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In Seattle, double-digit price gains in 2012 followed equal-

ly dramatic declines in 2011, making it, along with Las Vegas,

one of Trulia’s top turnaround markets. California metros

and Seattle also top the National Association of Realtors’

list of locations with the largest year-over-year decline in

the number of homes on the market. With year-over-year

price appreciation of 17.3 percent in January 2013 on the

Case Shiller Index, San Francisco continues to be one of

the hottest markets in the country, only topped by Phoenix’s

23.2 percent price gain. Southern California’s February sales

were the highest in six years, with properties priced at

$500,000 or above, accounting for 24.9 percent of all sales. 

Statewide in California, a 39-percent drop in the

number of homes for sale put a damper on transactions

in some price brackets, while sales of homes priced above

$500,000 rose almost 31 percent year-over-year in Febru-

ary. Overall, “more than half of home sales are receiving

multiple offers, with homes getting an average of four to

five offers, and some even more,” explains California Asso-

ciation of Realtors Chief Economist Leslie Appleton-Young.

Lack of inventory (simply having too few homes to

sell) is the foundation for a number of trends playing out

along the West Coast, in addition to being the main cat-

alyst for rising prices. “We are definitely seeing multiple

offers on well-priced properties,” says Joyce Rey, executive

director of Coldwell Banker Previews International. Sev-

eral of Rey’s properties sold before they were formally

introduced to the market, while the sellers were prepar-
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“L
uxury is leading the housing

recovery,” says Laurie Moore-

Moore, founder and CEO of

The Institute for Luxury Home

Marketing, about the picture

painted by data from the Institute’s

national luxury market report of high-

end markets all over the country. 

Nowhere is this more true than in

the West, where every metric shows

home sales and prices outpacing

almost every region except for

Washington, D.C. Western states are

driving the rebound in prices

nationally, says Mark Fleming, chief

economist for Core Logic, of their

most recent data. Year-over-year

prices in California are up 15.3

percent; in Hawaii, 14.6 percent; in

Oregon, 12.1 percent; and in

Washington, 10.1 percent. 

“Areas in Southern California that

are historically recognized as luxury

enclaves are all seeing increased

demand, with prices dramatically

higher, and I am speaking of millions

of dollars more, just in the last six

months,” observes Bob Hurwitz of the

Hurwitz James Company.

“The year 2012 will be the last time

we saw real estate and money on sale.

This year, money is on sale and real

estate is going to get more expensive,”

says Mark McLaughlin, CEO of Pacific

Union International.  

By Camilla McLaughlin

continued on page 392

ing them for the market. As the most desirable properties

become scarce, agents are looking at properties that were

taken off the market as potentials for buyers.

Steve Mavromihalis with Pacific Union International

and Christie’s International represented the buyers in

three of the biggest sales in the Bay Area last year. Of those,

he says, only one property was actually on the market. In

California, pocket listings, for-sale properties that are not

on the MLS, are becoming so commonplace that they are

no longer an exception in the market. Although the

moniker has a tinge of something clandestine, the incen-

tive is quite often a desire on the part of sellers, particu-

larly owners of super-luxury homes, for anonymity. 

Foreign nationals continue to be a catalyst in many

of these markets. Views and privacy are emerging as top

priorities for buyers who, in some locations, are quite will-

ing to spend $1 million or more for a teardown. 

“The market is the hottest I have seen in years. There

is a real lack of inventory, so the activity level for quality

properties is very high. This includes the ultra high end.

I have four listings right now priced over $50 million and

the number of serious inquiries from qualified buyers is

actually quite astounding,” observes Hurwitz. 

San Francisco

Although Mark McLaughlin describes Bay Area prop-
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erty markets under $2 million as “on fire,” that character-

ization aptly fits all price brackets. Year-over-year sales of

homes above $3 million are up by more than 60 percent.

“Not only did the Bay Area have a record volume of sales,

but we also had record prices,” says Mavromihalis, citing

the $117.5 million sale of an estate in Woodside, Calif.,

which eclipses the $100 million paid for a Los Altos prop-

erty in 2011.

