
“I have spent the past 18 
years learning the ins and 
outs of Houston: how it 
transforms, develops, and 
grows, who the players are 
and who the future players 
will be.” 
          – Kristen McDade

Brokering for Berkadia:
Why a big name in Houston  
CRE made the move

BY BRANDI SMITH

For Kristen McDade, being a real estate broker boils 
down to one thing: integrity.

“This goes for any industry you are in, but is especially 
meaningful in real estate where your reputation is 
everything,” says the Senior Director at Berkadia. “Clients 
know they can trust me.”

McDade says she learned that early on while working 
across the desk from her father, legendary Houston 
broker Bill McDade. He also taught her the value of hard 
work.

“Keep listening. Keep learning. Keep calling. Keep 
pushing. He had a framed note on his wall for years that 
said ‘Press On,” she says. “I work hard. I do what I say I 
am going to do and then some.”

An added bonus is that McDade’s nearly two decades 
in commercial real estate have all been logged in her 
hometown of Houston.

“I have spent the past 18 years learning the ins and outs 
of Houston: how it transforms, develops, and grows, 
who the players are and who the future players will be,” 
she says. “Knowing your market intimately takes time. I 
have put in the time and now people actually look to me 
when it comes to this city and its real estate.”

McDade got her start at McDade Smith Gould Johnston 
Mason + Co., a boutique brokerage firm, which she 
describes as feeling like family. When it closed its doors, 
she followed her father to CBRE.

“I understood my Dad wanted to work for ‘the biggest’ 
and see how that platform would improve our business. 
What I found out, for me, was that I much preferred that 
boutique feel of my old firm,” she says.

When she began looking for a company which could 
offer that environment she missed, she met with Ryan 
Epstein, the Senior Managing Director of Berkadia’s Texas 
Investment Sales Team.

“Ryan spent close to two hours bubbling over about all 
the great things he was experiencing with Berkadia,” 
McDade remembers. “When it comes to business, Ryan is 
super serious. He is no-nonsense and incredible at what 
he does. Hearing this excitement coming from him made 
moving to Berkadia an easy decision.”

Though its roots date back to 1994, the company 
owned by Berkshire Hathaway and Leucadia National 
adopted the name Berkadia in 2009. Its reach stretches 
across 60 offices in the United States and India, which 
is one of the reasons it can boast 2016 production of 
$27.8 billion. Along with being the top originating HUD 
lender and second-largest Freddie Mac lender, Berkadia 
is the third-largest commercial mortgage servicer in the 
country.

“We’re able to provide a variety of real estate solutions 
for the entire lifecycle of a client’s assets, including 
mortgage banking, investment sales, capital markets, 
loan servicing and advisory services,” says Ernie Katai, 
Berkadia’s Executive Vice President and Head of 
Production.

He adds that another reason for the company’s success 
is its elite team of professionals.

“They share Berkadia’s commitment to integrity, 
excellence and relationships,” he says.

McDade echoes that. 

“They are highly selective in who they bring onto the 
brokerage team and then they allow us to do our jobs,” 
she says. “They give us all the tools. We work hard. 
We are full service. Through our spirited and relentless 
pursuit, we are the unmistakable firm of choice for 
commercial real estate sales, services and finance.”

Tucker S. Knight, Berkadia’s Head of Texas Loan 
Originations, says the company finds the right people, 
then gives them the tools they need to succeed.

“Our research, technology and professional expertise, 
along with the sheer strength of our ownership and 
company leadership, sets us apart in the industry,” he 
says.

“The firm has invested millions of dollars into increasing 
our ability to provide real-time market knowledge 
backed by solid data that allows us to better advise 
clients,” says Director Jennifer Ray. “We believe this 
differentiates us from our competitors.”

It has become clear for clients, who helped propel 
Berkadia’s investment sales production volume ($7.7 
billion) to its best year ever in 2016.
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“To put that in perspective, the investment sales industry 
as a whole only expanded by 3 percent between 2015 and 
2016. Berkadia saw 31 percent growth,” Katai points out.

That growth is also spurred 
by the company’s expansion. 
Berkadia added approximately 
110 professionals and expanded 
into 15 new markets, Houston 
included, since 2013.
“We’re focused on building a robust network of 
investment sales professionals throughout the country, 
particularly in high-growth sectors such as senior 
housing and hotels/hospitality, while also adding more 
top talent to our mortgage banking division,” says 
Katai. “Houston and Austin, for example, have enjoyed 
tremendous growth over the past decade due to above-
average population growth and significant employment 
growth. Commercial real estate flourishes where there 
are jobs and people, so it’s vital that we have a strong 
presence in Texas to serve our clients there.”

