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Cristina García-Peri is Head of Strategy and Business Development for Grupo Azora, a leading asset manager 
focused on real assets and founded in Spain 17 years ago with over €8,000 million of assets under management 
since its inception. In her role, Cristiná s main focus is the definition of Azorá s strategic choices with regards to 

assets classes and geographies, its growth as a firm and the development of Azorá s relationship with key global 
investors. Cristina is also a member of the European INREV ESG Committee, Independent Board Director at 

Bankinter and Chairwoman of the Board of Trustees of the NGO Plan International.

Prior to joining the Azora Group in 2011, she worked for 16 years in the investment-banking sector at both 
Merrill Lynch (2 years) and JP Morgan (14 years), where she held various positions in the area of Mergers and 
Acquisitions for 4 years and for 10 years as Managing Director responsible for Corporate Equity Derivatives for 

Europe, the Middle East and Africa. She started her career in McKinsey in Spain. 

Cristina has a degree summa cum laude in economic and business sciences from ICADE (Spain) 
and an MBA from Harvard Business School.
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Azora: a success story from inception. What do you think 
the key success factors have been? Keys to generating 
alpha. 
Azora came into being as an alpha investor, trying to see what 
others didn’t and, since its inception, it has managed to pioneer 
institutional investment in a number of different asset classes. 
For example, rented residential, which is one of the most 
sought-after sectors today, was the first strategy followed by 
Azora back in 2004, when it was seen as an “ugly duckling” in 
comparison with the residential for sale market. Another prime 
example is the case of European hotel resorts, which we’ve 
invested in since 2014, first through Hispania (a listed REIT 
sponsored by Azora) and more recently through our new pan-
European hospitality fund (Azora European Hotel & Lodging, 
F.C.R.) which we expect to close before the summer, having
raised EUR 680 m at first close in June 2020.

The reason Azora took this path, rather than follow the 
mainstream sectors, is because we focus on returns rather than 
size. Our obsession is to never lose money for our investors, 
and we’ve been successful in that aim in every vehicle we’ve 
sponsored. At Azora, we’d much rather let a deal pass by if we’re 
not 100% convinced, rather than do a bad deal, and this has 
enabled us to deliver high returns and substantial alpha across 
very different real estate cycles.

In fact, we don’t measure ourselves against the market, but 
instead against the risk we’re taking. Often we find that markets 
and specific sub-segments don’t appropriately compensate 
investors for the risks being taken and this tends to happen in 
overcrowded, over-fashionable sectors. That’s why focusing on 
what others don’t see has allowed Azora to offer better absolute 
returns and much better risk-adjusted returns than other 
managers.

We believe that you can’t be the best at everything all the time, 
and our investors know this. Therefore, when we select our 
strategies they know that there is a lot of research and thinking 
behind our choices and they trust us.

What are the new post-pandemic investment 
management trends? What lessons have you learnt? 
I’d say the idea the pandemic has reinforced in my mind is that 
it is important to correctly identify what’s a fad and what’s a 
megatrend. In this regard, in order for a megatrend to be “real” 
it needs to fulfil a societal need, solve a high-priority concern or 
deliver on an existing need in a much better and superior way 
than was previously the case. It is only when one or all these 
three conditions are met that megatrends prevail, even in the 
face of major, unexpected shocks such as covid-19.

To a very large extent, covid-19 has mostly accelerated trends 
that were already present, rather than changing them (and this 
has been the case for both segments with tailwinds and those 
with headwinds).

E-commerce growth has accelerated massively as people have
been forced to adopt online shopping and have realised how
convenient it can be; office space that fosters innovation and
attracts talent has become a necessity rather than “nice to
have” for all companies; and the role that companies can play
in their communities has become evident with the tremendous
support that companies of all sectors have provided during
the pandemic and which has made employees, customers and
neighbours proud to be associated with those companies.

