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GENERAL ADVICE DISCLAIMER

The information provided in this publication is general in nature and has been 
prepared for educational and discussion purposes only. It does not take into 
account your personal objectives, financial situation, needs, risk profile, taxation 
position, or legal circumstances.
Nothing in this publication should be interpreted as personal financial advice, 
taxation advice, legal advice, credit advice, or a recommendation to establish an 
SMSF or purchase a specific property. You should seek independent advice from 
appropriately qualified professionals, including a licensed financial adviser, 
accountant, tax adviser, SMSF specialist, Mortgage Broker and/or Solicitor, 
before making any financial or investment decision.
Any figures, projections, modelling, cashflow estimates, capital growth 
assumptions, rental estimates, tax outcomes or investment examples discussed 
are indicative only and are based on assumptions that may change. Past 
performance is not a reliable indicator of future performance, and actual results 
may differ materially from any examples provided.

A note on currency.

Tax and superannuation law changes. This edition reflects Australian tax, negative 
gearing, capital gains, and superannuation rules as at July 2026, including the 
Treasury Laws Amendment (Tax Reform No. 1) Act 2026. Rules referenced in this 



book may have changed since publication — always confirm the current position with 
your accountant, financial adviser, or the ATO before acting.
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P R E F A C E

Why Sun Tzu

Victorious warriors win first and then go to war, while defeated 
warriors go to war first and then seek to win.
S U N  T Z U  ·  T H E  A R T  O F  W A R

Two and a half thousand years ago, a Chinese general wrote thirteen short 
chapters on how to win. He was not interested in brave charges or lucky breaks. 
He was interested in the unglamorous work that happens before the fighting 
starts: knowing the ground, knowing the enemy, knowing yourself, and choosing 
only the battles you have already won on paper.

Property investing is not war. Nobody gets hurt, and the other side is not trying 
to defeat you. But the discipline Sun Tzu described fits property closely, because 
property rewards the same things war rewards: preparation over enthusiasm, 
position over speed, information over instinct, and patience over the need to act.

Most people buy property the way a poorly skilled general fights — they go to 
war first and then seek to win. They get emotional at an auction. They buy near 
home because it feels safe. They trust the person selling them the property to tell 
them whether it is a good buy. They act, and then they hope. Some get lucky. 
Most pay for it in slow growth, weak cashflow, or a portfolio that stalls after one 
purchase.

The investors who build real wealth do the opposite. They win first. They know 
their numbers before they look at a single listing. They understand the terrain 
before they commit capital. They buy where others are not looking, at a price 
that already contains the profit, in a structure built for the long campaign. The 
purchase becomes the straightforward part, because the real work was done 
before it.

This book takes Sun Tzu’s thirteen chapters and rewrites each one as a law of 
property investing. It is not a get-rich book and it makes no promises. It is a way 
of thinking — a strategist’s way — adapted to the largest financial decision most 
people ever make. It is published by PROPERTY SCORECARD, an independent 
property data and research service, and you will find a note from us at the end of 
each chapter. That connection is disclosed here because it is relevant — and 
because a book about the value of independent information should be honest 
about its own source.

Who this book is for

This book is for investors who take property decisions seriously — or who want 
to. It is for the first-time investor working out whether to begin and how. It is for 



the accumulator who has one property and wants to build a portfolio but has 
stalled. It is for the experienced investor who has stopped growing and is not 
quite sure why. The laws in this book apply at every stage, because the discipline 
they describe — preparation over enthusiasm, position over speed, information 
over instinct — is what separates portfolios that compound from portfolios that 
stop.

It is not a beginner’s guide to property mechanics, and it is not a technical 
manual on finance or tax. It will not tell you which property to buy, which suburb 
to research, or which loan structure suits your tax position. Those decisions 
depend entirely on your personal circumstances, and no honest book can make 
them for you.  What it  does instead is  change the way you approach those 
decisions — so that when you act, you act from a position of preparation rather 
than emotion, on your own numbers rather than someone else’s story.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

PROPERTY SCORECARD exists for one reason: independent property data 
analytics. An independent, data-driven read on a property before you commit, 
without any developer or builder or vendor or agent relationships for you to 
worry about. Sun Tzu would have called it battlefield scouting, but we would call 
it market due diligence. He devoted his final chapter to it, because he 
understood that the side that knows more wins more. The same is true of 
property. This book ends where his does — with the information advantage.



B E F O R E  Y O U  B E G I N

How to read this book
This is a short book of thirteen laws, one drawn from each chapter of Sun Tzu’s 
The Art of War. It is arranged in three parts. The first, Before the Campaign, is 
about the work done before any property is bought — the plan, the cost, the 
winning price, and your position. The second, Reading the Battlefield, is about 
fighting the campaign well — momentum, where to strike, how to sequence your 
moves, how to adapt. The third, Ground and Intelligence, is about the terrain, 
your own situation, the powerful moves, and the foreknowledge that everything 
else depends on.

Each chapter follows the same shape, so you always know where you are. It 
opens with Sun Tzu’s own words, then translates the principle into property. A 
single line in an ink band states the law in its sharpest form. A passage marked In 
the Field shows the principle at work with real numbers. A passage marked The 
Independent Read connects it to the discipline of knowing your numbers before 
you act. And The Ground Covered closes each chapter with the points worth 
keeping.

Read it as a way of thinking, not a set of instructions. It will not tell you which 
suburb to buy in or which loan to take — no honest book could, because the right 
answer depends entirely on your situation. What it offers is the strategist’s frame 
of mind: win first, then act. Used well, that frame will serve you across every 
property decision you ever make, in any market, at any stage.

Three ways to use this book

First read-through

Read straight through once, chapter by chapter, without stopping to act on 
anything. The thirteen laws build on each other and are designed to be read in 
sequence. By the end, the full strategic framework will be in place.

Study pass

Return to each chapter with a notebook. The Battlefield Questions at the end of 
every chapter are designed to be answered honestly about your own position. 
That is where the framework stops being abstract and becomes personal. One 
honest answer to one hard question is worth more than any number of passive 
reads.

Active search

Use the book as a reference during a live property search or portfolio review. 
Chapter 9 (reading the ground before the price), Chapter 3 (setting the walk-
away number), and Chapter 13 (building your intelligence network) are the most 
immediately practical. Chapter 11 (identifying which investor situation you are 



in) is the right starting point if you are unsure what move to make next. Return to 
the relevant chapters before every serious decision.

T H E  C H A P T E R  M O D U L E S

— Sun Tzu epigraph — Sun Tzu’s original words, translated by Lionel Giles 
(1910). The source of the principle.

— Law band — the law in its sharpest form: two or three lines that can be 
memorised and applied.

— In the Field — the principle at work in a real scenario, with numbers. This is 
the law made concrete.

— The Independent Read — how PROPERTY SCORECARD’s independent 
analysis supports the principle in practice.

— Battlefield Questions — three self-diagnostic questions to apply the law to 
your own position.

— The Ground Covered — the key points worth keeping from the chapter: a 
one-page summary.

A note before you read THE ART OF PROPERTY WAR

Nothing in this book is personal financial advice, and it makes no promises 
about returns. It is a way of thinking, offered honestly. Property is one of the few 
fields where preparation reliably beats talent. That is good news. It means the 
advantage is available to anyone willing to do the quiet work first.



The campaign, translated
Before the chapters begin, one map. Sun Tzu wrote for generals moving armies. 
This book applies the same thinking to property, and the roles line up closely — 
only the weapons and the terrain have changed. Keep this table in mind as you 
read, because every chapter that follows is one part of the same campaign.

T H E  C A M P A I G N T H E  P R O P E R T Y  E Q U I V A L E N T

GENERAL You — the investor and strategist. Every decision is 
yours, and so is every outcome.

LIEUTENANTS & SERGEANTS Your Broker, Accountant, and Solicitor. The trusted 
few who turn the plan into structure & execution.

SOLDIERS The selling agents and Property Managers. Useful, 
but fighting for their own side, not yours.

SCOUTS Buyer’s Agents, Valuers, local contacts, and 
independent data. Your eyes on ground you cannot 
see.

THE BATTLE PLAN Your strategy and cashflow model. The calculations 
made before a single offer is written.

RULES OF ENGAGEMENT Your finance discipline. LVR limits, buffers, lending 
policy, and tax structure.

THE RESERVES Cash buffers, offsets, and redraw. The supply line 
that keeps you in the field through a downturn.

CASUALTIES Stamp duty, LMI, legals, holding costs, and 
valuation shortfalls. The real cost of every 
campaign.

THE TERRAIN Suburbs, asset types, cycles, and regulation. 
Ground that is never uniform and never neutral.

SPIES Other Selling Agents & Property Managers from 
competing agencies. The on-the-ground intelligence 
— off-market leads, local vacancy reality, and what 
competing properties are actually renting and 
selling for — that others never see.

Hold that picture. What follows is thirteen chapters, each one a stage of the 
same campaign — from the first calculation in the planning room to the final, 
decisive advantage of knowing more than the other side.



I
—

Before the Campaign
Plans, cost, the winning stratagem, and position — the work done 

before any property is bought.

C H A P T E R S  1  –  4



———

C H A P T E R  1

Laying Plans

In war, the plan is made before the army moves. In property, the strategy is 
set before you open a single listing. The purchase is the last step, not the  
first.

The general who wins a battle makes many calculations in his temple 
ere the battle is fought. The general who loses makes but few 
calculations beforehand.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  1 ,  L A Y I N G  P L A N S

Sun Tzu opens with calculation, not courage. Before a single soldier marches, 
the wise general sits and counts — his strength against the enemy’s, the ground, 
the weather, the discipline of his troops. If the numbers say he wins, he fights. If 
they do not, he waits or walks away. The battle is decided in the planning room. 
The field merely confirms it.

Property is the same. The investor who builds a portfolio is not the one with the 
best instinct for a bargain. It is the one who did the calculations first — who 
knew, before falling in love with any property, what they could borrow, what 
they could hold, what they were trying to achieve, and over what timeframe. The 
deal does not make the strategy. The strategy decides which deals are worth 
looking at.

The five calculations

Sun Tzu measured five constants before any campaign. A property campaign has 
its own five, and you should be able to answer each one before you start:

1.  The objective. Not “buy a property” — that is an activity, not a goal. The 
objective is the end state: the passive income you want, the home loan you 
want gone, the year you want to stop working. Everything else is built 
backwards from this. A workable objective is a number and a date: 
“$80,000 net passive income by age 60” or “home loan cleared in 12 
years.” If you cannot state it that way, the planning has not started.

2.  The war chest. Your borrowing capacity, your deposit, and your buffer. 
This is the hard limit on what you can do, and most people never measure 
it properly before they shop. You cannot plan a campaign without knowing 
how much army you have. Confirm three figures before you look at a 
single property: the maximum a broker will lend you today, the usable 
deposit after purchase costs, and how many months of holding costs you 
can absorb without strain.

3.  The terrain. The market and the timing. Which markets are early in their 
cycle, which are late, where growth is likely and where it is already spent. 



Early-cycle signals are observable: vacancy falling, days on market 
shrinking, infrastructure under construction, medians still below those of 
established neighbouring suburbs. Late-cycle signals are equally clear: 
media coverage, auction clearance rates peaking, and listings flooding the 
market.

4.  The structure. Personal name, company, trust, or self-managed super 
fund. The wrapper you buy in decides your tax position, your asset 
protection, and your ability to borrow again for years. It is far harder to 
change after the fact than before it. The question to answer before 
anything else is whether your goal is better served by personal name or 
super, whether the chosen structure lets you benefit from available tax 
positions, and whether it leaves you able to borrow again for the next 
purchase.

Structure deserves more than a line, because the wrong one is one of the most 
expensive mistakes in property — and it is made before the first purchase, not 
after. Four things change materially depending on the wrapper:

— Tax on growth. Individuals and most trusts holding a property for more 
than twelve months have historically been eligible for a 50 per cent 
capital gains tax discount. From 1 July 2027, this discount is being 
replaced with cost-base indexation and a minimum tax rate on the real 
gain — confirm the current rules with your accountant before assuming 
either treatment applies to your sale. Companies have never had access to 
the individual discount. An investor who buys in a company structure and 
sells after five years of strong growth pays roughly twice the tax on the 
gain that a personal-name holder would pay. That difference can run to 
tens of thousands of dollars on a single sale.

— Negative gearing. Only individual taxpayers can offset a property’s net 
loss against their personal income to reduce their tax bill. Companies and 
SMSFs cannot use negative gearing in the same way. If tax reduction 
through negative gearing is part of your objective, personal name is 
commonly the structure that allows this, though since 2027 the property 
itself — new build or established, and when it was acquired — matters as 
much as the ownership structure. Confirm both with your accountant 
before deciding.

— Borrowing capacity. Lenders treat different structures differently. 
Company and trust borrowing often attracts higher rates and stricter 
conditions. SMSF borrowing is a separate category entirely. The structure 
that minimises tax may also limit your borrowing capacity for the next 
purchase — a trade-off worth understanding before you sign.

— Land tax thresholds. Each state sets a land tax threshold below which no 
land tax is payable. In most states, each individual gets their own 
threshold. A company, trust, or SMSF usually gets a single threshold. For 
a multi-property portfolio, the structure chosen for the first purchase 
affects land tax across all subsequent ones.

None of this is a recommendation to use any particular structure — the right 
answer depends entirely on your income, your tax position, your objectives, and 
your state of residence. What it is, is a reason to ask the question before signing. 
A Solicitor,  accountant,  and Mortgage Broker  working from the same plan 
before the first purchase costs far less than restructuring a portfolio after the 
fact.



General information only. The structure discussion above does not constitute 
tax, legal, or financial product advice. Your structure decision must be made 
with  independent  advice  from a licensed professional  who can assess  your 
specific circumstances.

The home question

The question many investors never ask before their first purchase is whether to 
buy the home first or invest first. It sounds like a personal question. It is actually 
a strategic one, and the answer determines whether the campaign advances or 
stalls before it starts.

The traditional path — buy the home first, pay it down slowly, invest later — is 
not wrong. But it carries a cost that few first-time investors calculate before they 
sign. An expensive principal place of residence bought early in a career absorbs 
the deposit, compresses borrowing capacity, and can delay the ability to invest 
by years. If the first property you buy is a home that uses most of your income, 
savings, and borrowing capacity, the second purchase may be five or ten years 
away. In some cases it never arrives.

Rentvesting  separates  the  decision.  Renting  where  you  want  to  live  while 
investing where the numbers make sense allows an investor to stay in the 
market without locking all their capacity into a lifestyle asset. The investment 
property builds equity, generates rental income, and funds the next move. The 
home purchase follows later — with more financial strength behind it.

Owning your home debt-free remains one of the most secure financial positions 
available. The question is not whether to do it. It is when, and whether the first 
purchase is designed to get you there faster or slower. If the home you want to 
buy uses most of your borrowing capacity, generates no income, and leaves little 
equity to recycle into the next acquisition, it is a lifestyle decision wearing the 
clothes of a wealth strategy. The planning room is where that distinction gets 
made — before the contract is signed, not after.

Buy the home first

High LVR often means minimal usable 
equity from day one
Large repayments compress monthly 
cashflow
Debt-to-income ratio may leave little 
room for investment lending
Emotional attachment can make future 
portfolio decisions harder

Invest first (rentvest)

Borrowing capacity stays available for 
investment-grade assets
Rental income partially offsets holding 
costs
Equity can be recycled into the next 
purchase
Home purchase still happens — with 
more financial backing behind it

Neither  column is  the  universal  answer.  The  point  is  that  the  choice  is  a 
calculation, not a default — and the investor who runs it before the first purchase 
keeps both paths open. The one who never runs it usually discovers, years later, 
which path they closed.



5.  The operator. You. Your income stability, your risk tolerance, your 
holding power, your discipline. A strategy that ignores the person running 
it will fail when that person panics or runs out of cash. Honest questions: 
if rates rose two per cent and a tenant left, how many months could you 
hold before the position became painful? What happens to your plan if 
your income dropped by twenty per cent?

Get these five right and the field of candidates narrows sharply. Get them wrong 
and no amount of clever buying will save the campaign.

Strategy is what you decide
before you are allowed to want anything.

Activity is not progress

The  most  common  mistake  is  mistaking  motion  for  strategy.  People  feel 
productive when they are inspecting properties, talking to agents, and watching 
auctions. It feels like progress. Often it is the opposite — it is going to war first 
and seeking to win later. Every inspection without a plan is a chance to be talked 
into the wrong asset by someone whose job is to sell it.

