
Cromwell’s 
man in Europe 
Boosting Cromwell’s European AUM by 50% is just one of the many challenges  
Mark McLaughlin faces as the company’s new managing director for the region

BY ROBIN MARRIOTT

Mark McLaughlin, managing director in Eu-
rope for Cromwell Property Group, is at the 
start of a big mission to help elevate the firm. 

The Irishman officially took over from David Kirkby in 
October 2017 in a phased-in appointment of a profes-
sional seen by the group as the man capable of deliver-
ing on certain targets. McLaughlin is described by those 
approached by PropertyEU as ‘energetic’ and someone 
who knows the company extremely well. After all, he has 
been with the group for over 16 years throughout all its 
name changes and ownership structures and has worked 
in several positions including head of Benelux and head 
of European property. 
Readers can be forgiven for requiring a potted version of 
the history to Cromwell in Europe as there have been four 
name changes in the past 15 years. The company started 
out in Europe as Teesland Development Company in the 
1960s and listed on the London Stock Exchange in 2002, 
one year after McLaughlin joined the firm. Teesland ac-
quired Property Fund Management to become Teesland 
IOG in 2005 and was subsequently acquired by Austral-
ia’s Valad Property Group in 2007. The Blackstone Group 
bought Valad in 2011 and sold Valad Europe in 2015 to 
fellow Australian firm Cromwell Property Group, which 
had been looking for a European platform for some years.   
The big mission referred to earlier is multi-faceted and 
involves growing AUM by 50%. Cromwell is looking to 
grow its core/core-plus and value-add co-mingled funds 
and discretionary capital business. 
But McLaughlin has more than this on his plate, as he 
explains. ‘It is about performance and further building 
our track record, investing in the platform and becom-

ing more efficient, and in terms of growth: leveraging off 
our existing and new relations, including new sources of 
Asian capital.’  

IPO IN SINGAPORE
That ‘new avenue’ of Asian capital he refers to is the 
Cromwell European REIT (CEREIT). At the end of No-
vember 2017, Cromwell launched a successful IPO in 
Singapore of €1.4 bn in European assets. To be fair, it 
wasn’t the smoothest of launches as the plan got post-
poned once due to what the company called ‘market con-
ditions’, though some media reports at the time men-
tioned ‘investor concern’ about a lack of familiarity with 
European markets. Cromwell’s founder and CEO Paul 
Weightman got criticised in some media reports. 
One person familiar with Cromwell in Europe that Prop-
ertyEU approached tended to agree with the negative 
sentiment. They said putting European assets into a 
Singaporean REIT may not have been an obvious move 
at the time. ‘Why would people buy a European REIT 
launched in Singapore? The only argument is to give Eu-
ropean exposure to Asian investors, but Asian investors 
are pretty sophisticated.’ 
And yet, on November 30, Cromwell announced the 
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existing clients, work with Asian capital 
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successful IPO of CEREIT in what Weightman called an 
‘innovative and transformational deal’. CEREIT became 
the first Euro-denominated REIT on the SGX-ST and the 
largest REIT IPO in Asia since 2013 by market capitalisa-
tion. Weightman felt vindicated, saying ‘CEREIT also se-
cures approximately one-third of our existing European 
assets under management with longer term capital, and 
allows us to grow our platform in Italy, the Eurozone’s 
third-largest economy, with an additional €400 mln in 
assets under management’. 
The IPO raised €865.7 mln of proceeds. Cromwell’s stake 
of 35.8% was valued at around €310 mln. The new REIT’s 
cornerstone investors include Cerberus Singapore, Hills-

boro Capital, the private investment holding company of 
Chinese Filipino billionaire Andrew Tan and his family 
who resides in Manila, and Chinese tycoon Gordon Tang 
and his wife Celine Tang, one of whose companies has 
amassed a significant portfolio of US real estate. 
The prospectus for the REIT has basically set certain tar-
gets for McLaughlin and the team in Europe to meet and 
surpass, hence the mission to grow assets. 

