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Preface

For many in the UK the idea of buying a property in France summons up the image of a rustic cottage in Normandy or a farmhouse in the Dordogne – a bolt-hole, a retreat, cheap to buy, empty for most of the year and available for family and friends in the holiday season. There is little expectation of capital growth and no likelihood of a regular and growing income. This image, however, does not do justice to the reality of the French property market and the huge attractions it has for the serious investor.

There are two remarkable features of the property scene in France: its uniquely stable housing market and the sheer scale of its rental sector.

France, like other countries, was hit hard by the recession but its property market has emerged more bruised than battered from the crisis. While prices fell they didn’t collapse and there was nothing like the scale of devastation – foreclosures, abandoned building sites, legions of empty new-builds – suffered by other countries (most notably Spain, Ireland and the UK).

The reason is simply that France declined to join the property boom and consequently avoided the property bust. Planning rules were not relaxed to accommodate developers. Mortgage lenders did not change their lending criteria to facilitate speculative purchases. Strict rules on affordability were maintained. They still exist. As a result, far fewer homeowners were forced to hand in their keys and widespread turmoil was avoided.

And what about buyer demand? The key factor here is affordability and, once again, the signs are positive. According to the National Association of French Estate Agents (FNAIM), property prices were as affordable for the average buyer in 2010 (taking income levels and interest rates into account) as they were in 2000. No change there.

When it comes to the rental sector France is uniquely placed in having both a thriving tourist industry and a vast long-term rental market.

France is the number one tourist destination in the world, with over 70 million visitors a year. Not surprisingly, there is always demand for affordable accommodation. In recent years cheap flights have fuelled this demand like never before. As a consequence, holiday letting has taken off, hugely facilitated by internet sites devoted exclusively to property owners in search of tenants.

An added bonus for the owner of a holiday let in France is that the property may qualify as a furnished holiday let for the purpose of UK tax. Qualifying properties have a variety of special tax benefits, including a capital gains tax rate as low as 10%!

With careful planning it is possible to own and enjoy that second home in France and, at the same time, make it pay.

As for the long-term rental market, the contrast with the UK is stark. For the French, renting is a way of life, with over 20% of the housing stock privately rented. The government, for its part (unlike its UK counterpart) regards the private rental sector as an asset, to be actively encouraged and supported. Tax concessions and incentive schemes of all sorts play a part. The long-term rental market is buoyant, with demand outstripping supply in most parts of the country.

As if all this weren’t enough, property prices and mortgage interest rates are considerably lower than in the UK.

This book is the product of 12 years’ experience in buying, managing and letting properties in France. The underlying principle is that the investment must pay for itself and meet the essential requirements of any buy-to-let purchase – a regular, reliable and growing income with a high expectation of long-term capital gain.

Welcome to Buy-to-Let France!

Gerry FitzGerald


Part One

WHERE TO BUY


1

For Holiday Letting

Holidaymakers in France are spoilt for choice. There is something unique in all the regions to make their stay the perfect holiday experience – from Nice, Cannes, Antibes and St Tropez in the Côte d’Azur to the ski slopes of Rhône-Alpes and the sandy beaches of Deauville in Normandy. So where to make a holiday let investment?

For a successful holiday letting business there is one essential requirement – a regular, reliable supply of holidaymakers eager and willing to rent. While all the regions of France attract tourists, some specific locations attract many more than others. This is due entirely to the phenomenal development of the low-cost airline industry.

HOLIDAY LET HOTSPOTS

The budget airlines have radically transformed the travel scene in Europe and the great majority of holiday let clients will reach their destination by using them. Indeed, the fierce competition from the no-frills sector has had the additional benefit of forcing national airlines to trim their fares and join in the fray. However wonderful a location might be in other respects, it will be at a great disadvantage if it is not close to an airport served by the low-cost airlines.

The following carriers currently operate from UK and Irish airports to destinations in France.

Table 1.1 Carriers serving holiday destinations in France



	easyJet

	Bmibaby

	Sky South




	Ryanair

	Aer Arann

	Aurigny




	Flybe

	German Wings

	British Airways




	Jet2

	Air France

	Aer Lingus





 

Airlines, however, can and do go out of business. Airlines can and do pull out of routes. What effect would either eventuality have on a holiday letting business? Given this inherent danger it is clearly important to know how many carriers fly to any particular French airport and from how many UK airports. Safety in numbers. There are wide discrepancies in the figures.

