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I've already put it up for sule once,
last Oetober. The response was ... under-
whelming, A week went by, then two
weeks, then three, “It shows beauti fully!”
my agent, Sandy McAlaine, kept telling
me. By mid-November we'd had maybe
six showings, and no offers. 1 didit want
1o keep the place picture-perfect during
the holidays, so on November 16th 1 took
it off the market,

Now it's almost spring, and T want
Lo sell again, But af what price? On the
one hand, prices are nuts, and neigh-
bors still roll down their car windows
to tell fellow neighbors that Sp-and-So
Jjust got $719,000 for that teeny three-
bedroom walk-to-train charmer, and al]
this madness lias to end sometime, But
on the other hand, bayers ave still out

~ there paying those prices, which eould

possibly get nuttier,

Allow me some anxiety ahout this,
because it's a six-figure question. Mease
keep these numbers to yourself, but 1 was
asking $825,000 for my house, | thought
that was a little low. Tt was down from
$849,000, which I'd planned on asking,
and down further from $860,000, maybe
$875,000, which were the figures that
prospective agents dangled before me in
the kissy-face days of carly summer. But
thetr it got to be October, the market was
starting to soften, and sorchow 1 came
out of & two-hour meeting with Sandy
clutching a. copy of a listing agrecment
with the numbers 8-2-5 on it

Now its a brand-new year. I'm frec
to test the waters. Do T go back up to

MARCH 2008

$875,0007 Can T get greedy and push it
to $899,000, figuring some single-digit
appreciation from last spring? Or did
I miss the party? Am I now looking at
$799,000?

othing haunts homeowners like these two

words: “housing bubble” We've been hear-
ing about it, everywhere
at least a year now. Most
vague, unsettling,
they will continue

and incessantly, for
people feel it in a
but still theoretical way—
to sleep in their homes
every night, and they’ll eat breakfast in their
~outdated kitchens ever
it’s a very real fear. Bec
house this spring.

y morning. But for me,
ause [ want to sell my

Let’s pin down the spring market, shall
we? We'll call on agents and economists,
huilders and bankers, and even a flipper
or two. I'll figure out what my house is
worth, and maybe you'll learn enough to
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Center City’s biggest price gain:
19103 % $158,725

2004 median: $442 500 2005 median: $601,225

- WHAT THOSE BUCKS BUY:
A 2-bedroom, 1,6-bath condo with
garage near Rittenhouse Square,
listed at $595,000. Agent: Mark
Wade, 215-521-15623,

“
The Main Line’s biggest price gain:

Gladwyne % $158,600

2004 median: $943,750 2005 median: $1 102,350

WHAT THOSE BUCKS BUY:

A 5-bedroom with 3 full and 2

haif baths on 1.17 acres, fisted at
$1,049,000. Agent: Cathy Maude,
610-520-2760. -
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do the same. Maybe you'll even decide
not to sell this spring, which would be
really, really sweet of you, I don't need
the competition,

irst, let’s look back down the

mountain, becausc it's been

quile a climb, The average price

of a home in the Greater Phila-

delphia arca rose 1017 percent
between 1995 and the third quarter of
2005. The areas appreciation virtually
mirrors the national rate, which was 99.5
percent in that span. And although the
appreciation of the late 1990s is nothing
to scoff at, the steepest growth has oc-
curred in the past few years, Aftor 9/11,
aficr the stock markets tanked, we en-
Jjoyed the combination of historically low
mortgage rates and a national mania for
real estate. And ihe result? In one year
alone, from the fall of 2004 to the fall
of 2005, real estate prices in ouy region
soared 21,2 percent.

And who was driving prices up, up,
up? Why, speculators, of course! Name-
less, faceless speculators who snap up
homes with agreements of sale, then sell
‘em again—flip them—before final scttle-
ment. They used 1o be day traders before
the dot-com crash, so I hear, and now
they’re terrorizing the real estate busi-
ness. [ wanted to meet one of these guys.
Which is how 1 came to be standing on a
sidewalk in Swedesbore, New Jersey, and
staring at the most pathetic excuse for a
house I have ever secn.