The Houston office has been operational for less than 
half a decade, but it is already making a significant 
impact on the market, directly and indirectly. Just this 
fall, the company more than tripled its footprint in 
Houston when it relocated to an 18,500-square-foot 
space in San Felipe Place, managed by Hines.

“The modern amenities and larger office space position 
us to grow our presence in Houston and across the Texas 
markets,” Epstein says.

With that added space, he adds, the company can more 
easily work toward its goal of becoming Texas’ premier 
provider of multi-family investment sales, mortgage 
banking and loan servicing over the next few years.

“To that end, Berkadia has invested heavily in national 
research, information technology and leadership 
infrastructure to allow our Texas multi-family team to 
increase capacity significantly without compromising 
client satisfaction,” says Epstein.

Business in Texas is booming, according to Knight, who 
cites 177 deals made across the state in 2016.

“Berkadia's platform has access to various sources of 
capital such as Life Companies, GSEs, CMBS, Debt Funds 
and obviously banks, to name a few. We are the largest 
originator of Freddie Mac, Fannie Mae and HUD loans in 
the country. In 2016, we closed in excess of $2 billion in 
loans across Texas with the agencies alone,” he says. 

In North Texas, Senior Managing Director John Koeijmans 
predicts the main driver for commercial real estate will 
be the job creation spurred by corporate relocations.

“Dallas-Fort Worth is the No. 2 market for job gains in 
the country, adding more than 119,000 jobs (for the 12 
months ending February 2017), just behind New York, 
which gained 145,000 jobs,” he points out. “Dallas-Fort 
Worth is anticipated to grow by 250,000 people per 
year for the next 10 years, thus the continued strong 
commercial real estate activity.”

Koeijmans, who focuses on debt and equity in 
multifamily, says that growth coupled with the 
attractive debt market has made apartments a solid 
investment.

Austin is also enjoying steady growth due to its quality 
of life, but Managing Director Andy Hill says it is a very 
competitive market.

“Prices are high and are generally going up. Capital costs 
are historically low, but there is a lot of capital chasing 
a finite number of deals, which further drives prices and 
can make it challenging to get deals to pencil in this 
market,” he says. 

Hill says one of the biggest challenges faced in Austin, 
which certainly applies to other parts of the state, is 
rising real estate taxes.

“Most properties that we’ve seen had their tax 
assessments increase by 18 to 25 percent, several over 
30 percent and a couple north of 50 percent,” he says. 
“In spite of the challenges presented by relatively higher 
prices and out-of-control real estate taxes, I firmly 
believe that Austin will remain attractive to investors as 
the market continues to grow, innovate and mature.”

With a large number of corporate relocations and the 
new Dell Seton Medical Center at the University of Texas, 
Hill says more opportunities are sure to come.

Back in Houston, Ray says the overall market 
fundamentals are making sellers think hard about  

whether refinancing or selling now will generate the 
best asset execution.

“Class B & C multi-family assets continue to trade, but 
fewer Class A assets transactions have been the biggest 
contributor to the reduction of deal volume since 2014,” 
she says. “Houston has been going through a correction 
for the past two to three years, whereas the other major 
Texas cities have continued to stay in expansion mode.”

According to Epstein, that could be a benefit for 
developers as early as next year. Roughly 15,000 
multifamily units are expected to come online in 2017, 
but there’s little in the pipeline after that.

“Relative to comparable markets like Dallas or Atlanta 
that have very full pipelines for the foreseeable future, 
Houston is poised to generate a tremendous return for 
current investors,” he says. “As the oil industry bounces 
back, and very few apartments are delivered in the next 
couple of years, I expect to see absorption go way up 
and rents to follow suit.”

As for McDade, though she says she’s still an “inner loop 
girl at heart,” she’s branching out to areas such as Katy, 
Rosenberg and other markets outside the loop. (Keep an 
eye on her ads here in REDNews for her latest projects.) 
A highlight for her, though, is working on high profile 
properties, such as 710 Waugh, which is the hard corner 
of Waugh and D’Amico.

“It is an amazing corner in a great pocket off Allen 
Parkway. It comes with a hefty price tag, but it is just 
that kind of corner. It’s prestigious and worth every 
penny the future buyer will pay for it,” she says. “The 
owner trusts me and we have a really good rapport. I 
understand what he is trying to achieve and he knows I 
will jump over all the hurdles to get him what he wants.”

McDade says working on each new property provides 
fresh insight into the community where she was born 
and raised. 

“I love all the creativity that is here, the diversity and the 
celebration of proud Houstonians. I love that Houston 
brings people from all over the world who want to be a 
part of our great community,” she says. “Houston is so 
resilient; it ebbs and flows with every new wave. We are 
proud of our history as well as our future.”
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