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IMPORTANT — GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY 

This communication contains general information only and does not take into account your 
personal objectives, financial situation, or needs. PROPERTY SCORECARD is not licensed 
to provide specific financial advice. Please seek independent financial, legal, and taxation 
advice from a qualified professional before making any investment decisions. 

 

All figures, interest rates, lending policies, tax treatments and legislative references in this 
book are current as at July 2026 and are subject to change. Worked examples are 
illustrations only, not forecasts. Past performance is not an indicator of future performance. 
Poker terminology is used as an educational framework and is not an endorsement of 
gambling. 

  



Introduction: why poker players make better 
developers than most developers 

Amateurs lose at poker for the same reason amateurs lose at development. Not because 
they play badly — because they play hands they should never have been in. 

Hundreds of Australian couples sit down every year wanting to develop property. Splitter blocks, 
knock-down rebuilds, a duplex on the block they have owned for fifteen years. Most of them are 
asset-rich. Most of them are convinced the decision comes down to whether the project stacks up. 

It doesn't. The project is the last question, not the first. 

The first question is the same one every serious poker player asks before they sit down: can my 
bankroll survive this table? The second is: what is my actual win rate here — not what I hope it is? 
Only then does the third question matter: is this hand worth playing? 

Development gets this order backwards in almost every book, seminar and Facebook group in the 
country. People fall in love with a site, run a feasibility that tells them what they want to hear, then 
discover — six months and forty thousand dollars in consultants later — that no lender will fund the 
hand they have already committed to. Their equity said yes. Their serviceability said no. Nobody had 
explained the difference. 

What poker actually teaches 

Poker is not gambling to the people who win at it. It is a discipline for making decisions with 
incomplete information, where you control your stake, your seat and your choices — and nothing 
else. That is a precise description of small property development. 

Four ideas from the card room carry directly across: 

Bankroll management. A professional never buys into a game their roll cannot survive losing. A 
developer should never enter a project whose downside touches the family home. Chapter 1 sets 
the sizing rules. 

Hand selection. Winners fold most of their hands. The skill is not playing well — it is refusing to 
play badly. Chapters 4 to 7 grade the common small-development plays from premium hands to 
automatic folds. 

Pot odds. Every call must be justified by the size of the pot and the chance of winning it. A 
feasibility margin is pot odds wearing a hi-vis vest. Chapter 8 gives you the maths. 

Position. The player who acts last holds the advantage. In development finance, that player is 
always the lender. Understanding this changes how you structure every deal. 

Who this book is for 

You have equity, some savings, and a project in the one to three million dollar range on your mind. 
You might be a couple in your forties or fifties, a semi-retired tradie, or an investor who has done 
well with buy-and-hold and wants to try creating value rather than waiting for it. You do not need to 
know how to play poker. Every card-room term is translated the moment it appears, and the glossary 
at the back doubles as a translation table. 

What you will not find here: secret formulas, no-money-down schemes, or a promise that 
development will change your life. Development is a game with a house rake, rising blinds and 
players better funded than you. Played selectively, it can bring a strong project forward by years. 
Played on emotion, it takes the house — yours. 

The one rule that governs everything 



You can lose a buy-in. You can never lose your seat. 

A failed project that costs you your investable capital is painful. A failed project that costs you the 
family home ends the game permanently. Every rule in this book descends from that distinction. If 
you take nothing else from these pages, take that. 

The four streets of a development 

A Texas Hold'em hand is played across four streets — pre-flop, the flop, the turn and the river — 
and the betting gets bigger at each one. A development runs the same way, and knowing which 
street you are on tells you what a decision should cost: 

Pre-flop: due diligence and finance. You have seen your own cards and nothing else. This street 
is cheap by design — contract subject to conditions, feasibility, finance verification, tax advice. 
Everything in this book that says 'fold' is a pre-flop fold, costing thousands, not hundreds of 
thousands. Chapters 1, 2 and 8 live here. 

The flop: approval. The first community cards land — planning approval, subdivision conditions, 
service connections. The picture is clearer and your commitment has grown. Council contributions, 
consultants and time are the bets on this street. 

The turn: construction. The expensive card. The build contract is signed, the facility is drawn, 
demolition has removed the old income. From here, folding still exists — Chapter 10's fold triggers 
— but it now costs real money. The discipline is to arrive at the turn only with hands that deserved 
it. 

The river: sale or settlement. The last card is the market you complete into, and you do not get to 
choose it. Everything you can do about the river — presales, downside pricing, exit selection — 
happens on the earlier streets. By the river, you are either collecting the pot or learning what the 
earlier streets should have told you. 

Keep this map in mind as the chapters unfold. Every tool in the book is a street-specific tool, and 
almost every development disaster is a decision made on the wrong street — usually a river problem 
that should have been folded pre-flop. 

Shuffle up. Let's look at your stack. 

  



 

PART 1 

THE TABLE 

Before you sit down — chapters 1 to 3 

CHAPTER 1 

Know your stack — bankroll rules for 
development 

A poker player's first calculation is never about the cards. It is about whether the money in 
front of them belongs at this table at all. 

Cash, equity and chips are three different things 

Walk into any card room and the rules of money are brutally clear. The chips in front of you are all 
you can lose. The wallet in your pocket is not in play. The car in the car park is definitely not in play. 
Poker forces you to decide, before a single card is dealt, exactly what is at risk. 

Development blurs those lines, and the blurring is where families get hurt. Australian investors 
routinely treat three very different kinds of money as if they were one stack: 

Cash. Genuine liquid savings — offset balances, term deposits, share sale proceeds. This is the 
only money that behaves like chips. You can count it, commit it, and lose it without a lender's 
permission. 

Equity. The gap between what your properties are worth and what you owe. Equity feels like chips 
but it is not. It only becomes usable through a loan, which means a lender decides whether you 
can play it — and takes security over the asset when you do. 

The family home. Not chips. Not a reserve stack. Not 'backing'. Your principal place of residence 
is the rent money, and rule one of every card room since the invention of cards is that you never 
play with the rent money. 

KEY POINT 

When a lender takes a mortgage over your home to fund a development, your home has 
moved onto the table whether you feel it or not. Chapter 10 walks through exactly what that 
security means mechanically. For now, one sentence is enough: if the project fails, the 
lender's recovery process does not care which of your assets was 'really' at risk. 

The buy-in: what the small-development table actually costs 



Every table has a buy-in, and Australian small development is no different. These are the realistic 
all-in costs — land or existing asset, construction, consultants, holding costs, finance and 
contingency — for the common plays in 2026: 

Splitter block (subdivide, sell one, build 
one) 
Typically $1.0m–$1.6m all-in, but capital 
recycles mid-project when the vacant lot sells. 
Often playable mostly on cash and modest 
lending. 

Single knock-down rebuild 
$500k–$700k build cost on land you may 
already own. The smallest pot at the table, 
and usually fundable under standard 
residential lending. 

Duplex build-to-sell 
$1.4m–$2.2m all-in. Sits at the edge of 
residential policy; often needs presales or a 
commercial-style facility. A bigger pot with 
sharper players. 

Three-townhouse project 
$1.8m–$3m+. Commercial lending territory: 
60–65% of total development cost, presale 
hurdles, and from October 2026 a developer 
licence in the ACT. The no-limit table. 

 

Notice what happens as you move right and down through that table. The pot grows, but so does 
the buy-in, the variance, and the sophistication of the other players — builders, financiers, valuers 
— who all get paid before you do. 

The 25 per cent rule 

Professional poker players size their buy-ins against their bankroll, not against their confidence. A 
common cash-game standard is to keep any single buy-in to a small fraction of the total roll, because 
even strong players lose whole buy-ins on variance alone — cards they could not control. 

Translated to development, the rule this book gives investors is this: your genuine worst-case loss 
on a project should not exceed roughly 25 per cent of your liquid investable capital — cash plus 
accessible equity that does not touch the family home. Not the total project cost. The worst-case 
loss: the deposit, the consultants, the holding costs and the shortfall if you were forced to sell at a 
bad price. 

WORKED EXAMPLE 

A couple holds $300,000 cash and $200,000 in accessible investment-property equity: a 
$500,000 liquid roll. Their 25 per cent worst-case tolerance is $125,000. 

 

A splitter block with a realistic downside of $90,000 (forced sale of the lot at land value less 
costs) fits inside the rule. A three-townhouse project with a $350,000 downside does not — 
regardless of how attractive the projected margin looks. The margin is the pot. The rule is 
about the stack. 

 

The rule will feel conservative. It is meant to. Development variance is real: builders fail, valuations 
come in short, rates move mid-build, and settlement markets soften between commitment and 
completion. The 25 per cent rule exists so that one bad river card leaves you bruised and still at the 
table — able to re-enter when your table image and your capital recover. Chapter 11 covers the re-
buy. 

