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Figure 2.
National GDP performance

Source: IMF (April 2009)
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International research data from a survey conducted 
with HomeAway.co.uk, shows that more than 13% of 
UK overseas holiday homes are in mountainous regions, 
including the Alps. 

Ski industry overview
The ski tourism industry has seen several years of 
growth, with numbers peaking in the 2007-2008 season 
at 1.22 million, as shown in Figure 1. The fastest growing 
segment was the independent sector, which expanded 
by 9% per annum on average between 2000-2001 and 
2007-2008. This sector comprises skiers who organise 
their own travel helped by the availability of no-frills 
airlines and the increasing numbers of privately owned 
ski chalets and apartments for rental. However, as global 
economic and financial conditions have deteriorated and 
with recessionary conditions recorded across Europe, as 
demonstrated in Figure 2, the ski industry has started to 
feel the pressure. 

Importantly, Sterling has depreciated significantly against 
both the Euro and the Swiss Franc over the last two 
years, as shown in Figure 3, making holidays in Alpine 
destinations increasingly pricey for British travellers. 

Figure 1.
International ski tourism

Source: Crystal and Savills International research

Alpine locations are 
primarily attracting  
lifestyle purchasers.

Introduction
Holiday home ownership in the Alps has grown as 
the ski industry has expanded, with rising numbers 
of ski travellers supported by factors such as the rise 
in low-cost airlines. The growing popularity of Alpine 
homes has put upward pressure on prices, raising the 
attractiveness of property investment. 

There has correspondingly been an improvement in the 
quality of new residential product as developers respond 
to today’s sophisticated Alpine property investor. Today, 
holiday homes in the Alps not only offer access to winter 
sports and après-ski lifestyle, but also, many resorts 
have evolved into destinations providing the amenities, 
entertainment and leisure activities for year-round 
alpine living. 

Alpine locations are primarily attracting lifestyle 
purchasers; buyers who want to use the property 
themselves, rather than those motivated purely by 
investment potential. This stable, underlying demand 
is helping to support the property market, despite the 
current economic downturn.

So popular are today’s ski destinations that Savills 
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Figure 4.
Ski tourism by destination

Source: Crystal and Savills International research

Austria
Ski tourism
Austria is considered to be one of the world’s foremost 
sports destinations, producing many world class skiers. 
It is home to picturesque mountain villages offering 
some of Europe’s most reliable snow levels, and, 
compared to other European destinations, the ski resorts 
themselves tend to be smaller. Further, Austria is generally 
regarded as a cheaper destination in contrast to both 
France and Switzerland. 

Figure 5 shows the number of tourist nights spent at the 
ski resorts of Zell am See, obertauern and rauris, located 
in Austria’s Salzburg region, demonstrating steady growth 
in numbers over the last three years. 2008 saw overnight 
stays increase by 9% at rauris compared to the previous 
year and 4% at both Zell am See and obertauern. 

Despite the popularity of such ski destinations for winter 
sports, almost half of tourist nights at Zell am See and 
rauris (46% and 48% respectively) are during the summer 
months, demonstrating the year-round attraction of these 
resorts. Indeed, rauris, located in a quiet valley, and the 
proximate Zell am See, a lakeside resort, together offer a 
range of sports and leisure activities for use throughout 
the year. 

As shown in Figure 6, domestic and international visitor 
numbers peak in both summer and winter throughout 
the Salzburg region. In total, domestic (Austrian) tourists 
comprise around 30% of all visitors. Among international 
tourists, it is the German market that dominates the 
visitor profile.

Housing market
House prices in Austria (excluding Vienna) have 
witnessed steady, albeit modest, growth in recent years, 
demonstrating a compound average annual growth rate 
of 1.8% between 2000 and 2007. reflecting a period of 
global economic uncertainty, prices dipped in Q4 2007 
and the first half of 2008, although are showing recovery 
into 2009. 

