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An Evolving Industry
Experts in commercial real estate share their insights into the industry challenges and tips  
for existing and aspiring entrepreneurs. By Catherine Bristow

HISTORICALLY, BANKS HAVE FOCUSED 
MORE on products for businesses, than 
gaining a clear understanding of the needs 
of those businesses. Standard Bank has 
embarked on a journey to understand and 
respond to sector nuances in order to better 
assist clients in growing their businesses 
through meaningful partnerships and 
specialist guidance. 

“Standard Bank has had a good long think 
about what we do and we have come to the 
conclusion that we need to become agile 
by adopting the same start-up principles 
that many of our clients have,” says Craig 
Polkinghorne, head of commercial banking 
in personal and business banking, Standard 
Bank. “We are focusing on how we move our 
clients forward, how we can think bigger, and 
how we can become more relevant for our 
clients.” Entrepreneur, in conjunction with 
Standard Bank, hosted a roundtable with top 

researching our sectors to try and understand 
what our customers are saying, and from this 
we looked at our products to determine how 
they related to these challenges.”

Brett Webb, head of specialised lending at 
Standard Bank explains what this means for the 
real estate sector: “We split part of our property 
business away from the corporate investment 
property division and brought it into the 
retail bank with the intention to get closer to 
our clients. Especially in the owner occupied 
market, we’ve found that property risk and 
business risk don’t align.”

The bank has created a holistic team that 
consists of specialists who go to the client and 
help structure their business, instead of just 
purely doing a property transaction. 

“We can now assist with the debtor books, 
management restructure or a buyout, and then 
complete a property transaction linked to this,” 
adds Webb.

Through this process of looking at how the 
business operates on a deeper level Standard 
Bank has found several opportunities to better 
assist its clients and to identify their particular 
business needs.

“Our journey is really around how we tailor 
a property risk to a client risk and how we get 
to a solution that works for both.”

FUNDING SOLUTIONS
Obtaining full funding for a development can 
sometimes be difficult and is often dependent 
on which area you are looking to build in. 
When faced with this challenge entrepreneurs 
may dip into their homeloans or working 
capital to access the much-needed funds.

“The symptoms will only show 12 months 
later when the business starts to experience 
problems with their stock and their credit terms 
that they have had to extend,” says Webb. 
“On a R5 million property this may not sound 
like much but R500 000 taken out of a small 
business’s working capital is a lot of money that 
you can’t afford to take out of the chain.”

Standard Bank looks not only at the property, 
but the business as well. “Instead of just looking 
at the property side we are now looking at the 
needs of the business and how we can help you 
in your business, structuring solutions around 
the business itself,” says Webb. 

experts in the commercial real estate sector to 
highlight the industry’s challenges, risks and 
opportunities, as well as their experiences 
and tips for existing and aspiring real estate 
entrants. 

THE KEY DISCUSSION AREAS
Key points coming out of the roundtable:
•  Approaching the sectors’ financing 

solutions with a holistic understanding  
of the clients’ business needs

•  How to mitigate the risks of macro 
environmental factors such as load 
shedding and legislative changes 

•  Understanding technology trends that 
are changing the way entrepreneurs do 
business in this sector

•  Educating aspiring market entrants about 
what it takes to make it in commercial real 
estate and how they can be better prepared 
when approaching the bank for funding

•  How Standard Bank can support 
the commercial real estate sector in 
mitigating risks and transforming 
challenges into opportunities.

Here are the highlights of the discussion 
and the expert advice given from the real 
estate and Standard Bank experts.

FINANCING SOLUTIONS BEYOND 
THE PRODUCT
Standard Bank wants to better understand 
how their clients’ businesses operate, 
rather than just simply ticking the product 
boxes. “We offer a range of products for 
businesses, but we don’t often create the 
link to how they create meaning for the 
businesses,” Leigh Livanos, senior manager 
of customer financial solutions for Standard 
Bank explains. 

