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New penthouse flats in Zuberec, a plcturuua village in the Orava area of Slovakia. Prlce from £40,000 for one-bedroom flats
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by Cheryl Taylor

Propirry EDIToR

LIKE the Caspian’s caviar and
Black Sea summer resorts, the
communist elites used to keep
their best ski slopes to them-
selves. But now, as Swiss, French
and Italian Alpine resorts
become increasingly expensive
and congested, the slopes of
Poland, Bulgaria, Slovakia, the
Czech Republic, Slovenia and
Romania are broadening their
appeal to the ski cognoscenti.

Not only are there pristine
pistes to be carved out, but the
growing need for ski accommo-
dation is opening property
investment opportunities across
the region, Countries like Poland,
Slovakia, Slovenia and the Czech
Republic are already in the Euro-
| pean Union (EU) while Bulgaria

and Romania are on the cusp of
. joining and euro-denominated
property deals and mortgages
are ming the norm.

After a slow start following
the collapse of communist
regimes in these countries, there
has been growing investment in
infrastructure and doubts about
dodgy ski lifts and shocking
chalets are being dispelled.
Increasingly, they can be expect
to compete with, rather than be
seen as poor cousins, of Alpine
TeSorts.

' Poland

The late Pope John Paul II,
when he was Karol Jozef Woj-
tyla, seems to have had infalli-
ble taste when it came to ski-ing
resorts in his native Poland. His
favourite ski location was
Zakopane that lies in the Tatra
range of the Carpathian Moun-
tains that form the border
between Poland and Slovakia.
Such is the challenge of these
mountains that the International
Ski Federation used them for
pre-Olympic preparation. Indeed
| Zakopane and Poprad Tatry in
neighbouring Slovakia were
short-listed to host the 2006
Winter Olympics but lost out to
Italy: The London-based prop-
erty investment company Let-

terstone is selling one and two-
bedroom apartments just out-
side Zakopane, a 75-minute
drive from the airport at Krakow:
Prices start at about €65,250
(£45,312) for a one-bedroom
flat; two bedrooms are from
£59,000, including fitted
kitchens and VAT.

Even better value seems to be
available close to the Slovakian
border, where a newly fitted,
four-bedroomed apartment is
for sale at £45,000. Further up
market in the mountain ranges
of Gorce, Pieniny, Tatra and
Beskidand and quite close to
Krakow, 29 luxury log cabins
ranging in size from 126.35
square metres up toa maximum
size of 157.85 square metres are
being offered off-plan from
£153,000 for three bedrooms.
The area offers summer sailing
and winter skiing. (www.the-
movechannel.com/property/pol
and/skiing.htm)

How to buy: Foreigners need
to obtain a permit from the Pol-
ish government to buy property,
which takes about two months.
Buying costs work out to around
6% of the purchase price. If you
sell within five years you pay a
20% tax on the resale value,
unless you reinvest in another
property in Poland. After five
years, a sale is tax free.
Bulgaria

Bulgaria is promoting itself for
the 2012 Winter Olympics and
its “ski capital” Bansko, a two-
hour drive from Sofia airport,
boasts having the most modern
lift system in Europe, witha new
gondola from the town to the
slopes. A second gondola to
carry skiers from the town to the
mountains is uinder construction
and is expected to be completed
for use in the 2006-07 season.

Situated in the Pirin moun-
tains, Bansko is a dual season
resort and a World Heritage site,
offering golf, thermal baths,
climbing, hiking, horse riding,
cycling and access to ski-ing at
1,400 to 2,500 metres. It has an
attractive old town with cobbled
streets and tavernas offering

lively apres-ski. A new 18-hole
championship golf course is
being built in the area.

Bulgaria is the country with
the best-developed market for
ski property in Central and East-
emn Europe. But it is having dif-
ficulty keeping up: a 20% surge
in visitor numbers in the 2004~
05 season caused a severe
shortage of accommodation in
Bansko. While this would have
been uncomfortable for those
visitors left out in the cold, it
bodes well for future rental yield
and property investment.

Property prices on the ski
slopes are much lower than in
France or Switzerland, although
they gained more than 30% in
the past year. A one-bedroom
apartment of 50 square metres
in Jet2Let’s Glazne develop-
ment, 400 metres from the ski
lift in Bansko, can be had for
£31,034 and from £59,375 for
a 95 square metre two-bedroom
flat, a fraction of the price of a
similar sized property in the Alps.

In April this year, London-
based agent Bulgarian Dreams
launched Cedar Lodge [l in Ban-
sko. Starting at around £29,000,
some 65% of the 77 studio, one
and two-bedroomed apartments
and penthouses have already
been sold. The development will
include a swimming pool, gym-
nasium, sauna and café.

