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Proximity Is Back in Fashion.
The Market Is Punishing the Generic.

Read the South East headline and you would conclude the commuter belt is soft. Rightmove’s May 2026
index shows the region down 1.6% annually. RICS buyer enquiries are weak across London, the South
East and East Anglia. The narrative is one of affordability pressure, stretched borrowers and a market

waiting for rate cuts to do the heavy lifting.

That reading is not wrong. It is just incomplete. Underneath the headline, a specific and significant
demand shift is underway. Hamptons data shows 18.2% of Home Counties sales in 2025 went to London
buyers, the highest share since 2017. London leavers are no longer heading to the coast or the
countryside. They are staying within 50 miles of the capital, concentrating into towns with commuter

fundamentals, schools and amenity. That is a structural signal, not a cyclical bounce.

The investor who reads the South East as one theme will miss it entirely. The one who can identify the

town, the street type and the buyer identity will find it.

THE REAL DIVERGENCE

The pattern across ONS and HM Land Registry data for March 2026 is consistent and significant.
Detached homes rose 1.4% nationally while flats fell 6.7% across England. In the commuter belt that
divergence is sharper. Elmbridge detached values rose 3.5% while Elmbridge flats fell 1.3%. St Albans
terraced stock rose 2.7% while its flats fell 2.2%. The commuter belt buyer is purchasing space and a
school catchment, not a convenience pied-a-terre. Any investment thesis built around commuter belt flats

must account for that structural headwind.



The four verdict lines for this edition: prime scarcity is resilient in the established corridors.
Near-prime value is emerging in towns with strong fundamentals and lower headline recognition.
Weak southern affordability gives buyers leverage they were not holding three years ago. And
stamp duty drag at the higher price points is now a material factor in deal arithmetic that cannot be

absorbed away by sentiment.

STAMP DUTY DRAG

The stamp duty reversion in April 2025 restored the nil-rate threshold to £125,000 for standard buyers. At
commuter belt price points, the transaction cost is not marginal. At the Elmbridge borough average of
£759,000, a non-additional-dwelling buyer pays £28,450. An investor purchasing the same property as an
additional dwelling pays £66,950. At the Sevenoaks detached average of £994,000, an investor faces
£97,700 before completion is reached.

The practical implication is direct. The higher the entry price, the more carefully rental yield and capital
growth assumptions need to absorb that upfront cost. A Chelmsford property at the borough average of
£376,000 carries £8,800 in standard duty or £26,800 as an additional dwelling. A Dartford property at
£390,000 sits in the same bracket. Towns where entry prices are materially lower and rental growth is
materially stronger are not simply more affordable. They are arithmetically better positioned once

transaction costs enter the model.
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THE TOWNS WORTH READING CAREFULLY

Elmbridge: Cobham, Esher, Weybridge, Oxshott

The highest average house price in the South East at £759,000 as of March 2026, up 2.1% year on year.
Detached values rose 3.5%. This is the clearest prime commuter belt scarcity market: limited stock, a
defined buyer identity and a location premium that has held through multiple cycles. Average rents fell
2.5% year on year. Elmbridge is a capital preservation and scarcity play, not an income story. The stamp

duty drag at this price point is substantial.

Investor read: prime family houses only. Income investors should allocate elsewhere.

St Albans and Harpenden

The top-priced East of England local authority, average £633,000 with home-mover prices around

£782,000. Terraced homes rose 2.7%, flats fell 2.2%. Fast London access, grammar schools and a deep



professional buyer base give St Albans genuine liquidity. It is expensive and efficiently priced, but the
resale market is more reliable than in more discretionary country house markets where depth can

evaporate quickly.

Investor read: family stock over flats without exception. Buyers with patience may find motivated sellers at

prices not available eighteen months ago.

Sevenoaks and Tunbridge Wells

Sevenoaks is the blue-chip Kent address: average price £534,000, detached homes around £994,000, rents
up 3.6%. The premium is real and the buyer base is established. Tunbridge Wells is the more interesting
signal: average price £450,000, up 2.3%, rents rising 5.2%. The relative value argument favours
Tunbridge Wells. The brand argument favours Sevenoaks. Investors who do not need to own the most
recognised postcode will find better arithmetic in Tunbridge Wells. Tonbridge deserves a watchlist

position as the spillover market where grammar school and rail fundamentals meet lower entry prices.

Investor read: Tunbridge Wells over Sevenoaks for near-prime value at current pricing.