The other main lesson that the pandemic has taught real estate 
markets is that neither investors nor managers can isolate 
themselves from the underlying operations of the real estate 
bricks. A shock like covid has tested many fixed leases and 
resulted in significant renegotiations and grace periods. For 
operators, this has proved that fixed leases are liabilities and 
should be treated as such and, for many investors, it has been 
a realisation that fixed leases are not necessarily bulletproof. 
This doesn’t mark the death of fixed leases, as they will continue 
to work well in certain real estate assets, but it should mark a 
shift away from them in those asset classes which have a high 
underlying operating component. In those segments I believe we 
will see a gradual shift towards risk sharing and, consequently, 
upside sharing contracts between operators and landlords.
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Last but certainly not least, we continue to believe in leisure and 
tourism. Millennials travel six times more than baby boomers 
and as the share economy grows, people have increasingly more 
income to spend in leisure activities. Leisure is being embedded 
across all asset classes: in residential, in the office sector and 
in retail. Covid has hit leisure activities very hard due to the 
limitation in mobility, but we are convinced it will come back 
intact and even strengthen. Our focus on tourism driven hotels 
that started in 2014 continues intact and today Azora manages 
the largest Pan-European hospitality focused fund currently in 
the market with a target of €785 million of capital.

Specialisation or diversification? Asset class, geography, 
or both?
As I said before, I don’t think you can be good at everything 
all the time. Therefore, at Azora we strongly believe in 
specialisation, although we give it a twist: we touch on all 
the themes we strongly believe in, but have specialised 
teams focused on each of them. We believe that this allows 
us to grow whilst retaining our essence and expertise in the 
various segments in which we invest. In essence, we work as a 
diversified specialist.

With regards to geography and despite the famous adage, I 
believe that real estate is no longer only about location. Once 
you have the right location, you need to tailor the bricks to your 
intended tenant and user and, even afterwards, you’ll need to 
operate it yourself or find the right operator. Layout, services 
and amenities all play an increasingly important role in the 
quality and sustainability of such assets. 

The assets will no longer be solely about the bricks but about 
much more than that. They will be about services, branding and 
customer experience, which are all driven by the megatrends 
that we have discussed already. 

Firstly, you need to identify a real megatrend; secondly, you need 
to identify the best way to benefit from it as a real estate investor 
and then you decide where to start investing in the theme.

As a manager, you may start in one country, but if you’ve really 
managed to be a first mover and have a superior product, you’ll 
be able to roll it out across other countries. As an investor, if 
you believe in the investment theme you’ll want to roll it out 
across different countries and, even if investors choose different 
managers in each country, they’ll be looking to deploy capital 
along the same theme.

What will the winning strategies in this new 
environment be? 
At Azora we look for long-term value drivers. 

In many cases, this long-term value comes as a result of 
sustainable rental growth which, in turn, stems from a 
favourable supply/demand imbalance. Changes in behavioural, 
social and demographic trends are some of the long-term 
drivers we look for. In this space, we are very focused on 
population ageing, as baby-boomers are going to be the 
largest, wealthiest and healthiest silver generation we’ve ever 
had. They’re going to require tailored residential, healthcare, 
hospitality and leisure solutions, none of which exist today in 
sufficient quality or scale.

Another source of value will be in those sectors where 
significant capex can be deployed in an accretive way. At Azora 
we are particularly focused on the opportunity to redevelop 
office space in gateway cities across Europe since office space, 
especially in some of the best locations, has become obsolete 
and unsuitable for fulfilling the needs of companies and 
employees.

In certain segments, there are multiple value drivers which are 
concurrently creating great investment opportunities. Three 
sectors we focus on and firmly believe in are rented residential, 
last mile logistics and leisure hospitality.

At Azora we continue to see rented residential as a very 
attractive opportunity. Younger generations, either by choice or 
by need, are delaying the age at which they purchase their first 
home and, consequently, we’re seeing significantly increased 
demand for rental accommodation, especially in growing cities 
which are benefiting from increasing urbanisation. These 
dynamics are generating a very favourable supply-demand 
balance for investment in rental accommodation across Europe 
and, at Azora, given our expertise in the asset class, we are 
laser-focused on this segment.