The Bulgarian alternative ski
destination is Pamporovo, in the
heart of the Rhodope moun-
tains, 90-minues from Plovdiv
airport, about two hours from
Sofia. It is set to become the
largest ski resort in Bulgaria with
plans for the ski area to be more
than tripled over the next three
years. New lifts and gondolas
are being built and dozens of
new ski pistes created, with sur-
rounding villages and ski areas
linking into the Pamporovo area
by new lift systems,

With 280 days of sunshine a
year, Pamporovo is the sunniest
ski resort in Europe, but snow
reliability is excellent. UK agents
Someplace Else are offering
detached houses in the Mechi
Chal Mountain Lodge in Pam-

porovo for £53,125; two bed-
rooms for £79,513 and three
bedders for £98,263. Or, you
could buya 61 square metre flat
in a traditional-style building for
£40,432 through Jet2Let. Larger
121 square metre flats cost
£81,911. Facilities include swim-
ming pool, sauna, shop and
restaurant.

According to recent research
by the property investment spe-
cialist Assetz, Bulgarian ski
resorts offer year rental yields of
up to 12%. Itis offering investors
a guaranteed rental yield of 9%
at its ski-in, ski-out apartment
complex in Borovets, in the
foothills of the Rila mountains.
Prices are from £40,522 for a
one-bedroom flat.

How to buy: Foreigners may
buy property but not land in Bul-
garia (a Bulgarian company may
be set up to hold the land). Buy-
ers pay 20% VAT on new homes
(usually included in the pur-
chase price). Transfer costs and
notary fees are about 2% of the
sale price, plus notary and legal
fees of around £1,000. There is
a15% withholding tax on rental
income. Capital gains tax is
levied at 15% on any profits
made on resale.

Slovakia

Bulgaria is not the only show
in town: a two-bedroom pent-
house flat of about 81 square
metres in Zuberec, a picturesque
village at 1,860 metres in the
Orava region in northern Slo-
vakia (near the Polish border),
is priced at £54,000, while sin-
gle bedroomed apartments of
66 square metres are selling for
£40,000.

Detached two-storey ski
chalets start at £50,000 for two
bedrooms, including the land
and VAT, through Slovakia
Investment Property. Ski-facili-
ties are good, with four lifts and
pistes to suit all abilities. There
are also castles, mountain lakes,
waterfalls and thermal baths.

How to buy: Foreigners can
buy land or property in their own
name — except agricultural ¢:
forestry land. Taxes have been
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reformed, with a 19% flat rate
of tax, no inheritance tax and no
tax on dividends. No entry costs
and no stamp duty to pay — just
legal fees of around £300.

Czech Republic

In the Czech Republic, one of
the most popular ski resorts is
Spindleruv Mlyn (1,300 metres)
in the Krkonose mountains, a
two-hour drive from Prague. It
has some attractive old build-
ings, good facilities and low-cost
ski-ing. Development in the area
is tightly controlled, which helps
bolster property values.

There is currently a shortage
of accommodation in the area
and new developments are
selling fast. You can buy a new
one-bedroom apartment in a
purpose-built block, within easy

alking distance of the ski-lift
for £51,000; from £90,000 for
two bedrooms, including an
underground car parking space,
through Euro Ventures.

How to buy: Until 2009, for-
eign property buyers will need
to set up a local property-hold-
ing company. Buyers pay a 5%
taxon new homes (which is usu-
ally included in the price) or a
transfer tax of 3% on resale

homes, plus legal fees of 1% of
the sale price. If you resell within
five years, capital gains tax at up
to 31% will be levied on any
profits.

Access

A major drawback for those
seeking investment properties
in ski destinations in Central and
Eastern Europe is access. Insuf-
ficient demand and the slow
development of the European
Commission’s “open skies” pol-
icy means low-cost airlines to
Central and Eastern European
are in their infancy. Such flights
as there are often require long
transit periods. But the lack of
air transport is an opportunity
for those considering the prop-
erty investment to act now.

Ski resorts are making access
a priority: a new airport 10km
from Bansko is planned near
Razlog. The transfer time bet-
ween Sofia and Bansko will
decrease to around 90 minutes
when the new motorway is com-
plete in December 2006. With
the new terminal in Sofia
recently completed, it is likely
that Europe’s low cost airlines
will soon start flying to Sofia
which will help drive the growth

Bansko, the ski capital of Bulgaria, where properties are available for as little as £29,000

of Bulgaria’s ski resorts.

With property prices in Alpine
skiresorts having shot seemingly
higher than the surrounding
mountains, Central and Eastern
Europe’s relatively unspoilt
resorts offer opportunities for
those seeking better yields on
property investment than are
available further west. However,
new developments are not bank
guaranteed in many of these
countries, so if the builder goes
bankrupt, the buyer stands to
lose his deposit and any pay-
ments made.

Contacts

W Letterstone 020 7384 7485
www.letterstone.com

W Euro Ventures, 0845 8386725
WWW. eUTO-Vertures.com

W Assetz International 0161 456
46000 www.assets.co.uk

W Bulgarian Dreams 0800 011
2750 www.bulgariandreams.com
W Slovakian Investment Property
020 7152 4014 www.slovakia
investmentproperty.com

W Jet2Let 0870 0636776
www.jet2letproperty.com

B Someplace Else 020 7731 2200
www.someplaceelse.co.uk
Headlands International 0845
900 5151 www.headlands.co.uk
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