In the ‘safest’ category are those destinations which are served by five to eight carriers each from up to 20 UK and Irish airports (see Table 1.2). Next come those in the two to four carrier category (Table 1.3) and finally, those destinations served by only one airline (Table 1.4). These tables are, of course, a snapshot of the current position. Nothing stands still. Up-to-date research will be needed at the time of purchase.

BROADENING THE SEARCH

It is important to note that it is not only the immediate destination that benefits from the attention of the airlines. Nearby holiday locations are also served by the airport and properties in these areas can make excellent investments. Nice airport, for example, delivers holidaymakers to Cannes, Grasse, St Paul de Vence, Monaco, Monte Carlo, Villefranche, Cagnes-sur-mer and Antibes – all much sought after holiday destinations within easy reach of the airport.

For this reason Tables 1.2 and 1.3 below are accompanied not only by notes on the immediate destination but also by details of ‘other destinations served by the airport’. These lists are based on properties currently available to rent on the main holiday letting websites (see Chapter 13), specifying the airport in question as the nearest to the property.

Table 1.2 First category holiday destinations



	Destinations

	Carriers

	UK/Irish airports




	Paris

	8 + Eurostar

	20




	Nice

	8

	20




	Marseille

	7

	12




	Bordeaux

	6

	13




	Toulouse

	6

	12




	La Rochelle

	5

	11




	Lyon

	5

	11





Paris

The most popular areas for holidaymakers are the Marais (4th arrondissement), the Latin Quarter around St Germain des Prés (6th), Montmartre (18th) and anywhere within striking distance of the Louvre and Nôtre Dame Cathedral. ‘Striking distance’, however, can also mean a short trip on the metro. It is a great deal cheaper to rent (and buy) in the Gare du Nord area (Eurostar direct from London) and take the metro to the major attractions in just 15 minutes.
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Map 1.1 First category holiday destinations

Nice (Alpes-Maritimes)

It is not difficult to see the tourist attraction of Nice – sun, sea and alfresco dining in the Cours Saleya as the stars twinkle over the Baie des Anges. It is host to festivals of all kinds throughout the year. While the Côte d’Azur as a whole is known to be expensive, Nice can cater for all budgets. Holidaymakers can choose a low cost studio in the Old Town or a luxury villa in Cimiez.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

Cannes, Grasse, St Paul de Vence, Monaco, Monte Carlo, Villefranche, Cagnes-sur-mer, Beaulieu-sur-mer, Antibes, Fayence, St Tropez.

Marseille (Bouches-du-Rhône)

The country’s second largest city, linked to the capital by the high speed TGV train service, Marseille attracts weary Parisians and foreign tourists alike. Apart from various museums, attractions include glorious beaches, picturesque bays, scuba diving, wind surfing, boat trips to the Calanques and tours of the infamous prison fortress of Château d’If.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

Cassis, Roquevaire, Carnoux-en-Provence, La Ciotat, Aubagne.

Bordeaux (Gironde)

Apart from its famous wine, tourist attractions include the Palais de la Bourse on the river Garonne, the Zoo de Bordeaux Pessac, the Musée d’Art Contemporain, the 11th century Cathédrale St André and paragliding on the nearby Dune de Pyla, the highest dune in Europe.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

St Emilion, Libourne, Latresne, Merignac, Le Bouscat, Eysines and the Saintes, Royan and Jonzac areas of Charente Maritime.

Toulouse (Haute-Garonne)

Known as the Ville Rose because of the effect of the sunlight on the city’s brick architecture, Toulouse is the country’s fourth largest city. It is famous for its wine, cheeses, foie gras and unique Toulouse cassoulet. Tourist attractions include the Théatre Garonne, the Cathédrale St Étienne, the planetarium, the Paul Depuy Museum and the St Sernin basilica.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

The departments of Tarn, Tarn-et-Garonne, Lot, Gers and the ski slopes of Ax les Thermes, Ascou Pailhères, Peyragudes and Saint-Lary Soulan.

La Rochelle (Charente-maritime)

La Rochelle is a delightful seaside resort, best know for its picturesque harbour and Old Town. Attractions include the Musée des Modèles Reduits (miniature models), Parc Ornithologique (nature reserve for wild birds), Musée Maritime Neptunea (see Jacques Cousteau’s ship, Calypso) and Le Jam Pub (for jazz and blues fans).

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

Ile-de-Ré, La Rochelle-Surgères, Saint-Jean-d’Angely, Rochfort-Marennes, St Just, St Just Luzac, Deux-Sèvres, Montpellier De Medillan.

