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You’ve got the upper hand:   Why a buyer’s market puts you in the driver seat

In the boom years of real estate, home sellers held a winning hand over buyers. They could dictate prices and terms to multiple bidders who were lining up at their doors. Today, that’s not the case, and buyers are the ones holding all the aces: it’s a buyer’s market! 

First, what is a buyer’s market? Quite simply, it’s when the advantage is with the buyer. A buyer’s market is one where prices are competitive, choices are abundant and lots of bargains and incentives are to be had. Consider the following advantages for home shoppers today:

· Prices have leveled off. In some areas, prices have even declined. Regions that were burning hot in the past have begun to cool and level off, giving the buyer a unique opportunity to find affordable housing that may have been out of reach before. Sellers in this environment—by necessity—are much more prepared to negotiate. While there are no guarantees you’ll get everything you want—bargains are all about give and take—you can be assured that your needs will be heard. Most likely, you can get the house of your dreams and still have a budget leftover for decorating. 
· Houses are staying on the market longer, meaning more choices for you. Previously, home shoppers had to make an offer immediately if they wanted to get their top choice. Today, there are a wide variety of homes for sale, with a better chance of getting the home that fits your needs, without the super-stiff competition from lots of other buyers as was seen in years past. 
· Mortgage rates are historically low. Interest rates are still affordable, remaining near 6.5 percent. Looking back, 1984 saw fixed rate mortgage interests as high as 14.75 percent. Even just six years ago, interest rates ranged from 8 to 8.5 percent. A half-percent rate difference on a $200,000 mortgage, from 6.5 percent to 7 percent, translates into an increase in monthly mortgage payments of $66.00. Over a thirty-year mortgage, that’s an extra $23,926! When rates are this attractive, it just doesn’t make sense to try and time the market. 
· Many builders are offering incentives. Discounted financing packages, value-added incentives, and even first-year mortgage payments are some of the incentives builders are offering, allowing families to get in on the host of benefits that homeownership offers. Home equity, the value of a home minus any mortgage debt, accounts for more than half of the total net wealth of the typical family, making homeownership the primary source of a household's net worth.  This makes owning a home the fundamental first step toward accumulating personal wealth. And don’t forget the incredible tax benefits as well!
· Homeownership is always attractive. Besides being a stepping stone to a future of financial security, homeownership provides a sense of community and personal satisfaction and inspires civic responsibility. Homeowners are more likely to vote and get involved in local issues. Studies show they are also more content with their lives, owing to the spillover benefits from an increased social circle, a stronger sense of belonging and increased activity in community groups. 

Homeownership is the cornerstone of the American way of life and the fulfillment of the American Dream.  A buyer’s market allows that dream to be possible for you as well.  

Find A Professional Remodeler Who’s Right For You - Tips and Techniques for Homeowners

If you own a home, no matter what’s its age, sooner or later you may join the millions of people who remodel their homes each year. The reasons for remodeling are as varied as the projects themselves, but generally we  choose to remodel to add comfort, convenience, space and, ultimately, value to our homes.

If you are like many other home owners across the country who have undertaken a remodeling project, you had to make many decisions related to the project.  Details like what kind of project you want to do, how you will use this space and how much money you are willing to spend must be thought-out and communicated to your contractor to avoid any confusion down the road.  So how did you go about finding a remodeler to do your project?

Finding a remodeler who is right for you will take some time and planning, but it is worth the effort when you are satisfied with the completed project.  

To begin your search:

· Seek referrals from friends, family, neighbors and coworkers who have had remodeling work done and ask them if they would hire the remodeler again.  

· Contact local trade associations such as your area’s local home builders association and Remodelors (TM) Council for a list of their members.  

· Check with your state’s licensing agency and local building inspectors to verify the remodeler has the appropriate license(s).

· When you begin to interview a remodeler, keep in mind that you are buying a service rather than a product.  The quality of service the remodeler provides will determine the quality of the finished project and your satisfaction with it. Take a look at the remodeler’s business and management experience.

· Does the remodeler have a trustworthy reputation in the community, with previous customers and with local building supply companies? 

· Does the remodeler carry insurance that protects you from claims arising from property damage or jobsite injuries?  

· Is the remodeler an active participant in a trade organization such as the Remodelors Council of the National Association of Home Builders Membership in the Remodelors Council indicates a remodeler’s commitment to professional-quality construction that meets or exceeds industry standards and practices.  

· Is the remodeler accredited in a certification program such as the Certified Graduate Remodelor (CGR) program. Remodelers bearing the CGR credentials indicate that they have met a prescribed set of educational requirements and follow a strict code of business and professional ethics.

· In addition to business and management experience, look at the remodeler’s construction and technical expertise, customer service and communication skills. 

· Does the remodeler have a working knowledge of the many types of homes in your area? 

