Finally,

signs of
housing
rebound

Spring home-buying season |
| spurring hopes for recovery

By Derel Kravitz
The Associated Press
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WASHINGTON — Five years after ti
housing bust sent sales and prices x:rllungm%. tht‘:
spring home-buying season is pointing toalong

awaited recovery.
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higher rantspand an improving job ma.l'hkﬁt ap;
panntnbeembuldening ;nﬂnywnuld-be uyﬂrui-_
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prices for homes not at risk
of foreclosure —ahout two
thirds of the market — rose

0.7 percent in February. It

was the first increase in

four years. Price gains oc-

curred both in some hard-

bit areas, such as Phoenix,

and some still-thriving

areas like New York and
| Washington.

In Mlarm the average
sales price has surged 14
percentinthe past year, ac-
cording to Trulia, a real eg-
tate data firm. In Phoenix,
the average is up 13 per-
cent, in Pittsburgh 9 per-
cent,

Earningsreports Friday
from two big banks sug-
gested that more people
are taking out mortgages.
JPMorgan Chase issued 6
percent more mortgages
s from January through
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from an uncommonly warm January and Feb-
y —a winter that was the best for sales of
previpusly pccupied homes i five years. ge;-
mits to build houses and apartments roseinFeb-
yuary to their highest level since 2008, s
“Pegple feel much more confident,” sal
Steve Brown, co-owner of re_al estate comp:lny
Irongate Inc. of Dayton, Ohio, who says s t;:
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months of 2012 over the same period last year.
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Mixed signals

Stll, few think the hous-
ing industry is nearingare-
turn to full health. For that
to happen, arobust job mar-
ket would be needed. More
hiring would give more
people the money and job
security to buy.

That would help boest
sales and prices.

Such areas as Atlanta,
suburban Las Vegas and
central California show
few signs of recovery. And
in some others — from Se-
attle to Cleveland — home
prices have continued to
The average has

dropped @ percent in Seat-
tle over the past 12 months
and 7 percent in Cleveland.

But in many parts of the
country, including thriving
aress of Bosten, Dallas and
Seattle, confidence i§ ris-
ing along with prices,
Among the reasons:

» Hiring hag strength-
ened. Each menth from
January through March
generated & solid average
of 212,000 jobs. Unemploy-
ment has sunk from 9.1 per-
cent in August to 8.2 per-
cent. More job security
tends to embolden more
people to invest in homes.
In Dayton, for example, the
University of Dayton is hir-
ing for a new engineering
research center, General
Electric is hiring hundreds
of contractorsand the near-
by Wright-Patterson Air
Force'Base are expanding.

» Loans remain cheap.
The average rate on a 30-
year fixed-rate mortgage
is 3,88 percent. That's just
above the 3.87 percent
reached in February — the
lowest since long-term
mortgages were first of-
fered in the 1950s.

» Homes are more af-
fordable. Nationwide,
home prices are down 34
percent since 2004.

» Americans are more
confident. The Thomson
Reuters/University - of
Michigan's survey of con-
sumer confidence ryse in
March for a seventh
straight month to its high-
est level in 13 months.

Also fueling interest are
signs that home values are
finally stabilizing. One fac-
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tor that had slowed pur-
chases after the housing
boom ended in late 2006
was fear that a home would
lose value soon after its
purtchase.

But the price declines
slowed toward the end of
2011, according to the Wells
Fargo/Case-Shiller home
price index. And Corelogic
aays the average price na-
tionally rose slightly in
January and February.

Ready to jump in
“Unless prices went
down, I don't think we

|

would have ever been able |

to afford a home," said
John Henschel, 37, an infor-
mation technology consult-
ant who will move with his
family into a five-bedroom
house in Wheaton, IIl., in
May. “But we feel like
prices aren't going to go
back down., We're confi-
dent. So why not?”

When the landlord on
their Chicago apartment
told them he was selling it,
Henschel and his wife de-
cided it was time to buy.
The home they bought for
nearly $450,000 could have
fetched more than $570,000
gix years ago, according to
housing website Zillow-
QoM.

On arainy Saturday this
month in long-strugeling -

Riverside, Calif., 12 fam-
ilies visited & three-bed-
room house priced at
5199009,  Ten  others
stopped by in the first hour
of the. next day’s open
house. By the end of the
weekend, two buyers had
made offers.

“We're Seeing meare
buyer activity this spring
than we've seen in proba-
bly four years,” said Liane
Thomas, the broker who
wes showing the house.

Prices in the area could
rise in coming months be-
cause the supply of homes
for sale in Riverside is
down — from nearly 19,000
last year to 13,000 in Febru-
ary.

Many potential buyers
are hunting for deals in
places that were especially
hurt by the housing bust.

In Sarasota, Fla., which
boasts wide sugar-sand
beaches, condos are selling
for an average of $325,000,
compared with maiere than
$550,000 at the height of the
boom, said Marc Rasmus-
sen, & broker,

Homes nearing foreclo-
sure account for np_arly
' half of all the properties on
the market, according te
the Campbell/Inside Mort-
gage Finance Housing-
Pulse survey. -

That compares with 10
percent in healthy econg-
mies. Many are receiving
muitiple offers because
their prices have plunged.

In Phoenix, a foreclosed
home offered for $77,000
that had been vandalized

" received 21 offers last

month at or near the asking
price — roughly the priceit
sold for.

The average time &
home sits on the market in
Phoenix has dropped from
114 days last year to 99
days, according to the
Cromford Report, a data
research group.

In suburban Washing-
ton, D.C., Rery Obletz and
his wife have been saving
to buy after renting for six
years. Obletz, 27, failed in
two previous bids for sin-
gle-family homes. He's
hoping a third bid — about
$10,000 above the asking
price of $399,000 for a
home in Silver Spring, Md,
— will succeed this month,

“One home we went to, it
was under contract by the
time we walked out of the
house,” Obletz said. “If you
really want 1o get some-
thing, you don't have a Jet
of time to think about it.”

It isn't just bargain-
hunting families seeking
homes. Investors are in-
creasingly buying single-
family houses, fixing them
up and re-selling them or
ci)nverting them into rent-
als.

Investors are out-bid-
ding many first-time buy-
ers on cheaper homes in
particular, Sales of homes
between 100,000 and
250,000 have jumped
nearly 19 percent over the
past year. For homes be-

tween  $250,000 and
$500,000, sales are up 13
percent.

More expensive homes,
from $500,000 to $750,000,
whose sales tend to con-
tribute the most to the U.S,
economy, dre up a smaller
4.7 percent.

For buyers seeking to
move up tobigger homesor
to relocate, the toughest
challenge is often selling
the homes they’re in, Ac-
cording tb CoreLogic,

aboeut 11 million homeown-
ers are “underwater” —
they owe more on their
mortgages than their
homes are worth.

Yet for first-tiners like
Obletz, who have been sav-
ing and watching as homes
have become more afford-
able, the time feels right.

“Rent is a little more ex-
pensive, and we have the
money, so we might as well
jump on it," he says.
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John and Megan Henshel pack belongings in the Chicago
cendo mey‘?igmntad to move to a home they just bought.
when their landlord told them he was selling it, they de-

cided it was time to buy a home. M. SPENCER GREEN/AP