Lyon (Rhône)

France’s third largest city, Lyon is considered the home of haute cuisine. Apart from the food, visitors are attracted by the Roman amphitheatres built by the Emperor Augustus, the Fourvière Basilica, the Parc des Hauteurs on the Fourvière Hill and the National Opera House. River cruises are available on the Rhône and Saône.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

Pérouges, Monts du Lyonnais, St Romain-en-Gal, Crémieu and the ski resorts of Alpe du Grand Serre, Autrans, Gresse en Vercors, Lans en Vercors, Le Collet d’Allevard, Lelex, Mijoux-Lélax-la Faucil, Prapoutel and Villard de Lans.

Table 1.3 Second category holiday destinations



	Destinations

	Carriers

	UK/Irish airports




	Nantes

	4

	10




	Perpignan

	3

	10




	Grenoble

	3

	8




	Brest

	3

	6




	Bergerac

	2

	13




	Limoges

	2

	12




	Rennes

	2

	11




	Chambery

	2

	9




	Dinard

	2

	6




	Biarritz

	2

	5




	Avignon

	2

	4




	Montpellier

	2

	3





Nantes (Loire-Atlantique)

Sixth largest city in France and capital of the Pays de la Loire region, Nantes has plenty to offer the visitor. It is host to jazz, classical music, film and literary festivals and has a number of cultural and historical attractions such as the Musée d’Histoire Naturelle, Musée Dobrée, Musée Jules Verne and the Château des Ducs de Bretagne.
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Map 1.2 Second category holiday destinations

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

La Baule, Peaule, Billiers, Maine-et-loire, Pluherlin, Arzal.

Perpingnan (Pyrenees-Orientales)

Only about 40 km from the Spanish border, Perpingnan is as much Spanish as French. Tourism is a major part of its economy. Apart from the sun and sea at the Argeles-Plage and the exotic gardens of Jardin de Sant-Vicens, visitors flock to the Saint-Jean quarter, the Palais des rois de Majorque, the Cathédrale Saint-Jean and the Château de Peyrepertuse.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

Claira, Villelongue-de-la-Salanque, Millas, Elne, St-Laurent-de-la-Salanque, Latour, Alenya, Pollestres, Bompas.

Grenoble (Isère)

For the skiing enthusiasts Grenoble is a very important destination. Located at the confluence of the Drac and Isère rivers, it is within easy reach of the finest ski resorts in the French Alps. Apart from the airport it has the further advantage of being linked to Paris by the high speed TGV network. For the less athletic visitor it has a variety of museums (Musée de L’Ancien Evêché, Musée Stendhal, Musée d’Histoire Naturelle) and a very picturesque mediaeval town centre (Place St-André). There is a jazz festival in the spring and a film festival in the summer.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

The three main ski resorts of Isère, Savoie, and Haute-Savoie.

Brest (Finistère)

Brest is an important port for the French naval fleet and is home to the Brest Naval Training Centre. For the visitor there is no shortage of things to do: boat trips to the grottos along the Cap de la Chèvre, visits to the nature reserve (Parc Naturel Regional d’Armorique) or the Oceanopolis aquarium. There is an annual short film festival and a Tall Ships event every few years. There are Roman ruins to inspect at the nearby Village of Landevennec.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

Crozon, Camaret-sur-Mer, Guisseny, Dirinon, Morgat, Le Conquet, Ploudalmezeau, Aberwrach, Kerlouan, Le Faou, Landunvez, Brignogan-Plage, Saint Pabu, Perros-Guirec, Henvic.

Bergerac (Dordogne)

Famous for its picturesque and quaint Old Town (vieille ville) Bergerac is situated on the banks of the Dordogne. Tourists can visit the nearby 16th century Recollets Convent (Cloître des Récollets) for wine tasting and concerts, check out prehistoric works of art at the Musée Nationale de Prehistoire and on the walls of a cave at the Grotte de Font de Gaume or learn something of the history of tobacco growing in Bergerac at the Musée du Tabac.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

Issigeac, St Georges de Montclar, Mussidan, Douville, Lalinde, Maurens, Port de Couze, Sigoulès, Monpazier, Laveyssiere, Pomport, Sainte-Foy-de-Longas, Ribagnac, Plaisance, St Jean D’Eyraud, Sauveboeuf, Montpeyroux, Pressignac-Vicq, Montcaret, Prayssac.

