l

“You need a venue, we offer you a country,” says Axel Hoppenot, 
SBM’s senior vice-president of sales and marketing. He explains that 
because SBM owns many of Monaco’s historic monuments, it can, for 
example, arrange for a client’s banner to be hung from them. “We can 
extend the brand awareness of the event throughout the principality,” he 
says. “Basically we can organise Monte Carlo like a set for a movie.”

Real media moguls aren’t hard to find in Monaco. The place to see 
them is Alain Ducasse’s three Michelin-starred Louis XV restaurant in 
the Hôtel de Paris – a wedding cake-style confection sitting on casino 
square. Built in the 1860s, the de Paris is Monaco’s most opulent hotel. 
The Louis XV is its flagship restaurant and it lives up to its name.

Very Versailles is the best way to describe the Louis XV. Its white 
walls are punctuated with gilded pilasters, cartouches and cornices 
and, above the crystal chandeliers, the soaring ceiling is adorned with 
a fresco featuring gambolling cherubs. It seats a maximum of 50 diners 
who are even treated to gilded cutlery and crockery and footstools for 
ladies’ handbags next to the tables.

It’s not only the décor which can take diners’ breath away. The price 
typically comes to around $400 per head but it can go far higher. The 
de Paris’ other restaurant, Le Grill, is an outstanding alternative. When 
the weather is good you can eat dinner under the stars as the staff roll 
back the roof to let in the sea breezes.

Keeping up the theme park parallels, SBM guests are even given a 
card allowing them to charge restaurant bills to their rooms meaning 
that they can forget about carrying cash.

A less formal atmosphere than the de Paris can be found at the Beach 
Plaza which is perhaps the best example of how Monaco has adapted 
to change. The hotel started life as a Holiday Inn – built in a typically 
block-like style.

It benefits from being the only hotel in Monaco to have its own 
private beach and after Meridien took it over, the company wanted to 
expand. An initial plan was to add extra floors but this plan was rejected 
as it would have blocked the sea views of residents in the high-rise flats 
perched on the hills behind it. Its masterful General Manager Xavier 
Rugeroni came up with an ingenious alternative which saw two glass 

towers erected on the sides of the hotel. The 12-storey towers have three 
bedrooms on each level as well as a three-bedroom penthouse suite with 
180-degree sea views and its own lift on the top of each column.

Monaco itself has had to resort to equally innovative expansion efforts 
due to space constraints. Around 30% of the state sits on space which 
used to belong to the azure waters of the Mediterranean and in October 
2005 its grandest reclamation plan, the Monte Carlo Bay Hotel, opened 
its doors. It has already made a big splash.

The 334-room hotel is an Art Deco edifice dripping with glitzy 
touches. It has Europe’s first sand-bottomed swimming lagoon, a 
fountain choreographed to classical music which dances in front of the 
hotel and room balconies big enough for sofa to be set into the side of 
them. Its indoor pool even has star shaped lights in the ceiling to add 
to the atmosphere at night.

Next to the Bay sits the Grimaldi Forum – an exhibition centre with 
a difference. Also built on reclaimed land, it has the look of a recently 
landed spaceship and is equally innovative in design. Seawater flows 
under the structure and is pumped out at 500 cubic metres an hour 
creating energy to heat and cool the building.

The state is celebrating its Hollywood heritage with the most detailed 
exhibition ever staged about the late Prince Rainier’s wife, Grace Kelly. 
The screen starlet’s fairytale wedding dress is on display along with 
intimate family photographs, film footage, dresses and jewels from her 
life on set as well as in the palace.

Monaco’s next wave of reclamation may be an attraction in itself. In 
2002 a treaty with France defined Monaco’s seaward extent and opened 
the door to a floating Manhattan-style island being built off its shoreline 
and connected to the mainland by a causeway of reclaimed land.

José Badia, Monaco’s former government Counsellor for Civil 
Engineering and Social Affairs says that “the expansion of Monaco’s 
territory is part of future projects,” and admits that feasibility studies 
are currently underway looking into the construction of peninsulas, off 
shore islands and lagoons. Even the confines of the Mediterranean can’t 
stop Monaco’s ambitious plans and they are sure to leave passengers 
landing at Nice with even more stunned looks on their faces.
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