A plan does the opposite. It narrows the field before you start, so that ninety per 
cent of properties are eliminated on paper and you only spend energy on the few 
that fit. This is not restrictive. It is what makes you fast and calm when the right 
one appears, while everyone else is still reacting.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

A plan is only as honest as the numbers underneath it. The most common reason 
a property strategy fails is that it was built on the selling agent’s figures — 
optimistic rent, soft vacancy, growth pulled from a glossy brochure. Before the 
plan, get the real terrain: independent rental data, true vacancy, genuine 
comparable sales. Calculations made on someone else’s numbers are 
calculations made for someone else’s benefit. Sun Tzu made his calculations in 
the temple before the army ever marched, and committed only when the count 
said he would win. In property, the discipline is identical: do the arithmetic 
before you fall for the listing, and let the plan — not the moment — decide 
whether you move.

What a real plan looks like

A property plan is not a vague intention to “get into the market.” It is specific 
enough to fit on a single page, and concrete enough that you could hand it to 
someone else and they would know what to buy on your behalf. It states the 
objective as a number and a date.  It  records your war chest  — borrowing 
capacity and deposit — confirmed, not guessed. It names the markets you are 



hunting in and the stage of the cycle they are in. It sets the structure you will buy 
through. And it defines a buy-box: the price range, property type, minimum 
yield, and location filters that a property must meet to be worth your time.

Once that buy-box exists, the plan does its quiet work. Every property you see is 
measured  against  it  in  seconds.  Most  are  eliminated  before  you  waste  an 
inspection. The few that fit get your full attention. You stop reacting to whatever 
the market puts in front of you and start hunting for what you decided, in 
advance, was worth owning. That is the whole point of laying plans — it converts 
a scattered, emotional search into a disciplined campaign with a known target.

I N  T H E  F I E L D    Two buyers, same income

Two friends each earn $120,000 and each have $80,000 to invest. The first books 
inspections that weekend and buys a $650,000 apartment he liked the look of, 
near home. The second spends three weeks doing nothing visible — confirming 
her borrowing capacity, setting her objective at $90,000 of passive income by 60, 
and identifying two early-cycle markets.
Five years on, the first owns one flat property he is unsure whether to keep. The 
second owns three assets, each chosen to fit a plan, with equity already funding 
the next. Same income, same starting cash. The only difference was that one made 
his calculations first.

B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S

— Have you run the full ten-year numbers — rate rises, vacancy, repairs — or 
only the agent’s rosy figures?

— What is the exact price above which this deal stops working, and is it written 
down before you look at a single listing?

— If this property grew nothing for five years, would the plan still hold?

T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— The battle is won in the planning room. The purchase only confirms it.
— Answer the five calculations — objective, war chest, terrain, structure, 

operator — before you look at a single listing.
— Activity is not strategy. Motion without a plan is just exposure to other 

people’s sales pitches.
— A plan built on the seller’s numbers was never your plan.



———

C H A P T E R  2

Waging War

An army in the field burns money every day it stands. So does a property.  
Cashflow is the supply line, and a campaign that outruns its supply line  
dies before it wins.

There is no instance of a country having benefited from prolonged 
warfare. It is only one who is thoroughly acquainted with the evils of 
war that can thoroughly understand the profitable way of carrying it 
on.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  2 ,  W A G I N G  W A R

Sun Tzu’s second chapter is about money. War is expensive, he warns, and the 
cost runs whether you are winning or losing. An army that cannot feed itself will 
collapse no matter how brave it is. The skilled general therefore does not chase a 
long, draining war. He understands the cost first, so he can carry the campaign 
without being bled dry.

Property has the same hard truth, and it surprises people. A property does not 
only cost money to buy. It costs money to hold — every week, whether or not it is 
growing. Interest, rates, insurance, management, maintenance, the gap when a 
tenant leaves. The capital growth that builds your wealth happens over years. 
The holding cost happens now. The investor who forgets this wins the purchase 
and loses the campaign, forced to sell at the wrong time because they ran out of 
supply.

Holding power is the real weapon

In property, time in the market does the heavy lifting. The longer you can hold a 
quality asset through a full cycle, the more growth compounds in your favour. 
But holding power is not free. It is bought with cashflow, with a cash buffer, and 
with a structure you can sustain when rates rise or a tenant leaves. The question 
is never just “can I buy this?” It is “can I hold this through the next downturn 
without being forced to sell?”

The inexperienced investor

Buys at the limit of borrowing
No buffer for vacancy or rate rises
Counts only the purchase price
Forced to sell in a downturn

The experienced investor

Buys with room to spare
Holds months of buffer in reserve
Counts the true cost of holding
Chooses when to sell, or never



What holding actually costs

Most buyers calculate the repayment. Few calculate the full  annual cost of 
ownership. The table below models a typical $650,000 investment property with 
an 80 per cent interest-only loan at mid-2026 rates. The figures are indicative, 
not  exact  — but the structure of  the costs  is  real  and the proportions are 
representative.

C O S T  I T E M B A S I S A N N U A L  C O S T

Interest (IO loan) $520,000 at 6.5% p.a. $33,800

Council rates Typical metro property $1,800

Water rates Owner’s portion $900

Landlord insurance Standard policy $1,200

Property management 7.7% of $490/week rent $1,962

Maintenance 
allowance

Indicative annual allowance $1,500

Vacancy allowance 2 weeks at $490/week $980

Annual rental income 50 weeks at $490/week $24,500

Net annual shortfall 
(before tax)

Out of pocket each year $17,642

Weekly shortfall Budget this before you buy ~$339/week

Note: stamp duty is an upfront purchase cost, not an annual holding cost. As a 
rough  estimate,  allow  approximately  4.0%  of  the  purchase  price  —  on  a 
$650,000  property  that  is  $26,000.  Stamp  duty  rates  vary  by  state  and 
circumstance; confirm the exact figure with your Solicitor before exchange.

The  weekly  shortfall  is  what  the  investor  funds  from their  wage  until  the 
property’s income grows or the loan is restructured. It is not a surprise if it was 
planned for. It is a crisis if it was not.

Stress testing the position

Rates change. Tenants leave. Repairs happen. Before committing to any holding 
cost, run the position through three scenarios and ask honestly whether the 
portfolio can absorb each one without strain.

S C E N A R I O A D D I T I O N A L  A N N U A L  C O S T I M P A C T  O N  W E E K L Y  
S H O R T F A L L

Interest rate rises +1% +$5,200/year +$100/week

Interest rate rises +2% +$10,400/year +$200/week

Extra 4 weeks 
vacancy

+$1,960/year +$38/week



Unplanned repair 
($5,000)

+$5,000 one-off One-off hit to buffer

Combined: rates +2% 
and 4 weeks vacancy

+$12,360/year +$238/week added to base 
shortfall

The combined stress scenario — rates up two per cent and an extra month of 
vacancy — adds over $12,000 to the annual shortfall. That is not an extreme 
scenario. It happened across Australian property markets between 2022 and 
2024. The investor whose buffer could not absorb it was forced to sell. The one 
whose buffer was intact held and waited. The difference was not the property. It 
was the preparation.

General information only. The holding cost figures and stress test scenarios 
above are illustrative only and based on assumptions that may not apply to your 
situation. Do not rely on these figures as a basis for any financial  decision 
without  obtaining  your  own  independent  assessment  from  a  licensed 
professional.

Six ways investors stop themselves

Most portfolios do not stall because of bad luck or bad timing. They stall because 
of structural decisions made early that were never challenged. The same six 
patterns appear in almost every investor who gets to one property and goes no 
further.

Buying the home first at the wrong time

A large owner-occupied mortgage early in a career can absorb the deposit, 
borrowing capacity, and cashflow that a portfolio needs to start. This is not an 
argument  against  owning a  home.  It  is  an  argument  about  when.  A  home 
purchased before the portfolio has any momentum can delay the second and 
third purchase by years, simply because the debt-to-income ratio leaves the bank 
no room to lend again.

Overleveraging on the first purchase

Borrowing at 90 or 95 per cent loan-to-value creates a position where almost no 
usable equity exists from day one. Banks assess income, existing debt, expenses, 
and credit cards. If the first loan consumes most of that capacity, the next loan 
becomes difficult before the property has had time to grow. A scalable portfolio 
requires a lending strategy designed from the beginning, not discovered after 
the first purchase is made.

Letting the debt-to-income ratio run too high

Total debt relative to income is one of the key levers in a lending assessment. 
When it runs too high, banks become uncomfortable regardless of the quality of 
the asset or the strength of the income. The right question is not how much can 
be borrowed. It is how much should be borrowed so the portfolio can keep 



advancing.  There is  a  ceiling above which the campaign stops — and it  is 
reached much faster than most investors expect.

Only buying near home

Familiarity is not a strategy. Australia has many different property markets, 
each at a different stage of the cycle, with different supply constraints, vacancy 
rates, and demand profiles. Buying the suburb you know because you know it is a 
common error. The goal is not to buy what feels familiar. It is to buy where the 
data supports the decision, regardless of geography.

Buying high cash-burn assets

A property that loses too much each month damages serviceability and blocks 
the next purchase. Some holding costs are unavoidable and planned for. Others 
are  the  result  of  a  mismatch  between  asset  type,  location,  and  market 
conditions. A portfolio needs balance — enough growth to build equity, and 
enough rental income to support the debt without exhausting the investor before 
the next move.

Treating negative gearing as the strategy

Tax benefits should support a strategy, not drive one. If the primary reason a 
property  makes sense is  the deduction,  the asset  needs reassessing.  A tax 
benefit reduces the cost of holding a poor decision — it does not convert it into a 
good one. A good asset should stack up on its own fundamentals before the tax 
benefit is applied. When the deduction disappears — through rising rents, a 
change in tax law, or the end of interest-only terms — the asset needs to be able 
to stand on its own.

Gearing is a cost, not a strategy

Many Australians are taught that negative gearing — where the cost of holding a 
property exceeds its income, and the loss reduces your taxable income — is the 
point of investing. It is not. It is a cost you are managing, softened by tax, while 
you wait for growth. A property that loses money every year and never grows is 
not a tax strategy. It is a slow leak. Gearing only makes sense when the growth 
you are buying time for is real.

Since 2027, the rules have made this distinction sharper still. Losses on an 
established property bought after budget night in 2026 can only be offset against 
other residential income, not your general income — the broad, flexible version 
of negative gearing now applies only to new residential builds. This is not a 
reason to buy new blindly, any more than the old rules were a reason to buy old 
blindly. It is one more variable the terrain chapter asks you to weigh, not a 
verdict on which ground is right.

——

Emotion builds homes. Mathematics builds wealth.



Win the purchase and lose your holding power,
and you have lost the campaign.

You can win the negotiation — get the property at a great price, beat other 
buyers, feel like you got a deal — and still lose, if the purchase exhausts your 
financial capacity to hold it. Holding power is your ability to keep servicing the 
loan through the hard periods: rate rises, vacancies, unexpected repairs, income 
disruption. If you stretched too far to buy, or didn’t keep a buffer, or over-
leveraged, you may be forced to sell at the wrong time — in a downturn, under 
pressure, at a loss.

The campaign in Sun Tzu’s terms is the full  property journey — building a 
portfolio over time, not just winning one deal. A single purchase that drains your 
capacity ends the campaign before it starts. Buying well on price means nothing 
if the purchase leaves you unable to hold the asset, fund the shortfall, or borrow 
again for the next move. The investor who paid $20,000 more but kept a six-
month buffer is in a stronger position than the one who negotiated hard and then 
sold eighteen months later because they couldn’t cover a vacancy. It is the 
difference between winning a battle and winning the war — and it is exactly the 
mistake the poorly skilled general makes.

Sun Tzu also warned against the prolonged war — the campaign that drags on, 
draining the treasury for no gain. In property the equivalent is the asset that 
goes nowhere: flat growth, weak yield, holding costs eating your borrowing 
capacity year after year so you cannot buy again. It is not a catastrophe. It is 
worse — it is a quiet, ongoing cost that keeps you from the war you should be 
fighting.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

Before you commit to the holding cost, know the true weekly position — real 
rent, real vacancy rate, real outgoings — not the brochure version. An 
independent read on cashflow is the difference between a property you can hold 
for fifteen years and one that forces your hand in year three. Sun Tzu would 
have assessed the battlefield, kept his troops in line, and not engaged the enemy 
until he was ready — knowing full well what the cost of engagement would be 
before committing to move forward. The investor faces the same demand: know 
your resources and limitations, be aware of the risks, and commit only when you 
can carry the cost.

The cash buffer is mandatory

The single thing that separates an investor who holds through a downturn from 
one who is forced to sell is the buffer — cash held in reserve, untouched, ready to 
cover the gaps. A buffer pays the mortgage when a tenant leaves. It absorbs a 
rate rise without panic. It funds a repair without a credit card. It is the supply 



line that lets the campaign continue when conditions turn against you, and they 
will turn at some point in every long hold.

How much is enough depends on the portfolio, but the principle is firm: never 
deploy your last dollar into a purchase. A common discipline is to hold several 
months of total holding costs in reserve, replenished as the portfolio grows. It 
feels inefficient — cash sitting idle while it could be “working.” It is not idle. It is 
doing the most important job in the portfolio: making sure the market never gets 
to choose the moment you sell.

I N  T H E  F I E L D    The property that won the purchase and lost the war

An investor  stretches  to  buy  a  $700,000  house  at  the  absolute  limit  of  his 
borrowing, with no buffer. The numbers work on paper at current rates. Then 
rates rise, the holding cost jumps by $9,000 a year, and a tenant leaves for two 
months. With no reserve, he is forced to sell within eighteen months — into a soft 
market, at a loss.
The asset was fine. The campaign failed because there was no supply line. Had he 
bought a $600,000 property with a $30,000 buffer in reserve, the same rate rise 
would have been an inconvenience, not a forced sale.

B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S

— What does this property truly cost you to hold each week, with realistic 
vacancy and outgoings?

— How many weeks of empty tenancy and unplanned repairs could you absorb 
before the position turns painful?

— Is this campaign building your borrowing power, or quietly draining it year 
after year?

T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— A property costs money to hold, every week, whether or not it grows.
— Holding power — cashflow plus buffer — is what lets you stay in the market 

long enough to win.
— Negative gearing is a managed cost, not a reason to buy. Growth has to be 

real.
— Most portfolios stall on structural decisions made early — the wrong first 

purchase, too much leverage, too little capacity left for the next move.
— Buy with room to spare so the market never forces your hand.



———

C H A P T E R  3

Attack by Stratagem

The finest  victory takes the city  without  a  siege.  The finest  purchase  
captures the asset without a bidding war. You win on price before anyone 
else has understood what the property is worth.

Supreme excellence consists in breaking the enemy’s resistance 
without fighting. To win one hundred victories in one hundred battles 
is not the acme of skill; to subdue the enemy without fighting is the 
acme of skill.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  3 ,  A T T A C K  B Y  S T R A T A G E M

Stratagem — pronounced strat-uh-jem — means a clever scheme used to outwit 
an opponent or gain an advantage through cunning rather than force.

In war it is a plan or manoeuvre designed to deceive or surprise: feigning a 
retreat, attacking where you are not expected, winning the position before a shot 
is fired. The emphasis is on outthinking the enemy, not overpowering him.

That is why Sun Tzu titled this chapter Attack by Stratagem. His whole point is 
that the highest skill  is to subdue the enemy without fighting — to win by 
position, timing, and intelligence rather than brute force.

In this book’s property framing, the stratagem is the quiet equivalent: knowing a 
property’s true value before you offer, setting your walk-away price in advance, 
finding the off-market deal, or turning up calm and prepared while others are 
caught in a bidding frenzy. You win on the buy before the battle — the auction or 
the negotiation — has even started.

This is Sun Tzu’s most famous idea, and his most misunderstood. He is not 
saying avoid all  conflict. He is saying the highest form of skill  is to win so 
completely  in  preparation  and  position  that  the  fight  itself  becomes 
unnecessary. The greatest general takes the objective whole, with the least cost. 
The clumsy one wins the same ground after a long and bloody siege — and calls 
it victory.

In property, the bidding war is the siege. It is the most expensive way to acquire 
an asset: emotional, public, and designed by the seller to make you pay the 
maximum. The skilled investor wins before that point. They buy below intrinsic 
value, off-market, from a motivated vendor, or in a market the crowd has not 
noticed yet. They subdue the deal without fighting for it.



The profit is made at the buy

There is an old line among investors: you make your money when you buy, not 
when you sell. It is half true. Growth is what builds the wealth. But the price you 
pay sets the floor under everything that follows. Overpay by ten per cent at the 
start and you spend the first years of growth climbing back to where you began. 
Buy ten per cent under and you start the campaign already ahead, with equity 
you did not have to wait for.

Where deals are won without fighting

— Off-market. The property never reaches the open auction, so you are not 
bidding against an emotional crowd.

— Motivated vendors. A deceased estate, a divorce, a relocation, a 
developer clearing stock at the end of a project. Motivation, not greed, 
sets the price.

— The overlooked market. A suburb early in its cycle, before the crowd and 
the media arrive. You buy at the quiet price.

— Information advantage. You know the true value and the seller does not 
realise what they have. This is the cleanest stratagem of all.

