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Introduction

Melbourne is a very large city even when viewed on a world scale. It 
has a larger population than Rome, Montreal, Berlin or Athens and is 
only slightly smaller than Barcelona, St Petersburg and Sydney. 

Having a very significant population and a considerable geographic 
area, there are a number of differing precincts in our city that will  
appeal to expats seeking particular lifestyles, amenities and/or 
property types.

Malvern and Hawthorn in the inner southeast are very family 
orientated being extremely well serviced by public transport and 
featuring most of Melbourne’s best private schools, leafy gardens and 
excellent shopping strips. Albert Park and Middle Park are two 
spectacular inner bayside suburbs that offer wide streets, fantastic 
cafés and easy access to the city. 

Carlton and Parkville to the north are home to the Melbourne 
University and various hospitals as well as many of Melbourne’s best 
restaurants. Residents are an eclectic mix of students, young 
professionals and older couples who have sold the family home 
and moved closer in for a change of lifestyle.Toorak, South Yarra and 
East Melbourne essentially sit on the eastern doorstep to the CBD and 
as a consequence reflect some of the most expensive real estate on 
offer.

Featuring a more mature demographic, wonderful parks, the Yarra 
River and a certain sophistication that may not be quite as 
apparent elsewhere, it is a wonderful place to live. (Speaking from 
practical experience!) 



For 7 of the last 8 years, Melbourne has been awarded the title of 
the “worlds most livable city” as measured by the Economist 
magazine. 

That magazine has a livability index that ranks 140 cities each year 
based up their healthcare, education, infrastructure, stability, culture 
and environment. Every year when this headline comes out, many 
locals say “but how can that be the case? It’s taking me longer to 
drive to work or I can’t get a seat on the train etc etc”. 

In my view they are missing the point. Do they really think that travel 
times and congestion levels are getting better in other major cities? 
Yes, Melbourne’s population is growing at circa 2% per year and 
with a population in the order of 5 million, it really is a big city. But 
there is a trick! 

This trick is how to take advantage of the enormous number of 
attributes that Melbourne has to offer while suffering from as few of 
the negatives as possible.

Can the trick be solved? I think it can and will explain how to do so 
later in this chapter.

Melbourne Snapshot

Melbourne is a true multicultural city with more than 25% of its 
inhabitants being born overseas. It is regarded as the fashion and 
cultural capital of Australia and has a certain classical elegance that 
appeals to visitors and locals alike. It is blessed with two world class 
universities, excellent hospitals, a well laid out train and tram network 
and a wonderful arts culture featuring both local and
international participants.

First and foremost in my mind is that it is also a beautiful city featuring 
wonderful 19th century English architecture, wide boulevards, 
magnificent gardens and parks plus some pristine beaches. It is also 
known as the “sporting capital of Australia” with offerings including 
the Australian Tennis Open, F1 Grand Prix, Melbourne Cup and more 
colloquially, the Australian Football League Grand Final. 

When you add an array of excellent restaurants (just choose your 
cuisine because its sure to be available), fantastic food and produce 
markets and character packed city lane ways then its little wonder that 
Melbourne is THE destination for the majority of people moving to or 
back to Australia.



Trick

The trick of how to take advantage of the myriad of 
Melbourne’s many offerings is actually pretty simple. 

Where is the “centre of your Melbourne universe?” This will 
be defined by the answers to a number of questions including:

• Where will you and/or your partner be working.
Melbourne CBD or elsewhere?

• Will there be any dependent children attending
private schools or universities and if so which
one(s)?

• What are your interests?

• What is your budget?

The “trick” is to live in a suburb that enables you to access the 
centre of your Melbourne universe quickly and efficiently by both 
public transport and motor vehicle. Sounds simple and it 
really is. 

But I guarantee that the perspective of any city is going to be 
significantly altered for someone who has a 10 minute walk to 
work as opposed to someone with a 3 hour round trip by 
car every day.

The answer to these questions will enable a buyer’s advocate to 
define very swiftly the optimum suburbs to suit both your 
lifestyle and your budget.



The Purchase

Whether you use a buyer’s advocate or do it yourself, the 
exercise of securing a property in Melbourne is all about 
process. There should be no emotion, no short cuts and I 
guarantee you that there are no “easy solutions”.

We have just established where you should live to suit 
your requirements, the next step is to define the type of 
property and features that property should have.

Then find it. Then value it. Then buy it as cheaply as possible. 
Philosophically simple. Putting it into practice is of course 
the hard part! 

Finding options for you to consider will come via conventional 
media and (depending on who you know) properties available 
“off market” or not advertised.

When a suitable property has been identified, its value has 
to be determined. Both of the principals at McRae Property 
are valuers so this is second nature to us, however one 
way or another you or your advisors need to come to a 
conclusion as to the properties worth. 

As the vast majority of (particularly inner suburban) real 
estate is auctioned, you and/or your representative need to 
attend the auction and bid to a pre-determined (by you) 
limit and hopefully secure the property. Or buy it before 
auction and thus avoid the stress, uncertainly and competition 
that entails. 

How to buy before auction is another story for another day. 
Suffice to say it isn’t easy. And then if you/we miss out 
because someone has paid too much then you/we do it all 
over again (and again) until success is achieved.

It really is that simple………………………………



Case   Study  1

An expat based in Hong Kong approached us with a very specific 
requirement for a home in Toorak, Melbourne’s most prestigious 
suburb. A key component of the brief was that the land size needed 
to be in excess of 1,000m2. 

Properties of this size and value transact in Toorak probably 
half a dozen times each year. Invariably this type of property 
sells off market and the public is never aware that a sale has 
even occurred.

Which was exactly what happened in this instance!

