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Being marked down

U

nder the leadership of its former mayor Ruan
Chengfa, Wuhan was once dubbed “the city of
digs” because over 5,500 construction sites
were simultaneously scattered across the
metropolis. Many of these projects were meant for
residential purposes with the city’s population growing
at a breakneck pace, having expanded 21% between 2008
and 2017. Last year investment in housing projects,
despite a slowdown, reached a record high of Rmb184
billion ($26.8 billion), approximating to 23% of the city’s
total fixed asset investment, or 68.5% of the overall
property segment.
The abundance in supply, however, did not translate
into stable prices. In fact, they have roughly quadrupled
in the last decade, with each square metre sold for an
average of around Rmb17,721 ($2,579) as of October 2018,
notwithstanding the slew of cooling measures released
over the past two years.
Wuhan saw its latest upcycle begin in 2015 when the
housing mania in tier-one cities spread outwards. Apart
from speculative capital, deep-pocketed developers from
other cities were also keen to increase their land bank in
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the fast-growing city even if it meant paying a high
premium. Hong Kong-based Shui On Land, Shenzhenbased Gemdale, Guangzhou’s Yuexiu and Shenzhen
Investment are some of the developers that built up their
land bank rather heavily in Wuhan.
In 2016 there were 17 diwang sold in Wuhan. Diwang
generally refers to land parcels that are auctioned at a
premium rate of over 40% with a consideration of at least
Rmb500 million. It goes without saying that such high
prices need to be passed on to end-buyers – a quandary
for the developers thanks to a local government initiative
to curb the prices of new projects. Developers have had to
make sure that their new units are marketed at rates
“guided” by the authorities or they will not be issued the
necessary presale permits. The policy was blamed for the
unusual phenomenon whereby new homes were
significantly cheaper than their second-hand equivalents.
To get round the caps some developers also tried to
maintain profitability through charging so-called
furnishing fees on top of the basic price.
In 2018 the government further tightened rules on
developers’ sales practices and mandated that some
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projects should have at least 60% of their units allocated
to buyers with genuine demand, meaning those without
a residential unit in Wuhan and who had no record of
home purchases within the city over the last three years.
It also required ID verification of home buyers to ensure
that the new units were sold to eligible parties.
The restriction was presented as a solution to the
outcry that a lot of buyers with actual housing needs
could not get hold of a unit. After the city approved
drawing lots as a means to allocate housing, many found
that they were still priced out because of the staggering
prepayment amounts demanded by real estate agents for
entering the lottery system.
In some cases, full payment, as opposed to
downpayment, was demanded when a deal was being
negotiated. The measures have yet to really cool Wuhan’s
property market. But they have already deterred some
developers from bidding for land in the city, which might
further dent housing supply, and frustrate the
government’s plan to lure and retain skilled workers with
home purchase rights and concessions (see page 98).

Renting
Facing similar housing challenges to leading top-tier
cities, Wuhan was selected in July 2017 as one of the 12
cities to pilot a rental scheme for mid- to high-end
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apartments. The business model relies on institutional
lessors, which sign long-term lease contracts with
landlords, to manage, furnish, and sub-lease property
units that target millennials. The sector has thus far
attracted a number of global private equity firms such
as New York-based Warburg Pincus and Tiger Global
Management from the US, thanks to strong
government support.
In Wuhan, a major state-owned bank is now offering to
finance up to 90% of investments that are linked with
such rental projects over a period of 25 years. Apartment
lessors also get priority to obtain loans and advances. In
addition an online home rental platform developed by
the local government and a state-owned bank was
unveiled in November 2017 to add transparency to the
nascent market.
While rental companies will be subject to the
supervision of Wuhan’s housing security and
management bureau, financial arrangements can be
facilitated through the centralised platform aided by
facial recognition technology.
Compared to the home ownership market, Wuhan’s
rental market is relatively stable. Yet the price range is
huge, between Rmb1,000 to Rmb30,000 per square metre
depending on size and location. The average rent per
square metre was Rmb33.23 per month as of August 2018.

