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It basically was

an art before.

We’re just starting

to scratch it

into a science.

Dennis Conner
“Courageous” 

Winner, America’s Cup, 1974

www.awlgrip.com

facebook.com/awlgripfinishfirst

Art and science, an unlikely combination. Yet, in 1973, Awlgrip launched

a revolutionary state of the art topcoat combining the best of both and

changed the future of yacht paints forever. Chemistry and color fused 

like never before, a finish so deep, full of lustre with unmistakable gloss.

The Awlgrip look was born and for 40 years our industry-leading 

innovation has kept the world’s yachts looking their best.

Awlgrip. Beauty through innovation.
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Not Just an 
Illusion

Just prior to the Hainan Rendezvous 2013, Fraser Yachts placed 
the in-build 88m motoryacht Illusion on the market. Little 
information had previously been released on this spec project, 
in the order book of Chinese yard CIMC Raffles since 2007. The 
biggest yacht in build in Asia by a significant lead, the Illusion 
project team is attempting to banish all doubts of what can be 
achieved in the Chinese new build sector. Ellie Brade reports.
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CIMC Raffles shipyard is one of the 
biggest offshore builders in the 

world, and supplies a huge percentage 
of all offshore rigs worldwide. The 
yard itself totals over 1sqkm in size, 
with more than 12,000 staff (4,000 full 
time and 8,000 sub-contractors) on 
site. Founded as Yantai Raffles in 1996 
by Singaporean Brian Chang, the yard 
specialises in offshore and commercial 
marine projects. At the beginning 
of 2013 China International Marine 
Containers (CIMC) became the yard’s 
sole owner and rebranded as CIMC 
Raffles Yacht Ltd.

Although mainly focusing on their 
core commercial work, the yard had 
touched on the world of superyachts 
at various times throughout its history, 
having worked on four yacht projects: 
31m Silver Lining (see issue 132 of 
TSR, page 44, for a full yacht report), 
88m Asean Lady, 52m Sea Show III 
with Cheoy Lee and a 90m vessel that 
confidentiality restrictions prevent 
us from naming (hint, it rhymes with 
hero). 

By 2007, however, it was grating 
with the yard team that despite the 
significant superyacht projects they 
had worked on, and the experience 
this had given them in yacht building, 
they had not created a sustainable 
white-boat business. They were ready 
to do something about it. “The story 
of Illusion started in 2007,” said Itay 
Simhony, director of CIMC Raffles 
Yacht Ltd. “The time was right to 
branch out on our own. It was busy 
around the world and we had a list of 
enquiries; it was a logical step for us 
to make this move in a professional 
way.” The move made sense, given 

the engineering and construction 
expertise the yard already had on 
site, and the yacht projects they had 
tested the water with. “Our skilled 
labour went to working on commercial 
vessels and we had to reorganise and 
recruit those people from all around 
the company. Today, we can say that 
we have a world-class, competitive 
yacht-building business, leveraging on 
our past experience and operating in 
state-of-the-art facilities.”

With the decision to actively move 
into the superyacht sector made, plans 
to build a spec yacht – what would 
become Illusion – were begun fairly 
quickly. The idea was that this first 
build would serve as the first of many 
and as a showcase of what the yard 
could offer. It was resolved to build 
the project at around the 90m mark: 
“We decided to build a bigger boat as 
commercially it makes sense when you 
build in China to have a very labour-
intensive project, as that’s where you’ll 
see the difference in price,” Simhony 
explained. 

An experienced yachtsman, Chang 
gave his full support to the move 
into yacht building and went ahead 
and purchased two ship sets from 
Rolls-Royce in 2007. The idea was 
that they would design superyachts 
around the equipment, rather than 
vice versa. These Rolls-Royce ship sets 
made use of a diesel electric dynamic 
positioning system, which was being 
well used in commercial, supply and 
offshore vessels. At the time the use 
of this technology was a niche in the 
superyacht market as hardly anyone 
was using these systems on yachts, with 
just a few notable exceptions including 
Lürssen’s Air (now Ice) and Ambrosia III 
from Benetti.

As a Chinese builder, the yard was 
more than aware of the stereotypes 
often associated with Chinese 
manufacturing and knew that this 
would be the biggest challenge of the 
project, and something they would 
have to fight every step of the way. The 
team looked at every con that people 
could raise – yard location, skillset 
of workers, experience, etc. – and 
thought of ways to counteract them. 
This was the main drive behind the 
desire to associate and add as much 

pedigree to the project as possible. 
“The yard wanted the best of the 
industry to counter all suspicions that 
people have about what comes out of 
China,” said Jan Jaap Minnema, listing 
broker of the Illusion build. “That 
suspicion is not without reason in many 
cases, but is not all encompassing.” 

The choice of the Rolls-Royce 
equipment was part of the underlying 
objective to ensure pedigree branding 
throughout every aspect of the build, 
particularly because as a spec project, 
the end goal had to be for the yacht 
to sell (in fact, the ship sets went on 
to influence the entire build: Illusion’s 
exterior is designed to be reminiscent 
of automobiles in the classic era). 
The same approach was taken for all 
materials used. “All the equipment 
used is used in the leading yards and 
has been tried and tested,” Minnema 
explained. “The European standard is 
what we wanted to emulate: we know 
that everyone will look at us with a 
magnifying glass, so we want to deliver.”