EUROPEAN PLATFORM
Cromwell’s platform in Europe is significant. It has  
€4 bn of assets including those in CEREIT, 3,100 ten-
ants, and 200 people in 12 countries including 79 locally 
based investment managers, asset managers and ana-
lysts. It signs on average 12 leases a week and last year 
traded €3.7 bn. Over the last 24 months it has refinanced 
€1.4 bn-plus of real estate and its recent track record ap-

Those that PropertyEU have spoken with rate Crom-
well’s leader in Europe highly. He comes across as a 
genial Irishman and people say he ‘has what it takes to 
get Cromwell to where it needs to be’. One person notes: 
‘I think Mark will go far but it is going to be tough.’ 
McLaughlin himself seems guardedly optimistic. It is 
said that Australians have a business mindset of ‘our 
way or the highway’, but McLaughlin only sees the ben-
efits of being part of an organisation with good manage-
ment, systems and track record. ‘We’ve completed a lot 
of the hard work already, creating an organisation that is 
aligned across three continents and backed by an experi-
enced team. The next phase is going to be all about exe-
cution as we cement our reputation as the go-to partner 
for international investors looking to access returns from 
European real estate.’ ▪

CROMWELL PROPERTY GROUP 
FACTS & FIGURES
HEADQUARTERS Brisbane, Australia
TOTAL AUM €7.3 bn
CROMWELL’S EUROPE AUM €4 bn
STYLE: Core and Value Add 
NUMBER OF PROPERTIES 260+
STAFF IN EUROPE: 200 (79 locally 
based investment managers, asset 
managers and analysts)
MANAGING DIRECTOR EUROPE  
Mark McLaughlin
TRANSACTIONS IN 2017  
€2 bn acquired, €1.7 bn sold 

2017 HIGHLIGHTS 
•  74 European assets across 5 

European countries put into 
CEREIT in Singapore

•  Acquired €217 mln diversified 
portfolio and €75.5 mln industri-
al asset in the Netherlands

•  Acquired €167 mln Finnish 
portfolio; Onboarded €410 mln 
Artemis pan-European portfolio  

pears commendable. 
As PropertyEU has reported, Cromwell is carrying out 
some sales as investors seek to exit certain strategies. For 
example, in March it put €500 mln of Polish shopping 
centres incorporating eight properties up for sale. But 
Cromwell wants to move away from being a trader to 
growing the net AUM. 
The company has three dimensions: comingled funds 
with institutional investors, private equity partners for 
whom it provides asset and investment management 
services, and the smaller business of bank workouts.  

PRIVATE EQUITY POTENTIAL
Cromwell has carved out a reputation among private eq-
uity partners and this is one of the pillars for growth, 
says McLaughlin. The company wants to extend these 
relationships. He refers to a relationship started off in 
2014 with a private equity client in the Netherlands that 
is now invested with Cromwell in five jurisdictions, and 
they ‘expect to have the same Cromwell brand of service, 
so my job is about driving and delivering performance’.
‘Our ability to add value for investors is driven by our 
skilled teams of local real estate professionals on the 
ground, in every market in which we operate,’ says 
McLaughlin. ‘Our teams have the local market knowl-
edge down to which street to invest in and the breadth to 
our pan-European platform means we have the capabil-
ity to effectively deploy capital. This is attractive for our 
institutional and private equity partners – as well as the 
fact we are a one-stop shop, offering  asset management,  
investment management and debt management servic-
es, together with risk reporting and compliance.’
He adds: ‘We are continually adding to and improving 
our platform, such as developing our technology, sys-
tems and processes to future-proof the European busi-
ness. 2018 will be a year where we continue to grow with 
existing clients, work with Asian capital looking to lever-
age off our extensive platform and bolster our team with 
new hires. It’s an exciting time for Cromwell in Europe.’ 
The ‘DNA’ of the company, as McLaughlin puts it, lies 
in its approach. It is ‘entrepreneurial but professional’. 
He likes to talk about deals that come back after having 
seemingly gone away after Cromwell has carefully in-
formed vendors of its thinking. 
The company takes a bottom-up approach to investing 
and sees research as fundamental. This is why part of 
the strategy involves further beefing up its research ca-
pability. Key hires have already taken place such as Joan-
na Tano who has joined from Cushman & Wakefield to 
lead its European research division, and there are more 
to come. ‘We are looking to add to the team in the com-
ing six-nine months,’ says McLaughlin. Other key hires 
to come are a senior transaction figure to support the 