A lottery system
has been
introduced to
allocate
apartment units
at some new
developments
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New homes in Wuhan cost around Rmb16,069 per square
metre as of August 2018, according to anjuke.com. Price
controls aside, the average is brought down by the surge
in supply in urban renewal areas or districts that are still
under development and hence not as well supported by
local amenities. Most prime locations such as Jianghan,
Qiaokou and Wuchang tend to see new flats marketed for
at least Rmb20,000 per square metre.
Among the three districts, Jianghan fetches the
highest price for luxury homes, thanks to its close
proximity to the most well known shopping centre and
business district where executives and senior managers
tend to work. The new projects in the area, a lot of them
high-rise estates, tend to be linked to metro stations, new
shopping malls and office blocks that altogether form
multipurpose complexes with gyms, entertainment
facilities, restaurants and schools. One example would be
Vanke Golden Age, due for completion in early 2019.
Located at the Lingjiao Lake Station, it features six 40floor buildings with mid-sized apartments of between
72-136 square metres. Its presale price stands at
Rmb31,500 per square metre, of which Rmb2,000 is a
‘furnishing fee’.
An equally expensive district is Zhongbei Road in
Wuchang, which is designated to become the financial
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concession area, Jiang’an has been rejuvenated by a
landmark known as Wuhan Tiandi completed in 2018.
Developed by Shui On Land, it has a construction area
of 1.44 million square metres, featuring the trendy
Horizon Mall and blocks of Grade-A office towers
including the Ping An Finance Centre. The Wuhan Tiandi
area is now considered upmarket by locals – but housing
supply is restricted by government moves to protect
historic buildings.

Wuhan’s housing prices
Rmb/square metre
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district of Central China with the potential to host 40% of
the city’s financial institutions and 200 headquarters.
Many well known developers from around the country
including Evergrande, Greenland, Poly Property, Sunac
and Yuexiu have properties in the area, where they
tended to build larger units, and market them at above
Rmb32,000 per square metre – a price tag that factors in
having good schools in nearby Shuiguohu district.
Qiaokou in Hankou has attracted more attention in
recent years, especially after its Gutian area completed its
eight-year makeover in 2016. After hundreds of factories
were relocated, Gutian is now one of the trendier areas in
Wuhan with new landmarks such as the IICG Wuhan
Shopping Centre, which contains IKEA’s third megastore
in China. Some housing projects that overlook the Han
River in Gutian fetch above Rmb25,000 per square metre.
Looking beyond the traditional prime districts, a lot of
buyers are eying the East Lake High-Tech Development
Zone (also known as Optics Valley), which has been
promoted as a talent centre and Wuhan’s future economic
engine. Since October 2017 the area’s new home prices
have risen 41% on average.
Other up-and-coming districts include Jiang’an,
Baishazhou and Changjiang New City. Jiang’an, in
particular, saw some of its new units sold for nearly
Rmb40,000 per square metre. Close to the former
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Stately homes
Similar to other big cities in China, Wuhan developers now like to
sandwich luxury homes between hotels and offices inside a single
skyscraper. The 480-metre Greenland Wuhan Centre, for instance, has 20
floors of serviced apartments on the 66th-85th floors, which sit above
offices but below the Ritz Carlton hotel. Each floor contains 6,9 or 12 units
depending on their sizes, which range between 251-504 square metres.
Targeting senior executives, prominent individuals, and the super-affluent,
they are sold for Rmb80,000-100,000 per square metre. Yet that has yet
to factor in the monthly management fee of around Rmb35 per square
metre. The building is designed by Chicago-based Adrian Smith + Gordon
Gill Architecture, which was also the mastermind behind Dubai’s Burj
Khalifa Tower, the tallest building in the world since 2008.
One big selling point of the Greenland Wuhan Centre is its location.
Sitting at the Wuchang Binjiang Business District facing the Yangtze River,
a new business district within the first ring road, it is well supported by
transportation infrastructure. Metro lines 2, 5, 7 and 8 will all be linked
with the neighbourhood in addition to the two Yangtze River Bridges.
Dwellers will also be supported by an eight-storey shopping mall (also
built by Greenland) with an area of 120,000 square metres
The building itself, with a construction cost of Rmb30 billion, grabbed
headlines in August 2018 following the local government’s decision to cap
its height at 21% lower than the planned 636 metres (2,086 feet). The
revision was due to the expansion of the city’s air transit hub in 2017,
which puts the planned 126-floor tower within the path of planes
approaching Tianhe International Airport. The decree has thwarted
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Greenland’s ambition to displace Shanghai Tower in Pudong as China’s
tallest building. The half-finished Greenland project is expected to be
completed in June 2020.
Outside of the downtown area there is a bigger supply of lower rise
units fit for families. A project called Guocai Guanglifang in the Optics
Valley, for instance, has met with enthusiasm. A 190 square metre twostorey house in the estate, marketed at Rmb5.7 million (or Rmb30,000
per square metre), features a foyer, a study, a guestroom, a kitchen, a
sitting room and a dining room on the ground floor, and two bedrooms
with three balconies on the upper floor. All rooms are designed to be
south-facing with independent bathrooms. People who enjoy playing golf
have an added benefit from living here as it is just minutes away from
the Yishan Golf Club, which is one of just six venues used by the PGA Tour
Series China.
The estate is expected to house some influential people because of its
close proximity to a number of government departments such as the East
Lake High-Tech Management Committee, the Hubei Province Radio and
Television Station Building, a branch office of the People’s Daily as well as
a National Security Bureau. Transportation-wise, Guocai Guanglifang is
now served by metro line 11’s Luoyu Road station. Soon it will be
connected by metro lines 30 and 9, Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) route 3, as
well as 11 tramways. This broad infrastructure network means that
commuting to the Wuhan Railway Station to catch high-speed trains or
visiting the mega shopping centre Guanggu World at the centre of the
Optics Valley will each take just about 10 minutes.
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A model depicts Greenland Wuhan Centre
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Wuhan’s property prices by district
Average price: Rmb/square metre (August 2018)
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Dongxihu
Jiang’an
Qingshan
Xinzhou
Qiaokou
Jianghan
Wuchang
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Jiangxia
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New World: over 25
years in Wuhan
Sinopolis spoke with Tang Hong, the Wuhan and Ningbo
Regional Chief Executive of New World China Land, the
mainland unit of Hong Kong-based New World
Development Company. Among the first batch of foreign
developers that helped transform Wuhan into a modern
metropolis, New World has since 1993 invested in various
core infrastructure projects in the city including the
Second Wuhan Yangtze River Bridge, the Tianhe Airport
and the airport expressway. Having shifted its focus to
shopping malls, office towers and residential estates, New
World has thus far ploughed over Rmb40 billion into
Wuhan, making it the biggest portfolio of assets that the
group has in any city in mainland China. Currently it is
building the Chow Tai Fook (CTF) Finance Centre on the
northern bank of the Yangtze River, a landmark precinct
that will host one of the city’s tallest skyscrapers.
REUTERS