The second sector in which we see a very attractive opportunity 
is last-touch logistics, where there is a major need to build and 
refurbish warehouse space, with easy access to large cities to be 
used to deliver products to the inner city in a fast and efficient 
way. At Azora we are about to launch the first Iberian pure-play 
fund focused on the acquisition and development of last-touch 
logistics assets, and we believe that this segment will become 
consolidated as a core investment in the near future.
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Pioneering trends and building strong execution capabilities, 
including a thorough understanding of all operating aspects, is a 
winning combination required to be able to deliver alpha across 
geographical areas.

How do you think technology is changing the real estate 
investment industry?
Technology is disrupting many industries but in real estate 
I believe it’s acting more as an enabler and source of 
opportunities than as a killer of incumbents.

Technology is forcing both managers and investors to create 
value in different ways. It’s democratising markets by making 
information available so widely that you need to create your 
competitive advantage in a different way. So, knowing a 
market, its rent levels, the land available, etc. is no longer a 
differentiating factor.

At the same time, technology is helping the industry become 
more efficient and profitable. Modular construction, for 
example, is not only cheaper, but is also faster and, therefore, it 
reduces the development risk by shortening the time between 
deciding to invest and build and being able to attract tenants. 
The Internet of things allows tenants to reduce their utility costs 
and be more environmentally friendly; also, in the case of rented 
residential, technology makes it possible to offer a much better 
tenant experience, resulting in higher revenue for landlords.

In the world of hotels, technology is enabling the analysis and 
management of all the data collected on guests, and it allows 
operators and owners to target their offering, better adapt the 
experience for different guests and manage overbookings much 
more efficiently.

I’m convinced that if we, the industry incumbents, manage 
to embrace new technologies, we’ll be able to benefit from 
a tremendous opportunity to create new business models, 
enhance customer experience and, ultimately, increase returns 
for our investors.

At Azora we’ve taken the view that we need to be at the forefront 
of the latest prop-tech trends, and we’ve managed to do this 
through a combination of in-house work and relationships with 
leading third parties in the space. For example, we invested in 
Fifth Wall’s first European fund and are using the contacts and 
relationships provided by Fifth Wall to identify new tools for our 
day-to-day activities.

ESG is a must. How are E, S and G changing investment 
criteria? Where and how should investments be made? 
ESG is having a tremendous impact on our industry, which is to 
be expected given that real estate is among the most impactful 
industries, particularly across E and S. Nobody in the industry 
can ignore ESG factors and regulations, which are a source of 
added responsibility, but also new opportunities.
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Real assets impact the 
environment through the energy 
they consume while they are 
being built and operated. They 
also impact the communities in 
which they are located, because 
they dictate how people move, 
work, play and live. On the 
investment side, we’re responsible 
for managing very large amounts 
of money from private and 
institutional investors who need 
full transparency, and this creates 
a strong fiduciary responsibility for 
all of us in the industry. All of this 
converges and explains the clear 
need for the real estate industry 
to remain sharply focused on ESG 
in terms of both players and the 
value chain. 

This has given rise to an increased 
focus throughout our industry 
on how to improve across all E, 
S and G matters and this is very 
welcome. In addition, tenants, 
occupants and their clients are 
increasingly focused on all of 
these matters and this is only expected to grow, which means 
that when you’re thinking of an asset that you might hold for 
5, 10 or even 20 years, you need to ensure that it’ll continue to 
be fit for purpose and, if it won’t, you must clearly understand 
how much it’ll cost to bring it to that condition. Along these 
lines, when we think of sustainability, we must also remember 
that a major component of being sustainable is economic 
sustainability and, whilst we need to progress more swiftly 
in reaching ambitious ESG targets as an industry, we mustn’t 
forget our fiduciary duty to our investors and the need to deliver 
attractive risk-adjusted returns for them.

