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Spring Thaw?
First-Time Home
Buyers Are Looking
at Houses Again

ighhome prices have
helped drive many
first-time buyers out

of the housing market. Now,
with prices falling in many
areas, there are some signs
that buyers are beginning to
drift back, reports the Wall
Street Journal.

The share of first-time
home buyers took its big-
gest dive last year, when it
dropped to its lowest level
since 1987, according to the
National Association of Real-
tors. First-time home buyers
now account for 36 percent
of home purchases, according
to a study released last month
by the Realtors group, down
from 40 percent in the three
previous years.

But as more sellers begin
to cut their asking prices and
rates on fixed-rate mortgages
have moved lower, some real-
estate agents are reporting
renewed interest from people
shopping for their first home.

Sam Schneiderman, broker-
owner of the Greater Boston
Home Team, says he has seen
“a real surge in first-time buy-
er activity” in the last two to
three months as lower prices
draw buyers who think the
market may be close to bot-
toming out. Kevin Freadhoff,
an agent with Realty Execu-
tives of Southern Arizona in
Tucson, says he is seeing first-
time buyers “start to warm
back up again. They are see-
ing that houses have become
more affordable.”

Key buyers

First-time buyers play a key
role in the housing market.
They provide a source of new
demand for homes, and they
also make it possible for own-
ers of entry-level properties to
trade up, creating a ripple ef-
fect that affects higher-priced
sectors of the market. Declin-
ing affordability has made it
difficult for first-time buyers
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to buy homes in many parts
of the country, an important
factor in the recent housing
downturn.

First-time buyers are par-
ticularly sensitive to rising
housing costs, in part because
they dont have equity from
an existing home they can tap
as prices shoot higher. And
lower incomes provide less of
a cushion when monthly pay-
ments climb. In a sign of just
how hard it is for first-time
buyers to come up with the
cash needed to buy a home,
45 percent of first-time buy-
ers bought their home with
no money down, according
to the recent National Asso-
ciation of Realtors survey, up
from 43 percent a year ear-
lier.

Assist from low rates

But recent data have been
encouraging for first-time
buyers, including low 30-year
fixed-rate mortgage rates and

a wealth of houses to choose
from. Even with the recent
price declines, it’s estimated
that it will take a further
seven percent fall in home
prices, combined with a four
percent annual increase in
nominal incomes, to bring
affordability back in line
with average levels over the
past decade — and that’s if
interest rates remain stable.

MARKETS

Retirement Hot
Spots Spreading
Far and Wide

places such as Florida and
Arizona as obvious areas
where people migrate to
spend retirement, geogra-
pher William Bland said
increased access to informa-
tion about other parts of the
country - and the world -
via the Internet has helped
retirees expand their options
when selecting where they’d
like to live out their golden
years.

To rank the towns in



the US, Bland uses 12 criteria: landscape,
climate, quality of life, cost of living,
transportation, retail services, health care,
community services, cultural activities,
recreational activities, work/volunteer ac-
tivities and crime.

“People are more sophisticated, more
aware that you don’t have to live in a hot,
humid or hot, dry place in order to en-
joy your retirement,” said Bland, author
of “Retire in Style: 60 Outstanding Places
Across the USA and Canada.”

Case in point: Making the No. 7 spot
on Bland’s list of top ten value cities is
Pittsburgh, a city with “a lingering reputa-
tion as a dirty, steel-mill town, a blue-col-
lar town where middle- and upper-middle
class people wouldn’t want to be.”

Yet the reality, Bland said, is that the
quality of life that can be found in Pitts-
burgh has improved tremendously over
the years. Below is Bland’s list of top value
towns, from the least to most expensive:

Hot Springs, Ark.
Winston-Salem, N. C.
Fayetteville, Ark.
Bowling Green, Ky.
Lawrence, Kan.
Columbia, Mo.
Pittsburgh, Pa.
Gainesville, Fla.

San Antonio, Texas

Colorado Springs, Colo.

M e e M e M N K K

Are Low-Income
Housing Programs
Counterproductive?

Government programs
that sell homes to low-in-
come citizens — and then
bar them from reselling
for specific periods — may
actually be counterpro-
ductive to cleaning up
neighborhoods, according to a study re-
leased by the Pioneer Institute.