Limoges (Haute-Vienne)

Capital of the Limousin region, Limoges is best known for its Limoges china, produced there since the late 18th century. The surrounding area also provides the finest oak wood for the barrels used in Cognac production. Tourist attractions include the stained glass windows of Eglise St-Michel des Lions, the animal park (Parc du Reynou) near the village of Solignac, the Gothic Cathedral of St-Etienne (begun in 1273) with its 62m high tower, a roman amphitheatre and the city’s extensive botanical gardens.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

Châteauroux, Chateauneuf La Forêt, Bessines Sur Gartempe, St Germain les Belles, Le Chalard, St Sornin Leulac, Eymoutiers, Saint Sulpice les Feuilles, St Léonard de Noblat, Bessines sur Gartempe.

Rennes (Ille-et-Vilaine)

Rennes is the regional capital of Brittany and is an extremely popular tourist destination. Visitors flock to the botanical gardens of the Jardin du Thabor, in the centre of the city. Every July the Tombées de la Nuit Festival transforms Rennes into a centre for music, theatre and parades (at night, of course). Other visitor attractions include the impressionist paintings of the Musée Emmanuel de la Villeon, a historical perspective on clock making at L’Atelier Musée de L’Horlogerie Ancienne and a tour of the Cathédrale Nôtre-Dame in Vitre.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

La Bouexiere, La Meziere, La Fresnais, Saint-Cast-le-Guildo, Caden, Langon, Papillon, Pleucadeuc.

Chambery (Savoie)

Situated in the Rhône-Alpes region, South East France, Chambery has been the capital of Savoie since the 13th century. For the visitor the most striking feature of the town is the strange Fontaine des Eléphants monument, featuring four life-size elephants, commemorating some long forgotten escapade in India. Other attractions include the Château des Ducs de Savoie, home to the dukes of Savoy from 1295 to 1563, the Lac Bourget, France’s largest natural lake, the Roman baths of the Thermes Nationaux and the Fine Arts Museum (Musée des Beaux-Arts) with its fine collection of Italian paintings from the Renaissance period.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

Ski resorts of Valloire, Val Cenis, La Norma, Saint Sorlin d’Arves, Termignon, Aussois, Saint-Jean d’Arves, Orelle.

Dinard (Ille-et-Vilaine)

Located on Brittany’s Côte d’Émeraude, Dinard is an extremely popular resort, offering holidaymakers a warm climate (thanks to the Gulf Stream) and the long sandy beaches of St-Enogat and Plage de l’Ecluse. Activities include kayaking, windsurfing and swimming in the Olympic sea-water pool (Piscine Olympique).

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

St Malo, Saint-Pierre-de-Plesguen, St. Enogat, Combourg, Epiniac, Manche, Cancale, Plelan-le-Petit, Matignon.

Biarritz (Pyrénées-Atlantiques)

Tourist hotspot and playground of the rich and famous, Biarritz is in the Basque region of South West France, just 18 km from Spain. People come to explore the Basque country, surf from some of the best surfing beaches available, visit the sights (Eglise Ste-Eugenie, Hôtel du Palais) or gamble in the Barrière and Bellevue casinos.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

Guethary, Larressore, Hendaye, Anglet, Bidart, La Bastide-Clairence, St Jean de Luz-Ciboure.

Avignon (Vaucluse)

Avignon, about 80 km north of Marseille, is best known in the UK for the nursery rhyme ‘Sur le pont d’Avignon’. The bridge in question is Pont Saint Bénezet, the mediaeval bridge across the Rhône, linking the old town of Avignon and Villeneuve-les-Avignon. Important tourist attractions are the Palais des Papes (home to popes in the 14th century), the 12th century cathedral (Nôtre Dame des Doms), the museum of stone carving (Musée Lapidaire) and the 14th century ramparts around the town.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

Graveson, Cabrieres D’Avignon, Boulbon, Barthelasse, Velleron.

Montpellier (Hérault)

The country’s eighth largest city and the ideal location for a Mediterranean holiday in the South of France. Not to be missed are the caves at the Grotte des Desmoiselles, the city’s triumphal arch (Porte du Peyrou), day and night street entertainment in the Place de la Comédie, Montpellier Cathedral and the Amazonian greenhouse at the zoo.

Other holiday destinations served by the airport

Grabels, Juvignac, Palavas-les-Flots, St-Bauzille-de-Montmel, Beaulieu, Castries.