The same ethos of quality extended to 
the design of the project. “We looked 
for well-known names to collaborate 
with,” said Simhony. “We didn’t want 
anyone to ever be able to say that 
the hull and technology used on 
the project were not proven.” Azure 
Naval Architects were commissioned 

to undertake the naval architecture 
due to their experience of working 
with leading yards, and on large 
yacht projects. Rupert Mann and Tim 
Saunders [then Rainsford Saunders 
Design] were signed up for the 
exterior design, particularly because 
they had a background in auto design, 
and completing the picture was Sinot 
Yacht Design on the interior. “The 
goal was a timeless design and I think 
we’ve achieved that,” said Minnema. 
Her exterior lines are elegant and 
distinctive, and her interior is modern 
and full of natural light, utilising dark 
browns, cream and stone. It will be a 
very social boat, with huge spaces. (We 
will revisit the interior further in a yacht 
report on the yacht’s completion – Ed.)

Although the pedigree of the project 
team and equipment is one thing, 
a major concern for many buyers 
looking at Asian-built boats is the 
quality of the actual work being done. 
Here, the yard is extremely confident 
in its build team: “We employ very 
skilled supervisors with 30+ years’ 
experience each from yards around 
the world, including Europe, the US, 
Australia and New Zealand,” said 
Simhony. “They are there for quality 
control, and also to train the workers 
as a way of investing in the yard’s 
future.” On top of that, Simhony was 
quick to defend the high levels of 

“the european standard 
is what we wanted to 
emulate: we know that 
everyone will look at us 
with a magnifying glass, 
so we want to deliver.”
Jan Jaap minnema

“We decided to build 
a bigger boat as 
commercially it makes 
sense when you build 
in China to have a very 
labour-intensive project, 
as that’s where you’ll see 
the difference in price.”
itay Simhony
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skilled labour to be found in China. 
“The world needs to understand that 
in China there are huge amounts of 
skills and craftsmanship that are as 
good as, if not better than, anywhere 
else. It is wrong to say that China only 
produces low-quality products. It is 
about finding skilled contractors and 
that takes time; it’s an investment, but 
it’s what we do.”

With the direction of the project 
set in place, the design – which had 
settled at 88m – was well underway, 
but by the end of 2009 the GFC had 
hit, and with it came the impact on 
shipyards around the world. “At that 
point we had second thoughts about 
our direction with the yacht-building 
programme,” said Simhony. “We 
decided to slow things down, although 
we never stopped entirely.” The 
operation slowed to match the pace of 
the market, and work on the yacht was 
undertaken by a streamlined team.

One year later in mid 2010, 
engineering began, with production 
work following in December 2010. 
Work was still not moving at full pace, 
the main reason owing to the yard 
changing hands, with Chang’s sale of 
the majority share of the yard to the 
CIMC Group. This prompted another 
re-look at the budding yacht division. 
“They [the new owners] needed time 
to study the superyacht industry and 
see how it fitted with their portfolio 
image,” said Simhony. Fortunately, 
the end result of their research was 
that: “They threw themselves into 
it and really invested in that side of 
the company. The improved facility, 
funding support and manpower meant 
we were really able to move into a 
professional operation.” 

Since then the yard has been working 
on the project, continuing to engineer 
and build the boat to the point where 
they are now confident to market it. 

“the world needs to 
understand that in 
China there are huge 
amounts of skills and 
craftsmanship that are 
as good as, if not better 
than, anywhere else.”

CloCkWiSe from top left: renderingS of 
Spa, main deCk & upper lounge, StairS & 
elevator & oWner’S Stateroom.

“Before, we were not ready to do that. 
Now it is a case of convincing an owner 
that it is a product that can be sold 
quite easily, and that they should have 
build confidence. The time was right 
to show CIMC we could find interested 
customers,” said Simhony. 

Following the listing of Illusion for 
sale, the yard has already had a lot 
of enquiries for new boats. “Being 
on the market with Illusion suddenly 
has people talking to us about similar 
projects,” said Simhony. “We see 
Illusion as being one of many, and 
as a way of showing people what we 
can do and the starting point for a 
conversation.” That’s an expensive 
starting point, but Simhony feels it’s a 
win-win situation as he is confident the 
boat will sell on completion. “I honestly 
believe it’s a matter of them waiting 
until the boat is finished enough that 
they feel safe to be the first to buy.” 

The yacht is being sold as a completed 
project and for the new owner there 
is little room to start making changes 
to the GA or interior, and any changes 
that could be made would carry time 
delays. “You would be much better 
to commission hull 2 if you wanted 
something very different,” said 
Simhony. 

It is not surprising that the listing of 
Illusion has already attracted owner 
attention. As well as the allure of 
cheaper labour prices, CIMC has the 
capacity and workforce that allows it 

to start work on a new project of any 
size and without any wait time for a 
build slot. A further carrot on the end 
of the stick is that the yard can also 
offer finance to the right clients. “The 
backing of the CIMC Group gives us 
huge financial security,” said Simhony. 

Even if the yard were to sell another 
boat before it sells Illusion, there is no 
question that the Illusion project will 
not be seen through to completion. 
Launch is set for the end of 2014 
with delivery in 2015 and a planned 
appearance at the Monaco Yacht Show. 
“We will finish the yacht and she will 
be sold,” said Simhony. “She is an 
amazing yacht and once [the build] is 
finished no one will be able to doubt 
what they see. The boat is good in 
terms of quality, design, equipment, 
management and engineering.” The 
only difference between Illusion and 
European projects, he argued, is 
branding; however, the main benefit 
and positive difference of this project 
is in the very competitive Chinese 
hourly rate. For those owners who 
are looking at resale value as well as a 
deal: “I would argue that with the team 
involved, the value of the yacht will go 
up,” he concluded. 

We will follow the progress of the final 
stages of the build with interest, and 
will be covering the yacht in a full yacht 
report on her completion.  g

Images: courtesy of CIMC Raffles and 
Fraser Yachts
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issue145@superyachtreport.com with 
subject: Not Just an Illusion