The best deal is not the one you won.
It is the one you never had to fight for.

Notice what every one of these has in common: none of them is about being the 
loudest or the richest bidder. They are about position and information. The 
investor who must win at auction has already lost the stratagem — they are 
fighting on the seller’s chosen ground, on the seller’s terms, at the seller’s price.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

You can only buy under value if you know the value. Most overpaying happens 
because the buyer never had an independent number — only the agent’s guide 
and the energy of the room. An independent valuation read, before you offer, is 
the stratagem. It tells you the price at which you walk away — and the discipline 
to walk away is what wins on price. Sun Tzu prized the victory taken whole, at 
the least cost, won before the fighting began. Property rewards that same 
discipline: the price you will not exceed is set in advance, so you win on the buy 
without ever being drawn into the heat of the room.

Discipline is the real weapon

Winning  without  fighting  is  not  about  cleverness.  It  is  about  discipline  — 
specifically, the discipline to set a walk-away number before you engage, and to 
honour it when the moment comes. The walk-away number is the price above 
which the deal no longer makes sense, decided in the calm of the planning room, 
not the heat of the negotiation. Once it exists, the negotiation becomes simple: 



you bid up to it, and you stop. The property either comes to you at a price that 
works, or it does not, and either outcome is a win because neither involves 
overpaying.

Most overpaying happens because the buyer never set this number, or set it and 
abandoned it under pressure. The agent senses the emotion. The room creates 
urgency.  The fear  of  missing out  does the rest.  The disciplined investor  is 
immune to all of it, because the decision was made before the pressure started. 
The ability to walk away — calmly, without regret — is the most valuable skill a 
buyer can own, and it is the quiet force behind every deal won on price.

How to set the walk-away number

The walk-away number is not a guess or a feeling. It is calculated from three 
inputs, triangulated before you enter any negotiation.

— Comparable sales. What have genuinely similar properties — same size, 
same condition, same suburb pocket — sold for in the last 90 days? Not 
the agent’s selected comps; your own independent search. This anchors 
you to the market’s real evidence, not the vendor’s best case.

— Rental yield test. What does the property need to rent for to clear your 
minimum yield threshold, and is that rent achievable at current market 
rents? A property priced so high that the rent cannot justify it fails the 
test regardless of how the agent frames the growth story.

— Risk adjustment. Add a margin for what you do not yet know — a building 
inspection finding, a strata levy, an upcoming rate review, a zoning 
constraint. A common discipline is to set the walk-away number five to ten 
per cent below the top of what the comparables justify, preserving room 
for the unexpected.

Once those three inputs are in, the number exists. Write it down before you 
attend the auction or enter the negotiation room. Tell someone who will hold you 
to it. The moment you are in the room, the calculation is over. The only job left is 
to stop at the line.

I N  T H E  F I E L D    Won at auction, lost on price

Two buyers want the same $580,000 property. One gets caught in the auction, the 
crowd, and the adrenaline, and pays $640,000 — sixty thousand over. The other 
had an independent valuation in hand, set a walk-away number at $590,000, and 
stopped. She lost the auction and kept her discipline.
Three weeks later she buys a near-identical property off-market from a relocating 
owner for $565,000. The auction “winner” spends the next two years of growth 
climbing back to what he paid. She started more than ten per cent ahead. The one 
who walked away won on price.

B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S

— Do you know this property’s value independently, or only the agent’s guide 
and the energy of the room?

— What is your walk-away price, and have you committed to honouring it before 
the auction starts?



— Is there a quieter way to win this — a stale listing, an off-market deal — that 
avoids the bidding war entirely?

T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— The bidding war is the siege — the most expensive way to acquire an asset.
— The price you pay sets the floor under all future growth. Overpay and you 

climb back before you climb up.
— Deals are won without fighting through off-market access, motivated 

vendors, overlooked markets, and information.
— You can only buy under value if you independently know the value first.



———

C H A P T E R  4

Disposition

Sun Tzu makes himself impossible to defeat first, then waits for the chance 
to  win.  The  investor  builds  an  unshakeable  base  —  equity,  deposit,  
serviceability, buffer — then strikes when the opportunity appears.

The good fighters of old first put themselves beyond the possibility of 
defeat, and then waited for an opportunity of defeating the enemy. To 
secure ourselves against defeat lies in our own hands, but the 
opportunity of defeating the enemy is provided by the enemy himself.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  4 ,  T A C T I C A L  D I S P O S I T I O N S

Sun Tzu draws a sharp line between defence and attack. Defence is in your 
control. You can make yourself invincible — dig in, secure your supply, hold 
strong ground — entirely through your own discipline. Attack is not in your 
control, because it depends on the enemy giving you an opening. So the wise 
general perfects his defence first, then waits, fully prepared, for the moment the 
opportunity arrives. He never strikes from a weak position just because he is 
impatient.

This is the difference between investors who pounce on opportunities and those 
who  watch  them  pass.  The  opportunity  —  the  underpriced  property,  the 
motivated vendor, the market turning — is not in your control. It arrives on its 
own schedule. What is in your control is whether you are positioned to act when 
it does. Most people are not. They see the opportunity and then start arranging 
their finances, and by the time they are ready, it is gone.

Build the base before you need it

Disposition, in property, means having your position set in advance:

— Equity, identified and accessible — you know how much you can release 
and how fast.

— Deposit and costs, ready — not “I could probably pull it together,” but 
sitting where you can deploy it.

— Serviceability, confirmed — you know your borrowing capacity to the 
dollar, with a broker who has already done the work.

— A buffer, intact — so a purchase does not leave you exposed if rates move 
or a tenant leaves.

None of this is glamorous. It is the property equivalent of digging trenches and 
securing the supply line. But it is what turns an opportunity into a purchase 
instead of a missed chance. The investor who is positioned can move in days. The 
one who is not spends weeks getting ready and arrives to find the ground taken.



Position is not the same as waiting

Patience is knowing when not to act. It is passive. Position is the active work 
done in the waiting period. The investor who is patient but not positioned sees an 
opportunity and needs three to four weeks to be ready. The investor who is 
positioned can respond in three to four days. The difference is not boldness. It is 
preparation done before the moment arrives.

What structural position looks like

— Loan setup. Pre-approval is current within 90 days. Offset accounts are 
established and loaded. The split between interest-only investment debt 
and principal-and-interest home loan debt is deliberate, not accidental. 
Redraw is known and accessible.

— Asset location. Equity is held with a lender who will allow a standalone 
investment loan, not cross-collateralised with the family home. Usable 
equity is calculated: eighty per cent of current value minus the 
outstanding loan balance. The number is known, not guessed.

— Buying order. The next suburb is researched. The buy-box is set — price 
range, asset type, minimum yield, location filters. A relationship with a 
local agent or Buyer’s Agent is active. A Solicitor is briefed. When the deal 
appears, the team is assembled and the plan is clear.

Structural position is the difference between a general whose army is in the 
field, fed, and ready to march, and one whose army is in the barracks waiting for 
orders to mobilise. Both are “waiting.” Only one is ready.

Out of position

Finds the deal, then arranges finance
Equity is theoretical — not mapped or 
accessed
Guesses at borrowing capacity; no pre-
approval current
Loans cross-collateralised; equity hard to 
release
No buy-box defined; no agent 
relationships active
Moves in weeks, or loses the property 
entirely

In position

Finance, equity, and deposit ready 
before the deal exists
Usable equity calculated and on call
Borrowing capacity confirmed with 
broker; pre-approval current
Loans structured for standalone 
borrowing; equity accessible
Buy-box set; agents briefed; Solicitor on 
standby
Moves in days; can offer unconditional 
on finance

Make yourself impossible to dislodge first.
The opportunity to win comes later, and on its own time.

There is a deeper point here. Securing yourself against defeat is entirely in your 
hands. You can always control your buffer, your structure, your discipline. You 
cannot control when the market hands you an opening. So pour your energy into 
the part you control — the base — and stay patient about the part you do not. A 



strong base does not just let you attack. It lets you survive the seasons when 
there is nothing worth attacking at all.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

Part of being in position is knowing which property is worth striking for when it 
appears — quickly and without emotion. A fast, independent read on a property 
lets a positioned investor act with confidence inside the window, while others 
are still gathering information. Sun Tzu made himself impossible to defeat first, 
then waited for the opening to appear. That logic transfers directly: secure your 
equity, deposit, serviceability and buffer before the opportunity arrives, because 
position is the part of the contest you control.

Dormant strength

For most Australians, the largest store of strength they own is sitting idle: the 
equity in their own home. Years of mortgage payments and capital growth have 
built a substantial asset, and for most people it just sits there, doing nothing but 
slowly  growing.  It  is  an  army  in  barracks  —  real  strength,  but  unused. 
Disposition means recognising that dormant strength and deciding, deliberately, 
whether and how to put it to work.

Activating equity is not free and it is not without risk — it means borrowing 
against the home, and that has to be done within a structure you can sustain. But 
leaving  it  entirely  dormant  is  also  a  decision,  and  often  a  costly  one.  The 
positioned investor knows how much equity is accessible, what it would cost to 
release, and what it could fund. They have done the calculation in advance, so 
that when an opportunity appears, the strength is ready to deploy rather than 
locked away behind weeks of paperwork.

I N  T H E  F I E L D    The opportunity that went to the prepared

A well-priced property comes to market on a Thursday — a deceased estate, listed 
below value. Two investors want it. The first starts ringing brokers on Friday to 
work out what he can borrow and where his deposit is. The second already knows 
her capacity to the dollar, has her equity on call, and has a buffer intact.
She offers Saturday morning, unconditional on finance because the work was 
done months ago, and secures it before the first buyer has his numbers back. The 
opportunity was equal. The position was not.

B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S

— Is your finance, deposit, equity and buffer in place now, before the 
opportunity appears?

— Could you move on the right deal within days, or would you spend weeks 
getting ready and arrive too late?

— Which part of this purchase is in your control, and have you made it 
unbeatable first?



T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— Defence is in your control; the opportunity to attack is not. Perfect the part 
you control.

— Set your position in advance — equity, deposit, serviceability, buffer — 
before the opportunity exists.

— The positioned investor moves in days. The unprepared one arrives to find 
the ground taken.

— A strong base also lets you survive the seasons when nothing is worth 
buying.



II
—

Reading the Batt lef ie ld
Momentum, weak points, manoeuvre, adaptation, and the signs in the 

ground — fighting the campaign well.

C H A P T E R S  5  –  9
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C H A P T E R  5

Energy

A single soldier has strength. An army moving as one has momentum — a  
force far greater than the sum of its parts. A single property has growth. A 
portfolio working together compounds.

The onset of troops is like the rush of a torrent which will even roll 
stones along in its course. Energy may be likened to the bending of a 
crossbow; decision, to the releasing of the trigger.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  5 ,  E N E R G Y

Sun Tzu separates strength from energy. Strength is what a thing has standing 
still.  Energy  is  what  it  has  in  motion,  combined and released  at  the  right 
moment. A boulder on flat ground is inert; the same boulder rolling down a 
mountain is unstoppable. The skilled general does not rely on the raw strength of 
his soldiers. He creates momentum — he positions his force so that its combined 
energy does the work.

Property’s version of energy is leverage and compounding, working together. 
One property bought with your own cash has strength. A portfolio built with 
borrowed money, where each asset’s growth releases equity to fund the next, 
has energy — momentum that builds on itself. This is the engine of every serious 
portfolio, and it is why two investors with the same income can end up worlds 
apart.

The forms of energy in property

Energy is not one thing. It takes several forms, each of which can accelerate the 
campaign if used deliberately — or stall it if ignored.

— Equity momentum. The most common form: a property grows in value, 
the equity is released, and that equity becomes the deposit for the next 
purchase without saving from wage income again. Each asset funds the 
army’s next advance.

— Serviceability momentum. Rental income from existing properties is 
counted by lenders toward borrowing capacity. A portfolio generating 
strong rental returns can keep borrowing even when salary growth has 
slowed, because the assets themselves are adding to the income the bank 
recognises.

— Equity recycling. Selling an underperforming asset — one that is 
consuming borrowing capacity without delivering growth — and 
redeploying the capital into a stronger one. This is not failure; it is force 
reallocation. Sun Tzu moved troops away from ground that was costing 
him to ground that was winning.



— Renovation uplift. Adding value through deliberate improvement 
accelerates equity creation ahead of the market’s natural pace. Where a 
market might deliver five per cent growth in a year, a well-executed 
cosmetic renovation can create ten to fifteen per cent uplift in months. 
The energy is manufactured rather than waited for.

— Market tailwinds. Buying early in a cycle means the market’s own 
momentum is working for you. The same asset bought at the start of a 
growth phase compounds faster than one bought at the peak, because the 
tailwind amplifies every year of hold. Position before the momentum 
arrives is worth more than chasing it after.

Leverage is the crossbow

Leverage means controlling a large asset with a small amount of your own 
money, using the bank’s. Put twenty per cent down and the bank funds the rest, 
but the growth accrues on the whole value, not just your share. If a property 
worth  six  hundred  thousand  dollars  grows  by  five  per  cent,  that  is  thirty 
thousand dollars of growth — on a deposit that may have been a fraction of that. 
The growth works on the full asset while you funded only part of it. This is the 
crossbow: a small, controlled input releasing a force far larger than itself.

But Sun Tzu pairs energy with decision — the bending of the crossbow, then the 
releasing of the trigger. Leverage is the drawn bow: potential force. It cuts both 
ways.  The  same  mechanism  that  multiplies  growth  multiplies  loss  if  you 
overdraw it, or if the asset does not grow. Energy without control is not power. It 
is danger.

Compounding is the torrent

The real momentum comes when growth funds growth. Property one grows and 
builds equity. That equity becomes the deposit for property two, without you 
saving a new deposit from your income. Property two grows and the equity from 
both funds property three. Each asset adds to the force of the whole. This is the 
torrent rolling stones — a portfolio that, past a certain point, expands on its own 
accumulated energy rather than on fresh savings from your wage.

Strength (standing still)

One property, bought with cash
Growth on your money only
Each purchase starts from zero savings
Linear, slow

Energy (in motion)

A portfolio, built with leverage
Growth on the full asset value
Each asset funds the next
Compounding, accelerating

Strength is what you own.
Energy is what your assets do together.

But only under control.



The lesson is not “borrow as much as possible.” That is the poorly skilled general 
mistaking recklessness for momentum. The lesson is to build a structure where 
each asset contributes to the force of the whole — and to keep enough control 
that the torrent works for you, not against you. Energy, released with decision 
and discipline, is how small inputs become large outcomes.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

Compounding only works if each asset actually grows. One underperforming 
property does not just sit idle — it ties up equity and borrowing capacity that the 
next purchase needs. Before an asset joins the portfolio, an independent read on 
its growth prospects protects the momentum of the whole campaign. Sun Tzu 
built momentum by combining his forces and releasing them at the decisive 
moment, never overextending the line. In a leveraged portfolio, the rule is 
identical: leverage and compounding multiply your force only while they stay 
under control — drawn too tight, the same bow turns on the archer.

The risk inside the crossbow

Leverage is the most powerful force in property and the most misunderstood. 
The same mechanism that  multiplies  your growth multiplies  your loss.  If  a 
leveraged asset rises, you gain on the whole value while having funded only part 
of it. If it falls, the loss lands on the whole value too — and your share, the 
deposit, can be wiped out long before the asset itself is worthless. A drawn 
crossbow points in whatever direction you aim it. Aim carelessly and the force 
works against you.

The discipline that keeps leverage safe is restraint: borrowing within a level you 
can service through a downturn, keeping a buffer against the asset falling or 
rates rising, and never drawing the bow so tight that a single bad year breaks 
you. Used this way, leverage is the engine of the portfolio. Used recklessly — 
maximum borrowing, no buffer, betting on continuous growth — it is the fastest 
way to lose everything. The difference between using leverage and being used 
by it is entirely a matter of control.

Leverage done well

Borrows within comfortable 
serviceability, with room to absorb a rate 
rise
Holds 3–6 months of holding costs as a 
cash buffer
Buys growth assets with strong 
fundamentals, not just cheap ones
Each property chosen for how it 
strengthens the next move
Never fully deploys available equity — 
leaves a margin of safety
Portfolio advances steadily; no forced 

Leverage done badly

Borrows to the maximum the bank will 
offer at current rates
No buffer — one vacancy or rate rise 
creates immediate stress
Buys whatever the lending allows, not 
what the plan requires
Each property chosen in isolation, 
without regard for what follows
Equity fully deployed; any negative 
movement threatens the position
Campaign stalls or collapses at the first 
market correction



sale in a downturn

I N  T H E  F I E L D    How an $80,000 deposit became three properties

An investor puts $80,000 into a $600,000 property. Over four years it grows to 
$760,000 — around $160,000 of equity created, on a deposit a fraction of that 
size. She releases part of that equity as the deposit for a second property, without 
saving a new deposit from her wage.
The second grows, and the equity from both funds a third. Ten years in, three 
assets are compounding together — the torrent rolling stones. Her income never 
changed. The energy came from leverage and compounding working as one, with 
a buffer kept intact so the bow was never overdrawn.