Counting your real roll — a ten-minute exercise 

Before the next chapter, count your actual bankroll. Write down four lists. What counts fully: offset 
and savings balances, term deposits, shares and managed funds you are genuinely willing to sell, 
and redraw available on investment loans. What counts at a haircut: equity in investment properties 
— take current value, subtract debt, then subtract the buffer a lender will insist stays behind (typically 
you can only release to 80 per cent of value), and count only what survives. What does not count at 
all: the family home's equity, superannuation (Chapter 9 explains why), money earmarked for the 



next two years of living, and any inheritance, bonus or sale that has not landed. What counts against 
you: credit card limits, car loans, tax debt and personal guarantees already given. 

The number at the bottom is your roll. Most people who complete this exercise honestly find it is 
between a third and a half of the figure they had in their head — because the figure in their head 
was net worth, and net worth does not play. Chips play. 

A SECOND WORKED EXAMPLE — THE EQUITY-HEAVY ROLL 

A semi-retired couple: family home worth $1.4 million with no debt, one investment property 
worth $750,000 with a $420,000 loan, and $150,000 in savings. 

 

Net worth: roughly $1.88 million. Their playing roll: $150,000 cash, plus releasable investment 
equity of $750,000 × 80% = $600,000 less the $420,000 loan = $180,000 — and only if 
serviceability allows the release, which Chapter 2 will question hard. Realistic roll: $150,000 
to $330,000. Worst-case tolerance at 25 per cent: $37,500 to $82,500. 

 

That number does not fund a townhouse project. It funds a careful KDR or a patient hunt for a 
splitter — and knowing that before falling in love with a site is the entire value of the exercise. 

Why your stack is not the gate 

Here is the uncomfortable truth this book keeps returning to, and the reason the next chapter may 
be the most valuable thing you read all year: the size of your stack does not decide whether you get 
to play. 

Australian lenders do not fund projects because you are wealthy. They fund debt that your income 
can service, under assessment rules that are far tighter than most asset-rich investors expect. Every 
month, couples holding half a million dollars in cash and a mortgage-free home worth $1.4 million 
discover they can service — on paper, under buffer rates — perhaps $150,000 to $250,000 of new 
debt. Their stack is large. Their seat at the table is tiny. 

The bank is not reading your stack. It is reading your win rate. That is Chapter 2. 

CHAPTER 1 — THE PLAYER'S NOTES 

1. Only cash behaves like chips. Equity needs a lender's permission to enter the pot. 

2. The family home is the rent money. It never goes on the table. 

3. Size the buy-in against the worst-case loss, not the projected profit. 

4. Worst-case loss capped at ~25 per cent of your liquid roll — cash plus accessible equity, 
home excluded. 

5. A big stack does not buy a seat. Serviceability does. 

  



CHAPTER 2 

The table limit — why the bank reads your win 
rate, not your stack 

A card room does not care how much money you have at home. It cares whether you can 
cover the table you are asking to join. Australian lenders think exactly the same way — 
they just call it serviceability. 

The single most common reason a small development dies is not the site, the builder or the market. 
It is the discovery — usually months into the process — that no lender will fund the project, because 
the borrower's income cannot service the debt under assessment rules. This chapter explains those 
rules in plain language, because they are the real table limit. 

How a lender actually assesses you 

When a bank assesses a loan application, it is not asking whether you are wealthy. It runs a specific 
calculation, and every part of it works against the asset-rich, income-light investor: 

Taxable income, not gross position. Lenders assess the income shown in your tax returns and 
payslips. Assets do not service debt. A share portfolio, a boat and a mortgage-free home 
contribute nothing to the calculation unless they produce declarable income. 

The assessment buffer. Lenders do not test the loan at today's interest rate. Under APRA 
guidance they add a serviceability buffer — around three percentage points above the actual rate 
— so a loan offered at 6 per cent is assessed as if you were paying roughly 9. Your real 
repayments are irrelevant; the buffered repayments are what must fit. 

HEM living expenses. The Household Expenditure Measure sets a floor on the living costs a 
lender assumes for a household of your size and income, regardless of how frugally you say you 
live. Declaring low expenses does not lower the floor. 

Existing commitments at their limits. Credit cards are assessed at a percentage of the limit 
whether you use them or not. Existing investment loans are buffered too. Every open facility 
shrinks the new debt you can carry. 

KEY POINT 

This is why a couple with $500,000 in cash and a mortgage-free $1.4 million home can find 
their new borrowing capacity is only $150,000 to $250,000. Their wealth is real. Their 
assessed income is thin — part-time work, semi-retirement, business income that fluctuates. 
The stack is large; the table limit is small. 

A worked serviceability example 

THE NUMBERS — ILLUSTRATION ONLY 

A couple, both 58. He works three days a week ($62,000 taxable); she draws $48,000 from a 
small business with two years of accounts. Combined assessed income: $110,000. 

 

The lender's sums: net income after tax roughly $92,000. Subtract HEM living expenses for a 
two-person household (~$45,000–$50,000 regardless of what they actually spend). Subtract 
commitments: a $12,000 car loan balance and a $20,000 credit card limit assessed at ~3.8% 
of limit per month. Surplus available for new debt: roughly $34,000–$38,000 a year. 

 

New borrowing is tested at about 9 per cent (offered rate plus buffer), principal and interest 
over 30 years — roughly $9,600 a year per $100,000 borrowed. Their capacity: in the order of 



$350,000–$400,000, and less if rental income gaps or the business has a soft year. Wealthy 
on paper; a $400,000 table limit in practice. 

 

Figures rounded and simplified to show the mechanics; every lender's calculator differs. Have 
a broker run your actual numbers before any commitment. 

How the bank reads different kinds of income 

PAYG salary. Read at close to face value with recent payslips. The cleanest chips on the table. 

Self-employed income. Usually two years of lodged returns, often averaged — and if the latest 
year is lower, many lenders take the lower. Add-backs (depreciation, one-off costs) help but need a 
broker who knows which lender accepts what. 

Rental income. Counted at a discount — commonly around 80 per cent — to allow for vacancy 
and costs, and the property's own loan is buffered against it. Negative gearing helps tax; it does 
not help capacity. 

Overtime, bonus, commission. Discounted or averaged, sometimes ignored. If the plan relies on 
your best year repeating, the lender has already assumed it will not. 

Super pensions and investment drawdowns. Treated cautiously and inconsistently between 
lenders — some accept regular account-based pension income, many discount it heavily. For the 
semi-retired developer this is often the decisive line, and it is exactly where a specialist broker 
earns their fee. 

The asset-rich, income-poor trap 

Call it the semi-retired builder problem. He has capital from a lifetime of work, skills to run a project, 
and time on his hands. What he no longer has is two years of strong, clean taxable income. Twenty 
years ago a lender might have taken a view. Under today's responsible lending settings, the 
calculation is the calculation. 

The trap has a second jaw. Development consumes income at exactly the moment the lender is 
measuring it. Rent stops when the house comes down. Interest capitalises or must be paid. If the 
plan involves reducing work hours to manage the build, the assessed income falls further. Many 
investors unknowingly shrink their own table limit in the year they most need it. 

Conditional capacity — what a broker's proposal actually is 

A borrowing capacity assessment from a broker is a valuable document, but understand what it is 
— the seat reservation from Chapter 1, formalised. It says that under today's policy, today's rates 
and today's version of your income, a lender would likely approve a certain amount. It is conditional 
on all three staying put. Policy changes. Rates move. A quiet quarter in your business changes the 
income line. 

Treat conditional capacity the way a professional treats a tournament seat: confirmed only when the 
chips are in front of you. Never exchange contracts, order demolition or sign a build contract on the 
strength of a proposal alone. Formal approval, with conditions you have actually read, is the only 
document that puts chips on the table. 

Raising your table limit 

The limit is not fixed forever. It responds to exactly the inputs the calculation uses: lodged taxable 
income (Chapter 11 covers why two clean tax returns are the price of the bigger game), closed credit 
facilities, cleared personal debts, and in some cases rental income from a completed stage of the 
project itself. What it does not respond to is enthusiasm, equity or the quality of the site. The bank is 
reading your win rate. Play accordingly. 



CHAPTER 2 — THE PLAYER'S NOTES 

1. Lenders fund serviceable debt, not wealthy people. Taxable income is the whole game. 

2. Every loan is tested at roughly 3 percentage points above the offered rate. 

3. HEM sets a floor under your living expenses; credit limits count even when unused. 

4. A borrowing capacity proposal is a seat reservation. Only formal approval is chips. 

5. Development shrinks assessed income mid-project — plan the income line before the site. 

  



CHAPTER 3 

Reading the room — the 2026 market conditions 

A good player reads the table before posting a blind: who is at it, how deep they are, 
whether the game is getting looser or tighter. The Australian development table in 2026 
has changed shape, and the players who have not noticed are the ones funding everyone 
else's pots. 