Why is Wuhan the destination of New World's biggest
investment in China?
When New World began its expansion in China, it focused
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Tang Hong, regional chief executive of New World China Land

on places that were in dire need of overseas experience and
capital for urban development. Wuhan was one of them.
The metropolis only started its development in 1989. It
lacked both financial muscle and experience at the time,
so New World took it upon itself to help finance some of
its infrastructure. The decision had, of course, factored in
the huge economic potential lying in the city, which has
much to do with its advantageous location. As the most
central city in central China, by flight it is under two hours
from Guangzhou and Hong Kong in the south, Shanghai
in the east, Beijing and Shenyang in the north, and Xi’an
in the northwest. It also sits on the Yangtze River, China’s

New World
began investing
in Wuhan in 1993
and has so far
ploughed Rmb40
billion into the
city
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most vital artery of all time. Its location is simply
propitious. What’s more, Wuhan is sizable. After all, it’s a
conurbation yoking together three cities.

“I’m not saying
there is no
speculative
demand in
Wuhan, just that
the proportion is
relatively small”

How has your portfolio in Wuhan shifted over the years?
We began with the Second Wuhan Yangtze River Bridge
because there was only one bridge in Wuhan from 1958
to 1995. Imagine people could only rely on one passage
to travel between north and south by road. But such
infrastructure-oriented investments were in the 1980s
and 1990s when Wuhan’s development was at an early
stage. As the city evolved, its needs have also become
more complex. Just like other major cities in China, real
estate in Wuhan is no longer all about housing. That has
steered us, since the early 2000s, to focus on composite
developments, meaning integrating malls, offices,
residential properties, and sometimes schools, within
one area. Such direction is fitting for New World, given
our expertise in building comprehensive functional
venues such as the Convention and Exhibition Centre in
Hong Kong.
How is Wuhan’s residential property market different
from other major cities in China?
Compared to other tier-one cities, Wuhan’s residential
market is still in the developing stage. In a decade the
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housing space sold in the city has grown nearly four times
to around 20 million square metres in 2017. Such volume,
comparable to those of the top-ranking cities in China,
suggests the residential demand in Wuhan is huge. More
importantly, a lot of such demand is genuine, meaning
that properties are bought as dwellings where one hangs
one’s hat. Ten years ago Wuhan’s downtown homes were
sold for about Rmb4,000 per square metre on average, and
now for around Rmb8,000-9,000 as the city expands. For
tier-one cities such as Beijing, however, the prices have
jumped from below Rmb20,000 to Rmb70,000-80,000 or
even higher if the property is located within the third ring.
Same for units in Shanghai’s inner ring. If we look at land
prices, those in Wuhan are now sold for Rmb5,000-7,000
per square metre, versus Rmb10,000-20,000 or above in
similar-ranked cities such as Hangzhou and Nanjing. I’m
not saying that there is no speculative demand in Wuhan,
just that the proportion is relatively small.
What inspired New World to build a mini-city in Wuhan’s
Optics Valley?
Beijing’s Zhongguancun is the first national advanced
technology development zone in China. Optics Valley is
the second. Over the years it has become a powerhouse for
optoelectronic engineering, and an incubator for different
kinds of technology. In 2016 it was selected to be a pilot
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free trade zone. So it carries a lot of national strategic
functions. But since the tech hub was developed from a
university cluster, it lacks a lot of urban facilities that are
crucial for the zone’s further development. We spotted the
gap, and in 2011 started a project called Wuhan Guanggu
New World along the Guanshan Road. It’s a mixed-use
establishment covering an area of 520,000 square metres.
The first segment is a high-end residential estate catering
for ‘talents’ working in the Optics Valley. That’s why we also
saw fit to include kindergartens there. The second is some
commercial developments, comprising a K11 Art Mall, two
office towers, and hotels. The latter not only serves the
dwellers in Guanggu New World, but also the entire hightech zone. It adds convenience and provides the necessary
amenities to the area.
We are also starting to develop a residential project in
Hanyang, which used to be an industrial area. We are
positive on its future, as the local government has invested
a lot to enhance the design of the town in recent years.
Wuhan’s International Expo Center is located there too, so
there are an increasing number of tertiary services. It is
actually attracting a lot more traffic now. From what I’ve
learnt from the government, Hanyang’s development is
supposed to complement the other two towns, so that
they will grow as a whole. That explains why it is much
better connected with the rest of the metropolis now. Via
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the elevated expressway, Hanyang is just under 30
minutes from where I am [in Hankou].
Can you discuss the Wuhan CTF Finance Centre in the
Erqi Binjiang Business District? When will it be finally
completed?
The Erqi Binjiang Business District in Hankou is designed to
bolster future development led by the Yangtze River
Economic Belt. Soon after we laid the foundation of the CTF
Finance Centre in June 2018, we coordinated early stage
planning and other preparation work at the same time.
Hopefully we can start construction in the first half of 2019,
and build the supporting infrastructure in the
neighbourhood. The project might take five to eight years.
It’s rather complex, integrating apartments, offices, malls,
gardens, etc. The skyscraper will be the landmark of the Erqi
Binjiang Business District. That’s a government requirement.

