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PROFILE

$115,000 gain
in 8 weeks
About three years ago, Simon and Julie Macken were profiled in API.
Since then they’ve continued to invest in property. We revisit the
Mackens as they tell how their latest renovation has paid off in
handsome gains and rental returns.
story Geoff Doidge photography Steve Keough

54 AUSTRALIAN PROPERTY INVESTOR AUGUST 2005

WWW.APIMAGAZINE.COM.AU

© Australian Property Investor magazine - www.apimagazine.com.au. Reproduced with permission.

is currently reinventing herself as a writer.
And of course she’s still a property
investor!
Simon is also no stranger to variety
and has done his fair share of job hopping
too. He’s worked as a music teacher by
day and musician by night. He’s even
run a small dairy goat farm and worked
as a zookeeper and cleaner. His original
background was in steel fabrication and
construction, which has come in handy
in his new career as a professional
property investor.
Three years ago, Julie and Simon had
managed to put together a sizeable
portfolio of properties in their hometown
of Canberra. At that stage they’d just
dipped their toes into the Sydney market
with a purchase in the Forest area and
they had also recently bought a beachfront
unit on the Gold Coast.
First we’ll tell you about their latest
renovation – which was a very lucrative
venture – and then we’ll fill you in on
what the Mackens have been doing since
we last spoke to them.

Case study: duplex renovation

hen we last spoke to Julie
and Simon Macken
(April/May 2002) they
had just quit their day
jobs to become full-time
property investors. Quitting your day job
may seem like a big step for some, but
this couple didn’t find it so daunting.
Julie jokes that she’s had more jobs
than most people have had hot breakfasts,
so she’s not one to get attached to a job
or feel any loss of identity by giving one
up. Before quitting her job in the public
service in Canberra, she’d worked in
many other office jobs both in Canberra
and in Sydney. She’d also worked in sales,
performed as a musician and singer,
done some waitressing and worked in a
pharmacy. She relishes the idea of having
many skills and changing identities, and

W

WWW.APIMAGAZINE.COM.AU

The importance of teamwork and useful
contacts was reinforced last year when
Julie received a call from a real estate
agent that she knew.
The Mackens had previously bought
a property from this agent and had kept
in touch with her, as she was reliable
and experienced.
The agent told Julie that she had just
received a listing but that it had some
problems. Knowing what Simon was
capable of with his renovation work, the
agent decided to give them a call before
putting the property on the market.
Before even looking at the property,
the couple knew that it was a relative
bargain. It was a duplex in the suburb
of Fisher in Canberra and the asking
price was $315,500. The property had
been neglected for some years and needed
a serious cosmetic makeover. The garden
was full of beautiful rose bushes and
although once a real showpiece, it was
now overgrown and in need of attention.
Simon and Julie purchased the duplex
with a strategy in mind. They wanted to
get the renovation over and done with
as quickly as possible and then get the

Duplex case study
➤ Property location: Fisher ACT
➤ Property type: 2 x 3-bdm duplex on

one block, with views
Purchase date: August 2004
Purchase Price: $315,500
Reno cost: $21,000
2005 market value: $450,000+
Current rent: $540 per week
Gross equity* gain (after reno):
$135,000
➤ Gross yield (including reno costs):
8.4%
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤

*Gross equity is the value after the renovation less the
purchase price. This is the increase in valuation used for
refinancing. Purchase costs and renovation costs not
included.

property back on the rental market. So
it was time to get to work.
First up was a complete interior and
exterior paint job. New carpets and floor
coverings were laid. The light fittings
were replaced. New window coverings
were installed. A new stove and oven
were purchased for the kitchen. Out the
back, some rotten decking was replaced.
And the garden was given a major
overhaul in order to bring it back to its
former glory. The rose bushes were once
again a showpiece.
After eight weeks, everything was done.
Simon and Julie spent $21,000 on the
renovation, so their total costs were
$336,500 (not taking into account interest
payments and transaction costs related
to the acquisition).
Simon called the agent back in for a
look at the finished product before it was
rented out. The agent appraised the
property at $450,000 plus, based on the
dramatically improved rental return of
$540 per week. That’s a gain of over
$115,000. Not bad for eight weeks work.
It’s deals like this one that have
propelled the Mackens from being
ordinary ‘mum and dad’ investors to
running a substantial property business.

Back to business
So what else have Simon and Julie been
up to since we last wrote about their
investing journey?
In 2002, they had to review their
strategy and goals to allow for their new
financial structure. Having just become
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full-time investors, they no longer had
income from wages but were relying
solely on rental income and equity from
their properties. This meant that they
had to rethink how they approached
lenders.
They were rejected by a couple of major
banks because they were considered to
be too “rent reliant”. They wanted to be
taken seriously and considered as
professional investors by lenders. So they
decided to draw up a business plan.
Simon and Julie found a template for
their plan on the website of a major bank.
Then they sat down together and
developed it. They found this had two
benefits. It gave them a tool with which
to approach the banks but it also made
them qualify and quantify what they had
achieved. It also involved risk assessment
and future planning. This process gave
them renewed confidence and the first
bank to see their business plan financed
a new purchase and also refinanced two
other properties.
By 2003, the property market in
Canberra and Sydney had risen
sufficiently for the couple to continue to
use their equity to fund further purchases.
With considerable capital growth up their
sleeve they also discovered that they could
approach one of their lenders to release
a security by shifting the loan on to
another property that had achieved
sufficient growth to house the additional
debt. This meant a free title to use as
further security.
The Mackens were able to repeat this
process several more times during that
year. Julie comments that having free

titles is like holding wild cards that you
can use at any time to leapfrog ahead to
the next deal.
Balancing their portfolio growth is an
important part of the couple’s strategy.
Simon is constantly crunching the
numbers and has developed numerous
spreadsheets to monitor their portfolio.
These include equity retrieval, property
evaluation and various financial position
scenario spreadsheets. There is also a
complete financial tracking history for
each property including renovation,
holding and maintenance costs. Simon
likes to know exactly where they are
financially from month to month.
He now treats their portfolio like a