The study found that when many

low-income people buy homes in a single
neighborhood, but can't resell them, it dis-
courages private investment in those com-
munities because residents are unable to
reap windfall profits by selling  to urban-
ites prepared to revitalize neighborhoods.
Instead, the study found that forbid-
ding rapid resale kept low-income citizens
together, resulting in crime going up and
neighborhoods deteriorating. For infor-
mation see: www.pioneerinstitute.org.

Apartment Vacancy Rates Up

The drive toward
homeownership
last year resulted in
more apartments
remaining vacant.
The vacancy rate in
the 79 largest metro-
politan markets rose
to 5.9 percent in 2006 from 5.7 percent in
2005, and overall rents rose 4.4 percent in
2006 to an average of $930, according to
the research firm Reis, Inc.

New York City had the country’s low-
est percentage of vacant apartments, with
2.3 percent of rentals standing empty. Los
Angeles had a vacancy rate of 3.1 percent.
Colorado Springs had the highest vacancy
rate, 11.8 percent.
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Blogging for Profits
Blogs, personal Web dia-

ries of sorts, are all the rage
these days, and many real
estate agents are hoping
to use their blogs to drum
up business and establish
customer loyalty.

But in order for your blog to be effec-
tive, you need it to establish meaningful
relationships with your audience. How do
you do that? By providing reasons for your

readers to keep coming back, according to
Richard Nacht and Paul Chaney, authors

»:

of the new book Realty Bloggers.

Blogs help to establish trust and famil-
farity by the personal nature of the blog.
This helps to grow and develop your audi-
ence and your relationship with them.

As you develop your blog, you should
have two goals in mind:

1) to create a sense of authority and cred-
ibility in your market area
2) to create and capture leads

Any blog can draw visitors, but it’s what
happens with those visitors that matters.
You want your blog to show your readers
your level of expertise in your marketing
areas, and you want your blog to create a
level of trust in you and your services. Here
are some tips to help successfully generate
leads from your blog:
¥ Use your blog as an online farming

tool - focus on specific areas or niche

markets.

¥ Write about local topics of interest -
special events, homes for sale, etc.

¥ Write editorials and opinion pieces -
this builds credibility and authority
when you take a stand.

¥ Offer information on properties for
sale — this is what buyers want to see,
so provide it.

¥ Provide a way for readers to leave com-
ments and feedback.

¥ Provide ways to capture contact infor-
mation.

Position yourself with lots of great con-
tent, and you can’t help but have your blog
working like a workhorse for you.

Above all, “Don’t turn the blog into
your business, turn your blog into a busi-
ness generator,” say the authors.

Top Online Platforms

Announce Free Services

HouseValues, Zillow
and HomeGain all an-
nounced recently they
would give agent listings
more exposure for free.
Seattle-based House-
Values said its agent subscribers would now
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be able to direct their listings to the Google
and Oodle real estate sites, and promised
more listing sites to come.

Seattle-based Zillow announced it
would allow homeowners and real estate
agents to advertise their properties on its
Web site at no cost. Emeryville, Calif.-
based HomeGain announced members
of its AgentEvaluator program can upload
home listings to the HomeGain Web site
for free.

TRENDS

2007 Sales Likely to
Decline, But Prices

Should Be Slightly Up

NAR says it expects ex-
isting-home sales to rise
gradually in 2007 with
annual totals comparable
to 20006, but new-home
sales will continue to
slide.

Existing-home sales for 2006 were 6.47
million, a decline of 8.6 percent from 2005.
In 2007, the trade association believes
sales will further decline to 6.4 million.
Sales of new homes in 2006 fell 17.7
percent to 1.06 million. NAR expects
another 9.4 percent decline in 2007 to
957,000. The national median existing-
home price for all of 2006 rose 1.4 per-
cent to $222,600, with another 1.0 per-
cent gain predicted this year for an average
of $224,700. The median new-home price
eased by 0.5 percent in 2006, and should
rise by 0.8 percent in 2007 to $241,700.

Economy to Rebound In

2007, Forecasters Say

A/ﬁ._ The U.S. economy is

b . poised to shake off the
¥} housing slump and regain
==. momentum by the end of
this year, and the credit
goes to techies, bankers,

chefs and shoppers, according to a survey
of economists.

On average, the economists predict that
inflation-adjusted gross domestic product,
a broad measure of economic activity, will
grow at an annualized rate of 2.3 percent
in the first half of 2007 and 2.8 percent
in the second half. That’s up from a slug-
gish two percent in the third quarter of
2006, but still far below the robust annual
growth rates of 3.2 percent for 2005 and
4.1 percent for early 2006.

