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Apartment landlord spots opportunities in crowded
Sun Belt markets

Lion Real Estate buys affordable units in Tennessee, Texas

Lion Real Estate bought the 241-unit Villages of Briar Forest in Houston last year. (CoStar)
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Investors that once fueled the Sun Belt’s apartment boom are navigating a tougher buying
environment, as new supply pressures rents and higher interest rates weigh on owners. Lion Real
Estate Group sees opportunity in that disruption.

The Nashville. Tennessee-based investor has bought Berkley Spring, a 42-unit affordable housing
community in Lawrenceburg, Tennessee, for $2.5 million.

The deal is small by institutional standards but reflects the
firm’s broader investment strategy as it deploys from its third
fund. Executives said the firm aims to acquire more than 5,000
affordable housing units over the next five years while
continuing to target value-add multifamily across the Southeast
and Texas.

“We evaluate opportunities on merit, not scale. If the
fundamentals work, the size of the deal is secondary,” co-
founder Jeff Weller told CoStar News.

The strategy comes as market-rate apartments face mounting

pressure. Record levels of new supply across many Sun Belt

cities have pushed rents lower and increased vacancy, even as
nder Jeff population growth remains strong.

Recent earnings reports from major apartment landlords underscore that trend. UDR said blended

lease rates in some Sun Belt markets trailed coastal markets by about five percentage points this
spring, while Camden Property Trust noted landlords in supply-heavy regions remain limited in
their ability to push rents.

Affordable housing — though not without its own risks, such as shifting federal policy — offers a
different set of fundamentals. Berkley Spring was about 96% occupied at acquisition and is
expected to reach full occupancy with a waiting list, according to Lion. The property was appealing
in part because residents qualify based on income and pay rent directly rather than relying on
housing vouchers.

Affordable housing play

The acquisition marks Lion’s return to Low Income Housing Tax Credit investing — a federal
program that provides tax credits to developers in exchange for reserving units at below-market
rents — after more than a decade away from the sector.

“The LIHTC space provides stable cash flow, limited resident turnover and strong demand, making
it an attractive investment opportunity while helping address the affordable housing shortage,”
fellow Lion co-founder Mory Barak said.

The company isn’t new to affordable housing or to coming up with creative ways to buy into the
segment.

In 2011, founders Barak and Weller purchased a bankrupt affordable housing operator called
Bayside Communities on the courthouse steps in Oakland, California, gaining control of a company
that owned or managed roughly 7,000 affordable housing units.

While the company later sold Bayside, executives have remained interested in the sector.



“We’ve been in the space historically, so we know it well,” Barak said.

Today, that experience is informing Lion’s push to expand its
affordable housing footprint alongside its traditional multifamily
strategy. Since its founding in Los Angeles in 2007, the firm has
completed more than $2.8 billion in transactions across 119
properties totaling 15,000 apartment units, most of them
conventional multifamily investments.

Executives view affordable housing as a complement to those
investments, particularly as they remain bullish on the Southeast’s

long-term growth.

“The market-rate side is extremely challenging,” Barak said.

“There’s a lot of vacancy, especially in the markets we’re in, because

of supply.”

The gap is widening: Rents are down roughly 2% year over year in Barak (L
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supply-heavy Sun Belt markets, while coastal cities like San Francisco and New York are seeing 7%

to 10% year-over-year growth with occupancy nearing full.

Growth opportunities

While apartment rents have softened, corporate migration and job growth continue to reshape
many of the markets where Lion invests.

Office landlords across the region have recently reported growing leasing activity from companies
relocating from higher-cost coastal markets. Executives at firms such as Cousins Properties and
Highwoods Properties have pointed to expanding tenant pipelines in cities including Nashville;
Charlotte, North Carolina; Atlanta; and Dallas as employers continue following workers into lower-
cost, business-friendly markets.



Weller said his conviction in Nashville strengthened after relocating there from Los Angeles five
years ago. Living in the area offered a different perspective than studying demographic reports
from afar.

“When you’re kind of parachuting in and reading a lot of data reports or market reports, it’s one
thing,” Weller said. “But when you actually live in the market, you really understand what the 10-
year outlook, five-year outlook is for the market.”

That outlook helps explain why Lion is willing to buy a 42-unit affordable housing property in
Lawrenceburg, roughly 90 minutes south of Nashville. The town sits outside the state’s fastest-
growing metropolitan area, but executives view it as part of the same economic orbit that continues
attracting residents and employers to middle Tennessee.

Berkley Spring consists of six buildings spread across more than nine acres with one-, two- and
three-bedroom apartments totaling 45,748 square feet. Its affordability restrictions remain in place
through 2039.

The property’s size is also part of the attraction. Weller said many institutional buyers overlook
smaller affordable housing transactions, particularly those in secondary markets, even when the
properties offer strong occupancy and stable cash flow.

“We’re buying our second and third LIHTC deals and looking at several more,” Weller said. “When
you start getting under these deal sizes that are under $10 million, the institutional investors thin
out.”

Lion expects to continue targeting similar opportunities through its current fund and future
vehicles, including a planned fourth fund set to launch in early 2027.



