
S
even years after the recession,  
the housing market has 
rebounded across much of the US. 
Many middle-class and high-
income communities are now 

seeing home values that are close to those 
before the crash. In cities like New York  
and San Francisco, property prices are 
reaching record highs, bolstered by low 
inventory, low interest rates and robust 
local economies.  

Foreign buyers are also a stabilizing 
force in the housing market. Property sales 
to international buyers now amount to more 
than six percent of total US home sales in 
value. Canadian ‘snowbirds’ traditionally 
topped the list, buyers from Canada who 
purchase homes in Arizona, Florida or 
Hawaii for seasonal use, but Chinese buyers 
now rank as the biggest foreign purchasers 
of US homes and account for more than a 
quarter of total international spending.  

According to the National Association of 
Realtors, in the 12 months leading to March 
2015 China spent US$28.6 billion on US 
homes and made up 16 percent of the total 
transaction by foreigners. The survey 
groups buyers from Hong Kong and Taiwan 
with those from Mainland China. Canadians 
ranked second in the study at 14 percent 
share of sales, followed by Indian buyers 
and Mexican buyers. The report also 
indicates that Chinese investors are buying 
more expensive properties, US$831,800 on 
average compared with US$499,600 for all 
international buyers.

EB-5 Investment Visa
The US Congress created the EB-5 
Program in 1990 to stimulate the US 
economy through job creation and capital 
investment by foreign investors. The visa 
allows foreign investors to pay US$1 million 
into the US economy, or US$500,000 in 
an economically depressed part of the US, 
in exchange for conditional permanent 
residency for the applicant and immediate 
family members. In 2014, nearly 10,700 
EB-5 visas were issued, with 85 percent of 
them going to wealthy Chinese investors.

The United States remains a top 
destination for many overseas buyers  
due to its institutional stability, high  
living standards and educational 
opportunities. Cities such as Seattle, 
where reasonably priced single-family 
homes are available in top-ranking public 
school districts, or Boston, which is home 
to prestigious universities like Harvard 
and MIT, are seeing tremendous demand 
from overseas buyers, particularly  
from China.

Buyers from China also purchase 
property with the hopes immigrating. In 
some markets, particularly New York and 
Seattle, a large portion of real estate 
investment is coming through the EB-5 
investment program (see side-box).  
The number of visas issued to wealthy 
Chinese seeking an investment-based 
track to a green card has more than 
tripled since 2008. 

Over the past year a strengthening 
dollar has put the haven of US 
homeownership out of reach for some 
foreign investors. A resident of the 
Eurozone buying in New York City in 
February 2015, for example, would have 
faced a 24 percent price increase from the 
year earlier. This could reshape housing 
markets where foreign buyers have been 
active. At the same time, the stronger 
dollar may indicate that the US is a safe 
country for investors, particularly for 
those concerned with a slowing economy 
at home. 

Moving forward analysts predict that 
rising interest rates will moderate the 
market. And, with home prices in many 
cities at or above pre-bubble levels, it is 
clear that the ‘rebound effect’ will no 
longer power home values ever higher. 
Likely fundamentals like job and 
population growth along with the tastes of 
a new generation of domestic and 
international homebuyers will dictate the 
trajectory of home prices in the US. 

In this special report we travel to a 
range of American cities and bring you the 
latest market trends, new launches and 
insight from the experts. From cultural 
capitals like San Francisco and New York, 
to lifestyle havens like Aspen and the 
Hamptons, to laidback coastal cities like 
Seattle and Honolulu, America offers a 
wide variety of options for living well. 
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San Francisco

S
an Francisco beguiles with its 
myriad hills and spectacular bay, 
its vibrant neighbourhoods and 
some of the best culinary and 
cultural experiences in the 

country. The city tops rankings as one of 
the happiest, healthiest and fittest in 
America and is also home to healthy job 
growth. The number of private sector jobs 
in the San Francisco region grew by 25 
percent from 1990 to 2014, outpacing its 
population growth. 

