STEELY
RESILIENCE
Singapore’s real estate business
boomed even during the
pandemic and here’s why
By Leong Boon Hoe
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VIEWPOINT - Singapore’s Real Estate Business in the Pandemic

The pandemic forced the residential property segment to go virtual.

The year 2020 will go down in history
where many millions of people became
infected, while millions also perished
from an unknown virus which became
a global pandemic in March. In
Singapore, we were not spared from
the brunt of the novel coronavirus. The
nation also witnessed a first – a semilockdown creatively called a “circuit
breaker” which lasted 1 month, 3
weeks and 4 days.
Many things changed in the year
2020. Today, it is commonplace to
sanitise our hands and wear masks
when we are out of the house. Working
from home and e-commerce became
widely adopted. These were not new
trends – but a global pandemic
certainly accelerated them.
After a roller-coaster year,
Singapore’s private residential property
market has emerged largely unscathed.
Here are a few things that sum up an
unforgettable year.

TECHNOLOGY IS HERE TO STAY

While some industries like the travel
and hospitality industries were badly
hit, others have thrived since the
SARS-CoV-2 virus forever became
known as COVID-19 on 11 February
2020.
One such industry is the technology
industry. Tech companies played a
critical role in enabling companies to
carry on business as usual and as best
as they can. As “Zoom” become a verb,
and a definition of a noun in the
Cambridge Dictionary, its little-known
founder and CEO made over USD 12
billion between March and September.
Just as people turned to Zoom for
their video conferencing needs,
24

developers relied on digital solution
providers such as Matterport to create
virtual show flats when physical
viewings were disallowed during the
Circuit Breaker that lasted almost eight
weeks.
Digitalisation became a top priority
for the real estate industry. Agents
learnt how to engage prospects during
virtual walk-throughs. Analysts gave
their take on the market via webinars.
Agents introduced the properties they
represent to the audience online.
We witnessed the first virtual or
remote balloting and unit selection
process, which allowed for sales to
happen without having the need for
buyers to be physically present at the
show flats. The digitisation of sales
documentation also allowed for
remote and efficient paperwork
processing.
While most people welcome the
opening of show flats after the circuit
breaker ended, social distancing
guidelines ensured a maximum
number of visitors at any one time.
There is no doubt that virtual viewings
will remain a useful tool for marketing
agents and the digitalisation of the real
estate industry will continue, and
rightly so.

PROPERTY PRICES REMAIN
RESILIENT

The question on many people’s minds
during the worst phase of the
pandemic was whether the property
market would come to a screeching
halt and result in the greatest fall in
property prices since the turn of the
millennium.
Well, this Little Red Dot showed the

world what a resilient property market
looks like. And it was not just through
sheer luck.
First, government intervention
through its stimulus packages and jobs
protection aid insulated, as far as
possible, Singaporeans from the
impact of the economic slowdown and
minimised the number of people
affected by retrenchments or closing of
businesses. It was reported that more
than 150,000 jobs will be saved over
these two years, with more than half of
them saved by the Jobs Support
Scheme (JSS).
Second, the loan repayment
moratorium helped to cushion the
sudden shock of job losses and these
measures collectively helped prevent
widespread fire/distress/hardship sale
of homes.
Statistics have shown that
residential properties make up a large
chunk of the Singaporean household
balance sheet, with the other items
being investments in financial
products, insurance as well as savings.
An interesting trend emerged over the
cause of the past few crises:
Singaporeans are ploughing more into
their residential properties as
Singapore goes through the past crises
(SARS, Global Financial Crisis), perhaps
signalling residential properties remain
an asset class of choice in times of
hardships.
Those developers received an
extension to the project completion
time that alleviated some of their
stress. As a result, we didn’t see the
mass reduction of prices just to move
units. Another factor that helped was
the low-interest-rate environment.
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TRANSACTION VOLUME
REBOUNDED: REVENGE BUYING
OR RECOVERY BUYING?

The market did take a pause at the
start of the Circuit Breaker, but once
people got the hang of how to use the
available technology, the market
restarted.
In Singapore, past transaction
patterns showed that the underlying or
core demand in both the new and
resale market is about 8,000 – 9,000
units respectively annually.
The spike in demand witnessed
after the circuit breaker ended should
be considered more of a “recovery
buying” than “revenge buying”. While
the numbers showed a strong
rebound, it is a climb up from a low
base due to the paused market
situation in April and May.
It looks like we are going to end the
year with about 9,500 to 10,000 new
home sales, and 8,000 to 8,500 resale
homes sold respectively, indicating that
the market is fulfilling the core demand
levels and not anything speculative. Of
course, the current low-interest rates
and developers dangling incentives to
encourage sales helped.

BUYERS’ NEEDS CHANGED

It took a pandemic to make people
re-evaluate their priorities in their lives
and in what they look for when
purchasing a home. Suddenly, a
humble balcony with some plants
became a place of respite, and a quiet
space to conduct that Zoom call
became a luxury, especially so if the
space has an impressive background.

These changes are more likely
permanent than transient. So, it will be
interesting to see how developers take
the design of the apartment’s interior
to a new level.

THE OUTLOOK

So how will the 2021 market do? While
the world is definitely not out of the
woods yet, the new year presents a
much more optimistic economic
outlook and Singapore is likely to come
out of recession with a strong showing.
The low-interest-rate environment is
also likely to persist for a while more.
All factors are pointing to sustainable
home sales volume and pricing level
next year.
Developers have worked up an
appetite for sites as their land bank
depletes. Some of the sites in the
confirmed and reserve list of the
Government Land Sales (GLS)
programme could quench their
hunger. These plum sites are expected
to encourage active bidding and some
confident pricing levels could be
achieved.
Foreign buyers are also likely to
return to our shores in 2021. With a
vaccine in sight, borders are likely to
open soon, albeit slowly and safely.
Against what they see in nations with
geopolitical and trade tensions,
Singapore’s ability to keep the COVID-19
situation under control and the
government’s efforts in rolling out the
red carpet to continue to compete for
and attract foreign direct investments
and foreign talents make this little
city-state an attractive destination for

The pandemic forced homebuyers to re-evaluate their priorities.

foreign individuals and businesses to
invest in real estate in Singapore. At the
Singapore Tech Forum on 17 November
2020, Prime Minister Lee announced
500 TechPass will be open for
applications by “the movers and shakers
of the tech world” in January 2021. This
new pass will be personal to the holder,
giving them the flexibility to move
between roles and employers.
What is for sure is that change is
constant. Changing user patterns will
accelerate in new products being
developed. Besides more integration of
uses within our residential spaces, it
will be interesting to see what the
developers will come up with.
While the adoption of technology
has been accelerated, we still need
wet-ink signatures for sales and
purchase agreements. Will we one day
see the digitalisation of the entire sales
documentation process?
But one thing we did learn from
2020 is that the future is unpredictable.
So, the best way forward is always to
stay positive and updated, make smart
investment choices within your means
and not to over-leverage yourself. To
those who say, “never waste a good
crisis”, remember that there is always
another one coming.
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