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Melbourne's Joseph Gersh has formed a 'strategic alliance’ with Bangkok's Supalai Public
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Overseas investors seek Australian high-rise developments

- Gersh wins Thai
backer for land plays

Ben Wilmot

Bangkok-listed Supalai Public Com-
pany Ltd has joined the ranks of Asian
groups moving into Australia’s beaten
down residential development ind-

ustry.

Ahost of South-East Asian playersis
building towers in Melbourne and now
Supalai is looking for land projects to
fund at a time when major banks are
wary of the sector.

The group has tied up with well
known Melbourne identity Joseph
Gersh, executive chairman of Gersh
Investment Partners, to backlocal sub-
division and apartment developers.

The $1.1 billion Thai group plans to
pour much of its $60 million annual
budget for overseas investment into
Australia and, with Gersh’'s own net-
work of investors, could seed substan-
tial projects.

Gersh has a long track record of
backing projects around Melbourne,
but the mandate is Australia-wide and
in keeping with Supalai’s core business.

In Thailand, the group focuses on
residential housing and has 70 projects
in hand or under construction witha

total of 24,500 units worth $2.5 billion
forsale. '

“The strategic alliance will initially
target joint-venture opportunities in
Australia with recognised developers
in the areas of Supalai’s core business,”
Mr Gershsaid.

Hesaid that residential development
was a core competency of his business
and the Thai group had been atfracted
by Australia’s housing shortage and the
stability of its political and economic
system.

Supalai may ultimately develop its
own projects—-as Japan's Sekisui House
has done after starting with alliances -
but Mr Gersh said it had made a
strategic decision to partner up with
well-credentialed Australian develop-
ersinitially.

“They're conservative in their out-
look,” hesard.

Mr Gersh said the Victorian residen-
tial market had come off the bottom
and noted there were better opportuni-
ties in broadacre and medium-density
sites in Melbourne, rather than the
city's highly competitive high-rise mar-
ket. He identified an “acute capital
shortage” for broadacreland, and toan

extent, for medium-density projects.

The venture willlook to provide both
equity and debt to established develop-
ers,
Asian players are also moving into
the Sydney market.

Singapore-listed Thakral Corpora-
tion last month committed to provide
just over $24 million to back develop-
ment of the $200 million Union Bal-
main apartment project.

Itwas the eighth Australian residen-
tial project the group has invested in
during the past two years, and the
group has set up a fund for wealthy
investors in South-East Asia to back
more developments.

Ralmain NB Corporation executive |

chairman Michael Holm said there was
“little appetite” for local lenders to par-
ticipate in land projects. He added that
there was alsorelatively little activity by
foreign lenders. But some.investors are
getting more adventurousas they chase
higheryields.

Grocor turned to Invesco and CLSA
Capital Partners to back its $290 mil-
lion residential development in Mel-
bourne, and is looking for more deals
with foreign support.
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