When it comes to housing, limited 
landmass on the peninsula keeps San 
Francisco inventory in check. The most 
desirable neighbourhoods comprise less 
than 20 percent of the city and increasing 
demand for luxury homes continues  
to push prices up. Home prices in  
San Francisco have risen about 81 percent 
since 2011. In July 2015, the median 
single-family house price was up 103 
percent since the first quarter 2012 to 
US$1.35 million, and the median condo 
price had jumped 74 percent to  
US$1.125 million. 

“Gains from a surging stock market and 
such things as stock options and IPO 
proceeds at high-tech companies have 
generated huge amounts of new wealth 
over the past three years,” says Paragon 
chief market analyst Patrick Carlisle.  
“New wealth, in particular, looks to invest 
in homes.”

Low interest rates, which make buying 
condos very affordable, are also a 
contributing factor says Kevin Morgan at 
JMA Ventures, a San Francisco-based 

Market Trends
• Over the past three years, the luxury 
home market has outperformed the overall 
market as wealth dramatically surged in 
the Bay Area. March 2015 saw 89 luxury 
homes sales, the highest monthly number 
in San Francisco's history.
• The Pacific & Presidio Heights 
neighbourhoods still rule the roost 
for highest home prices, but the high 
end market segment is spreading to 
other districts of the city, such as those 
surrounding South Beach and Noe Valley.
• Almost 7,000 residential units are 
currently under construction, with more 
coming in the next few years. New 
inventory should eventually affect the 
recent, high-appreciation dynamic for 
both sale and rental markets, but so far, 
population, employment, wealth and buyer 
demand has continued to outpace supply.

On the Market
Fairmont Place at Ghirardelli Square
This historic waterfront property offers fractional ownership of 53 two- and three-bedroom 
residences at a tenth deeded ownership. Owners are entitled to 35 nights annually and enjoy 
Fairmont’s 24-hour concierge, housekeeping and butler services and access to hotel amenities. 
Price: From US$220,000
www.fairmontatghirardelli.com

2635 Broadway
This newly renovated home in Pacific Heights features four en suite bedrooms including a master 
suite with bay and city views. Interiors boast an open floor plan with high ceilings, glass walls, 
appliances from Miele and Sub-Zero plus sophisticated home automation. Includes a garden and 
three-car garage.  
Price: US$9,500,000
www.gregglynn.com

Lumina Duplex Penthouse
Occupying the two highest floors of the Lumina tower this 15,000sf penthouse features a 
curvilinear formation designed by Arquitectonica with 20-foot ceilings and tall glass to capture 
sweeping city and bay views. Includes five entertaining rooms, five en suite bedrooms, a gym 
and family lounge and private rooftop. 
Price: US$49,000,000
www.gregglynn.com

San Francisco at a Glance

DURING THE GREAT DEPRESSION, NOT A 
SINGLE SAN FRANCISCO-BASED BANK 
FAILED.  BUSINESS WAS SO GOOD, THE 
CITY CONSTRUCTED THE OAKLAND BAY 
BRIDGE AND THE GOLDEN GATE BRIDGE 
DURING THE DEPRESSION.

SAN FRANCISCO HAS MORE THAN 200 
HISTORIC LANDMARK BUILDINGS, 11 
HISTORICAL DISTRICTS AND 14,000 
VICTORIAN HOMES.

SAN FRANCISCO IS BUILT ON 43 HILLS 
AND IS KNOWN FOR STEEP STREETS. 
FILBERT ST. IS THE STEEPEST AT 31.5 
DEGREES.

investment and development firm. He says, 
the strong overall US market is a boon for 
foreign investors. “When you have a 
situation like what’s been going on in 
Greece, with a lot of unknowns and 
another bailout and a big pull back, your 
safest bet is the United States.” 

Troubled stocks in China have also 
increased demand for property in the US. 
In the spring, Morgan had a Chinese buyer 
who was hesitating on a purchase because 
he didn’t want to pull money out of the 
stock market. Following stock losses in 
Shanghai, there has been a shift in 
thinking. “A lot of people are realising that 
real estate is a good place to put money—
especially a place like San Francisco.”

