DEVELOPAENT

Membership financing of golf
course projects lessening in Japan

BY PETER BLAIS

Golf balls were supposed to be
flying by late summer at Hokota
Lakeside golf course near Tokyo.
But as of mid-August, birds were
the only things soaring over the
largely undisturbed ground at the
Amold Palmer-designed golfcourse
site.

Hokota Lakeside is a victim of an
Ibaraki prefecture law passed last
fall forbidding the sale of member-
ships before a golf course is built,
according to Palmer design associ-
ate Harrison Minchew.

“Idon’tknowwherethedevelopers
are going to get the money now,”
Minchewsaid.“Theyareatleastal 1/
2 years behind schedule.”

Similar regulations will likely be
adopted in other prefectures and
could affect development in this is-
land nation, architects believe.

Pre-selling memberships is a
common way of financing construc-
tion in Japan. Hokota Lakeside de-
velopers had planned to sell 1,950
memberships for a total of $150
million to finance their 27-hole lay-
out. That was before Ibaraki legis-
lators passed the law in reaction to
the alleged abuses of developers
like Ken Mizuno and Teruo
Marinishi.

The two men were charged with
fraud for selling 52,000 member-
ships to Ibaraki Country Club, far
more than the club could handle.
The pair were prosecuted in March
for evading $43.8 million in corpo-
rate taxes, the largest tax evasion
case in Japanese history.

“If one of the prefectures has
done it, others will surely follow,”
predicted architect Brad Benz, who
has designed 24 courses in Japan.

“T've seen a couple of cities that
have passed similar laws,” added
Jack Nicklaus Design Vice Presi-
dent Mark Hesemann.

The national Ministry of Inter-
national Trade and Industry is also
looking into the trading of golf mem-
berships for investments, particu-
larly for courses under construc-
tion or planned. The federal
government is more strictly inter-
preting laws concerning the golf
club membership market, where
playing privileges sometimes sell
for more than S1 million apiece.

Membership brokers are also
concerned. The Japan Golf Mem-
bership Rights Brokers Group was
formed this spring to handle golfer
complaintsand provide information
on the rights and responsibilities of
golf club members.

The increased scrutiny, com-
bined with a sluggish Japanese
economy and stricter environmen-
tal controls, have slowed develop-
ment. That is affecting American
architects, who design about three-
fourths of Japanese projects.

“It’s definitely having an effect on
our business there,” Hesemann said.

Benz said the stricter laws are long

overdue, considering the occasional

cases of outright fraud and frequent
oversubscribing of memberships.
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“They’ll sell 3,000 memberships
toaclub thatin America would close
off at 450,” he said.

While the changes could make it
more difficult for new developers to
pay for construction, Benz said of
some of the older ones should h
little trouble financing projects.

“Developers have made some
pretty obscene sums of money in
the past,” Benzsaid. “The new mem-
bership conditions will make it more

difficult. But those who sold 2,000
memberships for S1 million apiece
should still have plenty of money in
the bank.”

Developers who have been
through the permit process also
have too much invested to simply
drop a project.

“They can’t afford to quit once

“Ittakes three to five years and a lot
of money to get it.”
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SANTA ROSA, Calif. —
Goliplan-Roland Fream Design

Group gets around — the world.

~ The local firm has been re-
tained to design an 18-hole coco-
nut grove and seaside course on
the resort island of Lombok, In-

donesia, and will design an 18
‘hole track with residential and
_retirement housing at Xiame

Fujian Provence, China.
Atfter three years of work, con-

struction and turfgrass planting

have been completed on 36 cham-

Fream busy from China fo Finland

pionship holes (72 greens) for
Asiana Country Club near Seoul,
Korea. The Asiana construction
included more than 11 million

~ cubic yards of earth- and rock-

moving, and the overall budget
exceeded $150 million.

- Fream’s Oulu (Finland) Coun-
try Club, a 27-hole private club
100 miles south of the Arctic
Circle, hasopened forplay. More

_than 20 hours a day of playing

timeareavailable during the sum-
mer months.
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vironmehtally Sensitive?

No Problem.