“There will
always be
competition.
Everybody wants
to have a slice of
Wuhan”

Given there are so many foreign developers entering
Wuhan, how is New World differentiating itself against
its peers?
There will always be competition. Everybody wants to have
a slice of Wuhan. But I think we have the edge over others
by being a first-mover in building integrated development.
From our experience, such structures tend to generate
huge synergy among different components and is very
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“Wuhan’s office
vacancy rate is
rather high, with
some buildings
seeing above
30% – however,
our take-up rate
is higher than
average, reaching
above 80%”
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helpful in attracting target customers.
Let me give you an example. We started pre-leasing the
offices in our Wuhan Guanggu New World in 2017. The
take-up rate at the beginning was relatively slow versus
our expectation. But things turned around rather
dramatically after we had opened our K11 mall there in
November. That indicates the commonality between our
mall users and office tenants. A lot of our office customers
might think that their staff are likely to be K11 shoppers,
and the coffee shop we house is where their staff hang out.
That’s the kind of synergy that can’t be achieved with one
single office block or mall. The key to traffic is dependent
on how integrated your establishment is.
How is New World coping with the high office vacancy
rates in Wuhan ? Are you worried about the ongoing
trend?
Compared to other cities, Wuhan’s office vacancy rate is
rather high, with some buildings seeing above 30%. Worse
still, there will be more supply in the future. That is giving
us pressure. But behind the staggering number we see
huge demand. We are now operating three offices, namely
Wuhan New World International Trade Tower in Hankou,
Wuhan Guanggu New World, and Wuhan New World
Centre along Jiefang Road in the Qiaokou District. While
vacancy is everywhere, our take-up rate is higher than

average, reaching above 80%. We achieved that by
providing exclusive services to our tenants, including
organising investment fairs or business community
gatherings. It also helps that customers with similar
demands like to cluster together. In our case, that’s foreign
firms. We also have the French and American consulates
in our International Trade Tower. Yes, there’s pressure, but
what we can do is to continue to deliver better services.
Office supply in Wuhan will reach 8 million square
metres or above in the next five years. I don’t think it’s that
easy to be completely digested. Yet I think there’s enough
demand to absorb up to 80% of the supply. All you have to
do is to stay competitive and not fall into that vacancy
trap. I am confident despite increased competition.
What’s your view on the development of Changjiang
New City, the so-called ‘fourth town” of Wuhan?
The government is now pushing this through the Yangtze
River Economic Belt, which is a national strategy. From that
perspective, we believe it has good prospects. But it won’t
be realised within five years given the necessary
bureaucracy for a government-led project. It’s still in an
early stage and we’ll pay close attention to it. What we can
do now, more practically, is to focus on the CTF Finance
Centre in the Erqi Binjiang Business District, which is core
to the Yangtze River Economic Belt. n
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