Here, as it does almost everywhere in the state, the

data tells the story. In six of the eight counties in the San

Francisco area, homes are selling over list price, as much

as 113 percent over list in the East Bay.  Days on market

range from a “high” of 39 in Napa to 13 in Contra Costa

County and East Bay. In the $500,000 to $1.8 million range

in all six counties as many as 10 offers are not uncommon.  

Even appraisers have caught on to the realities of

the new market dynamic. “Appraisers have not had a chal-

lenge at appraising over the list price. Ninety percent of

the time appraisers have been able to get their arms

around the purchase price,” McLaughlin observes. 

Still, San Francisco is one market eliciting bubble

speculation among some pundits.  “One could say it’s frothy

demand or one could say pent-up demand is driving prices,

but that’s not a bubble,” comments McLaughlin.

But if anything is frothy in the region, it might be the

booming local economy, which might be a catalyst for real
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period of time or a smaller geographic area than in the last

30 years,” observes Mavromihalis, who finds it astounding

that prices in the city of San Francisco have not cracked the

$50 million mark, making it a bargain by global standards. 

Los Angeles

“The market is in a fantastic condition, absolutely fan-

tastic. People are optimistic with the fabulous recovery in

estate purchases and price hikes, even more than the lack

of inventory. “San Francisco (and the Bay Area) is having

its own little cocktail party driven by the incredibly healthy

job market,” says McLaughlin, pointing to Apple, Google,

LinkedIn, Zynga and all the high-tech companies that are

creating good, quality jobs. 

There is no time in the history of the world when “a

greater of amount of wealth has been created in a shorter

Moira Holley with Realogics Sotheby’s International Realty lists this home for $7.2 million
in one of Seattle’s most historic neighborhoods. Its design juxtaposes the vintage
character of a Hamptons summer home with crisp, modern elements. 

“Le Palais” is on this issue’s cover, and listed with Coldwell Banker Previews International
for $58 million by Joyce Rey and Stacy Gottula. This three-story, approximately 48,000-
square-foot masterpiece is private, yet adjacent to the historic Beverly Hills Hotel. 

PHOTO COURTESY M
OIRA HOLLEY, REALOGICS SOTHEBY’S INTERNATIONAL REALTY

PHOTO COURTESY JOYCE REY, COLDW
ELL BANKER RESIDENTIAL BROKERAGE
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the stock market and the desirable of living in South Cali-

fornia. We are seeing buyers coming from all around the

world, pushing up demand and prices. The only problem is

inventory. We don’t have enough houses to show,” Rey says.

For properties priced above $5 million in the L.A.

area, December 2012 was the biggest December on record.

“More properties in excess of $5 million sold last year than

in 2007, but not at as high prices. Prices are still strength-

ening because of lack of inventory,” she observes. 

Jeff Hyland, co-owner of the Beverly Hills brokerage

Hilton & Hyland, says business increased by 70 percent

in the last year. Adding to the lack of inventory was a surge

of pre-tax-changes sales in December, he points out, not-

ing that rising prices are encouraging sellers who took

their homes off the market during the downturn to put

them back on. 

All of which shows buyers are once again seeing real

estate as a safe investment. Particularly for properties at

the highest price points, foreign buyers constitute a huge

percentage of upscale buyers here. Hurwitz’s listings

extend beyond California to other states and to Europe,

Canada, Asia and Latin America. “There is no question

that California is the number one destination to buy a

home and invest money from overseas. Although I have

buyers from Europe and Latin America, including one

Malibu estate in escrow to a very wealthy couple from

Venezuela, 90 percent — at least — of the buyers are Chi-

nese or Russian,” he explains. 

Rey personally has been reaching out to interna-

tional buyers and top international brokers, beginning

with Japan in the 1980s. Today, many of the top brokers

in Beverly Hills, Malibu and other platinum locations fol-

low her lead and actively court international buyers. 

