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How Much Higher?
The National Association of Realtors (NAR) recently reported that the median price of existing homes is 15% higher than a year ago, and expects that prices will increase another 7% in the year ahead.

Meanwhile, the foreclosure rate is increasing - with 8% of homeowners spending 50+% of their income on their mortgage payments – and many analysts are concerned that homeownership initiatives (such as 100% financing and interest-only loans) are putting many people into homes well before they are ready; which acts as an artificial stimulus to the housing market and drives up prices for all concerned.

A survey released in March, 2005, found that 23% of homes sold in 2004 were purchased by investors, many of whom have benefited from the dramatic price appreciation of their primary residence and have used that extra equity to help finance an investment property. [The amount of home equity extracted by U.S. property owners surged to $705 billion in 2004 from $266 billion in 1999; and 2.2 million homeowners purchased investment properties in 2004 compared to 1 million in 1994, says SRI Consulting Business Intelligence]  Although some investors are purchasing 2nd homes for themselves, many are purchasing properties for their rental return. At the same time, low mortgage rates are encouraging many tenants to exit the rental market & purchase their own home. This can result in a radical shift in the Supply-Demand equation. With more properties coming onto the rental market and more tenants exiting that market, the inevitable question becomes: “If housing derives value from rents, how long can property prices continue to increase when rents start to drop?” – In some markets this is already becoming a significant concern.

The Joint Center for Housing Studies at Harvard University says that low interest rates, easy credit, second-home purchases by affluent baby boomers, the growth of immigration, economic expansion, regulatory constraints, and the limited amount of land for development are all working together to keep the market humming along.

Meanwhile, Greenspan has begun to sound the warning bell, noting that there are signs of “speculation” & “froth”, and that, although there is no sign “that there is a national bubble,…``it's hard not to see that there are a lot of local bubbles.''  In addition, The World Wealth Report, produced by Capgemini and Merrill Lynch & Co., showed that Americans with $1 million or more in liquid assets cut back their real-estate holdings to 13% of their portfolios in 2004, after increasing it to 17% in 2003. Since the wealthy are often at the forefront of investing and financial trends, market experts say their shift could be a leading indicator of a market peak.

Some markets (primarily in the West and Northeast) are now so hot that housing affordability has dropped to its lowest level in 20 years. This is making some homeowners wonder if it isn’t time to sell, take their profits, and either rent ‘til prices come back down to earth, or move and buy in a lower-priced market. 

Nationally, however, housing affordability, a function of prices, mortgage rates, and income growth, is in the middle of its 10-year range, indicating that prices may still have quite a bit further to go.

Recently, three companies which normally operate outside of the commercial property business (Deere & Co., Orvis Co., and Giorgio Armani SpA ) have decided to jump aboard the real estate bandwagon:
Deere has partnered with St. Lawrence Homes Inc. to create a "John Deere Signature Community" in Durham, N.C. - The project will feature residences ranging from $375,000 to $500,000. 
Orvis is joining with Cushman & Wakefield to sell ranch and recreational properties. The outdoors retailer has been best known for its fly-fishing gear. 
And Armani is joining with Emaar Hotels & Resorts LLC to develop a new series of "Armani Hotels and Resorts" worth over $1 billion. The first project will be located in Dubai's Burj Dubai and is designed to be the world's tallest building once completed in 2008. 

Lawrence Yun, senior economist at the NAR®, expects three sectors do especially well over the next two years:
1) Places where a high number of residents move in from other parts of the country, including Nevada and Florida. 
2) Places where homebuyers plan to buy now and live once they retire, including Charleston and Myrtle Beach,         

     S.C.; Virginia Beach, Va.; the panhandle of Florida; Alabama; and the North Carolina coast. 
3) Markets where the technology industry is making a comeback, including Seattle; Denver; Austin, Texas; and   

     Raleigh-Durham-Chapel Hill, N.C.
So, all in all, prices across most of the nation seem destined to remain hot, even though small localized areas may adjust back down from a boil to a slow simmer. It’s certainly possible that our local market could remain strong for a couple of years to come.
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       Cigarette Smoke Gets Tenants Evicted       

A couple was booted from their Boston apartment after neighbors complained about cigarette smoke seeping into their units, a move that experts say could impact apartment-dwellers across the country. 

A housing court jury upheld the eviction, comparing cigarette smoke to other nuisances such as loud noise. The case is expected to spark a wave of complaints to landlords and additional lawsuits, possibly leading to a push for legislation by anti-smoking groups and involvement by tobacco companies. 
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It’s always a good idea to be prepared for an unexpected disaster and keep a regularly updated inventory of your possessions.
Here are some steps to create a comprehensive household inventory:

· Systematically go through your house, open each drawer & closet, and carefully list everything, along with its value. Pay close attention to things you might normally overlook, such as window treatments or rugs. Also include outside items, such as a pool and patio furniture or expensive landscaping or gardening materials. 

· Describe each item in detail. Record identifying information, such as the serial number, age, brand name, size. Record your date of purchase, the amount you paid and how much it would cost to replace it. Don't forget to include things of sentimental value, such as photographs which cost 25 cents to several dollars to replace. 

· Visual records. Photographing and videotaping your possessions can be helpful and will spare you having to write down all descriptions. Some independent claim companies will provide, for a fee, a video inventory of your home, though you may want to do it yourself to secure your privacy. 

· Make sure you have appraisals of all art, antiques, jewelry and other valuables. The American Society of Appraisers, at www.Appraisers.org can help you find a local appraiser to suit your needs. 

