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T
he gains in Spain
being experienced
show how
domestic political
shocks  can
impact

investment activity overseas. 
This is especially so for 
Barcelona, reputedly the 
nation’s most cosmopolitan city. 
The Brexit decision in  Britain 
and Donald Trump’s triumph in 
the  United States presidential 
election are adding fuel to a 
housing market  that has 
bounced back from a 
spectacular post-2008 crash.

Last year, Knight Frank 
reported that since Spain had 
turned a corner in 2014, rising 
from the depths of recession to 
outpace most euro-zone 
economies in 2015, select 
pockets of its mainland and 
islands have taken on a 
momentum of their own.

 Mark Harvey,  head of Knight
Frank’s Spanish department, 
notes in the report that “while 
Catalan wealth props up this 
powerhouse behind Spain’s 
economic recovery, Barcelona 
also attracts an extraordinary 
variety of nationalities, most of 
whom want a reasonably-priced, 
central home in areas such as the 
Eixample, Gothic Quarter or 
beachside Barceloneta  for  
their own occasional use and  
rental income. 

“Barcelona is also embracing
the luxury lifestyle with a new 
calibre of hotel, including the 
Mandarin Oriental, the arrival of 
brands such as Soho House and 
the transformation of its Port Vell 
harbour into a superyacht 
marina.”

Lucas Fox International 
Properties reported a 31 per cent 
rise in property sales in 2016  
from the previous year, the 
biggest increase since the 
company was founded in 2005. 
Sales transactions in Barcelona 
increased by 69 per cent, driven 
by a  global market – foreign 
investors represented 65 per cent
of all Lucas Fox sales.

An emerging trend was the
changing buyer behaviour of 
Britons and Americans. While 
Spain was saddled with 10 
months of caretaker government 
following  two inconclusive 
general elections –  finally 
resolved with the return of the 
conservative People’s Party in 
October – events overseas began 
shaping foreign investor 
behaviour,  says Stephen Lahiri, 
Lucas Fox Marbella partner.

He says  the number of visits
to the company’s websites and 
inquiries from Americans during 
2016 increased  from the 
previous year. Almost 70,000 
online visitors (8 per cent of the 
total interest) came from the US 
during 2016, up from 5 per cent 

in 2015, with the most popular 
locations Madrid and Barcelona. 

The reverse was true of 
Britons.  While still the dominant 
nationality, they accounted for  
10 per cent of website visitors in 
2016, down from 12 per cent. 
“Since the referendum, UK 
buyers have dropped off due to 
the weakening of the pound,” 
Lahiri says. 

Sales figures for last year from
the National Institute of Statistics
(INE) show the Spanish property 
market expanded 14 per cent in 
2016, the biggest increase since 
the run-up to the last boom. 
Sales were particularly strong in 
Barcelona (24 per cent) and the 
Balearics (31 per cent), but rose 
just 5 per cent in Málaga. 

New and newly-renovated
homes accounted for over €100 
million (HK$8530 million) of 
Lucas Fox sales in 2016. Three-
quarters of these turnkey 
properties were bought by 
foreigners, primarily as 
investments. 

After the British, who still 
made up the biggest proportion 
of foreign buyers (11 per cent in 
2016,  down from the previous 
year’s 18 per cent), came buyers 
from the Middle East (8 per 
cent), Scandinavia (7 per cent), 
France (6 per cent) and the US 
(5 per cent).

Asian and South American
buyers are also on the increase, 
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accounting for 35 per cent of 
Lucas Fox sales in 2016, up from 
19 per cent in 2015.

Asian buyers, say Alexander
Vaughan, Lucas Fox co-founder, 
tend to be wealthy clients from 
Beijing, Kuala Lumpur, Hong 
Kong and Singapore. “They look 
for homes in the city centre and 
areas such as Bonanova and 
Pedralbes in uptown Barcelona 
for proximity to international 
schools and quick access to the 

airport, buying for lifestyle 
reasons and to spend part of the 
year there.”

Many take advantage of the
Golden Visa scheme, which 
attracts buyers looking at the 
mid-level price range  
from €500,000 to €750,000, 
Vaughan says.

“The Barcelona property 
market is attractive to investors 
and Golden Visa applicants for 
many reasons – property prices 

are still 20-25 per cent below the 
peak – in many areas, there are 
lots of competitive mortgage 
packages around, interest rates 
continue to be low, the local 
economy is strong and 
Barcelona’s reputation as the 
most cosmopolitan city in Spain.

Mark Stucklin, head of  
property information website 
www.spanishpropertyinsight.
com agrees that Spain’s Golden 
Visa scheme is working better, 
“after the government tweaked it 
to make it more attractive”. 

Investors from China are one
of the biggest markets for this 
scheme,” he says. “Foreign 
demand is also growing from 
South Africa, Turkey and the US, 
but the biggest market is still 
northern Europe. 

“Foreigners are buying here
because Barcelona is one of the 
world’s most attractive cities, 
with a great climate, good access, 
high quality of life, and looks like 
a good investment as prices are 
still attractive by international 
standards. 

“It is also a safe city to live in,
and local demand is growing too 
as the economy recovers and 
mortgage lending increases.”

 However, Stucklin  warns  
that Barcelona  is tightening its 
holiday rental regulations, which 
could deter some investors.

“The city authorities have 
suggested that holiday rentals 
are pushing up the price of 
housing for locals, driving them 
out of the central districts,” he 
says.  “It is true that holiday 
rentals are more lucrative than 
ordinary rentals, so they might 
indeed reduce the stock of 
homes for rent to locals, and 
raise prices.”

To discourage holiday rentals
in central areas the city has 
banned issuing new licences to 
rent to tourists, Stucklin adds. 

“Some investors may be put
off, but for the time being foreign 
demand appears to be still 
growing strongly, especially  
for new and refurbished  
homes in the city centre or  
near the beach.” 

Property in Barcelona is proving attractive to investors, many of whom are from Hong Kong, and Golden Visa applicants. Photo: AP 

BUYING GUIDE

What you can buy for €250,000 - €2.3 million
The quoted price range for plots, completed semi-detached villas and 
apartments available for sale at PGA Catalunya Resort. Located in 
Catalunya, near Girona and some of the best beaches on the Costa Brava, 
the 300-hectare estate bordered by forests, lakes and parkland with two 
golf courses is within an hour’s drive of Barcelona.

What you can buy for €378,000
A one-bedroom loft apartment in Barcelona Old Town. The renovated, 
first floor flat of about 1,022 sq ft (including mezzanine) is in a building 
dating back to 1840, on a peaceful, historic street with plenty of shops 
and cafes. 
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