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Singapore property Super high-end developments are still being built and bought. By Jeremy Grant

Singapore bling

t's the smell of leather that hits

vou first, Riding wp in the eleva-

tor at The Marg, a awvelte grey

regidential tower nesr Singa-

ore's Orchard Road, you notice

that the elevator walls are lined with
expensive black cowhide,

This is the first hint that the devel:
opment i not merely high end, but
seams to be pushing the boundaries of
exoclhasivity.

Inzide one of the project’s two “sig-
nature  towers”, developer Simon
Cheong has turned one unit into a
“private  hospitality  apartment”,
entively decorated by Hermes, the
French fashion house, and retained it
for nse by his company SC Global,

Featuring a combination of Hermas
furniture, wallpepers, carpets and
made-to-order  leather wupholstered
items, the idea 12 to “echo the spirit of
the tradition of French décorafeurs
ensembliers”, says Hélene Dubrule,
general manager of Hermeés Maison,
the company's horme division.

Cheong is a former Citi banker and
one of Singapore's richest people, He
is known locally for taking & some-
what unique epproach to property
developmwent. It takes some deing to
combine the stylish &an of & name
like Hermés with the clinical effj.
ciency that one affen associates with
high-rise Singapora.

At ground level, there are spacious
courtyards dotted with sculptures
from 2C Global's corporste art collec-
tion, including a curvy bronze horse
by Celombian artist Fernando Betero,

Few developers would devote

gquare footage to this “dead” space,
given how land is at such a premium
in Singapore, a cramped city’ state of
sam pecple. Soch uncompromising
insistence of exclusivity 1z a bold
strategy &t a time when Singapore has
been aggressively implementing meas-
ures o cool its properly market sinog
a speculative bubble emerged in 2008,
In July this year, a 6232 =g ft apart-
ment sold for 8530.4m (£15.5m), but af
the 66 units at The Marg, more than
halfl remain unsold

In December the government slapped
a 19 per cent “additional buyer's stamp
duty” on all transactions invelving for-
cigners, on top of an existing rate of 3
per cant. That had an immediate effect.
Buying Interest [rom mainland - Chi-
nese investors, which agents say had
driven much of the bubble, fell away

sharply. Prices are off by about 10 per

cent at the Juxury end

Foreign buyers of Singapore prop
erty are restricted to an island-wide
stock of roughly 200,000 apartments
and condeminiums in the many high-
rizes that crowd the urban core.

Maoat of the other high-rise residen-
tial developrnents that visitors would
see otherwise are drab, government-
sponsored “HDBs", bullt by the Heus-
ing & Development Board

Detached, semi-detached and ter-
raced houses are also available to buy
- so-called “landed” property - but
only Lo Singaporean  citizens or
“gpproved foreigners”, in real estate
Jargon, Quite how one qualifies as an
approved fomigner is unclear. Techni-
cally you apply to the “land dealings
undt” at the Singapore Land Anthor
ity, under the ministry of law.

In reality whether that application
gets any lurther “depends on many
things, like your status — let"s say you
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that clear.” says ene mgent. The bot-
1!1::::1 E;Elis it's diffieukt.

n ten the bulk of property in
Singapore ls Jensehold, typcally for 49
years, Freeheld properties are rare.
Savills estimatas that the high water
mark of foreign buying of private rosi.
dences was 31 per cent of owersl]
transactions in the thind quarier of
Iaat year, dropping to 20 per cent in
the first quarter of this vear, thanks
lasgely to the new stamp dugy.

But there are sipns of a slight
bounceback. The proportion of forsign

buying crept up to 21 per cent in July,
and Avgust numbers are arcund 24
per ocenl, Savills sstimates.

Most of those are Indonsgians,
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are a private banker. [1°s really not  The Marg's two 'signature towers’

Malaysians and [pdian: - three
groups thal, along with the mainiand
Chinese. have for some time
acgounted for the pulk of foreign buy-
ing interest. The pest are Russians
and some Western EjpopEans.

"Wolames are low but thal’s no sur-
Prise beciuse buyers have been wait-
ing to 52 what the impact of the
[stamyy duey] wouild be, and the smart
money I8 coming pack new that the
market's setiled," eays Christapher
Marriott, chief exeeutive [or Sovills In
outh-gast Asia.

Even though Singapore is vuloers-
Lle to govermment market cooling
meagures. and not ingwone to the glo-
hal economic chill, its property mae-
ket does seottt to have some in-built
protectlons against big downsides,

Ome reason for the enduring imter-
est on the part of foreign buyvers is
Singapore's political stability, ulira
low erime rate and growing impor-
tance a3 8N Asian financial hub. Indo-
nexians in particular have had a long
love affeir with Singapore property,
and starled investing in the River Val-
ley area as far hack as the 1970s.