At Azora we’ve been focused on ESG for years, but over the 
past 2 to 3 years we’ve seen a clear shift in the importance of 
ESG factors for investors and tenants and, in view of this, we’ve 
adapted our processes and the way in which we capitalise on 

megatrends. A good example is our last-touch logistics strategy, 
through which we are focusing on existing assets with good ESG 
metrics but, importantly, are deploying substantial capital into 
the development of state-of-the-art warehouses, which have 
top ESG metrics and are in the best locations. We believe that 
this provides a de-risked proposition in a segment with a large 
amount of dated and sub-quality products.

In this market context, what are the main challenges in 
investment management?
As managers, we are facing an industry polarisation not too 
dissimilar to what’s already happened in the world of liquid asset 
management strategies.

At one side of the spectrum you have very core strategies which 
deliver increasingly tight returns but attract substantial capital 
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Luckily for Azora, we’ve implemented this dual approach since 
our creation, 18 years ago. We’ve invested in rented residential 
from the very beginning (and it continues to be our largest 
vertical) but have also made a name for ourselves as active, 
value-add managers across a number of segments, including 
hospitality, student housing, offices and logistics. In addition, 
we’ve always focused on operationally intense segments and 
the market has also evolved towards increasing operational 
exposure, which plays to our strengths.

Azora: what next? What is the most exciting thing for 
you?
At Azora we’re entering a phase of high and exciting growth 
because the market is moving towards areas that should allow 
Azora to deliver strong alpha.

The increasing investor appetite for operating assets and 
intensive management strategies plays right to our strengths. 
We’ve been building our in-house capabilities to be able to 
understand, monitor, control and selectively take on the 
operations of the real estate assets we invest in. The trend 
towards variable lease contracts and flexible and shorter 
contracts with tenants also favours our larger-than-average 
asset management teams, as well as our granularity and 
reach. And theme investing is what we have been doing almost 
exclusively for 18 years now.

In addition to our ability to deliver and execute high-return 
strategies, we also want to continue identifying strong megatrends 
and new and better ways to play them. We will continue to look for 
sustainable value drivers and good opportunities. 

In times of unprecedented uncertainty and volatility which 
have seen the de-rating of some assets and the strong 
appreciation of others, it is ever more important to be 
disciplined and thorough in investment underwriting, as well 
as in understanding the long-term prospects of each asset and 
sector. 

Not all assets that have lost significant value will be worth 
owning and, likewise, not all sectors/locations where cap rates 
have compressed massively are too expensive. We at Azora 
will strive to continue making the right calls and helping our 
investors generate sustainable superior risk-adjusted returns.

and will continue to do so, particularly while interest rates 
remain so low. Many investors are getting involved in this type 
of investment as their bond portfolios mature and they face 
negligeable or negative returns should they re-invest in fixed 
income. Because these assets generate low absolute returns 
and require little active management, the level of fees generated 
for managers is low and it’s only an attractive business if the 
amounts under management are sufficiently large.

At the other end of the investment spectrum, investors need 
to generate sufficient returns to compensate for the very low 
returns from the safer part of their portfolio and are expecting 
managers to deliver on new strategies and ideas, which requires 
a different skill set than many managers used to have.

As managers, we are facing an 
industry polarisation not too
dissimilar to what’s already 
happened in the world of liquid 
asset management strategies.

Develop-to-core strategies, among the most popular with 
investors looking to capture higher returns, require managers to 
have in-house technical and project management skills. Fixed and 
variable contracts require managers to have specialist teams that 
understand the underlying operations of the assets they invest 
in. Short-term rentals, flexible rentals and management contracts 
all require strong in-house asset management skills.

Managers who are unable to deliver on both sides of the spectrum 
will struggle to compete for institutional capital, because if they 
can’t offer good deal flow on the core part of the investment 
spectrum they run the risk of becoming irrelevant in the eyes of 
their investors. However, if they are unable to deliver on the higher 
value-add strategies, they will miss out on the most profitable part 
of the business and will be left to compete in the area of fees, in a 
market where differentiation will be increasingly difficult.
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