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Home Price Appreciation at 25 Year High:

Residential prices across the country rose 11.2 percent last year - the fastest rate in a quarter of a century, according to the Office of Federal Housing Enterprise Oversight's most recent house-price report. 

The country's yearly appreciation rate reached historical levels despite a fourth-quarter gain of only 1.7 percent. The report reveals that 31 metropolitan areas registered a drop in appreciation rates during the fourth quarter, compared with only five cities during the previous three-month period. 

The largest annual price gain of 36.2 percent was recorded in Las Vegas; at the other end of the spectrum, South Bend, Ind., posted a gain of just 3 percent.

In the Albuquerque Greater Metropolitan Region the Mean Average Sales Price ($187,808) for a Single Family Detached Property in 2004 was 12.66% higher than in the prior year. The median average price increase, which is a better indicator of price appreciation for the typical existing single family residence, was “just” 7.93%. This is still a healthy figure. The difference between the 12.66% and the 7.93% can be accounted for by vigorous sales in the upper & luxury end of the housing market (see below). And recent sales suggest that prices are still on their way up in our local market.
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Record Luxury Home Sales in 2004
Coldwell Banker’s sales of U.S. luxury homes valued at over $1 million surged to $35.5 billion in 2004. That’s more than 50% above the previous $23.3 billion all-time record set in 2003.

The average price for these homes also rose to a record $1.7 million. 

Housing Affordability Improved in 4Q, 2004.

Declining mortgage interest rates and rising family income (projected to be $55,239) led to an increase in the NAR’s ( NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF REALTORS®)  “Housing Affordability Index” in the fourth quarter, 2004.

The index shows that the nation's typical household had 131.8 percent of the income needed to make a purchase at the prevailing median existing-home price, which was $187,500. Another way of saying this is that the typical purchaser could have afforded to purchase a house with a sales price of $247,100.


Inevitably, continued health in the housing affordability index is helping to sustain historically high home sale numbers and prices.


Affordability for first-time homebuyers also continues to be healthy; with the typical first-time buyer capable of purchasing a home costing $121,500. Of course, in most of the country, this means that these buyers must consider a smaller home or lower-end condo unit. However, some buyers are using adjustable-rate mortgages with a lower initial rate to allow them to purchase more home. And a recent NAR survey also shows that 24% of first-time buyers receive a gift, and another 6% receive a loan from a relative or friend to help with the down-payment.

N.M.: Gov. Proposes Sweeping Affordable Housing Plan

In New Mexico, prices for residential property are rising faster than the salaries of working-class families. In response, Gov. Bill Richardson has asked the state legislature to approve a state Housing Trust Fund and to authorize $20 million to jump-start the program. The one-time allocation would seed a revolving fund that would generate its own housing revenues. He also wants lawmakers to OK the creation of a Housing Tax Credit program, which would give individuals and corporations a tax break for their contributions to affordable housing.

Richardson's plan calls for the New Mexico Mortgage Finance Authority to operate both programs, similar to other housing enterprises around the country.

Katherine Miller, NMMFA's executive director, says the trust fund initially could provide 1,800 new homes. The program could help some 460 families each year afford a home, Miller says.

Freddie Mac Launches New Product Line to Improve Housing Affordability

Freddie Mac has launched a new suite of affordable mortgage options to satisfy its affordable housing mandate set by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
The “Home Possible” product line will cater to low- to moderate-income households and will also target teachers, law enforcement officers, and other civil servants. 
The mortgage products are to be made available to all lenders through an automated underwriting system, which is expected to result in higher acceptance rates for loan applicants with lower credit scores. 
To counter the increased risk, the mortgage financier will require homebuyer education and counseling

Office Vacancies Hit Lowest Level in Years

The New York-based real estate research firm Reis Inc. says that by the end of 2004 the nation's office vacancy rate stood at 16.2 percent, after a net annual absorption of 40.8 million square feet in 2004, compared to a negative 8.5 million square feet in 2003, and a negative 35.9 million square feet in 2002. 

The industry was able to handle the recent downturn in offices much better than during the previous bust in the late 1980s thanks to low interest rates, less speculative building, and overall better management. 