· Most important, keep copies of your inventory lists, photographs and videos in a secure location outside your home. 
Systems-Built Homes chosen for their strength & affordability

Research shows that Systems-built homes , including concrete, log, modular, and panelized models, are better able to withstand hurricanes and tornadoes than conventional dwellings. Steel frames and insulating concrete can safeguard a home against Category-4 hurricanes.

These houses now account for 30 percent of new construction, and factory-built roof trusses and wall or floor panels are now used in about 80 percent of new structures. Surprisingly, steel-framed homes cost only 5 percent to 10 percent more than stick-built houses.
In general, the strength of factory-built homes can be attributed not only to the materials used, but also to the lack of human error, pre-transport inspections, and the fact that they go beyond local building codes. For instance, the NextGen 2005 Demonstration Home in Orlando, Fla. features laminated glass windows, steel-reinforced frames, hurricane shutters, metal straps attaching the roof and walls to the foundation, metal shingles, and a safe room.
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1. Keep windows open and use portable or ceiling fans whenever possible rather than constantly turning on your air conditioner. 

2. Close curtains on south- and west-facing windows during the day. 

3. Program a thermostat with your AC so that it's warmer or off when no one is home. 

4. Keep warm items, such as lamps or electronics, away from your air conditioner or it will end up running longer. 

5. If you have an old air conditioner, it might be soaking up a lot of energy. Newer models, which have an Energy Star logo, can save up to 50% on your cooling bills. 

6. If your house or apartment gets more humid than hot, consider buying a dehumidifier to use with a fan, in lieu of an air conditioner. 

7. Use compact fluorescent bulbs instead of incandescent; they require a lot less electricity to produce the same amount of light. 

8. Air dry or hand dry dishes instead of using your dishwasher's drying cycle. 

9. Take showers instead of baths to cut hot-water use. 

10. Lower your hot-water heater's thermostat to 115 degrees. 

11. Wash clothes in cold water. 

12. Wash only full loads of dishes and clothes. 

13. Use your microwave rather than your conventional oven. 

14. Plug all electrical equipment -- such as TVs and DVD players -- into power strips and turn them off when not in use. 
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The National Consumer Law Center, a consumer advocacy group reports that confidence tricksters are combing the latest foreclosure filings & targeting homeowners on the brink of foreclosure. Unfortunately, they are frequently drawn to homeowners with a small outstanding mortgage and a lot of home equity.

They appear on their doorsteps posing as rescuers, promising to set everything to rights. Sometimes they don the garb of clergy, sometimes they claim to represent benevolent investment partnerships. One popular ruse has the homeowner signing his house over to the scam artist, with the promise of being able to stay on as a renter and buy the house back in a few years. But that buy-back is usually at an undisclosed and exorbitant price and, once the sale is complete, the previous owner is often tossed out onto the street.

Alternatively, the fraud might be set out as an opportunity for a homeowner to refinance his or her way out of trouble. But the new mortgage is riddled with exorbitant fees that let the scammers pocket most or all the equity. In a few instances, in place of mortgage documents, the unsuspecting homeowner finds he/she has signed a quitclaim deed and thereby relinquished all interest in the property to the scam artist.

This rise in foreclosure scams is one of the darker sides to the recent housing boom. As home values have jumped, the equity that homeowners have built up has become an inviting target. Part of the problem is that homeowners facing foreclosure are often in the dark themselves about the process, including how much time they have under their states' laws before they actually face the loss of their home. And most are uncertain about the best course of action to take once they get in financial trouble, which can make the smooth pitches of the con artists sound all the more compelling. The real solution when your mortgage payment is in peril is to get help from the people you know -- especially your current lender -- and not from people who come a calling.
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              Learn about Digital Photography on the Web

Short Courses Publishing Co., which publishes instructional books on digital photography, maintains a site ShortCourses.com which offers tutorials that introduce users to digital camera basics. The extensive “How Do I Do That?” section touches on everything you ever wanted to know about digital photography, but were afraid to ask. Here you can learn about pixels and memory, e-mailing photographs, and creating images for the Web. It also contains articles on printers, which might be useful if you plan to create and publish brochures at home or want to print photos to include in a buyer presentation.

“A Short Course in Using Your Digital Camera” teaches you how to fine-tune elements such as exposure and sharpness, as well as how to capture natural light and color. If you’ve mastered the basics, “A Short Course in Digital Editing” teaches you how to digitally adjust photographs’ saturation, sharpness, and contrast to improve the image. It also shows you how to resize and compress images, essential skills to ensure reasonable download times when you’re publishing photos to your on-line photo album. 

More information on specific digital cameras is available in ShortCourses.com’s “Digital Camera Pocket Guides,” which provide readers with Cliffs Notes versions of the company’s instructional books. The section contains more than two dozen step-by-step tutorials on how to effectively use specific camera models. Each contains facts about a camera’s particular capabilities and features. ShortCourses.com offers some of these “Pocket Guides” in PDF format; others are available only as Web pages. You can also buy the unabridged version of these books at ShortCourses.com’s online bookstore. 

If you’re looking to buy a digital camera, “Editor’s Choices—The Best Digital Cameras” provides a buyers’ guide covering products from major camera companies including Nikon, Canon, Olympus, Sony, Fuji, and Minolta. ShortCourses.com’s buyers’ guide focuses on “the best of the best,” ignoring low-end, point and shoot cameras. Each entry provides a photograph of the camera and summarizes its size, features, and capabilities. The section also provides links to the manufacturers’ individual Web sites.

In addition, you might also want to consult a more comprehensive site, such as Digital Photography Review.

I do hope that this newsletter has brought you something of interest or value.

Thank you.    
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