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Changing mvestment from abroad drlves massive growth

Like others, Rick Zelman has
heard the stories about how the
drug trade and other shady busi-
ness activities were responsible
for financing much of the con-

struction of Miami’s skyline.

But those days are gone, he
says, and even if those stories
were true, the city has since
given way to a new kind of
international investor.

A real estate and banking law-
yer in the Brickell financial dis-
trict for nearly 40 years, Mr.
Zelman says the old stories of

illicit financing are exaggera- -

tions, and Miami’s commercial

- real estate market now attracts
larger, more sophisticated for-

eign investors.

“Miami wasn’t quite on the
radar 30 or 35 years ago,” Mr.
Zelman recalls. “We weren’t a
world-class city then. The [over-
seas] investors tended to be fam-
ily businesses or people looking
for safe havens for their money.

“People think a lot of the

“money came from ctriminal

things. The media liked that be-

‘ cause it made for good stories,”

he adds. “I think some of it was
true, but it was exaggerated.
Generally, the money was le-
gitimate from people looking for
a culturally attractive, economi-
cally stable place.”

To get an idea of how mter—
nationalinvestment in commer-
cial real estate has changed in
Miami, drive through the city’s
central business district:

Where there once were va-
cant lots and aging buildings off
Brickell Avenue, there’s a giant
and still-growing beehive of
construction for Brickell City

Centre. It’s a more than $1-
billion invesiment by Hong

‘Generally, the money
was legifimate ﬁom
people loofzmg {5?’ a
culturaﬂy attractive,
econom:ca”y, stal)le_ place.’

Rick Zelman

Kong-based Swire Properties.
that someday will cover several
city blocks with a cluster of
commercial and re51dent1al
bu11d1ngs

About two miles north of the
City Centre site off Biscayne
Boulevard, the former Miami
Herald building, once one of

-downtown’s landmark proper-

ties, sits empty, awaiting its

‘destiny.

Malaysian® conglomerate

Genting bought the site and sur-

rounding properties. So far, the
company has invested an esti-
mated $500 million on its vision

to create a downtown gambling

Mecca and resort that appar-

-ently will rest with getting leg-
islation passed in Tallahassee.

“Today, the investment is
more sophisticated and urban-
ized,” Mr. Zelman says of for-
eign businesses. “Miami has
developed a reputation for suc-
cess with a lot of entrepreneur-
ial investors.... We're seeing



more corporate interests look-
ing for growth opportunities.”
It’s not just the monster
projects that attract foreign in-
vestors. Others say smaller over-
seas investors from overseas still
have a place in Miami. They tend
to buy gas stations, warchouses,
small offices and stores. Often
the purchases are made under
federal visa programs that en-
courage foreign business invest-
ment in exchange for US resi-
dency or citizenship rights.
Miami commercial real estate
broker Javier Rodriguez says-he
hashandled several ofthese types
of purchases for foreign inves-

tors, some for as little as
$120,000. The investors typically
come from South America, Cen-
tral America and Europe, he says.

When there’s political or eco-
nomic turmoil overseas, like the

current situation in Venezuela, -

Mr. Rodriguez says,
businesspeople from those
countries look for safe haven
investments — and the US is
among their prime targets. A lot
of the investment activity in
Miami under the EB-5 visa pro-
gram for foreign investors, he
adds, has come from Colombia,
Mexico and Venezuela.

As a way to obtain a green
card, the EB-5 program permits
foreigners to invest at least $1
million, or at least $500,000 in
designated areas, in business

_ ventures that will create or pre-

serve at least 10 jobs for US
workers. : _

“There’s no question there’s
foreign investment in Miami,
and I think it is increasing,”
says veteran Miami developer
Jeff Berkowitz, president of
Berkowitz Development Group
in Coconut Grove.

Mz. Berkowitz, for example,
is spearheading an EB-5 invest-
ment campaign dubbed the Mi-
ami Metropolitan Regional Cen-
ter to raise millions of dollars to
help finance construction of a
1,000-foot tower downtown
named Skyrise Miami.

If foreign investors don’t
compose a significant chunk of
the market yet, they eventually
could. Nationwide, according
to reports, foreign investment
in. both commercial and resi-
dential properties has increased
since real estate prices crashed
during the recession.

A survey released last year by
the Association of Foreign In-
vestors in Real Estate found
that the US dominates the list of
countries where its members
plan to invest in commercial
real estate. The top five coun-
tries were, in order: the US,
Canada, Germany, Australia the
United Kingdom.

Also, for the firsttime in more

than a decade, four of the five
top cities for commercial real
estate investment were in the
US. They were, in order, New
York, London, Washington, DC,
Houston and Boston.

Moreover, four states —
Florida, California, Texas and
Arizona — accounted for 51%
of international buyers in the
US, with Florida being the fast-
est-growing destination of
choice, the survey found.

Manhattan historically has
been the most popular single
location for foreign investment
in commercial properiies — at
one point accounting for 40%
of foreign purchases, Dave Lin-
ger, co-founder of real estate
franchise giant Re/Max, notes
in the SquareFoot Blog

But now, he said, garnering a
lot of attention are other cities
such as Miami, Seattle, Dallas
and San Diego. 7

JM Padron, owner of Re/Max
Commercial Associates in Fort
Lauderdale, tells the Blog that
Brazilians have accounted for
35% of commercial property
purchases in downtown Miami
in recent years. !

And in Coral Gables, Agave
Holdings, 2 company with cor-
porate ties in Mexico, has plans
to develop the former Old Span-
ish Village site in Coral Gables
into 'a 254-unit luxury condo
project with office space and a
five-star hotel. Agave developed
the SBS Tower on South
Bayshore Drive in 1989. And
the firm is-currently developing
the 15-story 396 Alhambra
Circle in Coral Gables, accord-
ing to Agave’s website.

Tom Dixon, a longtime mem-
ber of the Commercial Indus-
trial Association of South
Florida, says he has noticed an
increase in foreign investment
in commercial properties in Mi-
ami, but there’s still room for
growth.

“There’s probably more for-
eign investors buying than in
the past,” he says, “butitdoesn’t
represent that much of the mar-
ket.?