We approached the major agents dealing with this section of 
the market (all of whom are very well known to us) gave them a 
brief of the client’s requirement and eventually a house was put 
to us that in our view was an excellent option to consider. After 
inspecting the house, we had photographs taken, conveyed those 
to Hong Kong, the client then flew to Melbourne for an inspection. 

They liked the house, we valued it and after an intense negotiation, 
purchased it for in excess of $13m but critically, below our 
valuation. The sale was never reported and kept so quiet that 
not even the neighbours knew that it had been sold!

Case   Study  2

An expat client based in Singapore was returning home and knew 
very clearly where the “centre of their Melbourne universe” was 
positioned. 

We narrowed the choice of suburbs to 2 with an additional 
caveat that the home needed to be within a 5-minute walk to 
a train station. Style and character were also essential as was 
the aspect and desired floor plan.

We found what we all agreed was “the perfect house” with 
the challenge then of course to secure it without paying too 
much. We went to auction and bid in such a way to maximise 
our chances of success. Purchased the property for a sum, again 
under our valuation.



Case Study 3 

Another Hong Kong based expat retained us to purchase what was to 
be a long term family home in Hawthorn which is one of Melbourne’s 
most prestigious inner Eastern suburbs.

Being constrained to a single suburb always makes the exercise 
more difficult particularly in the best part of Hawthorn where there is 
traditionally a limited amount of stock. After missing out on a couple 
of homes (because buyers paid too much in our view) we geared up to 
try and buy a large double fronted Victorian dwelling at a public 
auction. 

We had tried to buy it before auction but the vendor would not 
entertain offers. Competing against 4 other parties we secured the 
home with what was literally our last bid. Everyone needs a limit and 
we had reached ours! Yes, maybe there was a bit of luck involved but 
there is no doubt in my mind that because of the way we bid, the 
“opposition” would have thought we had additional money to spend 
on behalf of our clients.

Should      you use a  buyers'     advocate?

Can I buy a property in Melbourne without using a buyer’s advocate?
Of course you can but the more pertinent question is should you? As 
previously noted, Melbourne has a reputation of being the auction 
capital of the world in that the vast majority (as in 80–90%) of 
properties publicly available for sale are transacted via public 
auction. 

There is thus no asking price as such but rather some guidance from 
the selling agent as to where they expect the result to fall. So do 
you rely on this advice? Definitely not! The selling agent is acting 
exclusively for the vendor. Their job is to get the maximum possible 
price for their client. Their ideal scenario is for the purchaser to 
pay a sum that the vendor is very happy to accept. From the 
buyers perspective you want to pay the minimum sum that the 
vendor will (grudgingly) be prepared to accept.



Essentially you have two choices if you want to purchase a property 
for a “sensible” amount of money (i.e market value or below), 
namely to immerse yourself in the market so that you develop a deep 
appreciation of prevailing values or alternatively obtain some 
professional advice by way of a buyers advocate. In our view it is 
impossible for an expat buyer to“buy well” in the Melbourne market 
without the assistance of a trustworthy and professional buyers 
advocate.  

The major advantages that a buyer’s advocate brings to the table 
are:

• They will source properties that are not available to the 
general public (i.e. off market)

• Point out the pros and cons of any property under 
consideration.

• Provide advice as to the value of the property based on 
comparable sales evidence.

• Work out the best way to secure the property once it 
has been identified. (i.e. offer before auction, private 
negotiation or whatever).

• Get appropriate allied professionals’ advice (such as a 
solicitor re the contract, a building inspectors opinion 
of the structure and approval of finance by a mortgage 
broker). This is particularly important because if you do 
decide to proceed you will be signing an unconditional 
contract.

• In short, to put into effect the due diligence necessary 
for a purchaser to be comfortable in proceeding with 
what will in all probability be one of the largest 
purchases of their lives.

If you think that you can achieve a satisfactory level of comfort  via any 
approach other than using a buyers advocate then yes you should 
consider taking that route. 

If not, then employing a professional buyers' advocate is an approach 
that in our view you should strongly consider as it will result in a 
substantial reduction of risk and saving a considerable amount of 
money. 



Melbourne Market

The market is organic. It never stops moving or changing. Historically 
it's fair to say that Melbourne has the most consistent market in 
Australia, avoiding the peaks and troughs experienced by other cities. 

What the market is doing and perhaps more importantly, is likely to do 
in the near future, should determine a buyer’s approach in terms of 
trying to purchase a property. If you would like a general market 
overview, please feel free to contact us for our view in that regard.  



AT A GLANCE

• Melbourne is a bustling international city with a rich
history and a strong social and political infrastructure.

• Its real estate values have reflected long term capital
growth and an ability to “bounce back” quickly after any
short-term setbacks.

• The worlds “most liveable city” can indeed be a great
place to live.  To maximise its charms, you have to find
the “centre of your Melbourne universe”.

• While Melbourne is also regarded as the auction capital
of the world, in a number of prestige suburbs, off market
sales are very common.

• Always keep in mind that the selling agent acts for the
vendor and has the vendors interests at heart.



• Put simply, to buy a property in Melbourne without paying
too much, you need to have a personal appreciation of
values or alternatively obtain professional advice.

• Hasten slowly. Make sure all of your due diligence has
been completed and is in order because you will be signing
what in all probability will be an unconditional contract.
There is no going back!

• Government taxes (stamp duty) levied on all purchases is
quite high. Only purchase any property for a medium-term
hold. The costs of buying and selling (even in a strong
market) can quite often mean that a short-term hold is
simply not justified.

• Commercial property will provide a net rental return
approximately 3 times greater than residential property.

• The Expatland group is here to help you in smoothing out
the bumps of what will no doubt be a challenging move.
Just contact us for advice! We are all here to help and it is
of course obligation free up to the point of retaining our
services.
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