Recent efforts by Singapore to boild
the cigy-state up as & wealth manage
ment centre - rivalling global leader
Bwitzerland by assets under manage-
ment - have incressed its allure bo
wealthy individuals, A cluster of
world-clazs hosplials, many specialis-
ing in complicated treatments, I8
drawing “medical tourists” - espe-
cially from Indomnesia,

Singapore’s river, which flows past
such landmarks as the Fullerton
Hotel - once an imposing post office
in British celonial times - is getting a
makeover under a new public-private
partiership, known as  Singapore
Hiver One. It is beaded by Tyrone
Tabing, a former town planner at the
city of Chicago, who says one alm i3
to tackle touting by restaurateurs and
bar owners along the waterfront.

The project also plans 1o link throe
waterside spots popular with tourists -
Boat Guay, Clarke Guay and Hobertzom
Guay - by incorporating walliways that
should also bring henefits to the 10,000
residenis of Roberison Guay, where
many workers in the central business
district reside, Tahing says. “We're
golng 1o ‘clean Bouge' a 1de b

A decade of growth in the sophisti-
cation of Singapore's softer side - the

Plans ara under way to link Clarke Quay, abeve, by walkways to two other waterside spots, Boat Quay and Robertson Quay

arts, music and restaurants - is also
giving the city-state’s property market
some sEaying power.

This menth Singapore made & plich
to becotue & hub for contemporary art
in Asla with the opening of Gillman
Barracks, & restored former British
military eompound dating from 1935,
and seene of some of the fiercest fight-
ing against Japanese invaders in the
second world war.

Its 2,200 =g m site will houss 13 art
galleries from 10 countries by the time
it iz fully operational in the secomd

Ball of next year. One anchor enant
1&g the Sundaram Tagore Gallery,
which chose to make Singapore its

Touch a biometric pad
and your Lamborghini
is antomatically
whisked aloft to the
desired floor level

fourth outlet after Beverly Hills, New
York and Hong Kong.,

Another factor supporting prices in
Singapore 15 the lmited land left for
development. While it is true that a
Iot of supply was built in the past two
years, developers reluctant to drop
their prices are sitting om unsold
inwentory, or renting it ot

Indeed, a5 many &s 4,000 upmarket
condominiums were budll over the
past vear, representing about 7 per
cent of so-called “non-landed” stock in
the lwxury market, Savills says. OF
this, 16 per cent remains unsold.

Marriobl polnts out that developers
are far less leveraged than their coun-
terparts In the west, which gives them
"a high degree of holding power".
That may explain Cheong's patient
approach to flling The Marg.

Among completed upmarket
projecis with the most unsold units
are Reflactions, a vast development at
Keppel Bay on the south coast, Hill-
tops at Catrmhill Circle and The Ritz
Carlton Residences,

Knight Frank says there is evidence
that developers have been offering
10-15 per cent discounts to offset the
effect of the addittonal stamp duty in

Tan Chang Tong Mike

an attempt to shift units. Png Poh
Soon, head of research, =ews: "It is
likely that buyers aro taking the addi.
tional stamp duty as the norm and
they are geiting to accept 1t as part of
the trangaction cost.”

Bargain hunters have spapped up
some deals. Mineteen units at Pater-
8011 Buites - opposite The Marg — went
for 552,619 (£1,315) per &g ft this year,
15 par eenl below the price peak of
2007, Twelve units at Orchard View
nearby changed hands at an average
Prhee of 88260 ner sa ft

Png acknowledges that the high end
of the market is “still soft”. Knight
Frank saye developers sold 4038 units
in the second quarter in the core cen-
tral region of Singapore, still a long
way off the first quarter of 2009 when
1386 wera sold, and still off an aver-
age of 500 wnits from 09 until the
first half of last year.

But Singapore's gradually appreciat-
ing currency will give prices some
support, agents balieve, “There iz sl
demand from people whoe are looking
to invest for the long term, and one of
the major drivers is still Singapore as
a financial centre,” says Png.

Still, it is hard to imagine that
prices will veach last wear's record,
when a Buropean buyer paid an eve-
papping $8,842 per sq ft to secure one
of the 21 top-end units at The Marg,
Even if it did come with a 16m poel
cantllevered outside the building.

Indsed it may have to be that capri-
cints feature designed to catch the
eye - and wallet — of a cashorich buyer
that shifts the really high-end proper-
ties, This month developer KOF Prop-
erties started unashamedly targeting
a growing number of millionaires in
Singapore who owh “supercars”,

The company is marketing a luxury
development near Orchand Hoad that
allows owmers to keep their cars next
to thelr lving rooms in “en suite sky
garages". Touch a biometric pad n
the basement after you've driven your
Maserati or Lamberghind in, and it's
automatically whisked aloft to the
desired floor level,

“It's done in such a way that it's a
museum showcase,” says Lany Supar-
mat, KOP chiefl executive

They'll try anything in Singapore.

Jereriy Grant ix the FT's Asig
regional corporate correspordent