The blinds are rising 

Interest costs are the blinds of development — the amount the game charges you just to keep your 
seat, every month, whether you act or not. A project that holds land for eighteen months pays the 
blinds eighteen times. In a low-rate decade, slow approvals and lazy timelines were forgiven. At 
current funding costs, time is the most expensive line in the feasibility. Chapter 8 prices this precisely; 
for now, the reading is simple: the longer the hand takes, the more the blinds eat the pot. 

The rules of the game are being rewritten 

Regulation is the house, and the house has been busy. Three changes matter to the small developer: 

Developer licensing has arrived. From 1 October 2026, the ACT's Property Developers Act 2024 
requires a licence to develop three or more dwellings — the first scheme of its kind in Australia. 
Whatever your state, read the signal: the era of the unregulated small developer is closing, and 
three dwellings is exactly where the line has been drawn. Other jurisdictions typically follow the first 
mover. If your plan is a 3-pack, the compliance cost of the hand is rising. 

Disclosure obligations are expanding. Queensland's seller disclosure regime, in force since 
August 2025, is one example of a national direction: more paperwork, earlier, with liability attached. 
Selling a completed project now carries obligations your parents' generation of developers never 
priced. 

Tax settings are contested ground. Negative gearing and capital gains tax concessions remain 
the subject of active political debate. This book takes no position on where they land. It takes a 
strong position on what a player does about it: never build a feasibility that only works if today's tax 
settings survive to completion. If the deal needs the concession to stack up, the deal does not 
stack up. 

The state of play — a table-by-table snapshot 

Every state runs a different game with different house rules. This snapshot is deliberately general — 
rules change and councils differ street by street — but it shows why Chapter 6's position question 
matters: 

Queensland. The natural home of the true splitter: pockets of pre-war suburbs carry two historical 
titles under one house, and code-assessable pathways can keep approvals fast. The new seller 
disclosure regime adds paperwork and liability to every exit. Flood and character overlays are the 
local trap cards. 

Victoria. Townhouse and dual-occupancy codes have been progressively liberalised to chase 
supply targets, and approval pathways for well-designed medium density keep widening. The 
counterweight: land tax settings that bite investors holding completed stock, and a construction 
market still digesting builder insolvencies. 

New South Wales. Low- and mid-rise housing reforms have opened dual occupancies and 
terraces across large parts of the state that were previously single-dwelling only. The buy-in 
remains the country's highest, and feasibility margins are thinner for it — the pots are big, but so 
are the blinds. 



Western Australia. Generous R-Code provisions in established suburbs, strata-title pathways, 
and a strong ancillary-dwelling regime. A smaller pool of builders means construction pricing and 
timelines are the variance to watch. 

South Australia and the territories. Adelaide's corner-block subdivision game remains one of the 
most accessible in the country at entry prices well under the eastern capitals. The ACT is the 
regulatory first mover — developer licensing from three dwellings, October 2026 — and the 
jurisdiction to watch for where national rules head next. 

The play is not to memorise this table. It is to accept that the same hand is premium at one table and 
marginal at another, and to price your local rules — overlays, contributions, disclosure, licensing — 
into the feasibility before committing, not after. 

Price the river, not the flop 

The amateur's timing error is pricing a project at commitment-date conditions: today's comparable 
sales, today's buyer pool, today's rates. But you do not sell today. You sell at completion — twelve 
to twenty-four months downstream, into whatever market exists then. Poker calls this reverse implied 
odds: the hand looks strong now, but the later streets are where the money actually moves, and they 
can move against you. 

HOW TO PRICE COMPLETION-DATE CONDITIONS 

1. Take today's realistic sale price — not the agent's brochure number. 

2. Apply a downside scenario of 5–10 per cent to the gross realisation. If the margin survives, 
the hand is playable. 

3. Assume settlement takes longer than the agent says. Add three months of blinds to the 
feasibility. 

4. Check who your completion-date buyer is. If the answer is 'an investor relying on current 
tax settings and cheap credit', your exit depends on conditions you cannot control. 

Exit strategy is a pre-flop decision 

Every hand in this book gets its exit decided before entry: sell on completion, hold and rent, or a 
staged combination. The exit determines the finance structure, the GST treatment, and the downside 
plan — none of which can be retrofitted at the river. A player who enters a pot without knowing how 
they get out of it is not investing. They are calling to see what happens, and the blinds are rising. 

CHAPTER 3 — THE PLAYER'S NOTES 

1. Interest is the blind — the longer the hand, the more it eats the pot. 

2. ACT developer licensing starts 1 October 2026 at the three-dwelling line. Expect followers. 

3. Never build a feasibility that needs today's tax settings to survive to completion. 

4. Price the sale at completion-date conditions with a 5–10 per cent downside applied. 

5. Choose the exit before you enter. It decides the finance, the tax and the downside plan. 

  



 

PART 2 

THE HANDS 

Hand selection — chapters 4 to 7 
  



CHAPTER 4 

Premium hands — the splitter block 

Pocket kings in position: strong before the flop, stronger because of where you sit — in 
position against the market, even though the lender still acts last (Chapter 9). The splitter 
block earns premium status not because the profit is biggest, but because the structure 
lets you win without borrowing your way into danger. 

What the hand looks like 

A splitter block is a property sitting on land that is already — or can readily become — two separate 
titles. The classic play: buy the property, remove or demolish the existing dwelling, sell one vacant 
lot to recycle capital, and build on the other. In markets such as Brisbane, a true splitter already 
holds two historical titles under one ownership, which can remove the need for a full reconfiguration 
application. Elsewhere, a straightforward one-into-two subdivision achieves the same shape at 
higher cost and longer timeline. 

Why this is the premium hand: 

Capital recycles mid-hand. Selling the vacant lot returns a large slice of your stake before the 
expensive part — construction — begins. No other small-development play pays you back at the 
turn. 

It can be played mostly on cash. With a modest loan or none at all for the land phase, the hand 
avoids the serviceability wall from Chapter 2 and keeps the family home off the table. 

Multiple exits. Sell both lots, sell one and build one, build both and hold one. When a hand has 
three ways to win, variance works for you. 

A worked feasibility 

THE NUMBERS — ILLUSTRATION ONLY 

Purchase (two-title property, older dwelling): $980,000 including costs 

Demolition, survey, services, compliance: $70,000 

Holding and finance over 10 months: $55,000 

Total in before construction: $1,105,000 

 

Sale of rear lot: $520,000 less selling costs $15,000 = $505,000 recycled 

Net capital remaining in front lot: $600,000 

Build on front lot: $480,000 | New dwelling completed value: $1,320,000 

Total cost basis $1,080,000 against $1,320,000 value — margin before tax roughly 22 per 
cent on cost, with the option to hold instead of sell. 

 

Every number above moves with market, council and builder. Run your own feasibility with 
the Chapter 8 template and Appendix A worksheet before drawing any conclusion. 

Playing the splitter street by street 

Mapped onto the four streets from the introduction, a typical splitter runs like this — timeframes 
indicative, councils vary: 

Pre-flop (months 0–2). Contract subject to due diligence and finance. Title search confirms the 
two-lot history; surveyor confirms boundaries and services; accountant confirms capital-versus-



revenue treatment and margin scheme position in writing. Total at risk if you fold here: legal, 
survey and advice costs — a few thousand dollars. 

The flop (months 2–8). Settlement, then the approval work: any reconfiguration or plan sealing, 
demolition approval, service connections quoted. The lot marketing can start early — off-market 
interest from local builders is common and saves agent commission. At risk: holding costs and 
consultants. 

The turn (months 6–14). Demolition, civil works if required, lot sale settles and recycles capital, 
build contract signed on the retained lot. This is where the recycled capital either retires debt or 
funds construction — decide which before the street, because it changes the loan structure. 

The river (months 14–20). Build completes; the hand ends with a sale, a refinance to hold, or 
occupation. Because the lot sale already banked profit at the turn, the river on a splitter is the least 
stressful in this book — which is precisely why it grades as the premium hand. 

The tax card most players never see coming 

Here is the trap that catches backyard splitters more than any planning rule: the main residence 
exemption does not follow the land you sell. If you subdivide the block under your own home and 
sell the vacant rear lot separately, that lot is sold as land — the exemption that shelters your home 
does not apply to it. The cost base must be apportioned between the two lots on a reasonable basis, 
and the gain on the sold lot is taxable. Sell the whole property in one line and the exemption may 
cover it; split it and sell the parts, and the ATO treats the parts on their own merits. 

KEY POINT 

Depending on intention and scale, the ATO may also treat a subdivision-and-sale as a profit-
making scheme taxed as ordinary income, with GST obligations attached, rather than a 
capital gain. The difference can be worth tens of thousands of dollars. This single question — 
capital account or revenue account — justifies a paid hour with a property-literate accountant 
before contracts are exchanged, not after. 

HAND HISTORY: THE SPLITTER PLAYED IN POSITION 

The setup: a couple in their early fifties, $420,000 liquid, modest borrowing capacity. They 
passed on two three-townhouse opportunities — pots too big for the stack — and waited 
eleven months for a two-title corner block at $940,000. 