B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S

— Is each asset you own actually growing, or is one tying up the equity the next 
purchase needs?

— Are you leveraged to a level you could still service if rates rose two per cent?
— When the right deal appears, are your finance, documents and team ready to 

move — or still being assembled?

T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— Strength is what a single asset has. Energy is what a leveraged portfolio does 
together.

— Leverage multiplies growth on the full asset value — and multiplies loss if 
overdrawn. Pair it with control.

— Compounding turns growth into deposits, so the portfolio funds its own 
expansion.

— A weak asset drags the whole campaign by tying up equity the next move 
needs.



———

C H A P T E R  6

Weak Points and Strength

Do not attack where the enemy is strong. Strike where he is weak. Do not  
buy where the crowd is fighting. Buy where they are not looking yet.

Water shapes its course according to the nature of the ground. The 
soldier works out his victory in relation to the foe whom he is facing. 
Avoid what is strong and strike at what is weak.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  6 ,  W E A K  P O I N T S  A N D  S T R E N G T H

This chapter is about choosing where to apply your force. Sun Tzu’s rule is 
simple and it runs against instinct: do not throw yourself against the enemy’s 
strength. Find the weak point — the undefended position, the gap in the line — 
and strike there, where the same effort yields far more. Like water, the skilled 
force does not push against rock. It finds the low ground and flows.

In property, the crowd’s strength is the hot suburb everyone is talking about. By 
the time a market is on the news, in every agent’s pitch, and full of competing 
buyers, the easy growth has already happened. You are attacking the strong 
point — paying top price, fighting a crowd, buying at the peak of attention. The 
weak point is the opposite: the overlooked suburb, the market early in its cycle, 
the asset class out of fashion, the moment when fear has cleared the field of 
competition.

Fear clears the battlefield

The hardest version of this law is buying when others are fearful. When the 
headlines are grim, when rates have risen and sentiment has soured, most 
buyers retreat. The field empties. Prices soften. This is precisely the weak point 
— the moment of least competition and best value — and it is precisely when 
most people refuse to act, because acting feels uncomfortable. Sun Tzu would 
recognise the error: they are avoiding the weak point because attacking it does 
not feel safe.

This does not mean recklessly buying anything that has fallen. Water flows to low 
ground, but it still  follows the terrain. The weak point has to be a genuine 
opportunity — a good asset temporarily undervalued by sentiment or oversight 
— not a bad asset that is cheap for a reason. The skill is telling the two apart.



Three kinds of weakness

Not all weakness is the same. The investor who cannot distinguish between them 
will either avoid every weak point out of caution, or walk into a value trap out of 
eagerness. There are three distinct types, and only two of them are investable.

Cyclical weakness

A genuinely strong market that is temporarily depressed by sentiment, rate 
rises, or a broader downturn. The fundamentals — population, employment, 
supply constraint, infrastructure — are intact. The crowd has retreated because 
the recent experience is painful. This is the most investable weak point of all, 
because you are buying quality at a discount created by emotion, not by reality. 
When the cycle turns, the market recovers to where it was and beyond.

Temporal weakness

A suburb or asset type that has not yet been discovered rather than one that has 
been rejected. Supply is constrained, infrastructure is coming, demand is latent, 
and the price has not  yet  moved to reflect  what  the fundamentals  already 
suggest. The crowd is simply not looking yet — attention has not arrived. This is 
the second investable weak point: you are buying ahead of the recognition, not 
into a market that the market has already assessed and discarded.

Structural weakness

A market with genuinely deteriorating fundamentals: a single-employer regional 
town with a vulnerable industry base, a suburb with population shrinking over 
multiple census periods, a unit market drowning in approved supply that will not 
clear  for  years,  a  location  with  no  infrastructure  investment  planned  or 
approved. These markets are cheap for a reason, and they are likely to remain 
cheap or decline further. Structural weakness is not a weak point. It is a trap.

Genuine weak point

Population stable or growing
Diversified local employment base
Supply constrained by geography or 
planning
Vacancy falling or stable
Infrastructure approved or under 
construction
Weakness is sentiment-driven, not 
fundamental
Price has softened but rental demand 
holds

Value trap

Population declining or flat for 5+ years
Single employer or single sector driving 
local demand
Oversupply pipeline not clearing — new 
stock keeps coming
Vacancy rising despite low entry price
No infrastructure spend approved or 
planned
Weakness is fundamental — the market 
knows something
Developer incentives masking true 
underlying demand

The two columns above describe the same surface observation — a market that 
is  cheap  and  overlooked.  The  difference  is  entirely  in  the  fundamentals 
underneath. One is being avoided by the crowd because it is uncomfortable. The 



other is being avoided because the market has already done the analysis. Data is 
what tells you which side of the table you are on — and most of that data is 
publicly available before you spend a dollar on a paid report.

Where to find the data

— Population trend. ABS (Australian Bureau of Statistics) publishes 
population estimates and census data by suburb and local government 
area. Search abs.gov.au for ‘regional population’ or ‘census data by 
suburb’. Declining population over two consecutive census periods is a 
structural warning sign.

— Employment and economic base. State government economic profiles and 
local council strategic plans map the employment base of a region. Single-
employer dependence is usually visible here before it shows up in 
property prices.

— Supply pipeline. State and territory planning portals publish development 
applications and approved DA counts by suburb. A flood of approved new 
dwellings in a specific postcode is visible before the cranes arrive. Council 
strategic plans also show zoning changes and density uplift proposals.

— Vacancy rates. SQM Research (sqmresearch.com.au) publishes free 
suburb-level vacancy rate data updated monthly. Falling vacancy below 
two per cent is a positive signal; rising vacancy above three per cent in a 
market is a warning.

— Days on market and sales volume. Domain and realestate.com.au publish 
median days on market and recent sale counts by suburb. Shortening days 
on market and rising clearance rates before the median price has moved 
is one of the clearest early signals available to any investor.

— Infrastructure pipeline. State government infrastructure statements, 
Transport for NSW, the Major Road Projects Authority, and equivalent 
state bodies publish long-range project pipelines. A new train station or 
hospital takes years to complete — the planning approval is the early 
signal, not the ribbon-cutting.

None of these sources requires a subscription or a paid report. The investor who 
reads them consistently will  identify genuine weak points before the crowd 
arrives. A paid independent report adds depth, accuracy, and a second opinion 
— but the framework works with or without one.

Where the weak points are

— Markets early in their cycle, before media attention and the crowd arrive.
— Suburbs in the path of growth but not yet “discovered” — next to the hot 

one, not in it.
— Moments of fear, when sentiment has cleared out the competition and 

softened prices.
— Asset types the crowd has temporarily abandoned, where good stock is 

mispriced by neglect.

Strike where the crowd is not.
By the time everyone agrees a market is strong, most of the 

value is already gone.



The strong point feels safe because everyone else is there. That is why the 
returns are poor — the price already reflects the agreement. The weak point 
feels uncomfortable because you are alone. That discomfort is the price of the 
better return. The investor who can sit in that discomfort, armed with good 
information, captures the growth the crowd arrives too late to get.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

Telling a real weak point from a value trap is the whole game — and it cannot be 
done on sentiment. It needs data: supply, vacancy, demographics, 
infrastructure, the stage of the cycle. An independent read is what separates 
“overlooked and about to grow” from “cheap because nobody wants it.” Buying 
the wrong weak point is worse than buying the strong one. Sun Tzu struck 
where the enemy was unprepared and undefended, never where he was strong. 
The principle holds in property: the value sits in the overlooked market the 
crowd has not reached yet, not the one everyone is already fighting over.

Why the crowd is always late

There is a reason the strong point is always crowded and the weak point always 
empty: human nature runs on the rear-view mirror. People are drawn to what 
has already gone up, because rising prices feel like proof of safety. They are 
repelled by what has fallen, because falling prices feel like danger. The crowd 
buys after the growth and sells after the fall — the exact opposite of what builds 
wealth — and it does so consistently, cycle after cycle, because the instinct is 
wired in.

This is why the contrarian discipline works, and why it is so rare. Striking the 
weak point means acting before the proof arrives,  on evidence rather than 
consensus.  It  means  trusting  data  —  supply,  vacancy,  the  cycle,  the 
fundamentals  — over  the  comfort  of  the  crowd and  the  confidence  of  the 
headlines. The investor who can do this is not braver than everyone else. They 
have replaced the rear-view mirror with a real read of the road ahead, and 
learned to act on it while it is still uncomfortable.

I N  T H E  F I E L D    The suburb next to the one on the news

Everyone is talking about a suburb where the median has already jumped thirty 
per cent. Buyers are queuing, prices are at the strong point, the easy growth is 
gone. One investor joins the queue and pays the peak price.
Another looks one suburb over — same train line, same school catchment edge, 
same path of infrastructure, but not yet “discovered.” She buys at the quiet price. 
Two years later the attention spills over, and the overlooked suburb posts the 
growth the famous one already spent. She struck the weak point; he attacked the 
strong one.

B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S



— Are you buying where the crowd already agrees the market is strong, or 
where the value is still overlooked?

— Is this market ‘overlooked and about to grow’, or just ‘cheap because nobody 
wants it’ — and what evidence tells you which?

— What do supply, vacancy, demographics and the stage of the cycle actually 
say — not sentiment?

T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— Not all weakness is investable. Cyclical and temporal weakness are 
opportunities; structural weakness is a trap.

— The genuine weak point is avoided by the crowd because it is uncomfortable. 
The value trap is avoided because the market has already done the analysis.

— Fear empties the battlefield. The discomfort of buying alone is the price of 
the better return — but only if the fundamentals support it.

— Tell a real opportunity from a value trap with data: population, employment, 
supply, vacancy, infrastructure. Not sentiment.



———

C H A P T E R  7

Manoeuvring

The hardest part of war is moving an army into position without exhausting 
it. The hardest part of building a portfolio is sequencing your moves so  
each one leaves you able to make the next.

Nothing is more difficult than the art of manoeuvring for 
advantageous positions. The difficulty consists in turning the devious 
into the direct, and misfortune into gain.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  7 ,  M A N O E U V R I N G

Manoeuvring, Sun Tzu says,  is  the most difficult  art in war — harder than 
fighting. It is the work of getting your force to the right place, in the right order, 
in good condition, without burning it out on the way. A general can win a battle 
and  still  lose  the  campaign  if  his  manoeuvring  left  his  army  stranded, 
overextended,  or unable to move again.  The route matters as much as the 
destination.

In property, manoeuvring is sequencing. Few investors fail because they bought 
one bad property. Many stall  because they bought in the wrong order — a 
purchase that used up their borrowing capacity, or tied up their equity, or hit 
their cashflow so hard that the second and third properties became impossible. 
They won the first battle and stranded the army. The portfolio stops at one, not 
because the strategy was wrong, but because the manoeuvring was.

The serviceability bottleneck

Every investor eventually meets the same wall: the bank will only lend so much 
against your income. This is the serviceability bottleneck, and it is the single 
most common reason portfolios stop growing. Each property you hold consumes 
some of your borrowing capacity. Manage that capacity carelessly and you run 
out of room after one or two purchases, no matter how much equity you have. 
The army is stranded — plenty of supplies, but no way to advance.

Skilled manoeuvring means thinking several moves ahead. The order you buy in, 
the balance of growth and yield across the portfolio, when to fix and when to stay 
variable, when to pause and consolidate. A higher-yielding property bought at 
the right time can restore the borrowing capacity that lets you keep going. A 
negatively geared one bought at the wrong time can freeze the whole campaign. 
Same assets, different order, completely different outcome.



Turning the devious into the direct

Sun Tzu’s phrase — turning the devious into the direct — captures the real skill. 
The direct path (buy, buy, buy) usually hits the wall fastest. The seemingly 
indirect path — pausing to build equity, taking a higher-yield asset to repair 
serviceability,  restructuring a loan — often reaches the destination sooner, 
because it keeps the army able to move. What looks like a detour is frequently 
the faster road.

Poor manoeuvring

Buys in whatever order deals appear
Ignores borrowing capacity until it is 
gone
All growth assets, no yield to balance
Portfolio stalls at one or two

Skilled manoeuvring

Sequences purchases several moves 
ahead
Protects borrowing capacity deliberately
Balances growth and yield to keep 
moving
Portfolio keeps advancing

Winning the first purchase means nothing
if it strands you before the second.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

Sequencing decisions turn on the real numbers of each asset — true yield, true 
holding cost, the genuine effect on your next borrow. An independent read on 
each property’s cashflow shows you which one to buy now and which to hold for 
later — the difference between a portfolio that advances and one that stalls. Sun 
Tzu moved his army into position in the right order, without exhausting it on the 
road. In a portfolio campaign, the sequence matters just as much: the order of 
your purchases — and the borrowing capacity you protect along the way — 
decides whether the portfolio keeps advancing or strands itself after one.

Thinking in moves, not deals

The amateur thinks in deals: find a property, buy it, then think about the next one 
when the time comes. The strategist thinks in moves, the way a chess player 
does — not one move at a time, but a sequence, three to five acquisitions mapped 
in  advance,  each  chosen  partly  for  what  it  makes  possible  next.  The  first 
purchase is selected not only on its own merits but on how it positions you for the 
second. The board, not the piece, is what matters.

This is why the growth-to-yield balance across the portfolio has to be planned, 
not  stumbled into.  Too many growth assets and you choke your borrowing 
capacity and stall. Too many yield assets and you build income but little wealth. 
The right mix, sequenced in the right order, keeps the campaign moving — each 
purchase strengthening rather than exhausting your ability to make the next. 



You are not buying properties. You are building a structure, one deliberate move 
at a time.

The sequence by life stage

The  single  most  important  sequencing  insight  is  this:  the  right  order  of 
purchases changes completely depending on where you are in life. An investor at 
28 and an investor at 52 are not playing the same campaign. They have different 
time  horizons,  different  income  trajectories,  different  risk  tolerances,  and 
different definitions of winning. The sequence that builds a young investor’s 
wealth will  drain a pre-retiree’s income. The sequence that protects a pre-
retiree’s retirement will leave a young investor’s potential untouched.

The young accumulator — age 25 to 35

Time is the dominant asset at this stage. The biggest mistake a young investor 
makes is chasing cashflow too early. A 28-year-old does not retire on rental 
income.  They retire on asset  growth,  compounded across three decades.  A 
negatively geared property in a strong capital growth location will outperform a 
positively geared one in a weak location many times over across a 30-year hold. 
Cash flow is a concern when you are close to the line; it is not a strategy when 
time is on your side.

The sequence at  this  stage is  aggressive and straightforward:  growth first, 
growth  second,  growth  third.  Inner-to-middle  ring  capital  city  assets  with 
scarcity value, strong owner-occupier demand, and low vacancy. Different cities, 
different cycles, but the same selection criteria. Yield barely features in the first 
three purchases. The fourth and fifth begin to introduce balance — not because 
income is needed yet, but because the serviceability position starts to matter.

— Property 1: Growth-focused townhouse or house, inner-to-middle ring 
capital city. Scarcity value. Strong owner-occupier appeal. Low vacancy. 
Minimal concern about cashflow.

— Property 2: Another growth asset, different city and cycle. Leverage 
available equity from Property 1. Same growth profile, different market.

— Property 3: Highest growth asset affordable at this stage. Premium 
location, scarcity, potential development upside.

— Property 4 onward: Begin introducing balance. The portfolio starts 
shifting from pure growth toward a blend.

The mid-life builder — age 35 to 50

By the mid-thirties, the picture has changed. Borrowing capacity becomes more 
constrained as family commitments emerge. The time horizon has shortened 
from thirty years to fifteen or twenty. The campaign still prioritises growth, but 
sustainability matters now. Every purchase has to be assessed not just on its own 
growth potential but on whether it leaves the portfolio able to advance again.

The sequence at this stage introduces yield more deliberately. Properties 1 and 2 
are already owned. The next growth purchase still seeks scarcity and strong 
demographics. But the fourth asset shifts toward balance — slightly higher yield, 



still with growth characteristics — and the fifth begins to support serviceability 
more actively. The goal is a portfolio that keeps moving rather than one that 
stalls at three properties because every asset is heavily negatively geared.

— Properties 1–2: Already owned. Usually include the family home and one 
or two investment properties.

— Property 3: Growth asset. Still seeks scarcity, strong demographics, and 
owner-occupier demand.

— Property 4: Balanced asset. Slightly higher yield. Growth characteristics 
retained. Examples: boutique apartment, growth-corridor townhouse with 
strong rental demand.

— Property 5: Cashflow support. Begins to actively preserve borrowing 
capacity for the next move.