Reis researchers, who surveyed the nation's top 64 markets, project that approximately 34 million square feet of new office buildings will come on the market in 2005: up a bit from last year, but far off the record 136.8 million square feet tallied in 1999.

The State Reviews Septic Tank Requirements

As the 220,000 +/- septic systems statewide have fouled almost 1,200 water-supply wells (more than all other sources of pollution combined - according to the New Mexico Environment Department), the state is reconsidering domestic septic systems requirements.

It may soon require advanced treatment systems on lots under three-quarters of an acre that are in areas where groundwater is already contaminated, or is vulnerable to contamination. 

These vulnerable regions include areas where aquifers lie below fractured bedrock, where they are situated close to underground caves, or where they are less than 600 feet deep. Where they are less than 100 feet deep this requirement would apply immediately; whereas, where they are from 101 and 600 feet deep, the requirement would be phased in over three to five years. In areas with deeper groundwater, septic tanks would still be allowed on half-acre lots.

The cost for an advanced treatment systems is around $9,000 to $20,000 each; compared to about $4,000 for a septic tank. 

The updated requirements would not apply to lots with functioning septic tanks already in place.

The proposals will also strengthen requirements for the design, operation, maintenance, and inspection of wastewater treatment systems; create certification requirements for septic system engineers; and improve on enforcement, especially on inspections before re-sale.

Weatherizing – a more attractive option than ever:


With homeowners in cold-weather states feeling the hurt from record high heating bills, many are giving a second thought to weatherizing their homes, especially now that new and cheaper energy efficient technologies are available in today’s market. 

Rocky Mountain Institute* (RMI), [a nonprofit organization in Snowmass, Colorado, that  promotes resource conservation] has recently produced its latest edition of Home Energy Briefs (funded in part by the NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF REALTORS®.), a series of nine publications that provide energy and money-saving tips for the average homeowner. 

The series, which can be downloaded for free from Realtor.org**, include briefs on lighting, space cooling and heating, water heating, cleaning appliances, electronics, kitchen appliances, the building envelope, and whole system design.

      *    http://www.rmi.org/ 
**  http://www.realtor.org/GAPublic.nsf/pages/energybriefs?OpenDocument
Landscape Improvement Tips for Your Home – w inter or summer.

Attractive landscaping can do wonders for the appearance of a home, just as houseplants add coziness and color to any room in the house. For guidance on choosing plants that complement your home, turn to the National Gardening Association's Web site (http://www.garden.org/home). The nonprofit organization's goal is to help people become better gardeners by providing tips, articles, and how-to guides for an array of projects. The site is easy to navigate and is a good source for gardening novices and green thumbs alike.

You can also sign up for a free bi-weekly newsletter which is tailored to your region (enter your ZIP code) and provides year-round tips for both indoor and outdoor gardening.
Senior Housing - journeying through the maze of available options:
In early 2004, in an effort to resolve the confusion within the senior housing industry, the American Seniors Housing Association and the National Investment Center for the Seniors Housing and Care Industries jointly agreed upon standard definitions for a number of property descriptions. The groups said the new classifications would end conflicts within the industry and simplify data-tracking on senior housing. They could also give consumers a better shot at sorting through the growing number of projects. 

The new definitions, which have been endorsed by the Assisted Living Federation of America, the American Health Care Association, the American Association of Homes and Services of the Aging and the National Center for Assisted Living, include:

1) Active Adult Communities: For-sale single-family homes, townhouses, cluster homes, mobile homes and condominiums with no specialized services, restricted to adults 55 and older. Residents generally lead an independent lifestyle; projects aren't equipped to provide increased care as the individual ages; amenities may include such items as clubhouse, golf course and recreational spaces. Outdoor maintenance is normally included in the monthly homeowner's association or condominium fee. 

2) Senior Apartments: Multifamily residential rental properties restricted to adults at least 55 years of age. These properties don't have central kitchen facilities and generally don't provide meals to residents, but may offer community rooms, social activities and other amenities. 

3) Independent Living Communities: Age-restricted multifamily rental properties with central dining facilities that provide residents, as part of their monthly fee, access to meals and other services such as housekeeping, linen service, transportation and social and recreational activities. Such properties do not provide, in a majority of the units, assistance with activities of daily living such as supervision of medication, bathing, dressing, toileting, etc. There are no licensed skilled nursing beds in the property. The term "congregate care," which is also used to describe these kinds of properties, was dropped by these groups. 