The action: lot sold off-market to a neighbouring builder within four months of settlement, 
returning $490,000. Build proceeded on the remaining lot funded by recycled capital and a 
$180,000 loan comfortably inside their table limit. 

The showdown: completed home held as a rental; total project margin on cost around 19 per 
cent, family home never securitised. The win was not the margin. The win was that the worst 
realistic case — selling both lots as land — would have cost them under $60,000. They never 
risked their seat. 

Details anonymised and rounded; outcome illustrative, not typical or promised. 

CHAPTER 4 — THE PLAYER'S NOTES 

1. The splitter is premium because capital recycles before construction begins. 

2. True two-title splitters skip the subdivision application; check the title history first. 

3. The main residence exemption does not cover a separately sold subdivided lot. 

4. Capital versus revenue account changes the tax bill materially — get advice pre-contract. 

5. Three exits beat one. Never enter a splitter without pricing all of them. 

  



CHAPTER 5 

Bread-and-butter hands — the single knock-down 
rebuild 

The grinder's hand: a small pot, a high win rate and low variance. Professionals build 
careers on hands like this while tourists chase the big pots and go home broke. 

What the hand looks like 

One old dwelling comes down; one new dwelling goes up. Build cost typically $500,000 to $700,000, 
often on land you already own. The KDR is the least glamorous play in this book and, for a first 
project, usually the correct one — because almost everything about it stays inside systems built for 
ordinary borrowers. 

Why the win rate is high 

It lives inside residential lending. A single dwelling on a single title is a standard construction 
loan: assessed like a home loan, priced like a home loan, with progress payments released against 
staged invoices. You avoid the commercial lending world — presale hurdles, higher rates, shorter 
patience — entirely. The serviceability test from Chapter 2 still applies, but the table limit required 
is the smallest of any hand here. 

One builder, one contract, one timeline. Variance in development multiplies with moving parts. 
The KDR has the fewest: no subdivision approval, no strata, no shared driveways, no completion-
date sales campaign if you intend to live in or hold the result. 

The downside is a house. If everything goes wrong slowly — costs creep, the market softens — 
you still own a new dwelling in a location you chose. Compare that with a half-finished multi-unit 
site, which is worth less than the money in it until the day it is finished. 

A worked KDR feasibility 

THE NUMBERS — ILLUSTRATION ONLY 

Existing house owned outright, current value $780,000 (land component ~$620,000). 

Demolition and site preparation: $45,000 

New build (fixed-price contract, single storey, 4-bed): $560,000 

Consultants, approvals, connections: $28,000 

Double-holding cost (rent paid $650/wk + interest) over 14 months: $58,000 

Contingency at 10 per cent of build: $56,000 

Total project cost excluding land: $747,000 | Total position: ~$1,367,000 

 

Completed value: $1,520,000 → margin over total position roughly 11 per cent. 

Read that number carefully: as a build-to-sell, this hand fails Chapter 8's 15 per cent floor — 
fold. As a home or long-term hold, the test is different: you have created roughly $150,000 of 
value while acquiring a new dwelling at cost. The same numbers, two different verdicts, 
decided entirely by the exit you chose pre-flop. 

Reading the build contract like a hand 

The KDR's variance lives in the contract, and three clauses do most of the damage. Provisional 
sums — allowances for work not yet priced (site costs, rock, retaining) — are estimates, and every 
dollar they run over is yours. Prime cost items — allowances for fittings not yet selected — are where 



a $40 tap becomes a $400 tap. And rise-and-fall or cost-escalation clauses, more common since the 
material-price shocks, pass supplier increases through to you mid-build. A contract review that prices 
every provisional sum at the pessimistic end, caps PC selections early, and confirms whether the 
price is genuinely fixed costs a few hundred dollars. The alternative is discovering the real contract 
price at the turn, one variation at a time. 

Where the hand goes wrong 

Low variance is not no variance. The KDR loses in three predictable ways: a fixed-price contract that 
was never really fixed (provisional sums and prime cost items are the fine print where budgets die); 
demolition surprises — asbestos, sewer easements, unstable fill — that arrive before the first slab; 
and over-capitalising, building a $750,000 house on a street that caps at $950,000 total value. The 
feasibility discipline of Chapter 8 applies at this scale too, even when the project is 'just a house'. 

KEY POINT 

Rent stops the day the old house comes down, and you may be paying rent elsewhere plus 
construction interest for twelve months. This double-holding cost is the KDR's version of the 
blinds. Price it in the feasibility from day one — a $4,000 monthly holding gap over 14 months 
is $56,000, which is most of a renovation budget. 

CHAPTER 5 — THE PLAYER'S NOTES 

1. The KDR is the smallest pot with the highest win rate — the correct first hand for most 
players. 

2. Standard residential construction lending keeps you out of the commercial funding world. 

3. Read the build contract for provisional sums — 'fixed price' rarely means fixed. 

4. Budget the double-holding cost: rent paid plus interest, for the full build duration. 

5. Match the build budget to the street's ceiling value, not to your taste. 

  



CHAPTER 6 

The semi-bluff — duplex build-to-sell 

A semi-bluff is a bet made on a hand that is not yet strong but has real ways to get there. 
It is only correct when you can count your outs — and in development, the only outs that 
count are the ones you have contracted. The duplex is exactly this hand. 

What the hand looks like 

Two attached dwellings on one site, built to sell: total development cost commonly $1.4 million to 
$2.2 million. The duplex sits at the border between residential and commercial lending, and the 
border is where players get hurt — the pot has doubled but many borrowers still price the hand with 
residential assumptions. 

Contracted outs: presales 

In poker, your outs are the cards still in the deck that turn a losing hand into a winner — and a 
disciplined player never bets big without counting them. A presale is better than an out: it is an out 
you contract in advance. A binding, unconditional contract on one or both dwellings before 
construction starts means that if conditions turn, you are not holding finished stock into a falling 
market — the exit is already contracted. Lenders read presales the same way: qualifying presales 
de-risk the facility, improve terms and are frequently a condition of funding at this scale. 

The rule follows directly: the duplex build-to-sell is playable only with contracted outs locked. 
Marketing 'off the plan' with soft reservations is not a contracted out. Deposits held, cooling-off 
expired, finance-approved purchasers — those are contracted outs. 

How the facility actually works 

Sizing against TDC and GRV. Commercial-style construction facilities are sized as a percentage 
of total development cost, cross-checked against gross realisation value on completion. The lender 
funds a share of the cost; your equity fills the rest — and it goes in first, before the lender's dollar is 
drawn. 

Sale proceeds retire the debt. At this scale, the facility is designed to be repaid by the sales, not 
by your income. That sounds like relief from Chapter 2's serviceability wall, and partly it is — but it 
means the exit is the loan repayment plan. A stalled sales campaign is not an inconvenience; it is a 
default risk. 

Interest capitalises. Many facilities capitalise interest into the loan during construction. 
Convenient for cash flow, expensive in the feasibility: the blinds compound. 

Pricing the contracted out — what a presale costs and buys 

Presales are not free. An off-the-plan buyer takes completion risk off your hands and prices that 
service in: expect to sell 2–5 per cent under the completed-stock price, plus incentives, plus the risk 
of valuations at settlement anchoring to the contract price. Amateurs read that discount as money 
lost. Run it as pot odds instead: on a $1.1 million dwelling, a 3 per cent presale discount is $33,000. 
Against it sits five months of capitalised interest if the completed dwelling sits unsold (easily $40,000-
plus at commercial rates), the downside of an 8–11 per cent soft-market sale (the hand history 
below), and the better facility terms presales unlock. The discount is the insurance premium; the 
hand history is what being uninsured looks like. 

GST on the duplex — the rake made visible 



THE NUMBERS — ILLUSTRATION ONLY 

Two dwellings sold at $950,000 each: $1,900,000 gross realisation. 

Without the margin scheme: GST of 1/11th of the sale price — roughly $172,700 across both 
sales. 

With the margin scheme (site acquired eligibly for $700,000): GST is 1/11th of the margin 
($1,900,000 − $700,000 = $1,200,000) — roughly $109,000. 

Difference: about $63,700 — frequently the entire gap between a playable and a dead 
feasibility. Eligibility is decided by how you bought the site (Chapter 9) and the election must 
be written into the sale contracts. Confirm both with your accountant pre-flop, and remember 
GST credits on construction costs interact with the exit choice: build-to-hold and build-to-sell 
are different GST games entirely. 

HAND HISTORY: THE DUPLEX WITHOUT AN OUT 

The setup: an investor committed to a duplex site with a projected 24 per cent margin at 
commitment-date prices, no presales, planning to 'sell into strength' at completion. 

The action: construction ran four months over. The buyer pool at completion was thinner and 
rates were higher than at commitment. Both dwellings listed into a soft spring market. 

