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Soaring development sends Shanghai rents sky-high

LOOKING for a compact two-bedroom apartment?

If you are lucky you might get one for US$5,000 (S$7,000) a month.

Insist on a steady supply of water and electricity? You might have to spend twice as much. 

This is not Paris or Tokyo, but Shanghai.

The average family in this Chinese city pays less than US$5 a month for housing, most of it one- and two-room apartments with common toilets and shared cooking, allotted by a government work unit.

But a booming economy is now attracting all kinds of hungry outsiders, both foreigners and Chinese from outside China, and the rush for available apartments in the three years has driven prices skyward.

The real-estate market is now so high-priced that a median two-bedroom unit is going for US$6,300 a month.

Shanghai is now one of the most expensive cities in the world to live in, not far behind Hongkong and Tokyo, and well ahead of New York, according to the Associates for International Research.

Finding a place to live is an adventure.
Ms Lucy Zhu, a petite woman, picked a reporter I up one afternoon in a black Cadillac. Her mobile phone rang. "I've got him; we're just leaving now," she said conspiratorially.

As the afternoon wore on, she allowed that she was 24, that only six months before, she had been a high-school teacher making US$l00 a month, and that she was now making US$2,OOO in monthly commissions. 

"Business is too good," she said. "I'm too busy. A day isn't long enough for all the places I have to show. We have one big foreign company after another coming, and they all need apartments! The only problem is getting them to accept the prices." 

The first stop was in the northern side of town, where the “perfect”home, a town house surrounded by trees, stands on a "quiet" street.

It turned out to be a muddy alleyway. At a tall iron gate, a second agent was waiting, and there was noise from a team of jack-hammers at work next door. Inside the gate was a withered tree in the middle of a small square of mud.

“This is the garden," Ms Zhu said.

Inside, an unwashed cement floor led to a living room with grey walls smeared with black finger-prints. Stray wires peeked out of a square hole apparently meant to be an electrical socket. An odour of urine emanated from the kitchen, which had no stove, no refrigerator and a cast iron sink with a single faucet. She turned on the faucet. No water.

Two bedrooms waited upstairs, each with a small window overlooking the mud patch out front. "Only US$6,000!" she exclaimed.

Although foreigners were once restricted to certain housing, such rules are now ignored in Shanghai. They could presumably be re-invoked, as they were recently in Beijing. For now, getting housing means a readiness to dole out cash, lots of it.

The second try was with Mr Jed Goldman, a displaced New York real-estate agent with short hair and a wide smile. "It's a lot harder than in New York," he said. "The prices, they're a lot different.

"The first place we're going is north of here," he said, going towards a familiar muddy path.

The same second agent was waiting by the iron gate, and the same jackhammers were at work on the building next door.

“That's amazing.” Said Mr Goldman, when he realised that this house hunter had already seen the place.

His second offering was a place operating as an office for a Chinese company. It looked overstaffed, with a middle-aged man lolling over a newspaper at one desk and a young woman chatting on a phone at the

next.

"They'll move out as soon as you take it," he said. For US$8,000 a month.

"This stuff I'm showing you," he said later, "I couldn't rent it in New York at any price. That first place was US$6,000. For that

in New York, you could get a palace."

In the end, the search ended with a comfortable two-bedroom apartment in a government-managed building, where the guy in charge said had become available an hour before I walked into his office (without an agent).

At US$3,400, it is a steal. The water goes off from time to time, the noise from a construction site next door goes on all night. But who is complaining? 
(New York Times)