According to Gregory Lynn of Sotheby’s 
International Realty in San Francisco, one 
in every three purchases at the higher end 
of the luxury market are currently made by 
Asian investors. He has personally 
represented dozens of families from 
Singapore. “Singaporeans understand the 
importance of asset building. They like 
buying where they have friends and family 
who can advise them on where the best 
neighbourhoods are,” he says. 

Lynn’s listings tend to include new-
build homes with contemporary design 
and strong views, which appeal to the 
Asian market. One new listing is 2365 
Broadway, a four-bedroom home in Pacific 
Heights that has undergone a complete 
transformation by SUTRO Architects and 
now includes an open floor plan, high 
ceilings and windows and the latest home 
technologies. “We’ve had dozens of 

families come in to San Francisco just to 
see it,” says Lynn. “This is one of the few 
ones on the street that have been 
renovated.” The property is listed for 
US$9.5 million. 

Pacific Heights, Presidio Heights and 
Knobb Hill remain some of the most 
coveted neighbourhoods for single-family 
homes, while South of Market is rapidly 
becoming a hot spot. The area houses the 
headquarters of Uber and several other 
up-and-coming tech companies and 
former warehouses are being converted in 
a style similar to Manhattan’s trendy 
Meatpacking District. 

Notable condominium developments of 
late include The Millennium Tower San 
Francisco, The Infinity, the Four Seasons 
Private Residences and The Lumina, a new 
project that comprises two towers and 656 
units. The development includes one-, 
two- and three-bedroom layouts and 
prices start in the US$2 million range for 
two-bedroom units. There is also a 
sprawling 15,000sf duplex penthouse on 
the market for US$49 million. Residents 
enjoy access to a full roster of building 
amenities including a roof terrace, fitness 
centre and 70-foot lap pool. The project is 
scheduled for completion summer of 2016.

Down at the waterfront, Kevin Morgan 
is marketing a different product type at the 
Fairmont Heritage Place Ghirardelli Square. 
The property includes 53 units, four of 
which may be purchased outright, and the 
rest of which are sold at a tenth of the 
ownership. “You are essentially paying less 
than a tenth of what you pay for a whole 
unit, but you still get to own a piece of real 
estate,” explains Morgan. Fractional 
owners are free to use the apartments 35 
days a year, either at the San Francisco 
property or at any other Fairmont Hotel. 
The project is proving popular with buyers 
looking for a San Francisco pied-à-terre 
and being on the waterfront is certainly a 
perk as municipal building restrictions now 
prevent additional building on the Bay. 

With so much momentum in the 
market, what lies ahead for San Francisco? 
In the short term, Kevin Morgan says he 
anticipates a slight market adjustment. 
“We’re going to see a pull back. Not a 
significant one, but interest rates are going 
to go up, and if the cost of capital is up, 
that will moderate things.” There is also 
talk of a larger tech firm creating an exit 
that may not hit valuation, Morgan says, 
and this will cause people to reconsider 
valuations as a whole. 

But Gregory Lynn says another tech 
crash is not likely. “In 1999, we had a tech 
bust, but today, companies are extremely 
well financed and the internet, as it turns 
out, is not going away. We have Google, 
Apple and Yahoo and tens and dozens of 
companies and we don’t see them stopping 
any more than people stopping to use the 
internet.” Investing in San Francisco is 
simply different than any other city, he 
says. “There is limited supply and 
tremendous demand that doesn’t seem to 
have any cessation.”  by Sophie Kalkreuth

The Lumina Duplex Penthouse 
captures views of the city and bay with 

20-foot ceilings and tall glass walls

Fairmont Heritage Place 
at Ghirardelli Square

2635 Broadway is located in Pacific 
Heights and offers contemporary design 
courtesy of SUTRO Architects

2635 Broadway

2635 Broadway
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Seattle

S
urrounded by water, mountains 
and evergreen forests in the 
Pacific Northwest, Seattle offers a 
similar lifestyle to San Francisco 
or Vancouver—minus the hefty 

price tag. But this is poised to change as 
more and more American technology firms 
set up shop in Seattle, taking advantage of 
local talent and lower prices than the tech 
centres of California.  