The showdown: one sale at 8 per cent under feasibility, the second dwelling held vacant for 
five months paying capitalised interest before selling at 11 per cent under. The 24 per cent 
paper margin closed at roughly 4 — a year and a half of risk and work for less than a term 
deposit. 

The lesson: the hand was played without a contracted out. Presales would have cost some 
upside at contract; they would have banked most of the margin. Details anonymised and 
rounded. 

CHAPTER 6 — THE PLAYER'S NOTES 

1. The duplex build-to-sell is a semi-bluff: playable only with contracted outs — binding 
presales — locked before construction. 

2. Facilities are sized on TDC and GRV; your equity is drawn first. 

3. Sales repay the debt. A stalled campaign is a default risk, not a delay. 

4. Capitalised interest compounds the blinds — price it, don't ignore it. 

5. A soft reservation is not a contracted out. That means contracts, deposits, expired cooling-
off. 

  



CHAPTER 7 

Hands you fold — 3-packs and hold strategies on 
thin income 

The hardest discipline in poker is folding a pretty hand. Three townhouses on a corner 
block is the prettiest hand most small investors will ever be dealt — and for most of them, 
the correct play is to pass it to someone with a deeper stack. 

The no-limit table 

At $1.8 million to $3 million-plus of total development cost, the multi-unit project moves fully into 
commercial funding territory, and every parameter tightens at once: 

Leverage drops. Facilities commonly fund around 60 to 65 per cent of total development cost. On 
a $2.5 million project, that is $875,000 to $1 million of your own capital in first — before 
contingency. 

Presale hurdles rise. Lenders typically want a substantial share of gross realisation pre-sold 
before drawdown. Achieving qualifying presales for three townhouses, off the plan, in a specific 
suburb, on a clock, is a professional sales campaign — not a listing. 

Banks muck builder-developers. If you plan to build your own project, understand that 
mainstream lenders are wary of borrowers dealing their own cards. The builder's margin and the 
developer's margin in one pair of hands removes the independent cost control the lender relies on. 
Expect fewer lenders, lower leverage and heavier oversight — or an outright decline. 

The private-credit rake. Where banks decline, private credit funds the gap at roughly 9.5 to 11 per 
cent, usually capitalised, plus establishment and line fees. The rake at this table is real: on an 18-
month, $1.6 million facility, capitalised double-digit interest can consume a third or more of the 
projected margin before a single variation or delay. 

THE LICENSING CARD 

The regulatory line from Chapter 3 lands precisely here: the ACT's developer licensing 
regime applies from three dwellings, commencing 1 October 2026. Three units is no longer 
just a bigger project — in the first jurisdiction to regulate, it is the legal definition of being a 
developer. Price the compliance, and watch your own state, because first movers get 
followed. 

The rake in numbers — one 3-pack, two funding tables 

THE NUMBERS — ILLUSTRATION ONLY 

Three townhouses. Total development cost $2,400,000; gross realisation $3,000,000; paper 
margin $600,000 (25 per cent on cost) — a genuinely good project on paper. 

 

Funded at bank terms (65% of TDC at ~7.5%, 18 months, interest on drawn balance): finance 
cost roughly $105,000–$125,000. Margin after finance: ~$480,000. Still a strong hand — for 
the borrower who can clear presale hurdles and serviceability. 

 

The same project funded by private credit (65% of TDC at 10.5% capitalised, plus 2% 
establishment and line fees): finance cost roughly $210,000–$240,000. Margin after finance: 
~$370,000 — before a single variation, delay or soft sale. Add the Chapter 6 duplex hand 
history's market movement (say 8 per cent off GRV: $240,000) and the private-credit version 



of this excellent project returns about $130,000 for eighteen months of concentrated risk on 
$840,000-plus of your own capital. 

 

Both scenarios assume an average drawn balance of roughly 60 per cent of the facility 
across the 18 months; capitalisation compounds the private figure further. The point survives 
any reasonable assumption: that is the rake. The project did not change. The table did. 

The hold-strategy version of the same mistake 

The variant that tempts the asset-rich, income-light investor: build three and hold three for rent. On 
paper the completed portfolio is impressive. In practice, the hold strategy must survive Chapter 2 
twice — once to fund construction, and again to refinance the completed stock onto long-term debt 
that thin income must service, at buffered rates, forever. Residual stock debt on a retiree's income 
is not a portfolio. It is a margin call with a garden. 

When the 3-pack is genuinely playable 

This chapter says fold, not never. The hand is playable for the investor who can pass all four tests: 
worst-case loss inside the 25 per cent bankroll rule of Chapter 1; serviceability or contracted exits 
that repay the facility without heroic assumptions; a licensed builder engaged at arm's length under 
an independent quantity surveyor's oversight; and contracted outs — presales — before drawdown. 
Most readers of this book fail at least two of those today. The honest play is to grind the smaller 
hands, raise the table limit, and return to this pot when the stack fits it. The game will still be here. 

CHAPTER 7 — THE PLAYER'S NOTES 

1. Multi-unit funding: ~60–65 per cent of TDC, presale hurdles, your capital in first. 

2. Builder-developers get mucked by mainstream lenders — dealing your own cards costs 
you the table. 

3. Private credit at 9.5–11 per cent capitalised is a rake that eats thin margins whole. 

4. Build-and-hold on thin income fails serviceability twice: construction, then refinance. 

5. Folding a pretty hand is not losing. It is how you still have chips for the right one. 

  



 

PART 3 

PLAYING THE HAND 

Execution — chapters 8 to 10 
  



CHAPTER 8 

Pot odds and feasibility — running the numbers 
like a pro 

A player facing a bet asks one question: is the pot paying me enough for the risk of the 
call? A feasibility is the same question in a hi-vis vest. If the pot does not justify the call, 
the cards do not matter. 

The feasibility stack 

Every development feasibility, from a KDR to a tower, is the same eight lines. Gross realisation value 
at the top; everything else subtracts from it: 

THE EIGHT LINES 

1. GRV — gross realisation value: realistic completion-date sale price(s), not brochure prices. 

2. Land — purchase price plus stamp duty and acquisition costs. 

3. Construction — the build contract, read for provisional sums, plus demolition and 
siteworks. 

4. Consultants and approvals — survey, planning, engineering, certification, council 
contributions. 

5. Holding costs — rates, land tax, insurance, and the rent you pay or forgo while the project 
runs. 

6. Finance — interest (capitalised or paid), establishment and line fees, valuation and QS 
costs. 

7. GST — on the sale of new residential premises, net of the margin scheme where eligible 
(Chapter 9). 

8. Selling costs — agent commission, marketing, legals, and any presale incentives. 

 

GRV minus lines 2–8 = development margin. Margin ÷ total development cost = margin on 
cost. 

What margin justifies the call 

The pot-odds thresholds this book works to: a small project should show a margin on cost of roughly 
20 per cent at realistic numbers before you commit. Fifteen per cent is the floor at which the hand is 
marginal — playable only if every input is conservative and the downside is small. Below 15, the pot 
is not paying for the risk: fold pre-flop. These are not magic numbers; they are the buffer that absorbs 
the variance the next section stress-tests. A project priced at a 10 per cent margin is a project where 
one bad card puts you underwater. 

Stress-testing: playing the bad cards before they arrive 

A feasibility run once, at expected values, is a bluff you are running on yourself. Run it four more 
times: 

Rates rise mid-build. Add 1.5 percentage points to the funding rate from month six. Does the 
margin survive? 

The valuation comes in short. Cut GRV by 7 per cent. Construction lenders fund against 
valuation, not hope — a short valuation can demand more equity mid-hand. 

Time blows out. Add six months. Recalculate holding costs, finance and the completion-date 
market you are now selling into. 



The build price moves. Add 10 per cent to construction. If the contract has provisional sums, this 
is not pessimism; it is the base case. 

A full stress-test in numbers 

THE NUMBERS — ILLUSTRATION ONLY 

Base case: a small project with GRV $1,650,000, total development cost $1,350,000 — 
margin $300,000, or 22 per cent on cost. Comfortably playable. Now play the bad cards: 

 

Test 1 — rates +1.5 points from month six: finance line rises ~$28,000, lifting TDC to 
$1,378,000. Margin $272,000 (19.7%). Survives. 

Test 2 — GRV −7 per cent: realisation falls $115,500. Margin $184,500 (13.7% on 
unchanged TDC). Marginal — below the 15 floor on its own. 

Test 3 — time +6 months: holding and finance add ~$55,000. Margin $245,000 (17.4%). 
Survives. 

Test 4 — build +10 per cent: construction adds ~$78,000. Margin $222,000 (15.5%). 
Survives, barely. 

Combination (tests 2 + 3 together): margin ~$129,500 (9.2%). Underwater territory — one 
more bad card and the project loses money. 

 

Verdict: a 22 per cent paper margin survives each single shock but fails the realistic 
combination of a soft market plus a slow build. This is a hand you play only with the downside 
version priced, fold triggers written (Chapter 10), and a buffer beyond the contingency line. A 
15 per cent paper margin running the same tests would have failed almost all of them — 
which is the entire argument for the 20 per cent entry threshold. 