It’s & menacing shack whose address,
106 Water Street, is its one pleasant at-
tribute, ft has no windows, no flooring,
no plumbing, no lights, no kitchen ...
no nothing. Its frame is clad, haphaz-
ardly, in old, ugly asbeslos siding. Out
back, among the weeds, is an abandoned
wheelchair. [ feel a sudden urge to choke
down a handful of Prozac. But somchow
the proud new owner, Eliot Hobbs, is un-
fazed. “If this were my first house, I'd Suy

‘No way,” says Hobbs. But since it's his
16th, he’s very down with the fact that he
paid $35,000 for this pile of Trouble with
a capital T. He estimates the fix-up at
$80,000. Then he'll sell it for $180,000.

(A month later, he decides to tear it down “WE PAY CASIT FOR HOUSES”

instead and build a $200,000 house on
the lot.) Meanwhile, he’ll he moving on to
his next opportunity, which might come
from a phone call in response to the signs
pasted to his blue Nissan pickup tuck:

Hobbs is a mener of the South Jer-
sey Investors Club, whicl is hasically a
supporl group for speculators. At age
35, hels one of the younger members,
many of whom are people nearing re-

ﬁ.
Bucks County’s biggest price gain:

Upper Makefield Twp. #$216,250
2004 median; $532,500 2005 median: $748,750

WHAT THOSE BUCKS BUY:

§ A 3-bedroom with 2.5 baths on .67
- "acre in Washington Crossing, listed

- at $749,900, Agent Jack Lacey,
+215- 579 027
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tirement age who saw their nest eggs
sliced and diced by the stock market.
In the past few years, membership has
passed 500, and members now meet in
subgroups. “We got people who never
cousidered owning property coming
in,” says Hohbs. “For every 10 thal join,
one will be here 20 years from now. But
at least it’s worth a look”

Reul estate investing consists of two
strategies: buy and hold, or buy and
scll. Those who buy and hold go for
muiti-unit housing and small commer-
cial space, with the goal of living off the
rental income from their tenants. Hobbs
is ot about that; he's a buy-and-sell guy.
And of course he'd love to flip propertics,
and not bother with the long, problemat-
ic process of renovation. Who wouldn't?
That was his plan when he started doing
this in 2002, he says, “But [ wasn't find-
ing sub-wholesale prices”

Flipping properties, it turns out, is
largely a pipe dream. Every once in a
great while it can happen in & wild and
crazy situation, like the condo markel
in Miami. Then everyone reads about
it, and suspects it’s happening every-
where, It's nol. Guys like Hobbs are
not getting rich quick; they're fixing
up houses that Habitat for Humanity
wouldn't touch, and they ought to got
a humanitarian award. In fact, if there’s
any feverish spcculation in the Phila-
delphia arca, it may be at the opposite
end of the market—in the %1 million to
$3 million price range. Se let’s go over
the river and through the malls and not

Delaware County’s b

iggest price gain:

Chadds Ford Twp. 1 $86,200

2004 median: $221,000 2

stop until we get to that confluence of
Old Money and New, the Main Line.
“We have way too many tcar-downs,”
says Barbara Deuber, an associale bro-
ker in Weicherts Wayne office. As of
mid-January, there were 118 million-
dollar-plus “new construction” proper-
lics listed for sale in the townships of
Lower Merion, Radnor, Tredyffrin, Wil-
tistown and Fasttown, Many of these
are tear-downs, because the open space
is long gone. Small, independent build-
crs purchase tired post-war ranchers
and Capes on decent lots for somewhere
between $500,000 and $750,000, knock
‘'em down, then build big new mansions
and charge roughly triple what they
paid. The trouble is, says Deuber, “There
aren't enough buyers in that price range”
And even though the likely buyers are
corporale transferees coming from more

e e

Camden County’s biggest price gain:

Haddonfield # $57,750

2004 median: $339,750

“ MARGH 2008

2005 median: $397,500

WHAT THOSE BUCKS BUY:
" A 4-bedroom with 1 bath on .2 acre,

listed at $399,900, Agent: Ronald_'-
Woods, 856 428-9677.