team to handle portfolio deals across Europe and a capital 
markets/business development professional to work with 
capital partners such as institutional investors and private 
equity firms. Cromwell already appointed Maureen Mahr 
von Staszewski from AXA last year to lead its fund man-
agement business. Various initiatives are under way to 
‘future proof’ the business and a reorganisation of some 
senior personnel has already occurred under McLaugh-
lin since he took the helm six months ago. 
However, the new European MD also talks about efficien-
cy in terms of other initiatives such as technology. Crom-
well is working on improving its in-house systems as it 
tries to ‘take them to a new level’. People have been taken 
from parts of the business to form a task force. McLaugh-
lin: ‘Given the scale of our transactional activity across 
Europe, we have access to a huge amount of untapped 
data which we want to leverage to enhance our perfor-
mance and the quality of advice we give to clients. For 
example, we have been improving the investor-facing ex-
perience, moving towards providing our clients with real 
time information.’

UNDERSTANDING LOCAL DYNAMICS
But the main task is about performance as it usually is 
for every investment management organisation. Thank-
fully for Cromwell, it continues to see good opportunities 
in Europe, especially in managing to core assets of which 
there are many examples such as Koningskade 30 in The 
Hague, where the firm took a tired asset and created an 
ecologically sustainable trophy building fit for ABN Am-
ro’s headquarters (pictured).
McLaughlin says that throughout Cromwell’s platform in 
Europe, its local teams know the sub-markets well, ena-
bling them to select those that are ‘winning’ against those 
that are ‘losing’. He talks of rental growth in Amsterdam 
and Paris, as well as of ‘growth markets’ Finland and It-
aly – where Cromwell just added €400 mln for CEREIT 
by acquiring a portfolio from Cerberus Capital Manage-
ment. In Central Europe, the firm likes logistics, but also 
sees opportunity in retail and offices. In Warsaw, where 
there is a lot of supply, the task is about understanding 
the local dynamics and having a team on the ground.
Referring back to its people, McLaughlin says they are the 
key assets of the company that adhere to the nine Crom-
well values. Its strong local network ‘is key to unlocking 
value at the asset level. In most cases their knowledge 
and experience has been built up over a lifetime operat-
ing in their respective markets. That’s hard to replicate’. 
As a rule, Cromwell strives to be ‘proactive’. For instance, 
it is building a platform that can provide whole lifecycle 
solutions to its clients, whether they are private equity 
partners looking for an exit or longer-term income fo-
cused investors. 

PERSONAL PROFILE
Mark McLaughlin is managing director of 
Cromwell Property Group’s European busi-
ness and platform, based at the group’s  
European headquarters in London. He 
joined Cromwell in 2001 and has served as 
head of property Europe and head of the 
Benelux team, based in Amsterdam.
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‘The next phase is going to be all about 
execution as we cement our reputation 
as the go-to partner for investors’

‘Our ability to add value for investors is 
driven by our skilled teams of local real 

estate professionals on the ground’
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Helping Asian capital get into Europe 

In December 2017, Cromwell Property 
Group hired Simon Garing as chief cap-
ital officer. The former Bank of America 

Merrill Lynch deputy director of research for 
Asia Pacific is based at Cromwell’s Brisbane 
headquarters and met with PropertyEU 
during Mipim in March to explain some of 
his responsibilities and how Cromwell in 
Europe can benefit from the group’s strong 
Australian balance sheet and new minority 
owner, ARA Asset Management.
Garing says the reason for buying Valad from 
Blackstone two-and-a-half years ago was that 
Cromwell could see the Asian Pacific growth 
in private wealth. ‘It is difficult for a lot of that 
capital to invest in Europe. In the US it is eas-
ier given one language and one market. The 
success of the strategy of buying Valad was 
the listing of the Singapore REIT last year and 
that is now about 25% of the European assets. 
We have got 3,500 investors all looking for 
European exposure in an easy package. My 
task is to work with Mark McLaughlin and 
the CEREIT team to see what other real estate 
makes sense for the growth of that REIT, po-
tentially launching other REITs with different 
mandates so they don’t cross over. The UK 
would be an obvious one.’ 