If the margin survives all four individually and at least two in combination, the pot odds justify the 
call. If it survives none, thank the dealer and fold. The one-page worksheet in Appendix A walks 
every line. 

KEY POINT 

Run the feasibility before falling in love with the site — never after. The most expensive words 
in development are 'we can make it work'. That is not analysis. That is a player staring at two 
pretty cards and talking themselves into the call. 

CHAPTER 8 — THE PLAYER'S NOTES 

1. Eight lines. GRV at the top, margin at the bottom, no line skipped. 

2. ~20 per cent margin on cost to play; 15 is the marginal floor; below that, fold. 

3. Stress-test rates, valuation, time and build cost — individually and in pairs. 

4. Lenders fund valuations, not feasibilities. A short valuation is a mid-hand equity call. 

5. Numbers first, love second. Always. 

  



CHAPTER 9 

Position and the rake — finance structures for 
small projects 

Position is the right to act last, with full information about what everyone else has done. In 
development finance, that seat belongs to the lender — permanently. The player who 
understands this stops resenting the rules and starts using them. 

The three tables: bank, non-bank, private 

Bank. Cheapest money, tightest gate. Full serviceability assessment (Chapter 2), conservative 
valuations, slow credit processes — and for anything beyond a single dwelling, presales and lower 
leverage. If you qualify, play here. 

Non-bank. More flexible policy, faster credit, higher rates and fees. Often the right table for the 
borrower whose income is real but doesn't fit bank templates — self-employed, recently changed 
structure, lumpy revenue. 

Private credit. Fast, asset-focused, expensive: commonly 9.5–11 per cent capitalised plus fees at 
the small-development scale. Private money is a tool for short, certain hands — a bridging period, 
a settlement gap — not a way to fund a hand the banks have already told you not to play. If private 
credit is the only table that will seat you, re-read Chapter 7. 

How construction facilities behave 

Whatever the table, construction lending shares mechanics worth knowing before you sit down. The 
facility is drawn progressively against completed stages, with each drawdown certified — on larger 
projects by an independent quantity surveyor, on single dwellings by valuer inspection. Your equity 
is spent first, before the lender's. Interest is charged only on drawn funds, and on commercial-style 
facilities is usually capitalised into the debt. And the facility has an expiry date: run past it and you 
are renegotiating from the worst position at the table — mid-hand, out of time, with the lender acting 
last. 

The progress-draw rhythm 

A residential construction loan releases in five standard stages — deposit, slab (base), frame, lock-
up, fixing — with a final payment at practical completion. Each stage needs an invoice, sometimes 
an inspection, and days of processing before the builder sees money. Three practical plays follow. 
Keep a cash buffer outside the facility for the timing gaps, because builders issue invoices faster 
than lenders release them, and a builder waiting on money is a builder whose subcontractors drift to 
other sites. Never pay ahead of the drawdown schedule from your own pocket to 'keep things moving' 
— you surrender the lender's independent verification, which exists to protect you as much as them. 
And reconcile each drawdown against the contract stage actually completed; the fastest way to fund 
a builder's insolvency is to be a stage ahead of the work. 

GST and the margin scheme 

Selling new residential premises is generally a taxable supply: GST applies. The margin scheme, 
where eligible and elected in the contract, calculates GST on the margin over your acquisition rather 
than the full sale price — often the difference between a viable and a dead feasibility. Two cards to 
hold: eligibility depends on how the property was acquired (buy from a seller who used the margin 
scheme or an unregistered vendor, and the option usually survives; buy on a fully taxed supply and 
it is gone), and the election must be in writing in the sale contract. This is a pre-purchase question 
for your accountant, not a settlement-week discovery. 



Owner-builder: dealing your own cards, again 

An owner-builder permit saves a builder's margin and costs you position everywhere else: fewer 
lenders will fund the construction, insurers price you harder, warranty obligations follow you into the 
sale, and buyers discount homes without a licensed builder's name on them. For a project you will 
hold long-term, it can be defensible. For build-to-sell, the saved margin usually leaks straight back 
out through funding cost and exit price. 

SIDEBAR — 'CAN I DO THIS IN MY SUPER?' 

Mostly, no. A self-managed superannuation fund borrowing under a limited recourse 
arrangement can only acquire a single acquirable asset, and borrowed funds cannot be used 
to improve the asset or change its character — which rules out demolishing, subdividing or 
developing a geared SMSF property. Development inside superannuation is only realistic 
without borrowings, or through specialised structures that need professional design and carry 
their own compliance risk. 

 

This is general information only. Superannuation strategy is precisely where personal advice 
from a licensed adviser earns its fee — before anything is signed. 

CHAPTER 9 — THE PLAYER'S NOTES 

1. Bank if you qualify; non-bank if your income is real but non-standard; private only for short, 
certain gaps. 

2. Your equity goes in first. Interest capitalises. The facility expires — respect the clock. 

3. The margin scheme can rescue a feasibility, but eligibility is decided at purchase, not at 
sale. 

4. Owner-building saves a margin and surrenders position with lenders, insurers and buyers. 

5. Geared SMSF money cannot develop. If super is in the plan, get licensed advice first. 

  



CHAPTER 10 

The all-in decision — when the house goes in the 
pot, and why it never should 

All-in is the one bet you cannot size, cannot stage and cannot take back. In development, 
going all-in has a street address — and you live at it. 

What 'the lender takes security' actually means 

The phrase sounds abstract until it isn't. A mortgage over your home gives the lender a registered 
interest that survives your intentions. If the project debt defaults, the recovery process does not 
distinguish between the asset you meant to risk and the asset you meant to keep: the lender enforces 
against whatever secures the loan, in whatever order recovers its money fastest. Guarantees extend 
this reach — a personal guarantee on a development facility puts your whole balance sheet behind 
the debt even when the home is not directly mortgaged. 

Cross-collateralisation: the invisible all-in 

The commonest way families end up all-in without noticing is cross-collateralisation: two or more 
properties securing one lending position. It is administratively convenient and often the lender's 
default suggestion, and it quietly moves your home onto the table. A valuation shortfall on the project 
can freeze equity in the home; a default on the project facility exposes every cross-secured asset. 
The alternative costs a little more paperwork: stand-alone loans, one security per facility, with the 
home either unencumbered or securing only its own modest debt. Pay the paperwork. 

Structuring so the home stays out — four practical moves 

Keeping the seat safe is mostly decided at loan-application time, not in a crisis. Four moves do the 
work. First, instruct the broker in writing that the family home is not to be offered as security under 
any structure — say it before the application, because cross-collateralisation is often the path of least 
resistance for the lender, not a requirement. Second, if equity from the home genuinely must fund 
the deposit, release it as a separate, modest facility secured only by the home, sized so its 
repayments are trivially serviceable — the home then carries a defined small debt rather than 
exposure to the whole project. Third, read every guarantee before signing and ask the one question 
that matters: if the project fails completely, what can be pursued under this document? Directors' 
guarantees on company borrowings routinely reach the home through the back door the mortgage 
never opened. Fourth, keep the project in a structure your accountant chose deliberately — the right 
vehicle for asset protection, tax and lending rarely happens by default, and changing structures mid-
hand triggers duty and CGT. 

Tilt — the losses that come from inside 

Poker's word for emotional play is tilt, and its most expensive form is loss-chasing: the refusal to fold 
a hand you are already invested in. Development serves perfect tilt conditions — a build running 
over, a builder dispute, a softening market — at the exact moment you have hundreds of thousands 
committed. The sunk-cost voice says the money already spent will be wasted unless you push on. 
The voice is wrong: the money already spent is gone either way. The only question that matters is 
whether the next dollar in has positive expected value. 

Pre-commit your fold triggers. Before the project starts — while you are calm — write the exit 
rules: 'If construction cost exceeds contract by more than X, we stop and sell as-is.' 'If the facility 
cannot be extended past month N, we take the presale price on the table.' Decisions made at the 
table, under fire, are tilt decisions. Decisions made before the cards are dealt are strategy. 



Name the second player at the table. Most small developments are played by couples, and 
variance lands on both. The partner who never wanted the project carries the stress without the 
sense of control. The honest conversation — how much can we lose before this damages us, and 
what do we do at that point — happens before contracts, or it happens in a worse form later. 

HAND HISTORY: THE TILT HAND 

The setup: a couple mid-way through a two-dwelling project, $180,000 over budget after 
ground conditions and a builder variation dispute, facility expiring in five months. 

The tilt line: borrow against the family home to finish, because 'we've come too far to stop'. 
The private top-up on offer priced at 10.4 per cent capitalised. 

The disciplined line: they had written a fold trigger at the start — a cost overrun beyond 15 
per cent meant selling the project as-is. They honoured it, sold the partially completed site to 
a local builder, and lost roughly $70,000. 

