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New coronavirus restrictions halt the European holiday home
boom

Agents have had a summer of record sales on the continent, but now new lockdowns
mean viewings are cancelled

By Melissa Lawford

1 November 2020 • 5:00am

New lockdown restrictions will bring the summer surge of British buyers purchasing

European holiday homes to an abrupt halt.

France is now in a second national lockdown and restrictions are tightening fast in Italy

and Spain. The looming Brexit deadline on December 31 brings further uncertainty for
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buyers.

Mark Harvey, of Knight Frank estate agents, said that in France “all plans for half term and

any viewings over the next few weeks have been cancelled”.

Even before Prime Minister Boris Johnson announced that England would enter a second

national lockdown on November 5, British buyers had cancelled 80pc of half-term

viewings across Knight Frank's European offices.

The cancellations mark the end of what Mr Harvey said had been a “feeding frenzy” of

holiday home purchases.

Joanna Leggett of Leggett Immobilier, a French estate agent, called it “an absolutely

massive summer”.

After lockdown restrictions were lifted, “British buyers went straight to France, Italy and

Portugal”, said Mr Harvey. Viewings and transactions in Provence this summer were

double the level in the same period in 2019, he added. The market for holiday homes in

Spain, however, where Covid-19 cases rebounded more quickly, was “more sluggish”.

The growing coronavirus restrictions signal the end of the summer boom. “We are under

no illusions that we are looking towards a gloomy period of very little activity,” said Mr

Harvey.
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The new restrictions across Europe will be compounded by the Brexit deadline and the

traditional winter lull, he added.

For holiday home owners the problems caused by restrictions are clear. Chris Mahon, 52,

lives with his wife and two daughters in Cumbria, where he is a teacher at a boarding

school. They live in school accommodation and the family wanted to buy a bolt-hole to

escape to for the summer holidays.

In February they bought a 13th-century, four-bedroom house near Bergerac in Haute-

Garonne for €380,000 (£344,000) with Beaux Villages estate agents.

The pandemic has been frustrating, said Mr Mahon. “We couldn’t travel for the Easter

holidays. We got there in the summer and had a fabulous six weeks but we had to curtail

our stay because of the quarantine. Being a teacher, I can’t work from home.

“We should be there now for two weeks for half term,” he added. “We’re now resigning

ourselves to the fact that we won’t be there for Christmas and the new year.”

But Mr Mahon is sanguine about the family’s purchase. They were able to get much more

for their money than if they had bought in Cumbria and they can drive to the house, so

they are not affected by cancelled flights.

“Coronavirus is here and it is also abroad. We would be more than happy to be in

lockdown in our French house,” said Mr Mahon.

The pandemic has changed British buying priorities in France. Ms Leggett said purchasers

had shifted their attention to areas that could be reached more easily by car.

“We have had clients who were thinking of buying in Spain but have bought in France

because they want something within driving distance,” she said. In the north, west, south-

west and central regions of France, sales and inquiries this summer were up by 40pc year-

on-year, said Ms Leggett; west Brittany in particular has been booming. As in Britain,

countryside locations that have been less affected by coronavirus are the most popular.

Meanwhile, sales in southern areas such as Languedoc and the Côte d’Azur have dropped

by 12pc, said Ms Leggett. Cancelled flights have taken their toll on the market. Current

Covid-19 restrictions – or a lack of them – are driving demand elsewhere. “We are getting

inquiries for Greece because it is still open,” said Mr Harvey.

The Brexit deadline brings added complications for those who want a holiday home.
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Britons who are resident in France before December 31 (and have a residency permit) will

have a right to stay. After the deadline, Britons will need to apply for a visa to stay in

France for more than 90 days at a time.

Julie Savill, of Beaux Villages, said British buyers who hoped to buy a property in France

before the end of the year would struggle. “It is now almost impossible to complete before

the Brexit deadline, as it is an 18-week process,” she said.

The outlook for 2021 is unclear. So far this year, 40pc of British people buying in France

have been relocating, said Ms Leggett. The added visa requirements mean that share

could shrink in 2021.
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