The pre-retirement strategist — age 50 to 65

This is where sequencing errors are most costly, because there is less time to 
recover from them. The goal is no longer the number of properties owned. It is 
the passive income they produce and the debt burden they carry. A portfolio of 
five heavily geared growth assets looks impressive on paper but may generate 
zero retirement income and substantial holding costs. The sequence at this stage 
inverts: income first, debt reduction second, growth a distant third.

New acquisitions at this stage target yield of five to seven per cent, strong rental 
demand, and low vacancy. The ten-year exit plan is explicit: accumulate income-
producing assets in the first phase, then sell one growth asset at the end of that 
period and use the proceeds to eliminate debt. Retire holding the best-yielding 
assets with the lowest debt. This approach tends to produce a smaller portfolio 
with a higher income and lower risk than a growth-first approach that was never 
unwound.

— New acquisitions: Higher-yielding assets only. Target 5–7% yield. Strong 
rental demand. Low vacancy. Regional capital-city satellites, dual-income 
properties, selected house and land.

— Ten-year plan: Acquire income-producing assets in years one to ten. At 
year ten, sell one growth asset. Use proceeds to clear debt and reduce 
LVR across the portfolio.

— At retirement: Keep the best-yielding assets and the lowest-debt assets. 
Sell assets with the highest debt burden. Result: smaller portfolio, higher 
income, lower risk.

The master sequence

Across all three stages, the progression follows one arc. It does not change 
based on personality or preference. It changes based on time, capacity, and 
where the campaign is in its cycle.

25–35 — The young accumulator

P1: Growth  ·  P2: Growth  ·  P3: Growth  ·  P4: Growth  ·  P5: Balanced



35–50 — The mid-life builder

P1: Growth  ·  P2: Growth  ·  P3: Growth  ·  P4: Balanced  ·  P5: Yield support

50–65 — The pre-retirement strategist

P1: Balanced  ·  P2: Balanced  ·  P3: Yield  ·  P4: Yield  ·  P5: Debt reduction

The portfolio mix shifts with age. Growth dominates early; income takes over 
late.

Age bracket

25–35
35–45
45–55
55+

Portfolio mix

90% Growth
75% Growth / 25% Yield
60% Growth / 40% Yield
Income becomes the priority

The overarching principle is this: young investors should maximise asset growth. 
Mid-life investors should maximise portfolio efficiency. Pre-retirement investors 
should  maximise  income  and  reduce  debt.  The  sequence  that  follows  that 
principle — Growth, Growth, Growth, Balanced, Yield, Income, Debt Elimination 
— is  the  arc  most  likely  to  maximise  long-term net  worth  and  retirement 
cashflow.

I N  T H E  F I E L D    The detour that reached the goal first

Two investors each own two growth properties and want a third. Both have equity. 
But both are near their serviceability ceiling — the bank will not lend more against 
their income. The first insists on a third growth property and is declined. He is 
stranded for three years until his salary rises. The second takes the indirect path: 
she  buys  a  higher-yielding  property  that  adds  income,  which  repairs  her 
borrowing capacity, then uses the restored capacity to buy the growth asset she 
wanted twelve months later. The detour reached the destination years ahead of 
the direct road.

B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S

— Is this the right purchase to make now, or the one that should come later in 
the sequence?

— After this deal, will you still have the capacity to make the next move — or 
will you be stranded after one?

— Does the order of your purchases keep the portfolio advancing, or exhaust it 
on the way?



T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— Manoeuvring — the order of your moves — is harder and more decisive than 
any single purchase.

— The right sequence changes by life stage: young investors maximise growth, 
mid-life investors balance efficiency, pre-retirement investors build income 
and reduce debt.

— The master arc is Growth — Growth — Growth — Balanced — Yield — 
Income — Debt Elimination. Deviating from it at the wrong stage is the most 
common way a portfolio stalls.

— The indirect path — a yield asset now to restore serviceability, a pause to 
consolidate — often reaches the goal faster than the direct one.

General information only. The sequencing models and life-stage frameworks in 
this chapter are illustrative and do not constitute financial product advice or 
personal investment advice. Your optimal acquisition sequence depends on your 
individual income, borrowing capacity, tax position, risk profile, and personal 
objectives.  Seek  independent  advice  from  a  licensed  financial  adviser  and 
Mortgage Broker before acting.



———

C H A P T E R  8

Variation of Tactics

The general who cannot adapt his plan to the ground in front of him will be 
beaten by one who can.  A property strategy fixed against a changing 
market is a plan to lose slowly.

The student of war who is unversed in the art of varying his plans, 
even though he be acquainted with the lay of the land, will fail to turn 
his knowledge to practical account.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  8 ,  V A R I A T I O N  O F  T A C T I C S

Sun Tzu warns against rigidity. Knowing the ground is not enough; the general 
must vary his plans as conditions change. There are roads not to take, towns not 
to besiege, orders not to obey when circumstances have shifted. The commander 
who applies the same tactic to every situation — however well he knows the 
textbook — will be undone by the one who reads what is actually in front of him 
and adapts.

Property markets change. Interest rates rise and fall. Lending rules tighten and 
loosen. Tax policy shifts. Migration patterns move. A strategy that was right 
three years ago can be wrong today, not because it was a bad strategy, but 
because the ground moved underneath it. The investor who clings to a fixed plan 
— “I only ever buy units,” “I never fix my rate,” “regional always beats capital 
city” — is the student who knows the land but cannot vary his plans.

The cycle is the weather

Property moves in seasons, the way weather does — and, like the weather, the 
season is not a matter of opinion. There are summers of strong growth, autumns 
of cooling, winters of decline and consolidation, and springs of recovery. Each 
one calls for different tactics. In early spring you position and accumulate. Near 
the peak of summer you turn cautious and consolidate. Through the flat winter 
years you build equity and repair serviceability rather than chasing growth that 
is not there. The tactic that wins in one season loses in the next. Reading the 
season — and varying accordingly — is the whole skill.

This is not the same as having no plan. The objective stays fixed — the income 
you are building toward, the timeframe, the end state. What varies is the tactics 
you use to get there. Sun Tzu’s general never forgets the war he is fighting; he 
adapts the means to the conditions. A property strategy should hold its objective 
with iron discipline and hold its tactics with an open hand.



What stays fixed, and what varies

Fixed across all cycles

The investment objective and target 
income
Quality threshold for any asset 
purchased
Minimum cash buffer discipline
Long-hold commitment on quality assets
Independent due diligence before every 
purchase
Borrowing within a serviceable, 
sustainable level

Varies with conditions

Which markets and asset types to 
prioritise
Fixed vs variable rate balance on the 
debt
Growth vs yield weighting in the 
portfolio
When to act aggressively vs when to 
pause
Leverage level relative to serviceability 
headroom
Asset type — house, unit, regional, metro 
— per cycle phase

P I C K  Y O U R  S E A S O N

Sun Tzu would never march his army in winter — when supplies run low and 
the cold drains his soldiers’ morale and strength. The investor is no different. 

Pick your timing, and move into the campaign only when you can see the 
ground ahead and are ready for every season: rate rises, vacancies in an 
oversupply, the right finance facility, and a six-month cash buffer held in 

reserve.

The trap is mistaking a tactic for a principle. “Never sell” is a useful default, not 
a law of nature; sometimes recycling a stagnant asset frees the capital for a 
better one. “Always buy houses, never units” ignores that the right answer 
depends on the market, the budget, and the goal. The skilled investor holds 
opinions loosely and lets the ground decide — because the alternative is being 
right about the textbook and wrong about reality.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

Adapting well requires knowing where the market actually is in its cycle — not 
where the headlines say it is, and not where you wish it were. An independent, 
current read on a market’s stage and signals is what lets you vary your tactics 
on evidence rather than habit. Sun Tzu changed his tactics as the ground 
changed, but never lost sight of the war he was fighting. The investor who 
follows that principle will outlast the one who cannot: hold the objective with an 
iron grip and the tactics with an open hand, adapting to rates, policy and the 
cycle as they shift.

Reading the phase you are in

Every property market moves through four phases, and they repeat. Recovery, 
when prices begin rising from a low base and competition is still thin. Boom, 



when  growth  accelerates,  the  crowd  arrives,  and  prices  run  ahead  of 
fundamentals. Plateau, when the heat comes out and prices flatten. And decline, 
when sentiment turns and values soften. No phase lasts forever, and each flows 
into the next. The skill is knowing which one you are standing in, because the 
right tactic is different in every one.

In recovery, you accumulate — the value is best and the competition thinnest. In 
a boom, you grow cautious, because the easy gains are gone and the risk of 
overpaying is highest. In a plateau, you build equity, repair serviceability, and 
prepare. In decline, you hold your nerve, protect your buffer, and watch for the 
weak points others are fleeing. The classic error is fighting the last cycle — 
buying aggressively at the top because the recent past rewarded it, or sitting 
frozen at the bottom because the recent past punished it. Read the phase you are 
actually in, not the one you just lived through.

Cycle phase matrix

P H A S E M A R K E T  S I G N A L S T A C T I C A L  R E S P O N S E

Recovery Vacancy falling, prices low, 
competition thin, media still 
cautious or bearish

Accumulate. Best value, least 
competition. Prioritise growth 
assets in quality locations. Act 
before the crowd arrives.

Boom Prices rising strongly, auction 
clearance peaking, crowd arrives, 
media optimistic, days on market 
shrinking

Grow cautious. Complete 
purchases already planned; avoid 
new commitments at peak prices. 
Consolidate gains. Fix part of the 
debt if rates are likely to rise.

Plateau Growth flattening, sentiment 
mixed, days on market 
lengthening, lending conditions 
tightening

Build equity passively. Repair 
serviceability. Review the 
portfolio for underperformers. 
Prepare the war chest for the 
next recovery.

Decline Prices softening, sentiment 
negative, forced sales appearing, 
vacancy rising, media bearish

Hold nerve. Protect the buffer. Do 
not sell unless forced to. Watch 
for weak points others are fleeing 
— the next recovery starts here.

I N  T H E  F I E L D    The rule that became a trap

An investor builds a rule from one good experience: “I only ever buy regional 
houses, and I never fix my interest rate.” It served him well in a low-rate, regional-
boom phase. He treats it as a law.
When the cycle turns — rates climbing, regional demand thinning, capital cities 
firming — he keeps applying the same tactic and watches his returns stall. A 
second investor held the same objective but read the changed ground, shifted 
toward a capital-city asset, and fixed part of her debt against the rate rises. She 
varied her plans. He knew the land but could not vary, and paid for it.

B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S



— Are you applying a tactic that worked in a different part of the cycle, out of 
habit alone?

— What has changed — rates, policy, the market’s phase — and has your 
strategy changed with it?

— Are you holding the objective with an iron grip while keeping the tactics in 
an open hand?

T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— Rigidity loses. The investor who cannot adapt is beaten by the one who reads 
the ground.

— The cycle does not stop because your strategy does not include it. Identify 
the phase before choosing the tactic.

— Hold the objective fixed; hold the tactics open. Adapt the means, not the 
goal.

— Do not mistake a tactic (“never sell,” “only houses”) for a law. Let the ground 
decide.



———

C H A P T E R  9

The Army on the March

Sun Tzu reads the ground for signs — dust, birds, the movement of trees — 
to know what is coming. The investor reads a suburb the same way: supply, 
vacancy, infrastructure, the small signals that reveal a market before the  
price does.

When the trees are seen to move, the enemy is advancing. The rising 
of birds in their flight is the sign of an ambush. We are not fit to lead 
an army on the march unless we are familiar with the face of the 
country.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  9 ,  T H E  A R M Y  O N  T H E  M A R C H

This is Sun Tzu’s most practical chapter — a field manual for reading the ground. 
He lists the signs an alert commander watches for. Dust rising tells you chariots 
are coming. Birds taking flight reveal a hidden ambush. The behaviour of the 
enemy’s camp betrays their condition. The general who can read these signs 
knows what is happening before it arrives. The one who cannot is marching 
blind.

Buying a property without reading the ground is marching blind. The price tells 
you what a market has already done. The signs tell you what it is about to do. Due 
diligence — real due diligence, not a quick look at recent sales — is the art of 
reading those signs before you commit your capital. Most buyers skip it, or let 
the selling agent read the ground for them, which is like asking the ambush 
whether the road is safe.

The signs that move first

Price is a lagging indicator. By the time it has risen, the cause has already 
happened. The skilled investor watches the leading signs — the things that move 
first:

— Supply. How much new stock is coming. A flood of new apartments is 
dust on the horizon — an oversupply that will hold prices down.

— Vacancy rates. Falling vacancy means demand is outrunning supply — 
rents and prices tend to follow. Rising vacancy is birds taking flight.

— Days on market. Properties selling faster signals demand building 
beneath the surface, before median prices show it.

— Infrastructure. Transport, hospitals, schools, employment hubs under 
construction. The ground changes years before the price does.

— Demographics. Who is moving in, and why. Population and income shifts 
are slow, powerful, and visible early to anyone who looks.



Leading indicators (move first)

Vacancy rate falling
Days on market shortening
Infrastructure approvals and 
construction starts
Population inflows from ABS or council 
data
Rental listings tightening
New supply pipeline thin or absent

Lagging indicators (confirm what already 
happened)

Median price rises
Auction clearance rates climbing
Media coverage of the suburb
Agent commentary on “strong demand”
Investor forums and social media activity
New listings flooding as vendors chase 
the top

The leading column tells you where the market is going. The lagging column tells 
you where it has been. Most buyers act on the lagging signals, which is why they 
arrive after the growth. Watching the leading signals puts you a step ahead of 
that crowd.

Familiar with the face of the country

Sun Tzu’s line — we are not fit to lead an army unless we are familiar with the 
face of the country — is the whole discipline of due diligence in a sentence. You 
are not fit to commit hundreds of thousands of dollars to a market you have not 
read.  Not  visited  once.  Read:  the  supply  pipeline,  the  vacancy  trend,  the 
infrastructure plans, the demographic flow, the genuine comparable sales. The 
face of the country, studied, before the army marches.

Price is what the market has already done.
The signs are what it is about to do.

Read the signs.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

Reading the ground is the entire purpose of an independent property report. It 
gathers the signs — supply, vacancy, infrastructure, demographics, true 
comparables — into one clear picture. The selling agent reads the ground for 
their own benefit. An independent read does it for yours. That is the difference 
between marching informed and marching blind. Sun Tzu read the signs — the 
dust, the birds, the lie of the land — to know what was coming before it arrived. 
The property version of those signs is specific: supply, vacancy, infrastructure 
and genuine comparables tell you where a market is heading before the price 
does.

A checklist, not a feeling

Reading the ground reliably means doing it the same way every time, against a 
fixed list, so that emotion and presentation cannot creep in. A good property can 
be made to look bad by a poor photographer, and a poor property can be made to 
look irresistible by a skilled one. The checklist is what protects you from both. It 
asks the same hard questions of every property — what is the real vacancy rate, 



what is the supply pipeline, what do genuine comparable sales say, what is the 
true yield after all costs, what is happening with infrastructure and population — 
regardless of how the property makes you feel.

The discipline is to complete the checklist before you let yourself form a view. 
Most buyers do it backwards: they fall for the property first, then go looking for 
facts that justify the feeling, and quietly discount anything that does not. A 
checklist run honestly, before emotion, does the opposite — it lets the ground 
speak  first.  The  properties  that  survive  a  full,  unsentimental  due-diligence 
process are the only ones worth your capital. The rest were always going to 
disappoint, however good they looked at the open home.

I N  T H E  F I E L D    The signs that showed before the price

A buyer is drawn to a glossy new apartment in a tower precinct. The agent shows 
strong recent sales. But reading the ground reveals the signs: four more towers 
approved within a kilometre, vacancy already rising, and rents that have not 
moved in two years. Dust on the horizon — oversupply coming.
He looks instead at an established suburb where vacancy is falling,  days on 
market are shrinking, a new hospital is under construction, and no new supply is 
approved. The price has not yet moved, but every leading sign has. He buys ahead 
of the price. Six months later the median confirms what the signs already told him.

B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S

— Have you read the signs — supply, vacancy, infrastructure, genuine 
comparables — or only the price?

— Who is reading the ground for you, and whose benefit are they reading it for?
— What is this market about to do, and what evidence tells you before the price 

moves?

T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— Price is a lagging indicator. The signs move before the price does.
— Watch supply, vacancy, days on market, infrastructure, and demographics — 

the leading signals.
— Real due diligence reads these signs. Letting the selling agent do it is asking 

the ambush if the road is safe.
— You are not fit to commit capital to a market you have not genuinely studied.



III
—

Ground and Intel l igence
Terrain, your own situation, the force multipliers, and the 

foreknowledge every other law depends on.