4) Assisted-Living Residences: State-regulated rental properties that provide the same services as independent living communities but also provide, in a majority of the units, supportive care from trained employees to residents who are unable to live independently and require assistance with activities of daily living including management of medications, bathing, dressing, toileting and eating. These properties may have some nursing beds, but the majority of units are licensed for assisted living. Many of these properties include wings or floors dedicated to residents with Alzheimer's or other forms of dementia. A property that specializes in the care of residents with Alzheimer's or other forms of dementia that isn't a licensed nursing facility should be considered an assisted-living property. 

5) Nursing Homes: Licensed daily rate or rental properties that are technically referred to as skilled nursing facilities or nursing facilities where the majority of individuals require 24-hour nursing or medical care. In most cases, these properties are licensed for Medicaid or Medicare reimbursement. These properties may include a minority of assisted-living units, such as for Alzheimer's patients. 

6) CCRCs (Continuing Care Retirement Communities): Age-restricted properties that include a combination of independent living, assisted living and skilled nursing services (or independent living and skilled nursing) available to residents all on one campus. Resident payment plans vary and include entrance fee, condo and rental programs. The majority of the units aren't licensed skilled nursing facilities.

It's not just older Americans who need information about senior-housing options. Their adult children -- baby boomers -- also should be in the market to learn more, experts say. It may be an uncomfortable topic. However, the change can be abrupt if you don't prepare for it.

In addition to a number of books and help you might get from elder-law attorneys or social workers specializing in geriatric care, there are plenty of resources available online to aid your search; but no one definite place with all the answers and information.

One all-encompassing reference is the AARP, which provides a host of housing resources and related links on its Web site. See: http://www.aarp.org/life/housingchoices/ for housing choices.

Another is the website (http://www.aoa.gov/) for the Administration on Aging, which provides an elder-care locator (http://www.eldercare.gov/Eldercare/Public/Home.asp ) that allows people to search for services in their community by asking salient questions to help focus on the issues.

Another site is ElderWeb.com (http://www.elderweb.com/default.php?PageID=1121), which provides state-by-state links to support services and long-term-care information.

Some additional online resources:

· The American Seniors Housing Association (http://www.seniorshousing.org/) provides leadership for the seniors housing industry on legislative and regulatory matters, advances research, education, and the exchange of strategic business information, and promotes the merits of seniors housing.

· The Retirement Living Information Center Inc., was established to assist seniors in living out their retirement years. Part of that process involves finding housing that matches the lifestyle or needs of seniors. The site (http://www.retirementliving.com/) also offers access to an array of resource materials, including books and online publications, tax information, a guide to state aging agencies, retirement news, shopping for special assistive products and services, and links to online stores.

· The American Association of Homes and Services for the Aging (http://www2.aahsa.org/) is committed to advancing the vision of healthy, affordable, ethical aging services for America. The association represents 5,600 not-for-profit nursing homes, continuing-care retirement communities, assisted living and senior housing facilities, and home and community-based service organizations.

· The Continuing Care Accreditation Commission (http://www.ccaconline.org/), a not-for-profit organization founded in 1985, is the nation's only accrediting body for aging services, including continuing-care retirement communities. In 2003, CCAC merged with the Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities.

· The Guide to Retirement Living in print and on the Internet (http://www.retirement-living.com/) is a database of all senior housing, assisted living, nursing homes, home health-care services, and professional resources in Virginia, Maryland, New Jersey, Washington D.C., Pennsylvania and Delaware.

Ultimately, you are going to want to rely on word of mouth from friends, relatives, doctors and senior centers in your area in making senior-housing choices.

Start listening to where others are going, where they are talking about. Eventually, you will have to visit the top three or four places you're interested in. You can tell a lot just by walking in -- odors, cleanliness, the things we know to look for. But pay attention to the staff morale -- these are the people who are going to be caregivers.
I do hope that this newsletter has brought you something of interest or value.

Please do remember to recommend me to friends and family.      

Thank you.                        -                   Michael.
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