“We went through an exercise of 
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MARKETING
COMMERCIAL REAL ESTATE ROUNDTABLE

THE EXPERTS’ ADVICE FOR NEWER 
ENTRANTS IN THE COMMERCIAL 
REAL ESTATE MARKET
Mentoring
“We initially found that we were wasting 
a lot of time with new entrants,” says 
Horne. “A lot of resources were being spent 
on new developments that just weren’t 
feasible. Consequently, we created an asset 
management business that takes the new 
entrants from inception all the way through 
the funding process. This has helped 
immensely because it has placed them in a 
structured environment and we are able to 
identify very early on if the scheme will or 
won’t work.”

Horne believes that the banks are very 
receptive to this kind of model and in the end 
helps both the banks and the investors when 
they consider the viability of a development.  

Sandra Ruiter, investment officer for 
Gauteng Partnership Fund (GPF) also 
emphasised the need for mentorship for new 
entrants: “Our empowerment entrepreneurial 
fund has mentors who take entrepreneurs 
through the whole process of acquiring the 
land and sourcing the professionals. Property 
is a long-term game and is also very diverse; 
entrants have to have someone to turn to when 
they are battling.” 

Knowing your numbers
“As a property owner your financial reporting 
has to be 100%,” advises Currie. Currie 
recommends new sector entrants should 
implement good IT property management 
systems. “Having all your figures easily on 
hand will illustrate to the bank that you know 
what you’re doing and will give the bank 
confidence in your ability to lend you the 
money you need.”

As a new or growing business in the sector, 
knowing your numbers is imperative. “The 
numbers and the management system are 
key – that’s what keeps me up at night,”  
says David Seinker, founder and CEO of  
The Business Exchange.

MANAGING RISK
Tenant risk
“A lot of shopping centres now have pop-
up shops, which bring certain risks for your 
centres,” advises Robert Shaddock, head of 
corporate and business underwriting for 
Standard Insurance. “Sometimes these pop-up 
shops install shopfittings and can skip the 
basics such as work permits or employing 

contractors who may not have the necessary 
certifications. This increases the risks for the 
entire shopping centre.

“When a property is changing from a 
tenancy to an alternate use there is quite a 
significant impact in the way that the asset will 
be viewed. Businesses need to consider the 
risk variables such as the electricity use within 
that building, even the possibility of old wiring 
within the structure.”

Shaddock advises property owners to 
continuously implement good business 
practices. “We insurers can help our clients by 
educating them around the risks associated 
with, for example, load shedding and how to 
mitigate these.” 

The business and the property
“Instead of just looking at the property side we 
are now looking at the needs of the business 
and how we can help you in your business, 
structuring solutions around the business 
itself,” Webb explains.

In the past Standard Bank has found that 
within the real estate market the property risk 
and finance risk sometimes don’t align. “We 
are now looking at the risks of the business and 
the risks of the property and overlaying these 
two. The advantage of this is that we have the 
ability to lend more than we would with a 
normal property structure.”

HOW CAN STANDARD BANK HELP  
BUSINESSES GROW?
Finding the hidden gems
Standard Bank is working towards a better 
understanding of what is in its portfolio and 
identifying which are the gems within it. “As a 
bank we want to identify where there is value 
that you may not see,” says Polkinghorne. 
“This goes to the heart of understanding our 
client’s business.”

“We have to take the product out of the 
banking mould,” Tracey Myers, risk and 
valuer for Standard Bank CIB agrees. “From 
a valuation perspective it’s not just about 
risk, but opportunity too and we can’t get 
our entrepreneurs into the market if we aren’t 
prepared to say there’s validity to the product.”

WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES 
CURRENTLY FACING THIS SECTOR? 
As a means to better understand the 
commercial retail industry, Standard Bank 
asked the roundtable experts to identify 
some of their challenges and concerns within 
the sector.

Rentals under pressure
“Our clients are now looking at the cost of 
occupation,” says Craig Hean, managing 
director of Jones Lang LaSalle (JLL). “They 
are no longer just looking at the cost of 
the rental and parking but also the price 
of electricity and water. Landlords and 
investors are now under pressure to drop 
their net rentals in order to keep their 
properties attractive.”