Austrian Alpine property prices have not seen the 
exponential price appreciation witnessed in other areas 
of the Alps, and have subsequently remained stable; with 
property values in mainstream resorts such as Zell am See 
at around €4,000/sqm to €5,000/sqm. Further, low levels 
of new build product coming to the market means that 

Figure 5.
Tourist nights by resort

Source: Statistik Austria and Savills International research
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Indeed, despite excellent snow conditions and early sales 
levels, the ski industry contracted by more than 13% in the 
winter season 2008-2009 compared to the previous year, 
according to the Crystal Ski Industry report.

recessionary and exchange rate pressures have 
reportedly led to fewer new skiers on the slopes and a 
reduction in multiple trips per season. In addition, low cost 
carriers cutting flights to ski destinations owing to rising 
fuel costs and other factors, such as a shorter ski season 
imposed by operators, have contributed to the decrease in 
skiers travelling abroad. 

All of the destinations surveyed by Crystal witnessed 
a reduction in skiers. In a comparison of the French, 
Austrian and Swiss markets, it is the French market that 
saw the greatest loss in the 2008-2009 season, with a 
16% decrease in skiers. nonetheless, France continues 
to dominate the market attracting more than 220,000, 
or 37% of ski tourists. Switzerland also recorded a 15% 
decrease in numbers to 35,000, holding on to 6% of the 
marketplace. Austria recorded the lowest decline of 8% to 
140,000 ski tourists, thereby increasing its market share to 
almost 24% in the 2008-2009 season. 

The above trends and factors have inevitably impacted 
on the ski property markets in the Alps. However, the 
economies and dynamics of these countries are all very 
different and consequently there is a distinct story in each.

Figure 3.
Exchange rates with GBP

Source: www.oanda.com
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Figure 8.
Gross yields, ski properties

Source: Savills Alpine Homes

Figure 7.
Austrian house price index (excluding Vienna)

Source: oenB, Austria Immobilienbörse, TU Wien, Institut für Stadt- und 
regionalforschung and Savills International research
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The ski tourism industry’s 
growth over the past decade 
has fuelled the demand for 
Alpine properties.

Figure 6.
Seasonality of visitor arrivals to Salzburgerland 2008

Source: Statistik Austria and Savills International research

supply remains limited, thereby helping to support existing 
price levels.

Growth in visitor numbers and the year-round popularity 
of such resorts are positive indicators for residential 
investment in the Austrian Alps. Indeed, privately-owned 
holiday homes add to local accommodation stock for 
visitors to these resorts, accounting for as much as 19% 
of overnight stays in rauris in 2008. This compares to 
5% of tourist nights in obertauern and 9% in Zell am See 
where hotels dominate the market in these comparably 
larger resorts. occupancy rates in private holiday homes 
in this region tend to be stronger in the winter season 
and, despite the economic climate, expanded by 2.6% 
between 2007 and 2008.

These factors contribute to robust gross yield levels of 
around 7% on average according to Savills Alpine Homes, 
which are higher than those recorded in neighbouring 
Switzerland and France (see Figure 8). This underlines the 
continued investment potential of the Austrian Alps.



Figure 9.
Comparative cost of sundries in Alpine resorts

Source: Ski Club of Great Britain (1 CHF = 0.66 EUr)
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Switzerland
Switzerland, at the heart of Europe’s Alpine region, offers 
some of the most diverse and accessible ski resorts in the 
world. It boasts Europe’s largest glaciers and reportedly, 
more mountains above 4,000 metres than any other 
European country. Swiss resorts benefit from excellent 
accessibility with good airlift, road network, and highly 
efficient public transport. While it is host to some of 
Europe’s most celebrity-filled resorts such as St Moritz, 
Zermatt, Verbier and Davos-Klosters, and consequently 
perceived to be an expensive destination, in fact, 
Switzerland also offers family-friendly destinations with 
competitive prices, as shown in Figure 9. 