The showdown: painful, survivable, seat intact. The completed-project fantasy would have 
needed everything to go right for eleven more months, secured by the house they live in. 
Losing $70,000 was the winning play. Details anonymised and rounded. 

You can lose a buy-in. You can never lose your seat. 

CHAPTER 10 — THE PLAYER'S NOTES 

1. Security and guarantees mean the lender's recovery, not your intentions, decides what is 
at risk. 

2. Cross-collateralisation is the invisible all-in. Stand-alone securities cost paperwork; pay it. 

3. Sunk costs are gone either way. Only the next dollar's expected value matters. 

4. Write fold triggers before the project starts. Mid-hand decisions under stress are tilt. 

5. The partner conversation about maximum acceptable loss happens before contracts. 
Always. 

  



 

PART 4 

THE LONG GAME 

The session, not the hand — chapters 11 and 12 
  



CHAPTER 11 

Table image and the re-buy — building bankable 
financials 

In a card room, your table image is what your play so far tells the other players to expect. 
With a lender, your table image is two documents: your last two tax returns. 

Chapter 2 established that the bank reads your win rate. This short chapter is about improving the 
read. Lenders assess the income you have lodged, which means the tax return is not an annual 
chore — it is your hand history, and it takes two clean years to build. The investor who aggressively 
minimises taxable income saves tax and shrinks their table limit in the same stroke; the investor 
planning a project in two years' time starts writing the story now, with their accountant, deliberately. 

When the time comes to apply, arrive with the pack complete: two years of lodged returns and notices 
of assessment, interim financials if self-employed, rental statements, a schedule of assets and 
liabilities with every credit limit listed, the project feasibility, and the build contract or tender. A 
complete pack is table image in physical form — it tells the credit assessor they are dealing with a 
player, and files that read as organised get the benefit of the doubt that scrappy files never do. 

THE NUMBERS — TWO YEARS, TWO TABLE LIMITS 

The same couple from Chapter 2, two versions. Version one: lodged taxable income of 
$70,000 combined after aggressive deductions. Surplus after HEM and commitments: 
roughly $8,000–$12,000 a year — a table limit near $100,000. No development hand is 
playable. 

 

Version two: the same household, two years later, having deliberately lodged $110,000 with 
their accountant's help — paying more tax along the way. Table limit: $350,000–$400,000 
(the Chapter 2 worked example). The extra tax paid over two years was roughly $12,000–
$15,000. The borrowing capacity it purchased: about $300,000. Few investments return 
twenty times their cost; a deliberately written hand history is one of them. 

Three moves raise the limit predictably: lodge on time (an unlodged return is an unwritten hand 
history — the lodgement date is the card that deals you in), close idle credit facilities and consolidate 
small debts, and sequence ambition — a completed KDR or splitter adds equity, rental income and 
a demonstrated track record, all three of which the next assessment reads favourably. Grinders 
move up in stakes this way. So do developers. 

CHAPTER 11 — THE PLAYER'S NOTES 

1. Two years of clean, lodged tax returns are the price of admission to the bigger game. 

2. Minimising taxable income minimises borrowing capacity. Choose deliberately. 

3. Close unused credit limits — they count against you at full value. 

4. Sequence: small completed hand now, bigger table later, with the track record as chips. 

  



CHAPTER 12 

Grinders beat gamblers — the buy-and-hold 
alternative 

The last discipline this book teaches is the one the seminar industry never will: sometimes 
the winning play is not to develop at all. 

Development is a hand you play for eighteen months for a margin the market can take back at the 
river. Buy-and-hold is a different game entirely: acquire a quality asset, let tenants and time do the 
work, and pay a small, predictable holding cost — often in the order of $80 to $100 a week after rent 
and tax — for exposure to long-term growth without construction risk, funding cliffs or completion-
date sales campaigns. It is slower. It is also the game most successful Australian investors actually 
got wealthy playing. 

Ten years, two games — a worked comparison 

THE NUMBERS — ILLUSTRATION ONLY 

The same $400,000 of capital, two different games, ten years. Assumptions deliberately 
ordinary: 6 per cent annual growth, achievable rental yields, tax ignored for comparability — 
run your own numbers with advice. 

 

The grinder: buys one quality $750,000 property (using ~$230,000 for deposit and costs), 
holds, then repeats with a second similar purchase in year four as equity and savings allow. 
At year ten: two assets worth roughly $2.1–$2.3 million against ~$1.1 million of debt — call it 
$1.0–$1.2 million of equity, built with a few hours of attention a year. 

 

The developer: runs a small project every three years — three hands in ten years — each 
committing most of the capital for 18–24 months. If all three clear a realistic 15 per cent net-
of-everything return on capital per hand: $400,000 → $460,000 → $529,000 → $608,000, 
plus modest growth on the capital between hands. Read that number twice: even when every 
hand wins, the disciplined developer only narrowly competes with the grinder — and one 
losing hand in three (the base rate this book keeps warning about) puts the developer behind, 
having worked hundreds of hours and carried years of concentrated risk. Development pays 
when the margins are exceptional or the hands compound into scale; at merely acceptable 
margins, the grinder's game wins on risk-adjusted terms almost every time. 

 

The comparison is not anti-development. It is the honest pot odds of the whole game: 
development beats holding only when the hands are selected the way this book selects them 
— and the player who can do that is exactly the player disciplined enough to hold when 
holding is the better game. 

An honest comparison 

SMALL DEVELOPMENT 
Return: margin created in 12–24 months, 
taxed on realisation — potentially large, never 
guaranteed. 
Risk: construction, funding, valuation, timing 
and counterparty risk, concentrated in one 
hand. 
Effort: a part-time job for its duration. 
Decisions weekly, some of them expensive. 

QUALITY BUY-AND-HOLD 
Return: compounding growth plus rent, with 
the CGT clock working for you the whole 
time. 
Risk: market cycles and tenancy risk — real, 
but diversified across time rather than one 
exit date. 
Effort: hours per year once set up correctly. 
Sleep: mostly uninterrupted. 



Sleep: variable. Tied to the worst week of the 
build. 

 

The comparison is not a verdict; it is a mirror. If you read the development column and feel energy, 
and your bankroll, table limit and margin all clear the tests in this book — play the hand, starting 
small. If you read it and feel dread, that is information too. A grinder who compounds quietly for 
fifteen years beats almost every gambler who went looking for the big pot. The skill this book has 
been teaching from page one is not how to develop property. It is how to choose your game — and 
every strong choice starts the same way: know your stack, read the table, and fold everything that 
does not deserve your chips. 

CHAPTER 12 — THE PLAYER'S NOTES 

1. Not developing is a strategy, not a failure — often the highest-EV play available. 

2. Buy-and-hold trades a shot at a created margin for compounding, diversified-in-time 
growth. 

3. Development is a part-time job with variance. Price your effort and your sleep honestly. 

4. Choose the game before the hand. That is the whole book. 

  



The player's card — ten rules of the game 

1. You can lose a buy-in. You can never lose your seat. The family home never goes on the 
table. 

2. Worst-case loss on any project stays inside ~25 per cent of your liquid roll. 

3. The bank reads your win rate, not your stack. Serviceability is the table limit. 

4. A borrowing capacity proposal is a seat reservation. Only formal approval is chips. 

5. Choose the exit before you enter. It decides finance, tax and the downside plan. 

6. ~20 per cent margin on cost to play; below 15, fold pre-flop. 

7. Stress-test rates, valuation, time and build cost before committing a dollar. 

8. The duplex and anything larger are playable only with contracted outs — binding presales. 

9. Write your fold triggers before the project starts. Mid-hand decisions are tilt. 

10. Sometimes the winning play is not to develop. Grinders beat gamblers. 

  



Appendix A — the feasibility worksheet 

Complete every line at realistic values, then re-run the four stress tests from Chapter 8. If a line is 
unknown, the feasibility is not finished — a blank is not a zero. 

INCOME 

A1. Gross realisation value (completion-date, downside-adjusted): $______ 

A2. Less GST payable on sale (margin scheme if eligible): $______ 

A3. Net realisation: $______ 

COSTS 

B1. Land purchase price: $______ 

B2. Stamp duty and acquisition costs: $______ 

B3. Demolition and siteworks: $______ 

B4. Construction contract (note provisional sums separately): $______ 

B5. Consultants, approvals, council contributions: $______ 

B6. Holding costs (rates, land tax, insurance, rent paid or forgone × months): $______ 

B7. Finance (interest, establishment, line fees, valuations, QS): $______ 

B8. Selling costs (commission, marketing, legals): $______ 

B9. Contingency (minimum 10 per cent of B3+B4): $______ 

B10. Total development cost (B1–B9): $______ 

VERDICT 

C1. Margin (A3 − B10): $______ 

C2. Margin on cost (C1 ÷ B10): ______ % 

C3. Worst-case loss if forced to exit early: $______ 

C4. C3 as a share of liquid roll (must be ≤ ~25%): ______ % 

C5. Survives stress tests (rates +1.5, GRV −7%, time +6mo, build +10%)?  Y / N 

 

C2 ≥ 20% and C4 ≤ 25% and C5 = Y → the pot odds justify the call. 