Seattle is already home to several of 
the world’s largest corporations—
Microsoft, Starbucks, Amazon and 
Costco—and over the past year, Best Buy, 
Alibaba and HBO have announced or 
opened IT-related operations in the city. 
As the tech boom makes its way north, 
increased demand for luxury homes is 
putting upward pressure on prices. In May 
2015, the average price psf for homes 
priced above US$1.5 million was US$494, 
up 10 percent from the previous year. 

Meanwhile, housing supply remains 
low. The number of for-sale listings in 
Seattle in February 2015 was down 19 
percent from a year previous to just a 
1.5-month supply at the current sales 
pace, according to the region’s multiple 
listings service (MLS). That is a 10-year low 
and it is posing a challenge for buyers. 
“They will probably make several offers 
before one is accepted, and they just need 
to expect to be competing with others,” 
Frank Wilson, director of the region’s MLS 
said in a recent report. 

International buyers, in particular, 
buyers from Mainland China are also 

Market Trends
• Job growth continues in the Seattle-
Metro area. The city added 61,700 
jobs in the year leading to June 2015. 
Unemployment in the Seattle-Bellevue-
Everett market dropped from 4.5 to 4.3 
percent in April alone.
• Housing supply is at a 10-year low. The 
number of for-sale listings in Seattle in 
February 2015 was down 19 percent from 
a year previous to just a 1.5-month supply 
at the current sales pace. “We just really 
are a fast growing city without enough 
inventory on the market,” said Alon Bassok, 
a research scientist at the Runstad Centre 
for Real Estate Research at the University 
of Washington. “Limited inventory, in this 
case, means to me that we’re going to see 
prices go up even further.”
• Seattle home values have gone up 10.8 
percent over the past year to a median 
value of US$508,000 and Zillow predicts 
they will rise 6.1 percent within the next 
year. Citywide condo median sales price 
rose to a new record high of US$385,000 
in July 2015, a year-on-year and one-month 
increase of 34 percent.

On the Market
Prima Vista
This large 8,060sf waterfront home in Kirkland boasts five bedrooms, five bathrooms, an 
outdoor lounge, fireplace and pool. Interiors feature opulent living spaces with home theatre, 
games room and wine cellar. There is also a 70-feet deep moorage and three garages. Part of 
Lake Washington School District. 
Price: US$6,288,000
www.eastsideglobaladvisor.com

1521 2nd Avenue #3501
This 1,890sf apartment is located on the 35th floor with views of Elliott Bay, Olympic Mountains 
and the Space Needle tower. The two-bedroom, two-bathroom residence includes a Creston 
home automation system, surround sound system, maple hardwood floors, two wine coolers, 
two parking spaces, concierge service and building amenities.  
Price: US$3,200,000
www.rsir.com

The Insignia
Located in Downtown Seattle, the Insignia comprises matching 41-storey glass towers with 
interiors by Mitchell Freedland. Residences range from one-bedroom units of 773sf to three-
bedroom penthouses of 2,192 sf. Most include private balconies, walk-in closets, quartz 
countertops and appliances from Bosch. Building amenities include an indoor pool and sauna, a 
sky lounge and outdoor garden terrace. Gated parking. 
Price: From US$500,000
www.insigniabybosa.com

Seattle at a Glance

WASHINGTON’S SEATTLE SCHOOL 
DISTRICT #1 CONTAINS 17 HIGH 
SCHOOLS, 12 OF WHICH RECEIVED GOLD, 
SILVER OR BRONZE MEDALS IN THE U.S. 
NEWS ‘BEST HIGH SCHOOLS’ RANKINGS.

SEATTLE IS RANKED THE MOST LITERATE 
CITY IN THE COUNTRY, WITH THE 
HIGHEST PERCENTAGE OF RESIDENTS 
WITH A COLLEGE DEGREE OR HIGHER.