Tourism
As shown in Figure 10, total tourist arrivals to Switzerland 
peaked in 2007 at 15.6 million, including 8.4 million (54%) 
international visitors – the fastest growing segment of the 
market. Germans dominate the visitor profile, followed by 
those from the UK and US, as set out in Figure 11.

Figure 10.
Tourist arrivals and average length of stay, Switzerland

Source: FSo Statistical Yearbook 2009 and 
Savills International research estimates

In 2007, overnight stays totalled 36.3 million equating to 
an average length of stay of 2.3 nights. Such short breaks 
are typically characteristic of destinations attracting a high 
proportion of business trips. 

Switzerland has an important international finance sector 
with almost three quarters of its work force employed in 
the tertiary sector. Furthermore, its reputation as a secure, 
politically stable environment means that it is home to the 
headquarters of many international bodies: Geneva alone 
boasts offices of 25 international organisations, 200 non-
government organisations and 150 permanent missions  
to the United nations.

In addition, its favourable taxation climate makes it 
attractive for global high net worth individuals to relocate 
here. As a result, more than 21% of Switzerland’s 7.59 
million resident population comprises of non Swiss 
nationals either personally taking advantage of these 
conditions, or working in associated industries.

Switzerland offers family-
friendly tourist destinations 
with competitive prices.
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Figure 13. Annual tourist nights, selected areas  
of Savoie-Mont Blanc, France

Source: Savoie-Mont Blanc Tourisme and 
Savills International research estimates
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Figure 11.
Foreign guests in Switzerland by origin, 2007

Source: FSo Statistical Yearbook 2009

Figure 12.
Swiss house price index

Source: Wuest and Partner

France
France continues to dominate the Alpine ski market, 
boasting a vast choice of ski resorts suitable to all levels 
of ability. The industry expanded significantly in France, in 
particular during the 1960s-70s when a number of resorts 
saw high levels of infrastructure and accommodation 
investment to respond to rising demand. Today there is a 
mix of both new and older resorts, including, for example, 
four large interlinked ski areas, in addition to traditional old 
French villages. 

Tourism
With its rich and diverse tourism offer, France is the most 
visited country in the world, recording almost 82 million 
international arrivals in 2007. 

The Savoie-Mont-Blanc region comprises the 
departments ‘Savoie’ (including resorts such as 
Courchevel) and ‘Haute-Savoie’ (Chamonix, Flaine, 
Courchevel, Megeve and Chatel), boasting unrivalled 
scenery with mountains, lakes, national parks and also 
nature reserves. 

In 2007, 67.2 million overnight stays were recorded in the 
region, split 61% in the winter season and 34% in the 
summer, with the remaining 5% in spring and autumn, 
indicative of the bi-seasonal appeal of the area. 

Annual statistics show that just 27% of tourist nights 
comprised international guests, demonstrating the 
strength of the domestic market (mostly coming from 
Paris) supporting tourism to the region. Among the 
overseas guests, Britons dominated the visitor profile 
(31%), followed by those from the netherlands (15%) and 
Belgium (13%). However, a closer look at seasonal trends 
shows a stronger proportion of tourists from the UK (44%) 
in winter, while Dutch visitors lead the market in summer.  

Figure 13 shows tourist nights to selected areas of 
Savoie-Mont Blanc between 2003 and 2008, showing 
that the Mont Blanc (Chamonix) and Tarentaise (Les Arcs, 
Val d’Isere) areas attracted the most visitors in the region. 
Figures show that the market has remained relatively static 
over this period. Indeed, despite rising tourist numbers in 
France generally, the growing popularity of short breaks 
has meant the volume of nights spent has decreased, 
thereby increasing the competition in the accommodation 
sector. Currently, in the Savoie-Mont Blanc region 
however, less than half of bed stock comprises 

Housing market
The high volume of immigration to Switzerland supports 
the housing market, with an extremely active rental 
sector. As a result, vacancy rates across the country were 
recorded at below 1% in 2008. Typically, just over a third 
of the housing market is owner-occupied and house price 
performance in Switzerland is therefore characterised by 
slow, but steady, growth. 