Brokers agree view properties are the most sought

after. Privacy is also very important, shares Rey. “Many

international buyers are looking for safe havens for their

families, as well as their money,” explains Moore-Moore.

And some will buy a property just for these attributes,

tearing down or extensively renovating the existing house.  

“The mistake sellers can make is to misunderstand

activity and think they can overprice their properties

because of the stronger market. People aren’t stupid, and

even though they are prepared to buy now, they aren’t

going to overpay,” Hurwitz says. 

Pricing in a recovering market is still very tricky. But,

as Rey shares, anyone who is tempted to overprice soon

learns that “the market talks to you very quickly.”

Seattle

Seattle home sales also hit a six-year-high in January,

racking up 19 consecutive months of increases in volume.

Overall prices for all property sales hit a low point in Janu-

ary 2012, following 20 consecutive months of year-over-

year declines. Since April 2012, prices have been on an

upward track. Distressed sales accounted for 40 percent of

Seattle’s resale market in January, down from 53 percent a

year earlier, according to DataQuick, a San Diego firm that

tracks real estate trends via public property records. 

For the high-end market, “the recovery started well

over a year ago and sales are strong and inventory low,” says

Joe Spencer, area director for Keller Williams’ Northwest

Region. High-demand areas are generating multiple offers

and time on the market is going down. In January, sales of

homes priced at $2 million or above were up 160 percent. 

Luxury in Seattle begins typically at the $1 million

mark. “Smaller jewel box homes and high-floor-view con-

dominiums are snapped up in the $1 million to just under

$2 million range nearly every day,” explains Moira Holley

with Realogics Sotheby’s International Realty in Seattle.

While demand for properties in the $5 million and up price

brackets is still playing catch up, Holley and other bro-

kers say they are seeing “quite an uptick in demand for

larger $3 million traditional homes in the best neighbor-

hoods.” With prices starting to creep up as a result of

renewed buyer confidence, there are few, if any, great buys

left along the waterfront.

Teardowns in prime locations are emerging as a

trend with $1 million-plus properties being replaced with

$2 million to $3 million new homes. Both builders and

homeowners are competing in this area. 

San Diego

Although days on market for all properties averaged

about 60 in March 2013, considerably higher than other Cal-

ifornia coastal areas, it still represents a jump ahead for real

estate in San Diego, where the average property was on the

market for more than 90 days a year ago.  Median prices for

detached homes in March 2013 were up overall by 18 per-

cent, according to the Greater San Diego Association of Real-

tors, although Case Shiller’s composite pegs change based

on January’s prices at 9.8 percent. Currently, the inventory

stands at 1.5 months, well below the six months NAR con-

siders an equal balance between buyers and sellers. 

The luxury market here is just beginning to awaken,

showing the first signs of revival. In prime areas such as

La Jolla, Rancho Santa Fe and Coronado, prices are begin-

ning to creep up, although they are still well below historic

highs. “There are great opportunities that are just begin-

ning to move again,” says Trudy Stambook of Centre City

Properties. Unlike Beverly Hills or cities like Atherton,

Stambook says, San Diego is a hub for small businesses

and attracts a number of self-made individuals. Addi-

tionally, she says, changing demographics bring many

more buyers in their 40s. 

Stambook credits former Mayor Pete Wilson, who

went on to become a U. S. Senator and two-term gover-

nor of California, with the vision that created San Diego’s

vibrant downtown. Looking ahead, she expects to see

more interest and development in the downtown. 

Another boost to the luxury market will be the addi-

tion of new daily direct flights to London and Tokyo, as

well as a number of U.S. cities including Washington, D.C.

All of which, along with prices still hovering at historic

lows, make San Diego properties some of the most attrac-

tive along the West Coast. 
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Residence 3402 at the Pinnacle Marina Tower in downtown San Diego recently sold 
for $3.5 million. Listed by Trudy Stambook of Centre City Properties, the unit has 
two bedrooms, three and one half baths, and nearly 3,000 square feet.
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