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For Expatriates, the School Makes the Neighborhood

By SHELLEY EMLING

Walk around parts of the leafy neighborhood of Fulham in southwest London and you could be forgiven for

believing you had stumbled into Little France.

The opening of the Lycée Français Charles de Gaulle in September 2008 has helped transform the area into

something of a French enclave, drawing brasseries, boulangeries and wine stores. And it has made a hot

residential property market even hotter.

“Families with children move fast and demand from French buyers has snowballed with the school’s

arrival,” said Arabella Gurney, creative director at Blaze & Co., a London property developer.

Although the real estate sector is always in a state of flux, there is one constant: Proximity to good schools is

important to a family that is buying. And in some cases, schools that are in great demand actually have the

ability to change a neighborhood’s landscape.

Robert Bailey of Robert Bailey Property, an upmarket agency specializing in central London, says that there

is no doubt that the arrival of the lycée has drawn French families to Fulham.

“Brochures for homes in the area now consistently cite a property’s proximity to the French lycée as a

pulling point and, as a result, the family housing market is buoyant,” he said.

Today, a renovated house in the area might sell for £950, or $1,432, per square foot ($15,414 per square

meter), compared with £750 per square foot a couple of years ago, he said.

Mr. Bailey said that, in general, proximity to schools is especially important in cities where busing is not

available and parents are forced to transport children themselves. “Busy moms would prefer to be within

walking distance of the schools and will pay a premium for houses located nearby,” he said.

International schools, in particular, can have strong effects on property markets, mostly because families

who want their children to have such specialized education are willing to pay for proximity.

In London, the American school as well as several highly respected state schools in the St. John’s Wood area

of the city attract American and other expatriate families, as does the American school in Surrey — while the

Knightsbridge School in central London draws Greek families to that area, agents say.

In Paris, education officials last month announced the opening of Notre-Dame International High School, a

private American high school that will accept its first students in August. The school will be located in

Verneuil-sur-Seine, a 30-minute train ride west of Paris, and real estate agents are gearing up to handle
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related inquiries.

When it comes to Belgium, Kathryn Andrews, vice president of the European Relocation Association and

manager of a relocation business just outside Brussels, said that most British families seek homes near

Tervuren, about 12 kilometers, or 7.5 miles, east of Brussels, where the British School is based. American

families tend to choose between the area’s two main international schools and so live in the Waterloo or

Ixelles areas.

“The laws of supply and demand obviously, then, have an impact on housing in these localities, both for

rental and purchase prices,” she said.

Similarly, Ms. Andrews said that the Lycée Français in Uccle, one of the largest districts W in Brussels, has

had a major impact on housing costs in that vicinity, with rental prices 25 percent to 30 percent higher than

in other sections of the city.

Another example is Bangkok, where the Harrow International School opened in 1998.

The school is one of two operations licensed by Harrow School in Britain, a prestigious independent

institution that has educated seven of Britain’s prime ministers, including Winston Churchill, and 23

princes of the Thai royal family. The other licensed school is in Beijing, and there are plans to open a third

in Hong Kong in August 2012.

Chris Heath, managing director of Soho Properties Co., a real estate agent and location specialist in

Bangkok, said that homes can cost 20 percent more when located close to Harrow and other well-known

international schools.

“Most expats wish their children don’t have to suffer the traffic congestion here,” he said. “Also, they like to

have an expressway nearby for convenience to their office, as most schools are slightly out of town, and

most international offices are in the center.”

Tokyo, too, is a mishmash of expatriate neighborhoods with French, German and American schools located

in various parts of the city.

But Bobby Dozier, sales director for Platinum, a real estate consulting firm in central Tokyo, said schools

were no longer a driving force in home prices here. “It’s very much a buyer’s market,” he said, “with people

able to negotiate as much as 25 percent for some rentals.”

George Wade, a consultant at Property Vision, which advises buyers in London, said most parents view the

purchase of a home as a long-term decision.

“Therefore, the best school areas often have a shortage of stock and large properties rarely come to the

market, making it more difficult to find a family home,” he said. “For as long as there is a good school

nearby, a home will be a good investment for the future and there will always be a market which other areas

won’t necessarily have.”

And sometimes that proximity can be a strong force in the purchase decision, he added: “Buyers are even
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willing to compromise on their requirements such as style of house, road noise, or amount of land, just to

secure a property before the start of the new school year in September,” he said.
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