As interest rates increase and net profit 
decreases, if investors and banks are not on 
the ball and looking towards future trends 
they could run into serious issues later down 
the line, advises Hean.

The way that people work is changing 
“Everything is going mobile and many 
companies don’t need office space anymore, 
they can now operate from a coffee shop,” 
says Richard Currie, CEO of Currie Group. 
“This information technology wave is 
quickly changing all businesses and we have 
to be aware of the effect of these trends in our 
own industry.”

This trend can also be seen in 
multinational companies that are looking to 
cut down on costs of accommodation and 
rental, agrees Pieter Niehaus, director and 
head of real estate for Norton Rose Fulbright 
in South Africa. “Because of the advances in 
technology it is incredibly important to know 
what’s happening in the market, such as hot-
desking, and understand if your clients need 
a lot of space or can do without it.” 

“A workplace strategy trend that we are 
noticing is that clients are demanding better 
workplace efficiency,” says Heane. “Square 
metres are expensive to lease and clients 
want to maximise every square metre that 
they use as efficiently as possible.”

A sophisticated, cost-conscious market
“Our property market has now developed 
to a state where your occupied market 
has become a very sophisticated market,” 
says Malcolm Horne, group CEO for Broll 
Property. “In the past it was a landlord 
dominated market where the landlords 
dictated what you get. There has been a 
mindshift which is changing dynamics 
within the market. From an investor point 
of view if you are not astute about these 
changes then you may not be as prepared for 
the risks.”

By being astute about their management 
costs, business owners can reduce the costs 
for tenants. “Our cost to tenants is 30% 
below the market average due to good 
management,” explains Francois Marais, 
CEO for Safari Investments.

Load shedding and infrastructure 
challenges
“Often solar and generator technology costs 
a lot and we can’t pass that cost onto the 
tenant,” says Currie. “There is also the cost of 
potentially losing a tenant because you may 
not have the latest technology and they may 
choose another building over yours.”

Horne has also noticed that landlords for 
B grade office spaces are now more intent on 
keeping their tenants happy. “This wouldn’t 
have happened three years ago in your B 
plus office spaces, but now the landlords are 
bending over backwards to retain tenants by 
putting in the infrastructure and facilities that 
they want,” says Horne.
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A two-way education process
Ruiter draws attention to the fact that 
there are not only gems within Standard 
Bank’s customer base, but also property 
gems within specific locations. “Banks 
aren’t always exposed to all the different 
areas and what makes them unique which 
is why developers must educate the bank 
about why a particular property is a gem 
and what makes it so special.”

 “As an industry we have to educate 
new and existing entrants about the 
business risks, the pitfalls and how they 
can be better prepared,” advises Webb. 
“Dealing with reputable brokerage and 
legal firms is key, and from a bank’s 
perspective there is a level of comfort 
in knowing that entrants have the right 
people behind them, indicating that they 
have managed their own risks. 

 “Standard Bank also has specialists 
operating in the market instead of a 
general account executive expected 
to have all the answers. Our team of 
specialists know what’s going on in the 
market and they can give advice and 
highlight pitfalls in that sector. Standard 
Bank sees the client relationship as a 
partnership. We have a vested interest in 
your business and it is important for us to 
see your business grow.” 

Put the cart before the horse
“Banks need to identify what your 
appetite for risk is and where you see 
opportunity,” says Chris Anagnostellis, co-
founder and director of African Anthology. 
“For me the opportunity is the cart before 
the horse: Entrepreneurs see the vision but 
banks see the risk.”

Banks should not ignore the client 
because they don’t understand the 
business, adds Anagnostellis.  “If the bank 
doesn’t understand its client’s business 
they need to find someone who can unlock 
the potential of what that client is trying 
to do.” □
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As an industry we have to educate new and 
existing entrants about the business risks, the 
pitfalls and how they can be better prepared.
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