Speech “Never let a good crisis go to waste”

If you believe in something, it means that you know this is true, 100%, but you cannot prove it. If you can
prove something, you do not have to believe in it because it is a fact.
Like a religion, if you are a good Christian you believe that heaven exists. Nobody came back from heaven to
make this a fact, so that is why we call it a religion. Having faith, whether in a religion, your children, your
own abilities, is the foundation of our existence. What makes you strong and gets you out of bed in the
morning.
I’d like to share with you why I have the idea that we have totally lost this faith in commercial real estate.
Which is kind of strange and tragic at the same time, because we have so much of our national capital
invested in it and so many jobs and well-being is depending on it.
In 2008 a tenant of a big office/warehouse complex told me they would leave, partly in 2009 and partly in
2011. I bought it 15 years before so they kind of had the right to leave. The location is more than perfect,
totaling 4 hectares of prime development-grounds, surrounded by beautiful infrastructure, alongside the
Amsterdam inner-city ring A-10, next to a Metro-station connecting it to railroads and even alongside the
canals of Amsterdam. I fell in love with the location the first time I saw it. I dreamed about the developmentpossibilities that it would offer the next generations to come.
The grounds were not used in an efficient way, largely as warehouse and truck parking. Being a real-estate
developer/investor, all of this time I kind of hoped my tenant would leave. They often say: "Watch out what
you wish for, because before you know it, you might actually get it." It was so true in 2009. We were in the
middle of the crisis, and nobody wanted a new development. I was left with a giant empty complex no
tenant was interested in.
For more than a year I worked on it every day without attracting candidates. Meanwhile inviting creative
people in it, to get feedback and inspiration. Artists, TV-makers, fashion designers, writers, website builders,
etc. Let’s call them "the crazy ones", the misfits, at least in the real estate branch. Because I was sure they
would see things differently or help me create visions I did not see yet for myself.
But what it did was helping me understand Generation Y. It may sound bizarre, but it proved that I didn't
know these people. Of course I know a lot of people born after 1980. But creating workspace for them, that
is something else. How do they think, how do they like to work, what makes them happy? To give an
example, they like to meet in a container, and at the same time they want height, an authentic industrial
environment and still be in contact with nature. It appeals to their creativity and sense of freedom. The
keywords we found were Creativity, Authenticity, Socially and Hospitality, in short: C.A.S.H.!
The Zuidpark-concept became more and more clear to everybody involved: to create a workplaceenvironment that functions like a social network, designed to "sow, weed and harvest together"; a meeting
place for co-creation. And perhaps most importantly: a building where there is room for companies to
create and overhaul their own culture and identity, and still be part of the Zuidpark-community.
For that, we had to demolish all the walls and ceilings, which meant more than 160 big containers of what
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was not relevant or authentic for this new generation of tenants we aimed for. Starting to strip the entire
building is like crossing the Rubicon: there is no way back. Parts of the old installations were integrated in
what we demolished. You have to renovate the whole building including these installations, and some were
recently renewed and just a year old. But the more space we created, the more inspiration the old buildingstructure gave us.
Once you see it you cannot "unsee" it.
For these works we did not explicitly asked for approval from the bank. It was uncertain if they would share
my vision of the state of the market regarding my empty building. And the concept-solution I envisioned was
absolutely unproven. Lots of newly build offices in Amsterdam never met a tenant; they failed to attract
these new generation companies. So why invest this heavy in an old building, they would most certainly
respond.
But that is why I am an entrepreneur and they are a bank.
Finally, after a year of working and spreading the concept, in October 2010 I met a professional candidatetenant, the Randstad-group, who immediately understood and signed up 3 weeks later. That convinced the
bank; they took their responsibility and financed a large part of the investment. About seven months later,
like a miracle, 85% of the building was signed with leases, all of them perfect tenants. And this was achieved
without giving rental-free incentives. The national media picked it up, RTL made an item of it for their
evening news, and RTL-Z, our nations business-channel shot a whole documentary about it, "unveiling
Zuidpark".