C H A P T E R S  1 0  –  1 3



———

C H A P T E R  1 0

Terrain

Sun Tzu names six kinds of ground, each demanding a different approach. 
Property has its own terrain types — and the asset that wins on one kind of 
ground loses on another.

We may distinguish six kinds of terrain. He who knows these things, 
and in fighting puts his knowledge into practice, will win his battles. 
He who knows them not will surely be defeated.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  1 0 ,  T E R R A I N

Sun  Tzu  classifies  the  ground  into  six  types  —  accessible,  entangling, 
temporising, narrow, precipitous, distant — and gives different rules for each. 
The point is not the categories. It is that ground is not uniform. A tactic that wins 
on open, accessible ground gets you killed on narrow, precipitous ground. The 
general’s first job is to identify which kind of terrain he is standing on, because 
everything else follows from that.

Property terrain is just as varied, and just as decisive. A capital-city blue-chip 
suburb and a high-yield regional town are not the same ground. A new house-
and-land package and an established inner-ring apartment behave differently 
through  a  cycle.  Treating  them  as  interchangeable  —  applying  the  same 
expectations to different terrain — is how investors end up disappointed by an 
asset that was never going to do what they wanted.

The terrain types of property

Most decisions come down to a handful of terrain choices, each with its own 
nature. The matrix below maps the main terrain types by price volatility, supply 
risk, and who the market serves — so you can match the terrain to the objective 
before committing capital.

T E R R A I N  T Y P E P R I C E  V O L A T I L I T Y S U P P L Y  R I S K

Inner-ring capital city Low to medium — deep demand 
cushions falls

Low — constrained by geography, 
heritage, and limited land

Middle-ring capital 
city

Medium — broad demand base, 
some sensitivity to rates

Moderate — infill and medium-
density development adds stock

Outer-ring / growth 
corridor

Medium to high — sensitive to 
rate changes and first-home 
demand

High — ongoing greenfield 
release and H&L estates

Regional — major city 
adjacent

Medium to high — follows capital 
city sentiment with lag

Low to moderate — established 
towns, limited new supply



Regional — 
standalone

High — single-sector demand, 
thin buyer pool

Low new supply but illiquid exit

House on own block Low to medium — land 
component underpins value

Lower in established suburbs

Townhouse / terrace Medium — partial land content Variable — depends on local 
zoning activity

Unit / apartment Medium to high — oversupply can 
cap or reverse gains

High in capital cities — new 
towers compress rental and 
capital returns

Matching terrain to objective

The matrix is a starting filter, not a verdict. Every terrain type can be the right 
choice in the right circumstances. What makes it wrong is mismatching the 
terrain to the objective.

— If the goal is long-term wealth building through capital growth, the 
terrain needs land content and supply constraint. Inner to middle-ring 
houses and townhouses in capital cities fit this objective; high-density 
units and standalone regional properties generally do not.

— If the goal is cashflow to repair serviceability or fund holding costs, yield 
ground is the terrain. Regional properties adjacent to major cities, 
established units in strong rental markets, and lower-entry townhouses 
can all serve this purpose — provided the supply risk is understood.

— If the goal is a balance of growth and yield — the most common 
requirement for a portfolio in mid-accumulation — middle-ring capital city 
assets with moderate land content are the natural terrain. They are not 
the highest yielding and not the highest growing, but they are the most 
consistent and the most liquid.

Growth ground

Capital gain builds the wealth
Costs more to hold
Lower yield, higher upside
Suits long horizons and holding power

Yield ground

Rent pays its own way
Easier to hold
Higher yield, slower growth
Suits cashflow and serviceability repair

Sun Tzu’s  warning  is  blunt:  know the  terrain  and  put  the  knowledge  into 
practice, or be defeated. The investor who buys a low-growth yield asset while 
expecting capital-city growth has misread the ground. So has the one who buys 
an expensive growth asset they cannot afford to hold. Neither asset is bad. Each 
is being used on the wrong ground for the objective.

Match the asset to the ground and the goal.
There is no property that wins on every kind of terrain.



T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

Knowing what kind of terrain a property sits on — its real growth profile, its real 
yield, its place in the market — is what an independent read establishes before 
you buy. It stops the most expensive mistake on this chapter: expecting one kind 
of ground to behave like another. Sun Tzu knew the ground is not uniform, and 
that the move which wins on one kind of terrain loses on another. Property 
terrain is no different: match the asset to the ground and the goal, because 
growth ground and yield ground are different battles.

Land is the part that grows

Underneath the terrain choices sits one principle that explains most of them: 
land appreciates, buildings depreciate. The structure on a property wears out 
and loses value over time — that is why depreciation is a tax deduction. The land 
beneath it is what grows, because land is finite and demand for well-located land 
rises over time. This is why a house on its own block tends to outgrow an 
apartment over the long run: more of what you own is the part that appreciates.

It does not make houses always right and units always wrong. A unit can offer 
higher yield, a lower entry price, and access to a location a house there would 
never allow. The point is to know what you are buying. When you buy a high land-
content asset, you are buying growth and accepting lower yield and higher 
holding cost. When you buy a low land-content asset, you are buying yield and 
accessibility and accepting slower growth. Either can be correct. What is never 
correct is not knowing which one you chose, or expecting the yield asset to grow 
like the land asset.

I N  T H E  F I E L D    Right asset, wrong ground

A near-retiree wants growth, so he buys a high-yield regional unit because the 
rent looked strong and the price was low. Five years later the rent has paid its 
way, but the capital value has barely moved. He needed growth ground and 
bought yield ground.
His neighbour, an investor still fifteen years from retirement, wanted cashflow to 
repair her serviceability — and bought a low-yield blue-chip house that grew well 
but cost her to hold every week, hurting the very capacity she was trying to repair. 
Two good assets, each used on the wrong terrain for the goal.

New ground or established ground

There is a second terrain choice beneath the first, and it divides investors more 
than almost any other: whether to buy a brand-new property or an established 
one. It is not a moral question and there is no universally right answer — like 
every other terrain decision, it is a trade-off to be made deliberately, against 
your objective, not a rule to be followed.



New ground has real advantages, and they are not the ones buyers usually get 
excited about. The strongest is depreciation: a new building carries the largest 
non-cash tax deductions, which improve after-tax cashflow in the early years 
when holding power matters most. Beyond that, new stock typically means lower 
maintenance for the first decade, stronger tenant appeal, and — where a fixed-
price build contract is in place — price certainty before completion. Each of 
these feeds the same thing the rest of this book cares about: the ability to hold 
the asset comfortably and buy again.

But new ground carries its own hazards, and they are precisely the ones a poorly 
skilled general ignores because the property is shiny. New apartment stock is 
the easiest of all property to oversupply — a tower of identical units competes 
only on price, both to rent and to resell. Off-the-plan purchases carry valuation 
risk: the bank values the property at settlement, not at the price you signed at, 
and a shortfall is your problem to fund. Builder quality varies, and a weak builder 
can erase the depreciation advantage and more. New does not mean safe; it 
means a different set of questions.

——

Maintenance surprises destroy more investor portfolios than market  
cycles.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

The right asset is not "new" or "old" — that framing has sold a great deal of poor 
property. The right asset is the one that gives the best combination of growth, 
cashflow, tax efficiency, risk control, and scalability for your position. New 
ground earns its place only when the fundamentals underneath it are sound: 
location, supply pipeline, builder track record, a valuation that will stack up, 
genuine rental demand, and comparable sales that support the price. Establish 
those first, exactly as you would on any other ground. The depreciation and the 
fixed price are the reward for buying well — never the reason to buy badly.

B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S

— What kind of ground is this property on — growth, yield, defensive — and 
does it match your goal?

— Are you expecting one kind of terrain to behave like another?
— Is this a market worth fighting for, or one to walk away from — and do you 

know the difference?

T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— Ground is not uniform. Each terrain type has a different volatility, supply 
risk, and buyer profile — know which one you are on.

— Growth ground and yield ground are different choices. You cannot maximise 
both in one asset; choose deliberately based on the objective.

— Mismatch between terrain and objective is the most expensive mistake in 
property — not buying a bad asset, but buying a good asset on the wrong 
ground for your goal.

— The investor who defines their terrain before they search will never be 
seduced by the wrong asset in the wrong market at the wrong time.





———

C H A P T E R  1 1

The Nine Situations

Sun Tzu maps nine situations an army can find itself in, each demanding a 
different response. Your right strategy depends on which situation you are 
in — and the most dangerous error is borrowing someone else’s.

The skilful general conducts his army just as though he were leading a  
single man by the hand. The different measures suited to the nine 
varieties of ground must be considered.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  1 1 ,  T H E  N I N E  S I T U A T I O N S

Sun Tzu’s longest chapter describes nine kinds of situation an army can be in — 
from dispersive ground near home, where soldiers think of their families, to 
desperate ground where the only way out is to fight. Each situation calls for a 
completely different response. On some ground you do not fight at all. On other 
ground you must. The general who applies the same plan to every situation is 
leading his army off a cliff.

Investors come in situations too, and this is where most generic property advice 
fails. The strategy that is right for a thirty-year-old on a high income with no 
assets is wrong for a fifty-five-year-old with significant equity and a decade to 
retirement. Both can be told “buy an investment property,” and for one it builds 
a future while for the other it is a costly mistake. The asset is the same. The 
situation is not.

The situations of the investor

Your starting situation shapes everything — which assets fit, how much risk is 
wise, how fast you can move, and what the next step should be. Each situation 
below has a definition, what it looks like in practice, and the right move from that 
position.

1. The starter

Strong income, little equity, long runway ahead. This is the investor who has not 
yet entered the market, or has just made a first purchase — household income is 
solid, a deposit is accessible, and time is the greatest asset available. Twenty or 
more years of compounding lie ahead.

The right move is entry. The priority is not the perfect property; it is the first one 
that fits the plan, bought in a growth market, in the right structure, without 
overextending. Every year of compounding missed is a year that cannot be 
recovered.



2. The equity-rich

Significant equity built in the family home, sitting idle, with no investment assets 
working alongside it. This investor may have $300,000 to $700,000 or more 
locked in an owner-occupied property — real strength that is generating no 
return beyond the home’s own growth.

The right move is to put that equity to work deliberately, rather than leaving it 
idle while the opportunity cost compounds year after year. The discipline is 
structure: a standalone investment loan rather than cross-collateralisation, and 
a clear plan for what the released equity is buying and why.

3. The serviceability-capped

Strong equity, but the bank will not lend more against current income. This 
investor holds two or more properties, carries high debt relative to income, and 
finds that each new application runs into a serviceability wall.

The right move is not another growth asset — it is to repair borrowing capacity 
first. A higher-yield property adds rental income the bank will count toward 
serviceability.  Fixing  loan  rates,  restructuring  existing  debt,  or  waiting  for 
income growth are the tools available. Pushing for growth from this position 
stalls the whole campaign faster than pausing does.

4. The SMSF investor

Some investors hold property inside a self-managed superannuation fund, which 
operates under a different set of rules, limits, and time horizons to ownership in 
personal  names.  As  of  10  August  2026,  SMSFs  can  no  longer  enter  new 
borrowing arrangements to buy residential property — existing arrangements 
are unaffected, and SMSFs can still purchase residential property outright with 
the fund’s own funds. Investing inside an SMSF involves a balance large enough 
to service the loan,  maintain the fund’s  liquidity requirements,  and sustain 
contributions over a long hold. Whether any of this applies to your fund is a 
question for your licensed SMSF specialist and accountant, not this book — the 
threshold depends on the asset, the loan structure, and the fund’s cashflow 
position,  and  must  be  determined  by  a  professional  for  your  specific 
circumstances.

Trustees must be prepared to commit to a long hold with no capacity for short-
term cash withdrawal.

Where  this  situation  applies,  the  general  principle  is  to  understand  the 
constraints before acting: SMSF borrowing rules restrict the type of asset that 
can be held, prohibit certain renovations, and require the fund to service the 
loan from within. A clean, tenantable property with strong rental demand and a 
long horizon is the type of asset commonly discussed in this context. Whether an 
SMSF is appropriate for you at all, and what it could hold, is a decision only a 
licensed SMSF specialist, financial adviser, and Solicitor can make with you — 
specialist advice before signing is not optional.



5. The near-retiree

Ten years or fewer to the intended retirement date, with the goal shifting from 
wealth accumulation to income security. This investor may hold one or more 
properties, carry existing debt, and face the reality that time to recover from a 
mistake is now limited.

The right move is to stop chasing growth and start building income. A negatively 
geared growth asset is logical at 35; at 58 it is a liability with no wage to absorb 
the shortfall. The priority is yield, debt reduction, and a structure that pays 
enough in retirement without requiring a forced sale at the wrong moment in the 
cycle.

6. The consolidator

An existing portfolio that has stalled — one or two assets bought years ago, 
uneven performance, equity that exists on paper but has not translated into 
further  buying power.  This  investor  has  not  bought  again  in  years  despite 
wanting to, often because an underperforming asset is locking up capacity the 
next purchase needs.

The right move is to audit the portfolio before adding to it. One laggard can 
justify a sale and redeployment into a stronger asset. The goal is not loyalty to 
what was bought; it is to free capital and serviceability for a stronger next move.

How to unstall a stalled portfolio

Most consolidators do not know they are stuck because of a specific asset. They 
know only that they cannot borrow more. The audit that clears that confusion 
has four steps.

1.  Audit each asset independently. For every property in the portfolio, 
produce four numbers: current market value, current equity (value minus 
debt), gross rental yield, and capital growth since purchase. These four 
numbers tell you what each asset has done and what it is costing you to 
hold.

2.  Identify the laggard. The laggard is usually the asset with the lowest 
capital growth AND the highest serviceability drag relative to its equity 
contribution. It is costing the most borrowing capacity and delivering the 
least return. If it were not in the portfolio, could you borrow again? Often 
the answer is yes.

3.  Run the sell test. Ask one question: if you sold the laggard today, cleared 
its debt, and freed the equity — would you be able to redeploy into a 
stronger asset and advance the portfolio? If the answer is yes, the laggard 
is not an asset. It is a lock on the portfolio. Loyalty to a past decision is 
not a strategy.

4.  Redeploy from strength. After the laggard is sold, use the released 
equity to either reduce debt on remaining assets (improving 
serviceability) or deploy directly into the next growth purchase. The goal 
is to arrive at the next acquisition with a cleaner balance sheet, better 
capacity, and a portfolio that is working rather than stalling.



The consolidator’s trap is emotional: the asset that was supposed to grow did 
not, and selling it feels like admitting a mistake. Sun Tzu had no patience for this. 
Terrain that cannot be held is terrain that must be abandoned. The army that 
stays on bad ground out of pride loses the campaign. The asset you cannot afford 
to keep is costing you the next three.

These are not rigid categories and most people sit between two. The point is that 
the first question is never “what should I buy?” It is “where am I standing?” The 
right move flows from the situation. Skip that question and you are taking 
measures suited to someone else’s ground.

How investors move

Most investors progress through several of these situations across a career, 
though rarely in a straight line. The table below shows the typical progression 
and what each transition usually requires.

Situation

Starter
Equity-rich
Serviceability-capped
SMSF investor
Near-retiree
Consolidator

Typical next move

First growth asset — enter now, right 
structure, right market
Release home equity — deploy into first 
or second investment
Yield asset or restructure — repair 
borrowing capacity before buying again
SMSF property via LRBA — specialist 
structure, long hold, clean asset
Shift to income and debt reduction — 
stop accumulating, start securing
Portfolio audit — sell the laggard, free 
the capacity, advance again

The question is not what to buy.
It is what situation you are in.
The answer follows from that.

This is  also why comparison is  dangerous.  The friend who did well  from a 
particular strategy was in their own situation, on their own ground. Copying the 
move  without  sharing  the  situation  is  the  error  Sun  Tzu  warns  against  — 
applying the measures of one kind of ground to another. What worked for them 
may be precisely wrong for you, for reasons that have nothing to do with the 
quality of the property.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

Reading your situation honestly — your equity, your borrowing capacity, your 
timeframe, your tolerance — is the work that should come before any property is 



considered. An independent read keeps the focus on whether a specific property 
fits your situation, not whether it impressed someone else. Sun Tzu chose his 
measures to suit the situation his army was actually in, never borrowing another 
general’s plan. In property, the starting situation shapes everything: the right 
move flows from your own position — equity, capacity, timeframe — not from 
what worked for someone else.

Honesty about your own ground

Sun Tzu paired knowing the enemy with knowing yourself, and called the second 
just as important. In property, the hardest intelligence to gather accurately is 
self-knowledge. People routinely overstate their risk tolerance — until the first 
downturn, when they discover they cannot sleep. They understate their real 
timeframe, imagining they will hold for twenty years when their life will demand 
the money in eight. They assume their income is more stable than it is. Every one 
of these errors quietly corrupts the strategy built on top of it.