REDEFINE REPLACED BY ARA
On March 8, Cromwell announced that Sin-
gapore-based ARA was replacing Redefine 
Properties, a South African company that 
had been with Cromwell since late 2009, as 
an investor. By acquiring a 19.5% stake for 
S$400 mln, Cromwell is now ARA’s single 
largest investment for a company that has 
S$40 bn of Asia Pacific investments and has 
a stated target to grow to S$100 bn. 
‘We are attracted to the strength and depth 
of their platforms, track record of value-en-
hancing real estate strategies and strong cor-
porate governance,’ John Lim, ARA group 
CEO, said in a statement. ‘We believe Crom-

well will benefit from our deep network 
of capital partners.’ Cromwell’s CEO Paul 
Weightman added: ‘Cromwell’s European 
platform has the capacity to deploy more 
than 50% more capital due to an extensive 
network of 200 real estate professionals in 
20 offices across 12 countries. We also have 
some exciting value-enhancing projects in 
our Australian property portfolio. We look 
forward to working with ARA to explore 
these, and other, opportunities to drive value 
and sustainable earnings growth for the ben-
efit of all Cromwell securityholders.’
Garing says ARA provides another fresh impe-
tus towards growing the platform in Europe, 
again involving Asian capital. Backers of ARA 
include US private equity group Warburg Pin-
cus, which helped Lim buy out ARA in 2016 
when it was a Singaporean REIT and remains 
a backer. Others are The Straits Trading Com-

pany, one of the world’s largest tin smelting 
companies, multinational conglomerate CK 
Asset Holdings, previously known as Cheung 
Kong Property Holdings,  and AVIC Trust 
(Aviation Industry Corporation of China), for-
merly known as the South China Trust. 
Garing sees ARA as a financial backer that 
would be able to weather a large global eco-
nomic shock – a point where it could pick 
up distressed assets. He also points out that 
ARA paid AUS$ 1.05 a share for its stake, well 
above the 93/94 cents at which Cromwell was 
trading. ‘Why did they pay above the market 
stock price? They can see price was not reflec-
tive of the business. They believe we have a 
team that can funnel more capital into our 
markets and drive returns, which is going to 
drive our share price higher.’ 

LOW LEVERAGE, STABLE CASHFLOW
That is why performance is so key. Cromwell 
targets 50% AUM growth without spending 
more, which will ultimately drive Cromwell’s 
share price higher. Garing notes that Crom-
well is a low-leverage business with a strong 
balance sheet and therefore has the platform 
to support the European business. The com-
pany has been listed in Australia for 20 years 
and has an AUS$2 bn market capitalisation. 
‘What’s providing good cash flow? AUS$2.5 
bn of government-leased assets – long-term 
good credit. Around 80% of our business in 
terms of profits comes from owning good, 
stable assets that we have created and end-
ed up owning.’ (The other 20% is from the 
funds management business.)
Garing points out the strong balance sheet is 
demonstrated by the €300 mln it has invest-
ed alongside others in the CEREIT and which 
should have a positive effect on helping Crom-
well should the European team locate a ‘really 
good deal’. Garing: ‘If Mark and his team say it 
is a good deal, so long as it passes our hurdles, 
we could warehouse and co-invest.’ ▪

Cromwell’s chief capital officer Simon Garing talks to PropertyEU about  
the group’s new shareholder ARA and facilitating Asian capital into Europe 

INTERVIEW

18  |  NO. 3 - APRIL 2018  |  PROPERTYEU MAGAZINE

‘My task is to see 
what other real estate 
makes sense for the 
growth of CEREIT’
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