***
My point is that we lost faith in commercial real estate; we want solid proof before we start and that is not
working anymore. We are used to think in spreadsheets with data that is confirmed by facts. Banks and
investment-committees want that 100% proof before they step into anything. And that is understandable
from their point of view; it is what we expect them to do. But before something is a fact, it starts with a
belief. In these days nothing is a fact, and so nothing really happens in the industry. The lack of faith in
commercial real estate is the main source of the problem. "If you remain doing what you did, you will stick
with what you got", Einstein told us. It is a self-fulfilling prophecy; it will only get worse unless we start to
believe in change and act accordingly.
Take the Urban Farming-idea I introduced at Zuidpark for example. It is genuine food for thought, "Nature
Band-Aids" as a remedy for wounded and mutilated urbanism. It is important that not only tenants,
investors and banks, but also urban planners start to embrace these concepts to turn those old empty
buildings to our future cultural heritage.
Give sustainability a fair chance by being less rigid and more flexible with urban development plans. New
generations need organic diversity that will bring prosperity.
***
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Talking about Karma, sharing is good Karma, so I am writing a new book where I focus on my Zuidpark
journey and try to give a solid guideline on how to create the belief in the endless possibilities a big empty
complex have to offer. To make them relevant and compliant with our society. Stop sitting on your hands
and create a passionate concept; a story to tell instead of square meters to rent. "From Clash to CASH".
You lose the most in your life when you do not believe in it anymore, when you throw the towel in the ring.
And that is how it smells in our industry. We do not trust each other. On the other hand, are you trying to
persuade somebody else to buy or to rent from you, a product you don't not believe in yourself? Some call it
being smarter then the rest, but is called fraud where I come from. And the new generation doesn't buy it.
You have to take action to stop the madness: sell it for whatever the market is willing to pay for it, thus pay
the price of not being able to solve the problem; or start working on a solution.
My goal in this new book is to help you work on a solution by creating a concept that is so powerful, that
nobody can ignore. Not a candidate tenant. Why I think this is possible? Mainly because it will be your own
passionate story that show you are involved as a landlord, which in itself clearly makes a difference between
your building and most of the rest of the market-supply. Marketing your building as a valuable non-virtual
social network for its users means presenting a genuine value-adding concept for your tenants. Everything in
our branch starts with a signing tenant.
This does not mean it is painless. If you bought something for a price that does not reflect the actual value,
you have the face that. But remember: if you start the first phase of all the hard work, which is actually fun
and rewarding and not that costly, you are giving this so-called miracle a chance. And you will see that you
earn back most, if not all, of the value that you thought was lost.
In my case, in 2010 I had this huge complex on my balance sheet, a single tenant complex totaling 25.000 m2
of offices and warehouse. "The perfect investment" was like we considered it. But after the tenant left in
the middle of the crisis I came to the conclusion that we had the empty property valued (at least!) 30% too
high in our balance sheet. We did not revaluate it. I thought the market was over-reacting, but nevertheless
redeemed the mortgage.
I demolished a big part of the complex, about 6.000 m2 of the warehouse, to turn it into buildable
development grounds, and invested a lot of money. After spending all this and have it evaluate again, my
accountant told me that our earnings were fair, positive, but not great. What he forgot, however, is that we
gained back the value that was lost because of the crisis: the 30% of the original balance sheet value. And
we still have this buildable ground. Looking at it from that perspective, I love it, and it was absolutely worth
taking all the risk and effort!
***
The problem lies in the original balance sheet value. A large part of the real estate industry faces this
problem. We have these empty buildings in our balance sheets for values that are not reflecting the real
market value. I like to compare this with a rather tasteless example. But tasteless comparisons often make
it clear.
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Finding out the truth about the real market value of your building while having it much higher on your
balance sheet is like waking up with piece of rotten fish in your mouth.
You have 3 options.