An honest assessment of your own ground is uncomfortable, which is why most 
people skip it. How much volatility can you actually live through without selling 
at  the  worst  moment?  How secure  is  your  income,  really?  When  will  you 
genuinely need this capital? What happens to the plan if your circumstances 
change?

A strategy built on flattering answers will fail at the first test. A strategy built on 
honest ones — even unflattering ones — is the only kind that survives contact 
with reality. Know your situation truthfully, or it will teach you the truth the 
expensive way.

I N  T H E  F I E L D    The advice that fit the friend, not the investor

A  man  hears  that  a  colleague  made  strong  returns  buying  an  aggressive, 
negatively geared growth property. He copies the move. But the colleague was 34, 
on a rising income, with two decades to ride out a cycle. He is 58, eight years from 
retirement, with less room to recover.
The same property that built his colleague’s future puts his own at risk — heavy 
holding costs and high exposure with little time to wait out a downturn. The 
property was never the problem. He took the measures suited to someone else’s 
ground. His situation called for securing income and lowering risk, not chasing 
growth.

B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S

— What situation are you actually in — equity, capacity, timeframe, tolerance — 
before any property is considered?

— Does this move fit your position, or someone else’s story of what worked for 
them?

— Are you borrowing another investor’s plan, or building one from your own 
ground?



T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— Each investor situation calls for a different strategy. The same property can 
be right for one and wrong for another.

— Ask “where am I standing?” before “what should I buy?” The right move 
follows from the situation.

— Most people sit between situations; the categories are a lens, not a box.
— Copying someone else’s winning move without sharing their situation is a 

classic error.

General information only. The investor situations and suggested moves in this 
chapter are illustrative frameworks, not personal advice. Which situation applies 
to you, and what the right move actually is, depends on your individual financial 
position, objectives, and circumstances. Seek independent advice from licensed 
professionals before acting.



———

C H A P T E R  1 2

Attack by Fire

Fire is the most powerful weapon Sun Tzu describes — and the most  
dangerous. Used with control, it multiplies your force. Used carelessly, it  
burns the one who lit it. So it is with the high-leverage moves in property.

Those who use fire to aid their attacks show intelligence. … Unhappy 
is the fate of one who tries to win his battles and succeed in his 
attacks without cultivating the spirit of enterprise; for the result is 
waste of time and general stagnation.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  1 2 ,  T H E  A T T A C K  B Y  F I R E

Fire, for Sun Tzu, is the force multiplier — a way to achieve far more than 
ordinary force allows. But he treats it with deep caution. Fire must be lit in the 
right conditions, at the right moment, with the wind in your favour and a plan for 
what follows. Lit carelessly, it turns on the one who started it. Intelligence, he 
says, is using fire to aid the attack. Recklessness is lighting it and hoping.

Property has its own fire: the moves that manufacture equity rather than wait for 
it. Renovation, subdivision, development, and specialist strategies like disability 
housing can create value far faster than ordinary capital growth. They are the 
force multipliers. And like fire, they reward control and punish carelessness. The 
same renovation that adds a hundred thousand dollars in value can lose money if 
the numbers, the timing, or the market are wrong.

The force multipliers

— Renovation. Adding value through improvement — the most accessible 
force multiplier, and the one most often mismanaged by over-capitalising, 
spending more than the work adds back.

— Subdivision. Splitting one title into two or more, multiplying the land’s 
value. Powerful where the zoning, the block, and the council allow it — 
and a trap where they do not.

— Development. Building to create new dwellings and new value. The 
highest multiplier and the highest risk, demanding capital, expertise, and 
a strong stomach.

— Specialist housing. Strategies such as disability accommodation can 
deliver strong, stable returns, but carry their own rules, approvals, and 
tenant considerations. Reward and complexity rise together. (Disclosure: 
this book’s publisher operates in this sector — treat this mention with the 
same scrutiny as any other.)

Notice the pattern: every one of these multiplies your outcome and multiplies 
your risk. That is the nature of fire. It is not a reason to avoid them — Sun Tzu is 



clear that the general who never cultivates enterprise sinks into stagnation, 
winning nothing. It is a reason to use them with control: the right conditions, the 
right numbers run beforehand, a plan for what happens if it does not go to plan.

Fire with control

Numbers run before the match is lit
Costs and timeline known in advance
A plan for what follows
Multiplies value

Fire without control

Starts the work on optimism
Over-capitalises, spends more than it 
adds
No exit if the market turns
Burns the one who lit it

The force multipliers reward control.
They punish carelessness.

Run the numbers before you light the match.

The fire you position for

Not all fire is lit by your own hand. Some of the most powerful force multipliers in 
property are external — changes in the market, the infrastructure, the policy 
environment, or the demographic composition of a suburb that multiply the 
value of a well-positioned asset without the investor doing anything at all. The 
skilled investor does not just create fire. They position in advance of it.

External catalysts are different from general cycle awareness. A rising market 
lifts all assets; a genuine catalyst creates asymmetric uplift in a specific location 
or asset type. The investor who identified the catalyst early — before the price 
moved — captures the gain that the late crowd pays for. The difference between 
a genuine catalyst  and a developer’s story is  verification:  a real  catalyst  is 
independently  confirmed  through  public  planning  records,  government 
announcements, or observable demographic data — not promised by the person 
selling the property.

— Infrastructure completion. A new train station, motorway, hospital, or 
employment hub fundamentally changes a suburb’s accessibility and 
desirability. The effect is often priced in over years before the 
infrastructure opens, rewarding those who act when the approval is 
announced, not when the ribbon is cut.

— Rezoning. A council decision allowing higher density, mixed-use, or 
commercial conversion on previously limited land can multiply the value 
of the underlying site overnight. Tracking draft planning instruments and 
rezoning proposals is the discipline; most buyers do not bother.

— Demographic shift. A sustained wave of migration, professional influx, or 
neighbourhood gentrification raises the quality and depth of demand in a 
suburb. These shifts are visible early — in the types of businesses 



opening, in school catchment competition, in rental demographic data — 
before they fully appear in median prices.

— Lending policy changes. A loosening of credit conditions, a rate cut cycle, 
or a first home buyer scheme can rapidly expand the buyer pool for a 
specific price point or property type. The asset positioned to benefit from 
a surge in first-home demand — the right price, the right size, the right 
location — catches the wave.

— Supply constraints hardening. When planning restrictions, geography, or 
heritage overlays permanently limit new supply in a location where 
demand is rising, existing stock becomes increasingly scarce. Identifying 
these constraints in advance — before the market recognises the scarcity 
— is one of the cleanest positions in property.

Catalyst checklist

Before  committing  capital  to  any  value-add  strategy  or  high-conviction 
acquisition, run through the following. A genuine catalyst makes the position 
materially stronger. Absence of a catalyst is not a reason to walk away, but it 
raises the bar on the asset’s own fundamentals.

— Is there approved infrastructure — transport, employment, education — 
within the suburb’s direct catchment, and at what stage of delivery?

— Are there active rezoning proposals, draft planning amendments, or 
density uplift studies for this area?

— What does demographic data show about who is moving in, and does the 
asset type match their profile?

— Is the lending environment moving toward or away from this price point 
or buyer type?

— Is supply constrained by geography, planning, or heritage — and is that 
constraint hardening or softening?

— If all of the above are absent, does the asset’s own fundamentals — yield, 
vacancy, location quality — justify the position without a catalyst?

The purpose of the checklist is not to require a catalyst before every purchase. It 
is to ensure you know whether one exists, so you are not mistaking general 
optimism for a specific edge.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

Every force multiplier lives or dies on the numbers run before you start — the 
true cost, the true uplift, the true risk. An independent read on the feasibility, 
before you commit, is the discipline that separates intelligent use of fire from 
the careless kind. Sun Tzu used fire only in the right conditions, with a plan for 
what came after. The force multipliers in property carry the same warning: 
renovation, subdivision, development, and external catalysts all multiply both 
the outcome and the risk — run the numbers and know your exit before you light 
the match.



Control means an exit

The thing that makes fire safe to use is having a plan for when it does not behave 
— a way to put it out, a line it cannot cross, an escape if the wind turns. The force 
multipliers  in  property  need  the  same.  Every  renovation,  subdivision,  or 
development should be entered with a  clear  answer to  one question:  what 
happens if the market turns, the costs blow out, or the project stalls halfway? If 
the only answer is “I lose everything,” the fire is out of control before it is lit.

Control means never committing to a value-add play you could not afford to hold 
if it failed to add value. It means budgeting for the project running over, because 
they often do. It means knowing your exit — sell, hold, refinance — before you 
start,  not  improvising  it  under  pressure.  The  investors  who  are  ruined  by 
development and renovation are rarely the ones who lacked ambition. They are 
the ones who lacked an exit — who lit a powerful fire with no plan for the day the 
wind changed.

I N  T H E  F I E L D    Two renovations, two outcomes

Both investors buy tired houses to add value. The first runs the numbers first: a 
$40,000  cosmetic  renovation  —  kitchen,  bathroom,  paint,  floors  —  against 
comparable sales showing it would lift the value by $90,000. Controlled fire. It 
works as planned, and she pulls the new equity out to fund the next purchase.
The second falls in love with the project, adds an extension nobody in the street 
will pay for, and spends $130,000 chasing a $70,000 uplift. He over-capitalises 
and burns the gain. Same strategy, same suburb. One ran the numbers before 
lighting the match. The other lit it and hoped.

B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S

— Have you run the true cost, the true uplift and the true risk of this value-add 
before you start?

— Do you know your exit before you light the match — what happens if the 
numbers turn?

— Is this a force multiplier under control, or a careless fire you cannot put out?

T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— Force multipliers — renovation, subdivision, development, specialist housing 
— create value faster than ordinary growth.

— External catalysts — infrastructure, rezoning, demographic shift, lending 
changes, supply constraints — multiply value without you lifting a hand. 
Position for them before the price moves.

— Use both with control: run the numbers, know the timeline, plan the exit.
— Avoiding all enterprise leads to stagnation. The skill is control, not avoidance 

— and putting the gain to work after the fire is lit.



———

C H A P T E R  1 3

The Use of Spies

Sun Tzu ends where every campaign truly begins: with information. The  
side that knows more, wins more. In property, foreknowledge is the whole 
game — and it is the reason this book exists.

What enables the wise sovereign and the good general to strike and 
conquer, and achieve things beyond the reach of ordinary men, is 
foreknowledge. Knowledge of the enemy’s dispositions can only be 
obtained from other men.
S U N  T Z U  ·  C H A P T E R  1 3 ,  T H E  U S E  O F  S P I E S

Sun Tzu saves his most important lesson for last.  After twelve chapters on 
planning,  position,  terrain,  and timing,  he reveals  what underpins all  of  it: 
foreknowledge. The side that knows more — about the ground, the enemy, the 
conditions — strikes with confidence and conquers. The side that acts on rumour 
and assumption loses, no matter how brave. He calls spending on intelligence 
the wisest money a ruler can spend, because everything else depends on it.

This is the foundation under all thirteen laws. You cannot lay plans without 
knowing your numbers. You cannot find the weak point without reading the 
market.  You cannot manoeuvre without knowing your capacity.  You cannot 
judge the terrain or the timing or the situation without information. Every law in 
this book rests on foreknowledge. It is fitting that Sun Tzu puts it last — because 
it is the thing that makes all the others possible.

Information is the edge

Property is an information game disguised as a money game. The investor who 
knows the true value, the real rental return, the genuine vacancy rate, the actual 
supply pipeline, and the honest comparable sales holds an advantage over the 
one who knows only what the brochure said. And here is the uncomfortable 
truth: in most property transactions, the best information sits with the person 
selling you the property. They know the terrain. They are not on your side.

This is the gap. The selling agent works for the vendor. The developer works for 
the project. The Mortgage Broker is paid by the lender. Each may be perfectly 
honest, but none of them is an independent source of foreknowledge for you. The 
buyer is usually the least informed person in the deal, committing the most 
money, relying on intelligence gathered by people whose interests point the 
other way.



Independent foreknowledge

Sun Tzu’s answer was to cultivate his own intelligence — sources loyal to him, 
gathering the truth, owing nothing to the enemy. The property equivalent is 
independent analysis: a read on the property and the market that carries no 
commission, sells no stock, and answers only to you. It is the difference between 
intelligence gathered for your benefit and intelligence gathered for someone 
else’s, handed to you with a smile.

Foreknowledge underpins every other law.
The side that knows more wins more often.

The modern spies

In property, your spies are the people and systems that hand you independent, 
decision-grade information before you commit capital — Valuers, a good Buyer’s 
Agent, local agents you trust, Property Managers, Mortgage Brokers, planners, 
inspectors, and your own data process.

But they only count as intelligence if they are giving you information, not selling 
you stock. The test is simple: if a person’s income depends on this deal closing, 
treat them as a source, not a referee.

— Valuers are the closest thing to a traditional spy for pricing truth. Their 
job is to estimate market value independently, which keeps your decision 
anchored to evidence and stops you overpaying.

— Buyer’s Agents are field intelligence officers. They gather local 
knowledge, inspect broadly, compare options, and negotiate — but their 
worth depends on whether they are genuinely aligned to you, the buyer, 
rather than recycling vendor-friendly stories.

— Property Managers are your operational spies. They see vacancy, tenant 
quality, rent trends, and maintenance reality — how the asset actually 
behaves after settlement.

— Building Inspectors, Town Planners, and quantity surveyors are specialist 
reconnaissance. They uncover defects, constraints, costs, and future risks 
that no brochure mentions.

— Mortgage Brokers are funding specialists, not independent market 
analysts. Useful for borrowing capacity and structure, but their 
information is narrow and product-driven — weigh it for what it is.

Interrogating the field spy

Sun Tzu did not trust a spy’s report because the spy looked confident. He tested 
it — against other sources, against the known terrain, against what made sense. 
A Buyer’s Agent who cannot answer specific questions about the suburb they 
claim to know is not a field spy. They are a sales pitch with a different letterhead.

Before you deploy a Buyer’s Agent as your intelligence officer, interrogate them 
the way a general interrogates a spy before an attack. The questions below are 



not a courtesy interview. They are a test of whether this person knows the 
ground deeply enough to be useful.

Suburb knowledge

— What are the three streets you would buy on first in this suburb, and 
why?

— Which streets or pockets do you avoid, and what specifically makes them 
weaker?

— What has changed in this suburb over the last twelve months?
— Where have you seen the strongest buyer demand — houses, townhouses, 

or units?
— Which areas are being pushed up by infrastructure, school zones, or 

lifestyle demand?

Pricing reality

— What would you expect this property to sell for if it went to market today?
— What are the most recent comparable sales you would use, and why are 

they the best comps?
— What price levels are proving unrealistic in this area right now?
— Are buyers overpaying for any property type in this suburb?
— What would make you walk away from a property even if it looked cheap?

Supply and demand

— How much stock is currently on the market in your target pockets?
— Are you seeing more buyers than quality listings, or the reverse?
— What is the average time on market for good stock here?
— Which properties are getting multiple offers fastest?
— Is new supply coming through that could cap growth?

Rental and tenant demand

— What rents are actually being achieved for this type of property?
— How quickly are good rentals leasing in this area?
— Which tenant profile dominates this suburb?
— Are there streets, property types, or building ages that tenants avoid?
— What rental uplift is realistic over the next twelve months?

Risk and local knowledge

— What are the main traps a non-local buyer would miss here?
— Are there zoning, flood, strata, or planning issues in this area that 

matter?
— Which parts of the suburb look good on paper but underperform in 

practice?
— What do local sellers and agents know that outside buyers usually don’t?
— If you had to buy here with your own money, what would be your first and 

second choices?



Questions that reveal real depth

— Tell me about a property you passed on in this suburb and why.
— What mistake do buyers most often make in this market?
— What evidence would change your view on this suburb?
— Which agent or developer in this area has the strongest reputation, and 

why?
— What do you think the market is mispricing right now?

A Buyer’s Agent who knows the ground will answer with specific streets, named 
comparable sales, current rental figures, observed buyer behaviour, and clear 
reasons.  If  their  answers  stay  in  the  orbit  of  phrases  like  “great  growth 
corridor,” “strong fundamentals,” or “family-friendly area” without street-level 
proof, they do not know the market deeply enough. Sun Tzu would not have sent 
that spy into the field. Neither should you.

The network map

No single spy is enough. The strongest investors build a network of independent 
checks — valuation, suburb data, rental evidence, comparable sales, planning 
context, and direct inspection — and triangulate. Each source sees a different 
part of the battlefield.