Low levels of supply coupled with strong demand levels 
have underpinned the residential sector and consequently, 
despite the current climate, house prices on average 
have not yet recorded negative growth, (see Figure 12). 
However, with Switzerland’s substantial financial industry 
which is feeling the effects of global economic conditions, 
inward migration levels are starting to slow and this will 
likely impact on the housing sector. 

In the holiday home market, statistics illustrate that prices 
have continued to show positive growth in a number of 
resorts, including St Moritz, Ascona, Zermatt, Grindelwald, 
Veysonnaz, nendaz and Morgins. However, the pace of 
growth is starting to slow and resorts such as Verbier 
which, according to Savills Alpine Homes saw 20% per 
annum price growth between 2002 and 2007, are starting 
to plateau. nonetheless, delivery of new supply remains 
severely limited, contributing to pressure on values.



Summary
In line with global trends, the ski industry has been 
impacted by current economic conditions. For the 
UK tourist or would-be investor, the depreciation of 
Sterling against the Euro and Swiss Franc has been a 
significant factor in deterring or delaying people either 
holidaying, or investing in property in the Alps. For 
investors, this has been countered by near record low 
interest rates for foreign mortgages. By limiting equity 
deposits, this has the effect of mitigating any currency 
risk and allows the investor to pay back their mortgage 
when exchange rates move in their favour.

Because the Alpine property market has grown due 
to lifestyle demands, it is end-users, rather than 
speculative buyers that have been supporting the 
property market here, a factor which will maintain 
growth in the long term.

Furthermore, continued supply shortage in certain 
resorts, but most noticeably in Austria and Switzerland, 
will, in the medium term, contribute towards upward, 
not downward pressure on prices. Meanwhile, 
the following 12 months are likely to see further 
consolidation in the market, with selected opportunities 
to buy ski properties at discounted values until global 
confidence returns. n

Figure 14.
Location of foreign-owned second homes in France

Source: Ministere de l’Economie des Finances et de l’Emploi

Figure 15. Residential price change, Savoie-Mont 
Blanc, France

Source: Immoprix
note: resales
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The new supply of Alpine 
homes remains limited, 
contributing to the 
pressure on values.

commercial accommodation such as hotels. Instead, 51% 
of beds are in second homes, demonstrating the strength 
of holiday home ownership here.

Housing market
Most recent survey data available shows that there are 
more than 260,000 foreign-owned holiday homes in 
France. While the majority are located in coastal and rural 
regions, as shown in Figure 14, almost 40,000 of them are 
located in mountainous locations, the majority of which 
are in resorts. 

Indeed, Haute Savoie, where Chamonix is located, is the 
third most popular destination for second home ownership 
in France following the Alpes-Maritime (nice) and Var 
(St Tropez) departements. High demand levels have put 
pressure on prices leading to robust growth in recent years 
as demonstrated in Figure 15. Savills Alpine Homes data 
shows that in Chamonix itself, values doubled between 
2002 and 2007 to around €10,000/sqm to €12,000/sqm. 

According to Immoprix, price growth in the Savoie-Mont 
Blanc area as a whole slowed considerably in 2006-07, 
turning negative in 2008-09, mirroring trends in the wider 
French housing market. 

In resorts such as Chamonix and Flaine, the rapid rise 
in values has now led to considerable softening with 
transaction prices recorded at -20% below their peak 
values. The most significant reductions have been 

witnessed in new build developments where prices have 
been slashed by up to 50% in order to achieve sales of 
distressed stock. In particular, schemes that have targeted 
UK buyers have experienced the biggest challenge, as 
exchange rate movements have effectively made property 
prices 30% more expensive for these buyers. 