The Mackens now self
manage all of their
Canberra properties.
They enjoy having the
personal contact with
their tenants as this
allows them to deal
with issues quickly
and directly.
business by regularly monitoring what
goes in and what comes out. Simon says
it’s not exactly rocket science but admits
it has become more complex and time
consuming as their portfolio has grown.
Property management is another area
where the couple say they have benefited

from knowledge and experience.
Following a few early mistakes, they now
understand the importance of following
a system and being familiar with the
legislation that governs residential
tenancies.
They have also found that while
property management issues often force
them to be firm with their decisionmaking they also need to remain flexible
at times when it comes to problem
solving.
The Mackens now self manage all of
their Canberra properties. They enjoy
having the personal contact with their
tenants as this allows them to deal with
issues quickly and directly.
They advertise their Canberra rentals
on www.allhomes.com.au. They also use
this site to research the Canberra market.
But as time goes on it seems that
Canberra, which once comprised 100
per cent of the Mackens’ portfolio, is
becoming less important.
(Geoff’s tip: As a self manager with
more than 30 years experience I can tell
you self management is initially not easy.
My first tenants were bikies! It would be
very easy for the inexperienced manager
who is unaware of the legislation
governing tenancies to get into all types
of trouble, especially with a tenant who
‘knows the ropes’. Get some training
from the Real Estate Institute courses in
your State and join the not-for-profit
Property Owners Association in your
State for support. Another idea is to
initially accompany your property
manager on inspections to see what they
do and how they do it).

Mackens’ portfolio – sample case studies
RIVETT, ACT
Property type

Purchase date
Purchase price
Reno cost
2005 bank value
Rental return
Current market value
Gross equity* gain (after reno)
Gross yield (including reno costs)

3-bdm house
with 1-bdm flat
June 2002
$225,000
$18,000
–
$500 per week
$380,000
$155,000
10.7%

FISHER, ACT
3-bdm house
with 2-bdm flat,
with views
August 2003
$380,000
$8,000
–
$645 per week
$480,000
$100,000
8.6%

WESTON, ACT
4-bdm ensuite
house, with
mountain views
June 2000
$192,000
$8,000
$445,000
$390 per week
–
$253,000
10.1%

BILINGA, QLD
2-bdm, ensuite unit
in block of 12,
beachfront
July 2001
$163,500
$3,000
$430,000
$255 per week
–
$266,500
8.0%

*Gross equity is the value after the renovation less the purchase price. This is the increase in valuation used for refinancing. Purchase costs and renovation costs not included.
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Why Sydney?
In recent years, Sydney has become the
focus of the Mackens’ investment strategy.
But as with all of their Canberra purchases,
there is a solid amount of local knowledge
involved. Simon spent some of his
childhood years in Sydney, and Julie was
born and raised there. She lived in
numerous houses on the north shore –
which is now the focus of her attention.
When the couple managed to secure
finance to fund their first Sydney property
in late 2001 they had overcome the major
hurdle of buying back into the Sydney
market. The growth from their Canberra
purchases allowed them to get back into
a market they’d thought was out of their
reach only a few years earlier.
The Mackens have gone on to buy two
more properties in Sydney – a twobedroom unit on Balmoral slopes with
stunning harbour views and another large
house in Killarney Heights.
Their reasons for buying more property
in Sydney are a combination of personal
and business goals. The couple agree that
Sydney is a great place to own real estate.
Having travelled around Australia and
overseas, they believe nothing comes close
when you look at what Sydney has to offer.
They love the lifestyle, the beaches, the
harbour, and the excitement of the place.
The Mackens’ three Sydney properties
are all among luxury homes on valuable,
highly prized land. This means they’re
not likely to overcapitalise if they choose
to rebuild or improve. Also, the properties
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Having just become full-time investors, they
no longer had income from wages but were
relying solely on rental income and equity from
their properties. This meant that they had to
rethink how they approached lenders.
are poised to provide further high capital
growth because of their desirable locations
and features including ocean, harbour
and city views.
Julie and Simon regularly scan the
internet and local papers to keep up with
property prices and trends. They do this
even when they’re not actively looking
for a property and often find that they
will stumble across a deal that’s too good
to pass up. They both enjoy doing the
research and never consider it as “work”
but more a fun way to spend time together.
They are currently monitoring the
Sydney market in readiness for their next
purchase.

Teamwork
An important feature of the Mackens’
strategy is to find great people to work
and network with.
Naturally, Simon and Julie are the
team’s foundation. They love working
together and agree that they compliment
each other.
They hold regular business meetings,
sometimes daily depending on their
workload and time pressures. They also

meet regularly to talk about future plans
and goals.
The couple enjoy mixing with other
like-minded investors and business people
and have found many useful contacts in
this way. They consider the people they
do business with as valuable members
of their team. These include people such
as their accountant, solicitor, broker, real
estate agents, managing agents and
tradespeople.

Lifestyle change
Over the last few years the Mackens have
taken several overseas trips as well as
numerous trips around Australia. Julie
likes being able to hop on a plane and
take a trip at short notice. Both her and
Simon enjoy the freedom and variety of
choices that have come as a result of their
success. They’ve both worked hard and
are now pleased that both they and their
family can reap the rewards. They hope
to inspire others to do the same. ■
For information on Geoff Doidge’s Reno
Kings workshops, visit the website
at www.renos.com.au
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Happy reading… and happy investing!
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