R O L E W H A T  T H E Y  R E V E A L W H Y  T H E Y  M A T T E R

Valuer Market value, comparables, a 
price sanity check

Stops you overpaying

Buyer’s Agent Local stock quality, negotiation 
leverage, off-market access

Sources and assesses options 
faster

Property Manager Rentability, tenant demand, 
vacancy, maintenance reality

Shows how the asset behaves in 
the real world

Building Inspector Defects, repair risk, structural 
issues

Exposes hidden cost and safety 
problems

Town Planner / 
Solicitor

Zoning, easements, title 
restrictions, legal traps

Confirms what you can and 
cannot do

Mortgage Broker Borrowing capacity, lender 
policy, finance structure

Tells you what the bank will 
actually fund

Data Researcher Supply pipeline, sales evidence, 
days on market, rents

Tests the story against the 
market

Four kinds of spy

A deal can look cheap on paper and still fail on zoning, defects, lending, or rental 
demand. It helps to know which part of the battlefield each source covers.

— Acquisition spies: the Buyer’s Agent, Valuer, and data analyst. They tell 
you what to buy and what it is worth.

— Risk spies: the Building Inspector, Solicitor, Town Planner, and strata 
specialist. They tell you what could go wrong.

— Performance spies: the Property Manager, leasing agent, and rent 
researcher. They tell you the income reality.



— Finance spies: the Mortgage Broker, credit adviser, and accountant. They 
tell you whether the bank will fund it.

Do not rely on one expert.
Build a network of experts.

So every assumption is checked.

A simple battle plan

Run every acquisition through the same intelligence sequence, so no major 
assumption goes unchecked.

1.  Source the asset.
2.  Verify the price with a Valuer.
3.  Verify rent and vacancy with a Property Manager.
4.  Verify physical condition with a Building Inspector.
5.  Verify legal and planning issues with a Solicitor or planner.
6.  Verify lending capacity with a Mortgage Broker.
7.  Verify the suburb story with your own data.

That is the property version of Sun Tzu’s foreknowledge — not one spy, but a 
disciplined intelligence web, in which one source tells you the value, another the 
risks, another the income reality, and another whether the bank will fund it.

T H E  I N D E P E N D E N T  R E A D

This is why PROPERTY SCORECARD exists. It is foreknowledge as a service — 
an independent, data-driven read on a property before you commit, with no 
developer, builder, vendor, or agent relationships to worry about. Sun Tzu would 
have understood it immediately. It is the one form of spending he called always 
worthwhile: the intelligence that every other decision depends on.

The cost of bad information

There is something worse than having no information, and that is having bad 
information  you  trust.  No  information  at  least  keeps  you  cautious.  Bad 
information gives you false confidence — it persuades you to commit hundreds of 
thousands of dollars on numbers that are wrong. The optimistic rent that does 
not eventuate. The vacancy rate that was understated. The comparable sales 
that were cherry-picked. Each one feels like foreknowledge while you are acting 
on it, and reveals itself as the opposite only after the money is committed.

This is the asymmetry that makes independent intelligence the wisest money in 
the whole campaign. A property decision involves hundreds of thousands of 
dollars  and a  commitment  measured in  years.  Against  that,  the cost  of  an 
independent, accurate read on the property is trivial — a few hundred dollars to 
verify the numbers the rest of the transaction depends on.



Sun Tzu thought it  madness to lose a war for want of a little spending on 
intelligence. The same madness, on a smaller scale, plays out every week in 
property: enormous decisions made to save a tiny sum on knowing the truth first.

False spies

Sun Tzu warned that not every source of intelligence can be trusted. Some spies 
are turned — they look like they are working for you, but they are feeding you 
information that serves the other side. In property, the false spy is everywhere, 
and they are rarely dishonest. They are simply working to a different outcome 
than yours.

The test is simple: does this person’s income depend on this deal closing? If it 
does, treat them as a source, not a referee. They may be entirely professional 
and still  be  structurally  unable  to  give  you neutral  information,  because  a 
neutral read might cost them the commission.

— The selling agent is the clearest case. Their job is to maximise the sale 
price for the vendor. Any market commentary they offer is filtered 
through that purpose, consciously or not. They are not lying when they 
describe the suburb positively — they are doing their job.

— The developer’s representative is a false spy by design. Rental estimates, 
comparable sales, and growth forecasts provided by a developer’s sales 
team are prepared to support a sale. They may be directionally correct, 
but they will not include the unflattering evidence.

— The Mortgage Broker paid by lender rebates has a narrower conflict, but 
it is still a conflict. Their recommended loan product may be the best 
available — or it may be the one with the best commission trail. Ask which 
lenders they compare and how they are remunerated.

— The Buyer’s Agent who also sells property, or who is paid a referral fee by 
a developer, is a false spy wearing the uniform of a trusted ally. The 
conflict is structural. The alignment you are paying for does not exist.

None of these people need to be avoided entirely. Most of them have real, useful 
knowledge. The discipline is knowing which role they are playing.

Take the selling agent’s market knowledge seriously; do not take their rental 
estimate as independent. Use the developer’s comparable sales as a starting 
point; verify them with your own search. A false spy is only dangerous if you treat 
them as something they are not.

I N  T H E  F I E L D    Two buyers, two sources of truth

Both  buyers  find  the  same  property.  The  first  relies  on  the  selling  agent’s 
appraisal, the developer’s rental estimate, and the energy of the open home. 
Every number he has was supplied by someone paid to sell. He offers full price, on 
rent that proves optimistic and a vacancy rate higher than he was told.
The second commissions an independent read: true comparable sales, real rental 
data, genuine vacancy, the supply pipeline. The numbers tell her the asking price 
is eight per cent high and the rent is overstated. She offers below, on figures she 
can trust — or walks. The property was identical. The foreknowledge was not.



B A T T L E F I E L D  Q U E S T I O N S

— Where does your information come from — independent sources, or the 
people selling to you?

— What does the other side of this deal know that you do not?
— Have you paid for foreknowledge before committing hundreds of thousands 

— or saved a small cost and gambled the large one?

T H E  G R O U N D  C O V E R E D

— Foreknowledge underpins all twelve laws before it. Every decision depends 
on information.

— Property is an information game. The best information usually sits with the 
seller — who is not on your side.

— Agents, developers, and brokers each serve someone other than the buyer.
— Independent analysis is foreknowledge gathered for your benefit, owing 

nothing to the other side.

General  information  only.  The  due  diligence  frameworks  and  intelligence-
gathering guidance in this chapter do not constitute financial product advice, 
legal advice, or a recommendation to acquire any property or financial product. 
The  suitability  of  any  due  diligence  approach  depends  on  your  specific 
circumstances.  Always  engage  independent  licensed  professionals  before 
committing to a purchase.



C L O S I N G

The First Move

Victorious warriors win first and then go to war. Defeated warriors go 
to war first and then seek to win.
S U N  T Z U  ·  T H E  A R T  O F  W A R

Sun Tzu’s general does not go to war hoping to win. He goes having already won. 
The purchase, the offer, the negotiation — these are the final confirmation of a 
decision made weeks or months earlier, in a planning room, on honest numbers, 
in a structure built to last. By the time the army moves, the outcome is settled.

That is the whole idea of this book. Not thirteen separate rules to memorise, but 
one discipline adapted thirteen ways: do the unglamorous work first, and the 
visible  part  becomes easy.  Most  investors  do it  backwards.  They fall  for  a 
property, then assemble the justification. The strategist does it forwards. They 
build the plan, set the position, read the ground, and let the right deal come to 
them. When it does, they move without hesitation — because the hesitation was 
already used up in the preparation.

Peter and Sarah’s strategy

Peter and Sarah are both 34. Combined income of $180,000. They own their 
home with $200,000 of equity built up over several years. Their goal is $80,000 
net passive income by age 60. Twenty-six years to run the campaign. This is what 
the laws look like applied in sequence from their position.

Move 1 — Chapter 1: Laying Plans

Before  they  look  at  a  single  property,  they  answer  the  five  calculations. 
Objective: $80,000 net passive income by age 60. War chest: $200,000 home 
equity, pre-approval confirmed at $650,000. Terrain: Brisbane middle ring, early 
in its cycle. Structure: personal names — their accountant confirms the negative 
gearing  benefit  is  meaningful  at  their  combined  income.  Operator:  income 
stable, buffer set at four months of holding costs. The plan fits on one page. They 
have not opened a single listing.

Move 2 — Chapter 4: Disposition

Pre-approval  is  in place before the search begins.  Equity is  accessed via a 
standalone investment loan — not cross-collateralised with their home. Buffer 
account funded. Solicitor briefed. They are ready before the property is found. 
Position first, opportunity second.



Move 3 — Chapters 9 and 13: The ground and the foreknowledge

Independent data confirms the Brisbane suburb they have shortlisted: vacancy 
falling, infrastructure approved and funded, days on market shrinking, median 
still below equivalent Melbourne suburbs at the same distance from the CBD. 
They commission an independent read on the property before offering. The 
numbers confirm: $520/week rent, 4.2% yield, holding shortfall approximately 
$280/week after tax. They can hold it. They offer.

Property 1 acquired: Brisbane house, $650,000. Peter and Sarah, age 34.

Move 4 — Chapter 2: Waging War

The holding shortfall is $280/week — inside the buffer they planned for. They 
save $3,000 per month toward the next deposit while holding Property 1. Over 
36 months they accumulate $108,000 in savings. Conservative capital growth on 
Property 1 of four per cent per year adds approximately $80,000 in equity. At the 
end of three years, they have the position for the next purchase. The supply line 
held.

Move 5 — Chapter 7: Manoeuvring

At age 37, serviceability has improved: salary growth plus three years of rental 
income history on the books. Pre-approval confirmed for a second property at 
$720,000. They do not rush. Melbourne middle ring is now where Brisbane was 
three years ago — early cycle, infrastructure approved, vacancy tightening. They 
read the ground, commission the independent read, and buy.

Property 2 acquired: Melbourne house, $720,000. Peter and Sarah, age 37.

The position at 37 — three years in

Two growth properties. Combined value approximately $1.45 million. Combined 
debt  approximately  $1.2  million.  Net  equity  approximately  $250,000  and 
growing. Weekly holding shortfall across both properties approximately $520 — 
manageable, planned for, absorbed. No retirement income yet. This phase is 
growth. The campaign is two moves in, both executed from a prepared position, 
and it is advancing.

What each law contributed: Chapter 1 set the objective and confirmed the war 
chest before any property was considered. Chapter 4 built the position before 
the opportunity arrived. Chapter 7 determined the sequence — one now, save 
aggressively, one in three years. Chapter 9 read the terrain before the offer. 
Chapter 13 verified the numbers before capital was committed.

No law was applied after the fact. Each one shaped the decision before it was 
made. That is what the thirteen laws look like in a real campaign.

Your next five moves

The framework in this book becomes useful the moment it becomes personal. 
Here is a sequence to start with, drawn from the five most actionable chapters:



1.  Know your situation. Before any property is considered, identify which 
investor position you are in — starter, equity-rich, serviceability-capped, 
SMSF, near-retiree, or consolidator. The right move flows from the 
situation. Start with Chapter 11.

2.  Set the plan. Answer the five calculations: objective, war chest, terrain, 
structure, operator. Define your buy-box — price range, asset type, 
minimum yield, location filters — before you look at a single listing. 
Chapter 1.

3.  Fix your position. Pre-approval current. Equity mapped and accessible. 
Solicitor briefed. Buffer intact. Not “I could probably pull it together” — 
ready, now, before the deal exists. Chapter 4.

4.  Read the ground. Before any serious offer, read the leading indicators: 
supply pipeline, vacancy trend, days on market, infrastructure, 
demographics. Not the agent’s pitch — the independent data. Chapter 9.

5.  Get the foreknowledge. Before you commit, commission an independent 
read on the property: true comparables, genuine rental data, real 
vacancy, physical condition, legal position. The cost is trivial against the 
decision. Chapter 13.

Those five moves will not guarantee a perfect outcome. Nothing will. But they 
will maximise the odds that every decision you make is a prepared one — and 
prepared decisions, made consistently over time, are how portfolios are built.

The odds are set in the planning.
The purchase is where preparation meets the market.

The first move is the simplest. Before your next property — before the offer, 
before the auction, before you commit hundreds of thousands of dollars on 
someone else’s figures — get an independent read on the ground.

If this book changed how you think about property, send it to someone who 
needs to read it before their next purchase. The discipline described here is 
available to anyone willing to do the quiet work first — but only if they know it 
exists.

———

T H E  S T A N D I N G  O R D E R S

The practical message for any investor:

Do not avoid property. Avoid weak property.

Do not fear debt. Structure debt properly.

Do not chase the hottest market. Buy the next market.

Do not rely on tax benefits. Buy quality assets.

Do not wait blindly for a crash. Protect borrowing capacity now.

———



R E A D  T H E  T E R R A I N
Get an independent, data-driven “PROPERTY SCORECARD” before your  

next property purchase.

www.propertyscorecard.com.au/discount10%



A note on the source

The  quotations  throughout  this  book  are  drawn  from  Lionel  Giles’  1910 
translation of The Art of War, which is in the public domain. The thirteen chapter 
themes follow Sun Tzu’s original structure. The property interpretations are the 
author’s own.

GENERAL ADVICE DISCLAIMER

The information provided in this publication is general in nature and has been 
prepared for educational and discussion purposes only. It does not take into 
account your personal objectives, financial situation, needs, risk profile, taxation 
position, or legal circumstances.
Nothing in this publication should be interpreted as personal financial advice, 
taxation advice, legal advice, credit advice, or a recommendation to establish an 
SMSF or purchase a specific property. You should seek independent advice from 
appropriately qualified professionals, including a licensed financial adviser, 
accountant, tax adviser, SMSF specialist, Mortgage Broker and/or Solicitor, 
before making any financial or investment decision.
Any figures, projections, modelling, cashflow estimates, capital growth 
assumptions, rental estimates, tax outcomes or investment examples discussed 
are indicative only and are based on assumptions that may change. Past 
performance is not a reliable indicator of future performance, and actual results 
may differ materially from any examples provided.

P R O P E R T Y  S C O R E C A R D
www.propertyscorecard.com.au

Copyright © 2026. All Rights Reserved.



E P I L O G U E

The Man Behind THE ART OF WAR

He was called Master Sun. That is what “Sun Tzu” means. Born in ancient China 
around 544 BCE, during a period of near-constant warfare between rival states, 
Sun Tzu was a military strategist, general, and philosopher who served the King 
of Wu. His name has outlasted every king, every dynasty, and every empire that 
came after. The Art of War has not been out of print in two and a half thousand 
years.

The story that best captures him happened before any battlefield. The King of 
Wu, having read Sun Tzu’s manuscript on military strategy, decided to test it. He 
handed Sun Tzu a group of court attendants and asked him to drill them as 
soldiers. They laughed. They refused to follow commands. They thought it was 
entertainment. Sun Tzu divided them into two groups, appointed the king’s two 
favourites as commanders, explained the drill, and gave the order again. They 
laughed again. He had the commanders executed. The rest marched in perfect 
silence. By sunset, the king had his answer, and had discovered the most feared 
strategist of his age.

The  lesson  was  not  cruelty.  It  was  clarity.  Victory  begins  long  before  the 
battlefield. It begins with discipline, with the willingness to do what others will 
not,  and with the understanding that unclear commands produce uncertain 
armies.  Sun  Tzu  did  not  wait  for  the  battle  to  test  his  principles.  He 
demonstrated them first. The fight was merely the confirmation.

The thirteen chapters he wrote focused on five things that have never changed: 
information — know the ground better than your enemy does; economy of force 
— avoid costly battles whenever possible, because a perfect victory preserves 
resources; adaptability — no plan survives unchanged, and the general who 
cannot vary his tactics is already beaten; winning before fighting — the greatest 
victory is the one won through preparation, position, and intelligence before a 
single soldier moves; and deception — all advantage begins with knowing more 
than the other side believes you know.

Most tactical thinking dates within a generation. Generals who were brilliant in 
one era become obsolete in the next as technology changes the battlefield. Sun 
Tzu’s thinking survived because he was not really writing about war. He was 
writing about decision-making under uncertainty, with incomplete information 
and real  consequences.  That description fits property investing today more 
precisely than it fits most modern warfare. The weapons have changed beyond 
recognition. The decisions — when to commit, when to wait, how to read the 
ground, how to preserve resources, how to use intelligence — have not changed 
at all.



The deepest of his ideas is the one this book was built on. Sun Tzu’s central 
insight was not about fighting. It was about not fighting when you do not have to. 
The  greatest  general  wins  before  the  battle  begins,  through  planning, 
intelligence, and positioning so complete that the outcome is determined before 
the army moves. The battle itself is simply the confirmation of a decision already 
made.

That is the discipline this book has tried to carry across: not tactics for individual 
battles, but the art of committing only to battles already won. He wrote it for 
generals.  The  property  investor  is  simply  the  latest  to  discover  that  the 
principles travel.

Two and a half thousand years ago, a Chinese general understood something 
about  decision-making  that  most  property  investors  never  learn:  amid  the 
turmoil of the battlefield, opportunity belongs only to the one who prepared for it 
before the chaos arrived.

Master Sun knew. Now so do you.



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. 

 

 



This is where the laws end and the work begins.


