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PROPERTY BAROMETER  
FNB Estate Agent Survey – Foreign Buying of 

Domestic Residential Property 
Agents have pointed to a further rise in foreign 

buying of domestic property late in 2014  
The FNB Estate Agent Survey has pointed to further improvement in the 
levels of foreigner buying of South African residential property in the final 
quarter of 2014. While Rand weakening has subsided of late, SA residential 
property still appears cheap for foreigners after a major earlier Rand 
weakening, and Rand weakness may still be a factor in supporting the level 
foreign buying. However, we still contend that the recovery of property’s 
popularity globally is the bigger driver of foreigner buying. 

DESPITE RAND WEAKENING SUBSIDING, FOREIGN DEMAND 
FOR SA RESIDENTIAL PROPERTY CONTINUES TO STRENGTHEN 

The South African residential market has become a lot cheaper in recent 
years for foreigners whose incomes are denominated in some of the World’s 
major currencies. This is due to a major depreciation in the Rand over the 
past few years, which has negated any house price growth which has taken 
place in Rand terms.  

However, in recent months we have begun to see some positive house price 
growth in certain major foreign currency terms, due to a recent period of 
relative Rand stability. 

For the month of December, the FNB House Price Index still declined year-
on-year by -3.4% in US Dollar terms. However, in Euro terms it showed 
positive year-on-year growth of +7.4%, and had a marginal positive increase 
of +1.1% in UK Pound terms. 

This relative stability in these indices is now a far cry from the sharp year-on-
year declines of around a year prior.  

Nevertheless, compared to the end of 2010, the FNB House Price Index is still 
sharply down, by -17.6% in Euro terms, -23.2% in Dollar terms, and by         
-23.3% in Pound terms. So SA property still appears cheap for foreign buyers 
from some of the major economies. 
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Not only is South African property a lot cheaper for foreign buyers than a few years ago, but property is more 
popular as an asset class globally compared to 
its status a few years ago. This increase in 
popularity, coupled perhaps to the cheaper 
foreign currency denominated house prices, 
appears to have been driving a further uptick in 
the levels of foreigner buying in the local 
market. 

From a low point of 2% of total buying at a 
stage of 2010, the FNB Estate Agent Survey 
respondents have gradually raised their estimate 
of the foreigner buying to 5.5% of total domestic 
home buying for the 2 quarters up to and 
including the 4th quarter of 2014, a further rise 
from the 4.5% estimate for the previous quarter.  

Almost co-inciding with the global house price 
acceleration from 2012 was a noticeable broad 
increase in the percentage of estate agents in 
our survey reporting a rise in “foreigner buyer 
numbers (14.25% for the 4 quarters to end-
2014), while the percentage reporting a decline 
in the numbers declined (2.25% reporting a 
decline, with the majority of respondents 
reporting unchanged foreign buying levels 
throughout). 

We put these estate agent responses together in 
the Foreign Home Buying Confidence Index. 
This index reflects the mix of agents’ answers on 
a scale of 2 to -2 (see notes at the end for an 
explanation).  

A positive score means that more respondents 
experience a rise in foreign buying, and vice 
versa for a negative score. 

The Index reached a level of 0.14 by the final 
quarter of 2014, continuing the rising trend, and 
the highest index level since the index starts 
back in 2008. 
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Of interest is the seeming gradual change in the 
key sources of foreign buying. Foreign buying of 
SA property by African Continent buyers 
appears to continue to strengthen, with African 
Continent buyers estimated at 24.5% of total 
foreign buying for the 2 quarters up to the 4th 
quarter of 2014. This is up from 12.5% as at the 
3rd quarter of 2013. 

 

 

 

 

Finally, it would appear that the Cape Town 
region has experienced the strongest recovery in 
foreign buying levels, with agents in the 4th 
quarter survey estimating foreign buying to be 
13% of total buying in their areas. 

The next best of the big cities is Joburg on 6%, 
with similar percentages for the rest (6% for 
Port Elizabeth, 5% for Pretoria and 5% for 
Ethekwini),  

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
Domestic residential property continues to appear cheap to foreign buyers, due to the Rand’s multi-year slide since 
2011. This is despite a more recent period of relative currency stability at the weakened levels. 

However, while the weakening in the Rand in recent years may have influenced some foreign “bargain hunters” to 
buy local residential property, we remain of the belief that the impact of Rand weakness on its own has a limited 
impact on the levels of foreign buying locally. 

More importantly, we believe that the global economic recovery and improved levels of popularity of property as 
an asset class have been the major source of support for foreigner buying of local property buying.  

Our arguments are based on the history of recent years. In the boom market of 2005, estimated foreigner buying 
was as high as 7% of total local home buying despite Rand strength making local property relatively expensive for 
foreigners. Property at the time was an extremely popular asset class. We believe that this popularity was the key 
driver at that time, and that it has once again become the key driver of late. 
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Notes: 
1.  The Foreigner Home Buying Confidence Index is constituted as follows. When agents are asked the 

question as to the direction of foreigner home buying, they have 5 choices of answer to which we assign a 
numerical score. These are “there is a lot more foreign buying (which gets a score of +2)”, “there is a 
little more foreign buying (score of +1)”, “foreign buying remains the same as a quarter ago (score of 0)”, 
“there is a little less foreign buying (score of -1)”, or “there is a lot less foreign buying (score of -2)”. The 
Index is then calculated by weighting each of the 5 scores according to the percentage of agents choosing 
each answer option on a 4-quarter moving average basis. The maximum index value is thus +2, in which 
case 100% of respondents would be answering that “there is a lot more foreign buying”, and the minimum 
index value is -2, in which case 100% of respondents would be choosing the option “there are a lot less 
foreign buyers” . 