Guildford and the Surrey Hills Edge

Average price £526,000, down 1.6% year on year, but rents rose 5.7%. Price softness with rental pressure
means buyers have leverage while underlying occupier demand stays firm. Detached homes average
around £943,000, confirming the premium family-house layer is intact. Near-station rental stock close to
the university, hospital and town centre retains a credible demand case. Flats need service charge and

lease scrutiny before any commitment.

Investor read: patient buyers may find entry pricing the last five years did not offer.

Windsor and Maidenhead

Second-highest average price in the South East at £573,000, down 1.6% year on year. The Elizabeth line
and the royal and river town premium still support liquidity. The opportunity is not that Windsor is cheap.

It is that motivated sellers in a fundamentally strong location are now negotiable.

Investor read: specific assets only, with a clear buyer or tenant identity underwriting the entry price.

Brentwood, Shenfield and Chelmsford

Brentwood and Shenfield carry the premium east-side Elizabeth line story: average price £523,000,
detached homes around £998,000, semi-detached homes up 3.8%. Chelmsford tells a different story:
average price £376,000 and rents up 7.3%, the strongest rental growth figure in this entire data set. On a
stamp-duty-adjusted basis, the lower entry price and 7.3% rental growth creates materially better initial

yield and faster cost recovery than the Brentwood detached market.



Investor read: Brentwood for premium capital story, Chelmsford for income. The arithmetic favours

Chelmsford on most yield-adjusted entry models.

Dartford

The lowest entry price in this data set at a borough average of £390,000, with first-time buyer prices at
£297,000 and home-mover prices at £424,000. Rents rose 3.7% year on year to April 2026, with terraced
property rents up 4.0% and one-bed rents up 4.3%. The buyer pool here is a combination of London
first-time buyers priced out of inner south-east London and commuters priced out of Sevenoaks and
Tonbridge. Elizabeth line access, Crossrail connectivity and a lower entry price than any other town in

this edition make Dartford the clearest affordability-led demand case in the current data.

Investor read: the strongest entry-level income and affordability argument in this edition. Near-station

stock with good tenant fundamentals is where the case is.

East Hertfordshire: Hertford, Ware, Bishop’s Stortford

Average price £456,000, up 5.0% year on year. Rents up 4.4%. That combination, stronger price growth
than St Albans and stronger rental growth than most near-prime neighbours, makes East Hertfordshire the
most underappreciated signal in the current data. It has train links, lifestyle appeal, a family buyer base
and relative affordability against the established Hertfordshire premium markets. It is not generating the

coverage its numbers justify.

Investor read: this is the overlooked call. The fundamentals are real. The recognition lag is the opportunity.
Watchlist: Reading, Twyford and Iver remain relevant for income-focused mandates where Elizabeth line

connectivity and relative affordability matter more than address. Not a capital appreciation play in the

near term.
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THE SANDHUTEL READ

The commuter belt is not back. Proximity is back in fashion, and that is a different thing.

The South East headline is soft and RICS buyer sentiment confirms it. London leavers returning to the
Home Counties are concentrating into a specific set of towns with clear commuter fundamentals, not
spreading evenly across the map. The investor who reads the whole region as one theme will be wrong in
both directions, underestimating the towns where the signal is real and overestimating the ones where the

address is familiar but the numbers do not justify the entry price.

Two signals in this edition pull in the same direction. The consistent outperformance of detached and
family stock while flats fall 6.7% nationally confirms that the commuter belt buyer is buying a life
upgrade, not a box. And the towns where rental growth is strongest are not the most expensive ones.
Chelmsford at 7.3% rental growth and an average price of £376,000 is a better income argument than
Elmbridge at £759,000 where rents fell 2.5%. The price premium in the blue-chip markets is a scarcity

argument. Investors who understand that distinction will allocate differently from those who do not.

Stamp duty is the variable that models absorb too quickly. At additional-dwelling price points across the
commuter belt, the transaction cost is not a rounding error. It is a structural drag on initial yield and on
exit flexibility. Dartford, Chelmsford and East Hertfordshire all carry a lower transaction cost burden
alongside genuine momentum in rents and, in the case of East Herts, in prices. That combination does not
appear frequently enough in a market where strong fundamentals and relative affordability rarely occupy

the same postcode.

At Sandhiitel, our approach has not changed: discipline over urgency, income over speculation, and

always price what you buy correctly from day one.

David R. Sandhu

Founder & Principal at Sandhiitel, a London based firm focused on strategic property investment,

management and design.
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