Anything less → fold, renegotiate, or wait for a better hand. 

  



Appendix B — glossary: from the felt to the site 

POKER TERM 
Bankroll 
Buy-in 
Blinds 
Table limit 
Pot odds 
Position 
Outs / contracted outs 
Semi-bluff 
The rake 
Tilt 
All-in 
Hand history 
The re-buy 
The streets 
Reverse implied odds 
Muck 

DEVELOPMENT MEANING 
Liquid investable capital: cash plus accessible 
equity, family home excluded. 
Total capital a project demands from you, 
sized against worst-case loss. 
Holding and interest costs — what the game 
charges monthly to keep your seat. 
Serviceability: the debt your assessed income 
can carry at buffered rates. 
Development margin versus risk — whether 
the pot pays enough for the call. 
The right to act last with full information. In 
finance, always the lender's. 
Outs are the cards that turn a losing hand into 
a winner. A contracted out is this book's 
upgrade: a binding presale — an exit 
contracted before conditions can turn. 
A project not yet strong that has real ways to 
win — playable only with contracted outs. 
The costs that come off the top regardless of 
outcome: tax, duty, GST, fees, private-credit 
interest. 
Emotional, sunk-cost decision-making mid-
project. Beaten by pre-written fold triggers. 
Any structure that puts the family home 
behind the project — including cross-
collateralisation and guarantees. 
Your lodged tax returns — the record lenders 
read as your win rate. 
Returning to the game after a loss, with 
capital and financials rebuilt. 
Pre-flop (due diligence and finance), the flop 
(approval), the turn (construction), the river 
(sale or settlement). The bets grow at every 
street. 
A hand that looks strong now but loses 
money on later streets — a project priced at 
commitment-date conditions that must sell at 
completion-date conditions. 
To throw a hand away. What mainstream 
lenders do to builder-developer applications 
— and what you should do to any project that 
fails the pre-flop checklist. 

  



Appendix C — the pre-flop checklist 

Twelve questions to answer in writing before committing a dollar. A single honest 'no' is a fold, not a 
detail to fix later. 

1. Is my worst-case loss on this project inside 25 per cent of my liquid roll? 

2. Is the family home completely outside every security and guarantee? 

3. Do I have formal finance approval — not a proposal — matched to this project's structure? 

4. Has my accountant confirmed the tax treatment (capital vs revenue, GST, margin scheme) 
in writing, pre-contract? 

5. Does the feasibility show at least ~20 per cent margin on cost at completion-date, 
downside-adjusted prices? 

6. Does the margin survive all four stress tests? 

7. Is the exit chosen — sell, hold, or staged — and does the finance match it? 

8. If the project is a duplex or larger: are contracted outs (binding presales) locked before 
drawdown? 

9. Is the build contract reviewed, with provisional sums identified and priced at the pessimistic 
end? 

10. Are my fold triggers written down, with numbers, and agreed with my partner? 

11. Have both of us named the maximum loss we can absorb without damaging the 
household? 

12. If licensing or disclosure rules apply in my state at this project's scale, is the compliance 
cost in the feasibility? 

 

Twelve yes answers do not guarantee a win. They guarantee you are playing, not gambling. 

  



Your next hand — score the table before you buy 
in 

Every fold in this book protects your stack. The harder question is the one it leaves open: which table 
deserves your chips? Chapter 3 taught you to read the room and Chapter 8 taught you to price the 
pot — and both chapters compress dozens of hours of suburb-level research into a framework. Doing 
that research properly, suburb by suburb, is its own discipline. 

That discipline is what PROPERTY SCORECARD was built for. Each report is a bespoke, manually 
researched suburb scorecard: twelve axes scored out of 100 against a pass threshold, covering the 
demand, supply, infrastructure, planning and risk signals this book calls tells — the reading of the 
table, done professionally, before you post a blind. 

THE REPORTS 

R01 — Scorecard Snapshot: the 12-axis score and verdict for one suburb. Your pre-flop read. 

R02 — Full Scorecard Report: the score plus the research behind every axis — demand 
drivers, supply pipeline, planning posture, risk overlays. The full table read. 

R03 — Scorecard Comparison: multiple suburbs scored side by side, ranked, with a clear 
call. For the player choosing which table to sit at. 

 

Every report is researched by hand for the client who orders it — no automated feeds, no 
recycled templates. propertyscorecard.com.au 

You have the framework. The reports are the framework applied — so the next hand you play is one 
the numbers already deserve. 

 

Shuffle up and deal — carefully. 
ALL IN OR FOLD is brought to you by PROPERTY SCORECARD — bespoke suburb research 

and scoring reports for Australian investors. propertyscorecard.com.au 

 

 



About PROPERTY SCORECARD 
This guide was prepared by PROPERTY SCORECARD. Here is what we do, and the 

one rule the whole business is built around. 

 

T H E  O N E  L I N E  

We make our money from the report, not the transaction. We are paid the same whether the 

verdict on a property is proceed or avoid, and that indifference to the outcome is the entire 

product. 

 

What we do 
PROPERTY SCORECARD exists to take the conflict of interest out of property due diligence. 

We are independent of any sales channel. No agent, developer, or commission sits behind 

our verdict, so we have nothing to protect except being right. We turn scattered, hard-to-

reach data into a single defensible call on a specific property: whether the price is supported, 

whether the fundamentals stack up, and what risks a buyer cannot easily see for themselves. 

The three voices in a purchase 
When someone buys a property they hear three voices, and it is worth being honest about 

whose side each one is on. 

The selling agent acts for the vendor. The legal duty, the commission, and the next listing all 

point the same way: a sale, at the top of what the buyer will pay. The information the agent 

holds is usually genuine, but it reaches the buyer selectively. What helps the sale gets told. 

What does not gets left out, and silence is not a lie, so the buyer never learns what was 

withheld. 

The buyer's own research is the most compromised voice of all. By the time most people are 

researching a property, they have already decided they want it. The research stops being a 

test and becomes a search for permission. Supporting data gets noticed; contradicting data 

gets explained away. 

PROPERTY SCORECARD is the only voice in the room with no stake in whether the buyer 

proceeds. We have never seen the kitchen, so we cannot fall for the property. We can test the 

case instead of defending it. 

What you are actually buying 
Put plainly, you are paying for someone to try to talk you out of it: rigorously, with evidence, 

and with no reason to flinch. Every other voice has a reason to keep the deal alive. We are 

built to find the reason a purchase should not proceed and to state that reason even when it 

is unwelcome. If the property survives the test, you proceed with earned confidence rather 

than borrowed enthusiasm. If it does not, you have avoided the most expensive mistake in 

the process. 

The second thing you get is calibration. We are the repeat player on your side. We have read 

the comparable sales the agent did not volunteer, we know what a normal vendor discount 



looks like in that market, and we apply the same institutional method to a single purchase 

that you will make only a few times in your life. 

How the call is made 
A verdict is only worth trusting if the method behind it is sound. Five disciplines hold ours 

together. 

• Evidence is graded, not pooled. A verified sale outranks an unverified one, and an 

automated estimate is only ever a cross-check, never the anchor. 

• Verdicts are capped, not averaged. A weak reading on any one measure caps the 

result. A fail is never blended up into a pass on the strength of a good growth story. 

• One report, one verdict. The same conclusion runs from the front page to the last, 

word for word. 

• Bias is surfaced, not buried. We ask what the data is hiding, and we keep the 

inconvenient evidence in the report rather than quietly dropping it. 

• Every claim is sourced, every inference flagged. Where something is inferred 

rather than verified, we label it and state how to confirm it. 

And we never fabricate or estimate silently. A polished but invented figure is worse than no 

figure, because it buys false confidence. Where there is a gap, we flag it rather than fill it. 

The cost of getting it wrong 
A full report is a small fraction of one per cent of a typical purchase price. A calibration error, 

overpaying by a couple of per cent because agent pressure could not be weighed or because 

optimism filled a data gap, runs to many multiples of that. Property is a low-frequency, high-

consequence, hard-to-reverse decision. That is exactly the kind of decision where an 

indifferent second opinion is most worth having, and exactly the kind people most often 

make on emotion and pressure. 

Where we stop 
We are deliberate about our lane, because staying in it is what keeps us independent. We 

render a verdict on the property and the numbers. We do not give financial, tax, legal, or 

credit advice, and we do not carry your full financial picture. Serviceability, ownership 

structure, tax position, and portfolio fit sit with you and your licensed advisers. We sharpen 

the call. We do not replace your judgment or your professionals, and we will never imply that 

we do. 

 

Research first. Then invest. 

Before you commit to a property, get an independent PROPERTY SCORECARD report: a 

read on the price, the fundamentals, and the risks of a specific property, from the one voice 

with no stake in whether you buy. 

 

 