005 median: $307,200

WHAT THOSE BUCKS BUY:

.- A 3-bedroom with 1 bath on 44

acre in Pennshury Hilis, listed at
$279,000. Agent: Sheliey Mincer,
610—444—9090 :

expensive cities, they still may balk at
paying $2 million when the rest of the
neighborheod is sluck in the sevens.
One arca builder, so 1 heard, is offering a
$100,000 bonus to any agent who brings
in a buyer. That tactic is more desper-
ate than effective, but it’s reminiscent of
slow maarkets in the past, when listing
agents were so hungry for other agents
1o bring in potential buyers that they'd
promise cash, trips, cars and fur coats as
extra incentives.
¥ That sort of market lies just ahecad,
says Tom Kuranda, a mortgage banker
with two offices on the Main Line and
one in West Chester, who hrokers loans
in 16 states. “This spring will be just the
opposite of a year ago,” he predicts. “We
have fewer buyers, and more sellers try-
ing to caich the tail end of the large loot”
The shortage of buyers, he says, can't
really be explained by morigage rates,
which have risen less than half a per-
cent in the past vear. Regardless, he's just
had his worst December in 10 years, and
he's not anticipating a turnaround this
spring. After four record years of home
sales, he says, “We'li never have another
boom after a boom. That's not possibie”
Tle's making $825,000 sound good. *‘

L a sunny winter's day, I'm
sitting in the kitchen of what
used to be the suburban gold
standard: afour-bedroombrick
colonial with a two-car garage.
This particular example, on Weadley
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Road in Radnor, was built in 1970, and
has been updated through the years. The
price: $729,000. The listing agent is my
agent, Sandy McAlaine, and shes holding
arealtor’s open house today 10 show it to
feftow agents, Pm too late for lunch, but I
do get to hear their predictions, They dis-
miss any fear of a housing buhble here—
but they also admit that the market has
changed. “I’s leveled off” says Prudential
agent Patti Ryan, “1t’s not the brisk mar-
kel we had a year ago” And that spells
trouble {or sellers who want more than
what their neighbor got last vear: “The
buyers recognize a slowed-down market
long before the sellers do”

And il has slowed, thals for certain,
D13 our T1-county region, more and nmore
houses were languishing as 2005 pro-
gressed. n 2004, the average number of
days on market was 22; last year it rose
to 25, and the December average was
38—a week longer than the Decomber
04 figure. Don’t blame it on a lack of
buyers—ihe mumber of SQLD $igNs going
up matched seasonal norms throughout
the year. Rather, it was the number of
houses for sale that changed the equa-
tion, Active listings exceeded 40,000
every month  from  August through
November, and by last New Year's bve,
Uicre were 8,000 more propcrﬁes for
sale than in the previous December—a,
27 pereent inerease,

That has resulted in a huge psycho-
logical shift. Buyers know they have the
upper hand, TheyTe taking their sweet
time. Even if your Liouse is priced right
in this market, says Sandy, “It could be
on for 30 days, 60 days. It could be. But
not 90—ik should't sit for 90 d ays,"

At that rate, we wor'l know whether
Weadley Road is priced right untjl April,
T do know, however, that it was't priced
right for Dale Nelson. Nelson is a lo-
cal eontractor who buys houses on the
side—if he can sec an upside. He whizzes
in and looks around, but sces no way to
make Improvements here and then tack
on cenough to make a 20 percent. profit
for himself. “T car’l do anything with
this” he says on his way out, “This should
be $650,000.

“Al the right price, every house sells”
Sandy tells me.  (eontinmed on puge 134)

Where Do You
Go From Here?

In this season of uncertainty, we asked financial, economic
and property pros to tackle a bunch of real-world real
estate scenarios. Their advice for everyone from nervous
new owners to antsy empty nesters could help you protect
your investment, too By Kathleen Fifieid

Empty Nesters
Big house. Kids finally out of it. Prices still high. Is it time to cash
in—even if we're not really ready for retirement?

xperts agree thal selling the family homiestead without having
your next move mapped out isn't the ideal way to kick off retire-
ment. As Glenn Meyer, a certified financial planner in Jenkin-
town, puts it, “This is & major lifestyle decision that requires sig-
nificant research, including visiling possible retirement locations
for extended periods. A terrible scenario would be if you sell your current
residence, purchase your retirement, home, and discover 18 months later
that you made a mistake” Bestdes, you could be wrong about what the
markel will do. “Pundits don’t know any more than the rest of us” Meyer
says. “Don’'t base any real estate decision on what you read.” Steven Savilz,
owner of APM Real Estate in Conter City, notes thal  (eontinmed an page 139
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