RAINY CITY? SEATTLE’S ANNUAL 
RAINFALL IS LESS THAN THAT OF 
HOUSTON, CHICAGO AND NEW YORK CITY.

discovering Seattle, drawn by the moderate 
climate, good public schools and proximity 
to Asia. “We are the closest mainland port 
and with direct flights to China we have 
become a reasonable second home 
destination for Chinese nationals,” says 
Dean Jones, principal and owner at 
Realogics Sotheby’s International Realty in 
Seattle. If Chinese investors feel they 
missed out buying in Vancouver or San 
Francisco, Jones says they know these 
markets are harbingers of what’s to come 
for Seattle metro area.

Like Vancouver, the city of Seattle has a 
defined downtown core that is surrounded 
by water and hills. Growth is restricted 
both by geography and by Washington’s 
Growth Management Act, which stipulates 
that density growth be confined to the city 
centre. Unlike Vancouver, however, Seattle 
has become an increasingly favourable 
destination for foreign and particularly 
Chinese investors. “In 2012, Canada 
reformed its immigration policies, 
effectively pushing back 60,000 
applications from Chinese nationals,” Jones 
says. Meanwhile in America, the Obama 
administration introduced 10-year, 
multiple entry visas for Chinese citizens 
and issued a large portion of its EB-5 
investment visas (upwards of 85 percent) 
to Chinese nationals. 

Other factors have also contributed to 
increased buyer activity from China. “The 
rebounding US economy and the 
rebounding real estate market has made it 
a blue chip market,” Jones says. Plus, he 

homes, is also a coveted area inhabited by 
a number of noted Chinese families who 
often prefer waterfront properties near 
good public schools, Jones says. Realogics 
Sotheby’s is currently listing Prima Vista, a 
sprawling 8,060sf waterfront home in 
Kirkland that includes multi-level outdoor 
entertainment spaces with a summer 
kitchen, fireplace, pool and 70 feet deep 
moorage. The interiors feature natural 
stone detailing and custom woodwork and 
large living spaces including a home 
theatre, games room, gym and wine cellar. 
The property is asking US$6,288,000. 

Demand for downtown condominiums 
is also strong. In July 2015, the citywide 
condo median sales price rose to a new 
record high of US$385,000, a year-on-year 
and one-month increase of 34 percent and 
13.2 percent respectively, according to 
MLS. Condominium values rose throughout 
the city with Capitol Hill and downtown 
Belltown exhibiting the biggest gains.

The Insignia, a new project from 
Canadian developer Bosa, located in Seattle’s 
downtown offers one-, two- and three-
bedroom units over two towers with a range 
of building amenities including an indoor lap 
pool and spa, a 41st floor sky retreat and 
resident lounge and a seventh floor open-air 
park terrace with outdoor grilling area. 
Prices start from around US$500,000. 

Several luxury towers are currently 
planned for Seattle metro area and many of 
them, such as the 41-storey Potala Tower, 
are backed by foreign funds through the 
E-B5 program. Scheduled for completion in 
2017, the Potala will include 142 hotel 
rooms and around 340 apartment units. 
Beijing-based Create World Group has 
started construction in downtown Bellevue 
on a six-storey, 162-unit apartment 
building, the first of several it plans on the 
West Coast. Located north of Bellevue 
Square, the project is a joint venture with 
Seattle-based Daniels Real Estate. This is 
just the tip of the iceberg, according to 
Dean Jones. “I believe there is more activity 
with high-profile for-sale developments on 
the drawing board from Chinese 
developers and international investors than 
there are traditional local developers,” he 
says.  by Sophie Kalkreuth

adds, the popular Chinese romantic 
comedy “Beijing meets Seattle” put the city 
on the radar by celebritising its lifestyle. 

Seattle neighbourhoods located with an 
easy commute to downtown such as Queen 
Anne, Madison Park, Washington Park and 
Capitol Hill are especially popular among 
luxury homebuyers. The affluent East End, 
where Bill Gates and Jeff Bezos have 

Located on the 35th floor, the 
residence at 1521 2nd Avenue offers 

sweeping city and ocean views

Prima Vista’s waterfront location 
includes 70-feet deep boat moorage

The Insignia features matching 41-storey 
glass towers in downtown Seattle 
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