Buying Balkan

With its unique mix of European influences and its mature property market, Slovenia is an attractive proposition for buyers who want to get in before the tourist-hordes hit.
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It has been called “the Switzerland of the Balkans”, its population is about two million, its diminutive territory ranges from Alpine peaks to Mediterranean coastline, and it sports an elegant capital city in Ljubljana.

There’s no doubt that Slovenia, the small republic that was the first nation to break away from Yugoslavia in 1991, is a highly desirable destination. In recent years, it has boomed as a tourist destination, contributing to an economy that is today the strongest of the 10 EU members to accede in 2004. Such stability is proving attractive to foreign property buyers, who may not find rock-bottom prices but will find a country abundant in natural beauty and sophistication with plenty of potential for growth as tourism increases. 

Much of Slovenia’s allure comes from its location. Sharing borders with Italy and Austria as well as Croatia and Hungary, Slovenia lies bang in the heart of Europe. “It’s incredibly well positioned,” says Dan Bendall, who runs the agency Think Slovenia with his Slovenian wife, Pia. “Geographically, it’s highly diverse, and both skiing in the mountains and sunbathing on the coast are available within 45 minutes of Ljubljana. Buyers here are aware that Slovenia is developing as a two-season destination that is good in both winter and summer.” 

Also attractive to many is Slovenia’s western European atmosphere, testament to the fact that even before it acceded to the EU it was one of the most accessible of the Eastern European nations. Slovenia was the first country in the former Yugoslavian republic to secede, and in atmosphere and religion (primarily Catholic) it is akin to Austria and northern Italy. Ljubljana is a gem, rebuilt with art nouveau influences after an earthquake in 1895, and over the years the country has been beset (and its culture enriched) by the Austro-Hungarian empire, the Italians, Napoleon and, of course, Tito’s Yugoslavia. 

Today the foreign invaders are bringing their cash with them, and property prices are projected to rise by 278% by 2015. The country was well represented at this year’s Homebuyer Show in London, and last year the first Slovenian property conference took place in Portoroz, a popular Slovenian coastal resort. “At the moment, Slovenia is one of the strongest central European markets,” says Jamie Liddell of Homes Overseas magazine. “The infrastructure is quite solid compared to other Eastern European countries and it’s already in the EU, which helps.” 

With such diverse landscapes on offer location is even more important than usual when selecting a property. The coast is popular, but Slovenia has only 47km of Adriatic coastline. Rather, Bendall finds that foreign buyers are heading up-country. “The majority are after mountain resorts in the northwest of the country,” he says, identifying the major destinations as the ski resort Kranjska Gora, and the areas close to the chocolate box lakes Bled and Bohinj. “There’s also something of a boom in Ljubljana, which is spreading to other towns.” 

Older stone houses are proving popular with foreign buyers, often requiring extensive work but available for as little as ¤35,000. Newer developments are also being built, particularly in and around Ljubljana, and although they are pricier at ¤150,000 to ¤300,000 they won’t involve restoration costs. The prevailing currency is the tolar, but Slovenia will adopt the euro next year and property prices are usually discussed in euros, simplifying the process for foreign buyers.

The people who want to buy in Slovenia tend to be converts, reckons Bendall. “They have usually fallen in love with the country. Some are looking for an investment, but if it was just about cheapness, many wouldn’t be here.” He still believes that Slovenia is undervalued compared to other European countries, but the market has largely matured and the real bargains tend to be off the beaten track. 

Tanya Hrast at Property Real Estate in Ljubljana has also seen prices rise. “Over the last decade prices have more than doubled in Ljubljana and the whole of Slovenia,” she says. “It is certainly not cheap in the city any more, nor in the top Alpine areas or the coastal towns of Piran and Koper. But foreign buyers can still find cottages in rural areas for good prices.” 

The main problem at the moment is supply. “There are simply not enough properties available,” says Boris Veleski of Slovenian Properties. “It’s good that the country isn’t over-built, but demand is definitely outstripping supply—I’d say by about five times.” His top property tip is to head to the Soca valley, a beautiful gorge with lots of opportunities for adventure, and the small towns of the Julian Alps towards the border with Italy.

Frances Sargent, the managing director of Slovenian Properties, says that there are still bargains to be found. “There are some lovely houses to be found in the wine-growing areas around Ljutomer and Prekmurje in the northeast,” she says, adding that the border with Italy is also a fruitful place to look.

Since Slovenia joined the EU, restrictions on foreigners owning property in the country have been considerably relaxed. The government is itself promoting Slovenia to second-home owners, and buying is relatively straightforward, with the usual caveats and buyer-beware warnings that should prevail everywhere.

“There are a few cultural differences,” says Bendall. “The biggest difference is that agents don’t work solely on behalf of the vendor. If you want to buy, typically the buyer pays the agent 2% and the vendor also pays the agent 2%.” This, argues Bendall, can work to the buyer’s advantage in that the agent wants to secure the deal to both parties’ advantage. Sometimes, he adds, the agent takes care of the land registry.

But make sure your search is thorough. “You should keep a weather eye on local planning regulations,” says Bendall. “A quick search might not tell you the whole story.” Also, be prepared to wait: in his opinion, Slovenians don’t like being pushed too hard, “they don’t have the same sense of urgency to sell.” And finally, remember that you will probably have to finance your own purchase as mortgage provision for foreign buyers in Slovenia is in its infancy. 

As far as buying in Slovenia is concerned, Sargent agrees with Bendall that enthusiasm for the country should be the main motivation. “It’s a wonderful place,” she says. But she adds a note of caution for those who are hoping to let their property out, and who wish to avoid red tape. “It might be easier to do it through a holiday company such as Just Slovenia.” There is also, she adds, the presence of a tourist tax, which is starting to be levied onto buyers and is presently quite low but due to rise by 2008.

Slovenia is not a country ripe for conquest by Europe’s bargain-hunting property buyers, but it offers a stable location and a market that is on the up. It is still a land of discovery for many visitors, and as the tourism industry develops further the expat property market will surely follow. 
