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Penchant for Property
Drives Buoyant Market

Published: 25 Mar 2013

We (the 'Onder)

The catch phrase ‘location, location, location” is often cited by the real estate industry as crucial to
closing a deal. In the case of land-scarce Singapore, its citizens’ penchant for property is giving Mr
Patrick Liew, CEO of real estate company HSR Property Group, much cause for optimism.

Speaking to Perspectives@SMU, Liew says he is “very excited” at the opportunities available in the
robust property market.

The strong desire for property ownership and the recovery of Singapore’s economy from the 2008-9
global financial crisis have set the country’s property market on an upward trend. Resale prices of
public housing flats have soared 67 percent over the last five years, while privately-owned home
prices have climbed 56 percent since the second quarter of 2009.

Based on the government’s recent projection of a 6.9 million population by 2030, Liew estimates that
property prices can increase by up to five percent yearly, if demand for housing remains strong.

Alluding to the success of the Home Ownership scheme in Singapore, Liew says that Singaporeans
not only see a house as a roof above their heads but also as an investment vehicle: “If we can afford



it, we will buy a second property that we can rent out when we retire or sell to generate income for
ourselves.”

Singapore’s ruling People’s Action Party government came up with the Home Ownership scheme in
1964 - during the country’s development years - to provide decent housing by moving those staying
in villages to high-rise flats, which in turn were championed as a means for the occupants to accrue
both an asset and wealth. Owning a property - and upgrading it - became an indicator of social
mobility in Singapore, which is why Liew jokes that every Singaporean child “is born with a key in the
mouth” as property is seen as a must-have for any successful person.

Any signs of market cooling down?

Liew feels that a market correction in property prices seems unlikely as market support is currently
“very strong”, blessed by Singapore’s high liquidity and low interest rates. His has also observed that
more parents are giving financial support to their children to buy a property, another factor that is
helping to push home sales. Liew says: “We are seeing a lot of young couples who want to buy their
first home looking at a flat bigger than they can afford because of the backing of their parents.”

Case in point: A $2.05 million penthouse at the public housing project CityLife@Tampines executive
condominium was sold within two hours of the project’s launch in December 2012. The flat was
bought by a 56-year-old businessman who wanted to buy the property for his 25-year-old son and
his wife, who are based in the U.S., and will be returning to Singapore this year.

The Singapore government has rolled out seven rounds of cooling measures since 2009 to rein in
the raging property market. Yet prices continue to head north. Liew shares that his staff has
conducted research on the impact of the measures and found that after the initial drop in transaction
volumes, buyers will typically return to the market after five months. He concludes that buyers are
“numb” to the measures.

Explaining his observations, Liew says: “At the end of the day, the sentiment for property is very
strong. The sentiment to buy property for your children is also very strong. And the property market
has proven to be a good - and relatively safe - instrument that offers better returns at the present
inflation rate.”

Interest rates are very low and it doesn’t seem like they will go up in the short term, he notes. “All of
these factors contribute to the fact that the market will continue to enjoy a reasonably good growth in
the short to medium term.”

With the economic outlook of Singapore looking “good”, Liew is focused on improving infrastructure
and information services to attract more customers as the property market continues to grow. “We
have to make sure our sales persons are a lot more competent, a lot more grounded, and more
responsive to the fast-changing needs of customers.”
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