In strongholds such as Courchevel, where values peaked 
at up to €30,000/sqm and consequently attracting a 
very niche end of the market, there are few distressed 
sales with vendors reluctant to sell properties in a 
downturn. With very few transactions recorded, values 
have subsequently remained largely static with anecdotal 
evidence of some foreign buyers returning to the market.
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Why Savills?
Savills is a leading global real estate service provider  
listed on the London Stock Exchange. The company, 
established in 1855, has a rich heritage with unrivalled 
growth. It is a company that leads rather than follows, and 
now employs over 19,000 staff in 200 offices and associates 
throughout the Americas, Europe, Asia Pacific, Africa and 
the Middle East.

A unique combination of sector knowledge and 
entrepreneurial flair give clients access to real estate 
expertise of the highest calibre. We are regarded as an 
innovative-thinking organisation backed up with excellent 
negotiating skills. Savills chooses to focus on a defined 
set of clients, therefore offering a premium service to 
organisations with whom we share a common goal. The 
Savills name is synonymous with a high quality service 
offering and a premium brand, takes a long term view on real 
estate and invests in strategic relationships.

ALPInE HoMES InTErnATIonAL
Alpine Homes are Savills appointed ski property associates 
worldwide. operating from their base in Switzerland, Alpine 
Homes was founded in 2005 to provide  specialist sales 
and marketing services to Swiss developers in the Alps. 
Specialising in off plan developments, Alpine Homes now 
offer resale property in selected Swiss ski resorts and on/
around Lake Geneva. Further, demand from French and 
Austrian developers has seen expansion into these territories 
during the last two years, where development consutlancy 
and investment brokerage, compliment traditional sales and 
marketing services.

For further 
information 
please contact:

DISCLAIMEr
Finally, in accordance with our normal practice, we would state that this report is for general informative purposes only and does not constitute a formal valuation, 
appraisal or recommendation. It is only for the use of the persons to whom it is addressed and no responsibility can be accepted to any third party for the whole or any 
part of its contents. It may not be published, reproduced or quoted in part or in whole, nor may it be used as a basis for any contract, prospectus, agreement or other 
document without prior consent, which will not be unreasonably withheld.

Whilst every effort has been made to ensure that the data contained in it is correct, no responsibility can be taken for omissions or erroneous data provided by a 
third party or due to information being unavailable or inaccessible during the research period. The estimates and conclusions contained in this report have been 
conscientiously prepared in the light of our experience in the property market and information that we were able to collect, but their accuracy is in no way guaranteed.

Rebecca Gill
Associate
+44 (0) 207 016 3740
rgill@savills.com

Charles Weston Baker
Director
+44 (0) 207 016 3741
cwbaker@savills.com

Jeremy Rollason
Head of Alpine desk
+44 (0)20 7016 3753
jrollason@savills.com

Services
Based in Berkeley Square in London’s West End, the
International residential Department provides an extensive 
range of property services for international property owners 
and developers:

Consultancy
Market research, concept development, urban and resort 
master planning, financial investment and structuring, 
programme management coordination, branding, sales  
and marketing services.

Agency
Development sales and market services for international
developments and resorts. This includes both on-site and 
off-site sales operations and global sales road-shows.  
our Alpine Homes Division a leading specialist in the sales 
of ski property for pleasure and profit.

network
Individual and multi-unit property sales services through  
an international network of Savills and associate offices 
around the world. We also offer a bespoke off-market 
property sales service.

research
In-depth knowledge of both local and international market 
dynamics, through Savills global presence and expert 
research capabilities. This includes regular reporting on local 
market conditions and research reports tailored to clients’ 
specific requirements.

Savills (L&P) Ltd
Lansdowne House
57 Berkeley Square
London W1J 6Er
United Kingdom
office: +44 (0) 20 7016 3740
www.savills.com/abroad

Alpine Homes International
Espace des remparts 10
1950 Sion, Switzerland
office: +41 (0)27 323 7777
enquiries@alpinehomesintl.com


