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Private sales
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B
ad news for property snoopers: the 
world’s most desirable homes are 
disappearing from estate agents’ 
windows, adverts and websites. 
They do not have For Sale signs, let 

alone glossy brochures or online walkthroughs, 
and you certainly will not find them at auction.

Around the world, an increasing proportion 
of deals are taking place off market, in private or 
as “whisper” sales. Instead of publicly marketing 
a property, agents in this most exclusive of 
sectors use their contacts to discreetly match 
buyers and sellers. Only a handful of people 
know that a deal is taking place, and the rest of 
the market will only hear about it after the 
event, if at all.

The primary reason for an off-market sale is 
privacy – wealthy or high-profile people do not 
want to throw their homes open to public 
scrutiny or make it known they are considering 
a purchase. This is especially the case for the 
rich, overseas buyers crowding into London’s 
most exclusive enclaves, who typically use 
buying agents to shield them through a 
purchase, and prize secrecy above all. But the off- 
market trend is trickling down to less-wealthy 
buyers seeking a competitive advantage in the 
world’s hottest property markets, and spreading 
beyond residential to commercial and farmland 
deals as investors diversify their portfolios.

Robert Pugh MRICS, principal of executive 
search firm Piedmont, splits his time between 
Dubai and London, matching Emirati buyers to 
investment properties in the UK. For homes of 
more than £10m, off-market deals are becoming 
the norm, he says. “It’s about absolute, total trust,  
discretion and confidentiality. People in the 
Arab world are very private in their investment 
strategies and it’s all about trying to acquire 
something without the other families knowing.” 
The challenge is balancing the desire for 
exclusivity with the universal thirst for market 
knowledge: “As soon as you start talking to 
people, a property has a limited time to be off 
market.” In addition to luxury London homes, 
Pugh’s clients have also asked for his help to buy 
commercial property, forestry and woodland.

Justin Marking FRICS, Savills head of UK 
residential, estimates that up to 25% of sales 
handled by the London-based country team 
now take place off market, as well as 5%-10% 
of sales in prime central London. He believes the 
trend is partly down to a proliferation in buying 
agents, who can secure access to properties 
before they officially go on sale. Starting off 
market is also an increasingly popular way to 
test the market: “Some try to sell privately and 
if that works, fine. If not, they put it on the open 
market. Or they might have a period of private 
marketing in advance of the open campaign.” »
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The world’s most exclusive properties 
change hands without ever reaching 

the market. As Katie Puckett discovers, 
to find out about them, you need the 
skills of a secret agent 
Illustration Tom Haugomat
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In a less buoyant market, Marking would 
expect the number of off-market deals to 
drop. “Private marketing becomes less 

attractive because buyers dislike bidding in a 
vacuum. When markets are softer, they like the 
confidence of competition. It proves value.”

Marking says that off-market sales are more 
likely for country homes above £3m, and prime 
central London properties of at least £10m – the 
more expensive a property, the fewer potential 
buyers there will be and the more sense an off- 
market approach makes. “The counter argument 
is that advertising always brings out an unknown 
buyer. Many are architecturally led, and they 
may not even know they’re looking until they 
see something they absolutely fall in love with. 
New entrants come to the market all the time, 
and a lot of them respond to advertising.”

In Melbourne’s booming property market, it 
is opportunistic sellers who may be prompted 
by the publicity surrounding an auction. 
Clearance rates have been topping 80% as 
buyers take advantage of Australia’s historically 
low interest rates. “People are sometimes 
staggered by what a property might make,” says 
Richard Earle, director at Jellis Craig, who works 
in the exclusive suburb of Boroondara. “It 
shakes them out of their complacency to pick 
up the phone to the agent and say ‘if you’ve got 
an under-bidder that might pay us a similar 
amount of money, we’d consider selling’.”

But there is no question of going to auction 
themselves: “An auction campaign is generally 
a four-week process – you have three Saturdays 
when the house is open for inspections and an 
auction on the fourth. High-profile personalities 
or businessmen, or just plain wealthy people 
don’t want the world through their front door.” 
Buyers are also reluctant to be seen with their 
hands in the air, he adds. Instead, many employ 
advocates to go to auctions on their behalf.

The rise in clandestine activity is not just 
restricted to residential, either. There has been 
an influx of buying agents in the UK land 
market, says Richard Liddiard FRICS, partner in 
Carter Jonas’s Newbury office. Vast swathes  
of farmland are now changing hands out of  
sight of the market. “Ten or 15 years ago there 

weren’t that many private transactions, but 
nowadays it could be as high as 30%,” he says. 
“Farmland has been bulletproof through the 
recession and it has fantastic tax advantages, 
and a lot of very wealthy people around the 
world have identified UK land as a safe haven. 
They’re the ones driving off-market sales.” 

Off-market sales typically command a 
premium. Pugh says overseas investors will pay 
several million more if they can keep a low 
profile and out of the fray. “Off market gives 
them a little bit more time to sort out how and 
where they are going to buy than when you’ve 
got four or five people rushing at it.”

Liddiard estimates an additional 10%-20%, 
to give the seller confidence that they have not 
missed out by not going to the open market.

Encyclopaedic market knowledge and an 
extensive network are indispensable skills 
for an off-market specialist, as is a strong 
reputation and inscrutable tact. Earle notes 
that private sales are often driven by sensitive 
family situations, such as a marriage 
breakdown. “The integrity of the salesperson 
is paramount to someone who is trying to 
protect their privacy. If you’ve lied, 
overestimated values or blabbed about 
something you shouldn’t have, you won’t get 
to open the door. You only get one shot.”

Timing is also crucial to getting the best 
deal for the seller, adds Marking. “You 
have to bring interest to a peak at the 

same time to hopefully create an element of 
competition. Private buyers don’t want to hang 
around, so preparation is crucial, both from the 
legal side and the property information side. 
Just because one is offering something privately, 
that should not mean one lessens the 
information given to a buyer.”

Of course, the agent also has to satisfy 
themselves that the buyer’s desire for secrecy is 
not concealing anything that would be illegal or 
incompatible with their own professional 
standards. In July, the UK’s National Crime 
Agency claimed that house prices were being 
driven up by foreign criminals laundering 
money by buying expensive properties, and 
urged estate agents to report any suspicious 
activity. Prime minister David Cameron 
responded by declaring that there was no place 
for “dirty cash” in UK property.

In any situation, compliance with UK law 
such as the Estate Agents Act 1979 must always 
be the deciding factor, advises Pugh, alongside 
RICS guidelines and surveyors’ own gut 
instincts. “You’ve got to know your clients, and 
do the due diligence on them. If they can’t 
justify where they get their money from or 
prove it’s theirs, you don’t deal with them. It’s 
common sense.” nROBERT PUGH MRICS  Piedmont
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