
We spoke with Ron Shaw, owner of 
Turks & Caicos based RA Shaw Designs 
and Design Build Associates, to gather 
some of his best advice for anyone 
seeking to create the perfect living 
space in a holiday destination.

WHEN SHOULD YOU CHOOSE AND BEGIN TO CONSULT WITH 
THE TEAM DESIGNING AND BUILDING YOUR HOME?

Seek local advice. The best time to involve a designer is at the point when 
choosing a lot. Local designers know and understand weather patterns, 
topography, neighbourhoods, and can point out differences and advantages of 
alternate sites based on experience. I recommend working with a local designer; 
you need the advice of someone who has lived in the environment to fully 
understand it and help you capitalize on everything the location and climate has to 
offer. For example, it’s possible to create a home in the tropics that doesn’t require 
use of air conditioning. This means you can fall asleep listening to the waves and 
the palm fronds as you imagined you would, instead of the hum of an AC unit. 
Wind direction, views, topography, future population density, night light pollution, 
creature comforts, are all things that need to be considered. Traditional northern 
designers often miss the target by a long shot.

SHOULD YOU HAVE YOUR PLANS BEFORE YOU HAVE THE LOT,  
OR VICE VERSA?

The absolute first consideration of the form of a house must be the lot. I would 
refuse to consider conceptual design of a home in the absence of specific lot 
dimensions, orientation, and topography. It’s disastrous when one attempts to 
alter the land to accommodate a generic design. All too often we see a property 
cleared from boundary to boundary in the interest of “flattening” it out to facilitate a 
catalogue design. Water for irrigation is very expensive and impractical, whereas 

indigenous vegetation can thrive 
without irrigation. It’s wise to keep 
the devastation of the property to a 
bare minimum and focus on tasteful 
integration of imported species 
that augment and celebrate the 
surrounding plants.

WHAT QUESTIONS SHOULD 
YOU ASK A DESIGN/BUILD 
TEAM BEFORE YOU ENGAGE 
THEIR SERVICES?

 I am not sure there is any question 
of relevance in choosing a designer. 
On the other hand, compatibility 
and respect are very important. To 
determine compatibility you can 

Advice  
on Dream 
Building

If you’re considering building a 
vacation home or retiring to a 
tropical locale, you’re probably 
overwhelmed with questions about 
the practical aspects of building a 
home in an unfamiliar location.



ask questions of a general nature about the project or about anything that 
paints a clear picture of the designer. I think a successful relationship will result 
when you have respect for the designer as a person before you consider his 
or her ideas. On that front, important characteristics of a good designer are 
flexibility and the ability to listen. It’s important for everyone to appreciate that 
it’s your house, not the designer’s house. To quote my Construction Manager, 
“The Owner provides the ingredients, we bake the cake.” If we bake it with 
our ingredients, you may not like the taste. Project visits are very important to 
establish respect. Visit as many past projects as necessary to assure you will 
receive a design that suits your ideals and is built to a quality that will be long 
lasting with minimal maintenance. As a prospective buyer of design service, I 
would hope to see a variety of different styles and layouts, coupled with quality 
construction finishes. As a company, we are designers first. Construction came 
as a need to be able to make commitments of quality and schedule. We now 
build 95% of what we design. It’s important that clients understand that right 
from the start. The proof is in the pudding.

WHAT SORT OF RESEARCH SHOULD YOU DO BEFORE 
DECIDING ON AN ISLAND OR AREA TO BUILD YOUR HOME? 

Having an experienced client who has visited other islands and destinations is 
our best customer. Using Turks & Caicos as an example, our clients have been 
elsewhere but have come here and fallen in love with the place. We can say that 
Grace Bay Beach is unequaled, the Caicos Bank emanates the most beautiful 
turquoise water for as far as the eye can see, and abundant varieties of fish 
and marine life are enjoyed by divers in our crystal clear waters. We have the 
lowest crime rate in the Caribbean, we’re an English speaking British Dependent 
Territory, we use US currency, and there are no income or property taxes. All 
these factors have contributed to our popularity as a destination island, definitely. 
However, it’s usually falling in love with the place that matters most, Turks & 
Caicos makes that easy for people.

HOW CAN A FUTURE HOMEOWNER WORK EFFECTIVELY WITH 
THEIR DESIGN/BUILD TEAM?

Be as thorough with the design criteria as possible. You don’t have to design the 
house, but the more information on the details you would like to see incorporated 
in the design will bring the end result much closer to your expectation or beyond. 
Our best client is one that gives us a thorough list of ideas and ideals and then 
leaves us alone to put it together. We generate a very detailed schedule of the 
fixtures and finishes to be incorporated that obviously need client approval. The 
more that is provided upfront, the closer we will be on the schedules. Quick turn 
around of decisions is also of benefit to all.

HOW CAN WE MAKE A HOME THAT IS APPEALING AS A 
VACATION RENTAL BUT STILL REFLECTS THE CHARACTER OF 
THE FAMILY WHO OWNS IT? 

We focus on creating a home for the family, the essence is to deliver the client’s 
ideals. There are only a few additional things that I take into consideration with a 
short term rental:

•  Owner’s lock-ups

•   Keep audio video simple. Vacationers are generally not seeking state-of-the-art 
and the orientation to complex systems can be difficult. 

•   Outdoor living spaces that are unique to tropical living can be as enjoyable for 
short or long term residences.

WHAT IS THE BIGGEST FEAR OF CLIENTS WHO ARE THINKING 
OF BUILDING A VACATION HOME IN TURKS AND CAICOS? 

To truly enjoy the experience of tropical living, you need to leave northern climate 
experiences at home. In addition, you need to be flexible to accept the designer’s 
wisdom and knowledge and be willing to take that leap-of-faith with some issues. 
We recently had a tough time convincing a prospective client that there is no need 
of a front hall closet to store their muddy galoshes and raincoats!

“Maintaining a 
reasonable level of 

quality construction 
is very difficult on 
a small island, so I 

created Design Build 
Associates Ltd. Many of 

our detailers serve as site 
managers overseeing the 
construction. Aside from 

the benefits of continuity, 
this instills tremendous 

pride and dedication 
from the staff.”

– RON SHAW

For more information 
on creating a home in 
the Caribbean visit RA 

Shaw Designs & Design 
Build Associates Ltd at 

rashawdesigns.com