“As long as you don't think the labor
market is going to collapse or financial
conditions are going to change, then
you're starting to have the conditions for
better growth down the road,” says Bruce
Kasman, head of economic research at J.P.
Morgan Chase & Co. in New York.

The rapid expansion of technology
companies such as Google Inc. and the
huge bonuses lavished on New York in-
vestment bankers are just a couple of signs
of the service sector’s strength. Across the
country, restaurants, hospitals, software
makers and consulting firms are growing
and hiring. All told, service businesses,
which make up about 80 percent of the
nation’s economy, added 1.1 million jobs
from May through November of last
year.

The upbeat attitude in services con-
trasts sharply with the recent pain in
the housing and manufacturing sectors.
Housing-related industries shed 145,000
jobs from May though November of last
year, according to Zoltan Pozsar, an econ-
omist at Moody’s Economy.com. Falling
home values have also left people with less
power to extract cash from their homes
through home-equity loans and refinanc-
ings, a factor that many economists expect
to take a bite out of consumer spending.

“It’s really two very different econo-
mies, depending on whether you're look-
ing at the goods or service industries,” says
J.P. Morgan’s Mr. Kasman.

The bottom line is that the strength in
services will help to keep the job market
relatively healthy. The economists surveyed

expect year-to-year inflation to decline. As
a result, they expect the Fed to shift its
focus from fighting inflation to helping
the economy grow, lowering short-term
interest rates to 4.75 percent by the end of
2007 from the current 5.25 percent.

MORTGAGES

Women Paying High
Rates For Mortgages

A new study by the
Consumer Federa-
tion of America shows
that women typically
pay more for a home
loan than men, even
if they have a high
income. According
to the CFA, women
made up 30 percent of the country’s pool
of mortgage borrowers last year, but ac-
counted for 38.8 percent of the subprime
borrowers, who pay more because they
usually have lower incomes or worse credit.
The study said middle-income women were
28.1 percent more likely to be in the sub-
prime loan category than men with similar
incomes.

Nevada Leads Foreclosures
The number of

housing foreclo-
sures rose sharp-
ly nationwide in
2006, with the
largest increase in
Nevada, up 166 percent, and the smallest
in Washington State, up 18 percent, ac-
cording to Default Research Inc.

“You can expect to see the foreclo-
sure rate to continue to increase in 2007
— but not as much as 2006,” said Default
Research CEO Serdar Bankaci. Contrib-
uting factors to high foreclosure activity
were the number of sub-prime mortgages
that were granted in the past few years;
followed by the dramatic increase in ener-
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gy costs, slowing home sales and higher
interest rates.

Meanwhile, The Center for Respon-
sible Lending estimates 2.2 million
families will lose their homes — and as
much as $164 billion — due to foreclo-
sures in the subprime mortgage market.
Researchers project that 19.4 percent
of subprime loans issued during 2005-
2006 will fail.

CRL President Mike Calhoun said,
“At $164 billion, the losses from fore-
closures could pay for the college educa-
tions of 4 million kids.”

Calhoun said in recent years, be-
cause of high home appreciation rates,
problems in the subprime market have
been masked. With declining prices and
higher interest rates, however, the im-
pact could be devastating in the months
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ahead. For more information see: www.
responsiblelending.org.

TECHNOLOGY

Internet Changing the
Home Buying Experience

Information is power,
. and home buy'ers have
[ lots more of it these
days, thanks to the In-
ternet. The Internet has
enabled home buyers to
research the inventory
of homes on the market
easily and at their own
convenience.
The sea change is leading many home

buyers to think they may not need a real
estate agent to make an offer, but it’s not
always the wisest course of action for un-
sophisticated home buyers.

“Hiring an experienced exclusive
buyers agent (EBA) is a wise decision for
home buyers who don’t have the full ar-
ray of skills needed in the purchase of
a home,” noted American Homeowners
Foundation President Bruce Hahn.

The Internet is also helping buyers
better understand the process. Websites
of independent nonprofit consumer ed-
ucation organizations, such as the Amer-
ican Homeowners Foundation (www.
AmericanHomeowners.org) as well as
federal and state governments, offer free
objective information to help home buy-
ers better understand the many nuances
of home purchase.
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