Table 1.4 Third category holiday destinations



	Destinations

	Carriers

	UK/Irish airports




	Carcassonne

	1

	8




	Strasbourg

	1

	5




	Poitiers

	1

	3




	Beauvais

	1

	3




	Beziers

	1

	2




	Nimes

	1

	2




	Rodez

	1

	2




	Tours

	1

	2




	Pau

	1

	2




	Le Touquet

	1

	1




	Angoulême

	1

	1




	Toulon

	1

	1




	Lorient

	1

	1




	Caen

	1

	1




	Deauville

	1

	1




	Ajaccio

	1

	1
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Map 1.3 Third category holiday destinations

PRICES AND RENTS

It is clearly essential to have an idea of prices and achievable rents before settling firmly on a location. While the rental demand may be there, the sums must add up in terms of income and outgoings – the most important of which is likely to be the cost of any mortgage taken out to finance the project.

In the UK the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors (RICS) produces a monthly survey of property price and rent levels throughout the UK. In France a similar report is produced by the Fédération Nationale de l’Immobilier (FNAIM). It is an invaluable source of information for the prospective property investor (see Appendix C).

The survey is produced quarterly and provides a breakdown of sale prices and long-term rents for apartments and houses in all the regions of the country. While regional information is of little use for our purpose, the survey also provides very specific information on the métropoles de régions. Most of our holiday hotspot locations are covered.

While the data on property prices is useful, however, there is a problem when it comes to rental figures. FNAIM provides figures for long-term rents only. There is the additional complication that the holiday season will be longer in one part of the country than another and the rents charged for the same property will vary in the low, mid- and high season. Arriving at a realistic assessment of the annual rent achievable is not a simple matter.

We have, therefore, to fall back on the only reliable source of information available on rents – the specialist holiday let websites for property owners (see Chapter 13). An examination of these shows that in the high season holiday let rents can be four times the long-term rental figure. Allowing for variations during the season, three times the long-term figure would be a realistic expectation over the season as a whole.

On this basis, drawing on the information provided by the most recent FNAIM report (prices and rents quoted per square metre), the following is a table (in euros) of prices, monthly long-term rents and holiday let rents for a 45m2 apartment in our hotspot holiday let destinations covered by the report:

Table 1.5 Property prices and rents in holiday destinations

[image: image]

These are, of course, average prices. There will be variations, depending on the precise district or quartier in which the property is located. Prices in the wider region served by the airport (see above) will be different again. There is no substitute for the expertise of the local estate agent (see Chapter 4).


2

For Long-term Letting

Renting long term is a way of life in France and there is a demand virtually everywhere for good accommodation. That is not to say, however, that there is strong demand everywhere and that good rents can always be achieved. There are certain towns and cities where the market is particularly active, demand is good and rents can be expected to rise in the years ahead. These are the university towns.

HOTSPOTS FOR LONG-TERM RENTAL

It is no coincidence that the rental market is strongest where large numbers of students need accommodation. While you may decide not to let to students (see Chapter 20), their very presence in the market substantially benefits the rental scene overall and applies upward pressure on rents. For long-term letting never be too far from a university campus.

The following are the principal university towns and cities in France:

Table 2.1 Long-term rental hotspots



	Aix-en-Provence

	Lille

	Paris




	Amiens

	Limoges

	Poitiers




	Angers

	Lyon

	Reims




	Besançon

	Marseille

	Rennes




	Bordeaux

	Metz

	Rouen




	Caen

	Montpellier

	Strasbourg




	Clermont-Ferrand

	Nancy

	Toulouse




	Créteil

	Nantes

	Tours




	Dijon

	Nice

	Versailles




	Grenoble

	Orléans
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Map 2.1 Long-term rental hotspots

REFINING THE SEARCH

It is one thing to know which town or city is worth investigating for a long-term rental investment. It is another altogether to know which district or quartier of the town would be best.

In most cases several faculties of the university (perhaps as many as six or seven) will be located in different parts of the town. Some campuses will be bigger than others. The demand for accommodation will differ



PRICES AND RENTS
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Biarritz 185,985 564 1,692
Bordeaux 127,350 555 1,665
Lyon 131,580 572 1716
Marseille 123,255 576 1,728
Montpellier 112,725 612 1,836
Nantes 114,030 542 1,626
Nice 165,150 641 1,923
Nimes 83,385 486 1,458
Paris 272,745 1,139 3,417
Pau 114,885 486 1,458
Perpignan 84,195 454 1,362
Rennes 115,785 542 1,626
Strasbourg 103,860 515 1,545
Toulon 117,450 505 1,515
Tours 94,680 514 1,542
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