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                             Property

The Asian 
awakening
As Asian property markets steam ahead, the old mantra of 
buying close to home has been thrown off by foreign 
investors, eager to invest in the booming region. Georgina 
Lavers looks at the fi ve top places to put your money 

Main: Foreign direct investment 
is strong in Malaysian capital 
Kuala Lumpur
Inset: Toyko continues to be 
an attractive city to invest in

Recent prices: 
A 2,200 square-foot, 47th 
fl oor penthouse unit with three 
bedrooms and views of the 
Tokyo Bay area was sold last 
year for US$3.53m/€2.85m

Tokyo, Japan
‘Kitagawa Shasen’ is the reason 
that so many Japanese buildings 
look like they have had a slice cut 
out of them. The restriction, put in 
place to prevent buildings blocking 
out the sun for smaller dwellings, 
is one of the many quirky building 
codes that epitomizes property 
in Tokyo, where homes are so 
carefully considered. 

There are more mercenary 
reasons to invest, too. Rental yields 
can be up to six per cent, and on a 
dollar to square footage ratio, Tokyo 
prices are half of that in Hong Kong.

The real-estate fi rm CBRE 
recorded total overseas investment 
in Japanese real estate as 
increasing by 79 per cent year-on-
year in 2013, and a build up to the 
Tokyo Olympics in 2020 is only 
adding to desire. 

Acquiring property is easy 
enough for foreigners of any 
nationality, although investors on 

diversifi es, foreign direct investment 
is strong, and the property sector 
in the greater Kuala Lumpur region 
is leading the charge, with average 
price increases of fi ve to 24 per cent. 
Property law is based on the British 
legal system, and there is no capital 
gains tax if you sell after fi ve years. 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 
Even though Malaysia’s capital is 
relatively new – at a baby-faced 200 
years old – the last thing it can be 
accused of is sterility. Old colonial 
houses are mixed in with gleaming 
structures like the iconic Petronas 
towers, in the same way that 
local Malays, Indians and Chinese 
mingle in the streets.

For business travel, there are 
excellent fl ight links, and a high-
speed railway is due to be fi nished in 
2020, which will hurl passengers to 
Singapore in just 90 minutes. 

Property prices have not yet 
refl ected the capital’s close links to 
Thailand, Hong Kong and Singapore, 
and residential property is one of 
the most affordable in the Southeast 
Asia region relative to income. As 
Malaysia’s economy grows and 

a work visa will struggle to secure 
fi nancing from Japanese lenders, 
as they prefer permanent residents. 

Jakarta, Indonesia
The rush to buy property in this 
drenched megalopolis, where more 
than 65 per cent of Indonesia’s 
money circulates, has been frantic; 
apartment prices have risen by 17 
per cent year-on-year in the second 
half of 2014. And no wonder, 
when an apartment in the Golden 
Triangle (the centre of the three 
thoroughfares) can be bought for 
under US$100,000/€123,342, 
and rental yields are at 11 per cent. 

Though prices are racing on, 

Recent prices: 
Two 12,000 square-foot 
penthouses at the Four 
Seasons Place Kuala 
Lumpur were recently sold 
for US$9.8m/€8.8m
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Above: Singapore’s beautiful 
botanical gardens 
Below: Property prices are 
booming in Jakarta

it is worth remembering that they are 
racing from a very different starting 
post from the rest of Southeast 
Asia. Take the three-bedroom 
apartments in the Regatta complex 
right on the bay, which were sold 
for just US$250,000/€201,730 
back in 2006 and are now going 
for US$650,000/€801,723. The 
price may be higher, but it is still 
affordable compared with fully 
recognised locations like Hong Kong 
where a mere square metre can cost 
US$15,000/€18,500.

Aside from traffic worries –
which a metro due to open in 2018 
should solve – the real restriction to 
investment comes from Indonesian 
law, which prohibits foreigners from 
owning freehold. There are ways 
around this however; apartments 
can be bought on 25-year leases, 
or if presidential candidate Joko 
Widodo comes into power, he has 
expressed intent to allow foreign 
investment in apartments, a plan 
that could kick the luxury property 
sector into high gear.

Singapore
A seven-tonne infant floating above 
the lawn of Singapore’s botanical 
gardens is a good introduction 
to the country. The sculpture, 
by British artist Mark Quinn, is 
representative of the diverse 
nature of the city, which boasts 
unusual architecture and a diverse 
art scene alongside corporate 
conglomerates. 

The ‘Asian Switzerland’ is 
undeniably experiencing asset 
bubbles at the moment, which 
are helping to fuel the boom in 
high-end apartments. Despite 

Hong Kong, China
Arguably one of the most exciting 
scenes in Asia for the last decade, 
Hong Kong has established itself 
as a powerhouse when it comes 
to both culture and business.
Kowloon is transforming into 
an artistic hub – think floating 
amphitheatres and giant music 
boxes – and the business  
district is home to the largest 
European and Asian financial 
institutions in the world. 

Property-wise, investors 
can avoid capital gains and 
inheritance tax, as the former 
doesn’t exist and the latter was 
scrapped in 2006. But, yields are 
small – estimates from Global 
Property Guide state around two 
per cent on the Peak, and four per 
cent for a small New Territories 
apartment. House prices are 
still rising, but at a slower rate, 
increasing this year by 4 per cent, 
compared to the 18 per cent 
increase seen in 2013.

However, as an atypical 
market similar to that of Monaco, 
Hong Kong will remain a good 
place for the investor to diversify 
his or her assets. ■

Recent prices:  
A five-bedroom penthouse 
apartment with a pool in the 
central business district in 
South Jakarta can set you 
back US$1.15m/€932,334

Recent prices:
A five-bedroom condo in 
Tanglin Residences (near  
the botanical gardens) is  
on at US$9.86m/€6m

Recent prices: 
 A 8,343-square-foot 
penthouse on the 40th floor, 
designed by British celebrity 
designer Tara Bernerd with 
views over Approach Bay in 
Tseun Wan, was on the market 
for US$26.9 m/€21.8m

predictions of these bubbles being 
burst, property prices don’t seem 
to have budged. 

With average yields of about 
three per cent and a raised stamp 
duty for foreigners from 10-15 
per cent, there is not much bang 
for your buck at the moment. But 
although prime districts like 09, 10, 
11 or the Central Business District 
will always be expensive, they 

can bring in a high rental return, 
whereas district 15 and 16 are 
good for enticing those who enjoy 
sea views and resort living.