1. Spit it out on the table.
And leave it there, try to forget it exists. I call it: ignoring the problem. Wait and pray for better times to
come. But we all know that those days will never come.
The problem exists, and the worst thing is: everybody knows. So the only one you fool is yourself. And the
problem gets only bigger because it gets smelly. At the end you will have to get rid of the problem anyway. If
you have enough time, that is. Surely we can manage to thump the problem and disguise it. But these things
often turn out in bankruptcy anyway.
2. Chew on the rotten fish.
That is not very tasteful, and it does not help anything. Chewing on it is like complaining on the market, the
banks, the fiscal ruling on real estate and looking back to see who you can blame for this problem. Self-pity
never helped anybody. It is pathetic if you ask me.
3. Swallow it.
I guarantee you that it will make you sick, but it won't kill you. One day you wake up and the problem is
gone. It’s just a memory.
If we acknowledge the problem, take responsibility for it we surely have some explanations to give. But it is
the truth; everybody has to accept it as a fact. Our brain is constructed to find solutions to problems.
Accepting reality is what clever people do and faith in the human race will do the rest. After you swallowed
the problem, making everybody accept it, however painful that is, the only way is up and the crisis is over.
For those who are seriously willing to swallow the problem the future looks bright. And of course also for
those smart entrepreneurs who bought an empty building complex for the actual market price because the
former owner could not solve this problem (or those who are thinking of doing so). If you put creativity,
passion and faith in it, being an adaptive entrepreneur, your gains will be enormous.
***
This speech is a tribute to the big empty buildings. The bigger, the better.
Only they are big enough to be truly polycultural and multifunctional. Serving as a tool to help its users fulfill
their potential by meeting as many people from different groups as possible. Social interaction. These
buildings will improve their production and at the same time lower the costs of such production. And the
older they are, the more history and authenticity they have.
Espresso bars, coworking spaces, restaurants and breakout rooms and other quality services, they need
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large numbers of users to be profitable. And sustainable installations are costly. It is impossible to have
them in small buildings.
The result to aim at is a future-proof investment that is flexible and constructively ready to be remodeled
internally any time, for a new tenant or an existing one who is evolving towards different work methods that
imply modifications.
So invest your money in Generation Z, born in this millennium, they hit the labor market from 2025 on,
together with Y-Generation, till 2040. You can do that now. Big buildings serving as HUBS will prove to be
the best inflation-proof investment possible. No other investment can beat that with such an amount of
certainty. Surely not stocks, bonds or money on bank accounts.
Do I know for sure that this works for most of the big old empty buildings and anywhere in the world? I
think so, really I do, but what I do know for sure is that it all starts with creativity, faith and passion: adaptive
entrepreneurship. Not with 100% facts proven spreadsheets. That will come when we regain our faith in
commercial real estate and that can only start when we trust each other’s integrity. It all starts with
integrity!
Do I know that CASH thinking is exactly what the next Generation Z and generations after it will want? I am
sure it is NOT. They will have other needs, ideas and technology! But a building like Zuidpark is designed for
flexibility and will be ready to welcome these modifications.
I leave you with this:
We often hear people complaining that we are in the middle of the worst crisis since 1929, and that this is
the main reason for the misery in the real estate market. Self-pity nonsense I call that.
My grandfather ran a good construction-firm in the late 30's, third generation "Established 1873". Then the
Nazis came by, and took his whole inventory. Sharing the same DNA as I do he probably told them what he
thought about that. It may have been the reason why that same day they put him on labor to build the
Atlantic Wall. Now, that is what I call a genuine crisis. He told me a lot of anecdotes about these times,
about friendships and betrayal. They are not really relevant in this context and probably are romanticized
anyway.
However, they taught me one great lesson:
By being creative and productive, seeking allies and having the guts to face the facts and fight the problem,
we manage to come out of any crisis, stronger than ever.
Thank you so much!
Jan Huijbregt
March 2014
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