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The Revival

The country’s biggest multifamily builders re-emerge in 2010.

BY LES SHAVER

LET'S CALL 2009 the year of the bunker.
That was when industry development giants
like Marietta, Ga.~based Wood Partners and
Phoenix-based Alliance Residential Co.,

once No. 5 and No. 12, respectively, on the
list of the Top 50 Builders in the nation, hit
the brakes on their pipelines. Tums out their
disappearance was short-lived. This year,
both companies are back in a big way—Wood
started 2,027 units, placing it at No. 9 on the
2011 list of Top 50 Builders, while Alliance's
1,952 starts placed it at No. 10.

They are not alone. After not starting
a single unit in 2009, major builders all
jumped back into construction mode last
year. This re-emerging crop of companies
included onetime condo king The Related
Group of Miami (No. 44); Birmingham, Ala.~
based REIT Colonial Properties Trust (tied
for No. 48); Atlanta-based Post Properties
(No. 35); Highlands Ranch, Colo.-based
UDR (No. 25); Englewood, Colo.~based
Archstone (No. 19); and Phoenix-based
Picerne Real Estate Group (No. 17).

Indeed, 2010 marked the return of a
number of builders, though certainly not all
of the high fliers from the mid-2000s, to de-
velopment. In fact, half of the 50 companies
on this year’s list did not rank at all last year.
The retum of private builders, along with the
REITs, meant that it took a higher volume of
activity to make the cut for the list. India-
napolis-based Flaherty & Collins Properties
squeaked into the final spot last year with
254 new starts—the firm had to build almost
twice as much (480 units) in 2010 to hold on
to the No. 50 spot this year.

Driving the re-emergence is a nation-
wide increase in rental rates that is allowing
developers to better justify construction
costs. Across the country, rents rose 2.3 per-
cent in 2010, according to New York-based
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research firm Reis. First in line to break
ground were the REITs, such as Arlington,
Va.-based AvalonBay Communities

(No. 3 with 2,446 starts), which had stock-
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piled cash and were ready to go (Avalon
actually began building again in late 2009).
Private builders had more of a challenge
last year. They may have had the land, but
through most of 2010, the construction
debt markets remained frozen. As financing
began to thaw into the latter half of 2010, a
number of these companies began to slowly
move back in as well. “The private build-
ers had sites they owned or controlled that
needed to be monetized,” says Scot Sellers,
CEO of Archstone. “The focus on doing this
created more new development activity.’

DISTINCT PREFERENCES

Though construction began to return in
2010, firms weren’t building just anywhere.
The Washington, D.C,, area, with its strong
government job base, topped that list.
Arlington, Va.-based builder Clark Builders
Group rode that wave (along with its military
housing business) to 2,736 starts, placing it at
the No. 2 spot on the Top 50 Builders list.
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IN THE SPOTLIGHT

LIKE MOST BUILDERS, Cleveland-hased THE NRP
GROUP (No. 11) says its major accomplishments in 2010
were to maintain profitability and financial strength in a
tough economy. It also closed on 272 units at its Cevallos
Loft deal in San Antonio Riverwalk (using nine financing
sources), This year, it aims to close 21 projects and 2,556
units, start a minimum of two market-rate developments,
and maintain profitability.

Like NRP, San Antonio-based GALAXY BUILDERS
(No. T36) said its major accomplishment in 2010 was
surviving the downturn, It was also able to increase its
backlog for 2011 and keep its core management in tact.
This year, Galaxy plans to enter Dallas, Fort Worth, and
Austin; look for opportunities in Louisiana and Mississippi;
and continue to build affordahle and seniors housing.

In what was a down year for many apartment build-
ers, Atlanta-based COLUMBIA RESIDENTIAL (No. 46)
completed the higgest single development in its history—-
the $120 million Columbia Parc in New Orleans—aon time,
on budget, and ahead of leasing schedule. The company
also improved its overall portfalio occupancy to 95 percent
and its revenue and coliections by 5 percent and built its
first LEED-certified projects. This year, it aims to improve
its property management performance and grow its
development portfolio and geographic coverage.
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