· Does the remodeler offer an array of options for your project thus demonstrating a knowledge of and experience with a variety of products, materials and techniques? 

· Does the remodeler listen to you and understand your needs and wants with the project?

· Will the remodeler provide you with scheduled updates so that you can make appropriate decisions and prepare for any inconveniences?

· Finding a remodeler who is right for you is not as simple as picking up the yellow pages of your phone book. It takes time to interview and select a contractor who will best suit your needs and the needs of your project. 

Finding Design Ideas for Your Remodeling Project

You want to change the look and feel of your house, but you also want your remodeling job to look fresh for a number of years while complementing the existing features of your home. How do you choose the right project and design for you and your family?

First, make sure you take your family’s lifestyle into account when selecting an area of your home to remodel.  For example, if you get a lot of traffic through the house, consider hardwood floors. Families who frequently entertain in the kitchen may want to expand the room and add an island or some comfortable chairs. If your bathroom is the place where you escape the world, add a whirlpool tub or a deluxe shower.

After you’ve chosen an area of your home to remodel, the wide array of project options can be both dazzling and intimidating.  To get started, consult the resources below, which can give you specific ideas on how to turn your house into the dream home you’ve always wanted.

· TV Shows:  Home & Garden Television (HGTV) features a number of shows on topics ranging from decorating to home improvement.  To spark your creativity, watch projects evolve from start to finish on shows like Building Character and Dream Builders; check your local television guide for listings.
· Magazines: Magazines that cater to home improvement, lifestyle and remodeling can be an excellent source of ideas.  Page through publications such as Home, House Beautiful, Better Homes and Gardens, Southern Living, Food and Wine, Country Living, Ladies' Home Journal and Good Housekeeping to identify projects and materials that might work in your home.  Additionally, you can request a wide range of free or inexpensive literature by completing the mail-in coupons inserted in such publications.
· Web Sites: Surfing the Web is a great way to find ideas and research projects. Many remodelers, manufacturers and magazines host Web sites that feature project photos, buying guides and product information. Web directories also can help you find professional remodelers in your area.
· Sketches and Floor Plans: No two remodeling projects are the same, but you can gain some insight into how another homeowner solved a space problem by carefully studying sketches and floor plans. If, like most people, you are easily confused by plans and drawings, imagine yourself in the middle of the room or space on the plan. 
· Books: Browse a bookstore with a well-stocked home improvement section, but beware of books telling you to be your own remodeling contractor. Most remodeling projects call for a level of skill and work hours beyond those stated in these books. The job of a professional remodeler requires experience and competence in a wide range of disciplines, and unless you are highly skilled and licensed in all the trades, you can quickly get in over your head. 
· Newspapers: Most newspapers publish regular sections devoted to real estate, home design and remodeling. Also, twice a year—usually in the spring and fall—many papers print special home improvement supplements. Each of these sections contains timely articles and useful advertisements on remodeling, home improvement, repair and maintenance.
· Friends, Family and Neighbors: Do you know someone who has recently remodeled their home in a style you admire? He or she may still have product manuals, magazines and other helpful information you can borrow, as well as practical advice drawn from his or her own experience.
· Remodeling Professionals: One of the advantages of choosing a remodeler early is gaining access to an extensive library of resources prior to starting a project.  Once you’ve chosen a contractor, he or she usually can offer you a wide variety of materials, including product manuals, magazines, brochures and blueprints.
· Manufacturers and Suppliers: The most obvious place to find information about new products and how to use them is on manufacturers’ Web sites and in magazine ads.  Lumberyards, hardware stores and other suppliers also can be valuable sources of information. Many suppliers now offer home planning centers, where you can browse comfortably among the following:

· Plan books

· Product manuals

· Sourcebooks

· Building tips

· Magazines

· Brochures

· Directories of local remodelers and builders
· Firsthand Observation: Keep a loaded camera and some extra film in your vehicle. You never know when a trip to the grocery store might provide you a glimpse of just the right exterior door or window trim, so always be prepared.

Home for the Holidays without the Headache

As the holidays approach, many guest bedrooms will find themselves filled with the luggage of in-laws. The extra leaf of the dining room table will be pulled down from the attic, awaiting a packed family feast. As extended families gather to celebrate the holiday season, the capacity of homes across the country is tested.  Maybe yours is one.  Will your home be ready for the influx of people to come?  Read on to find out what you can do to make everyone’s holiday enjoyable around your home.

Be sure that all of your walkways, decks, and other outdoor areas are as free of ice and snow as possible.  A bad fall could easily put a damper on your celebrations.  Also make sure that all outdoor and garage lighting is working properly.  

You may want to clear your closet out and designate a spot for people’s coats and other winter apparel.  Preparing for this now will make everyone more organized when the fun begins.  You may also want to consider an extra doormat for wet boots.  Remember, wet shoes can quickly make a kitchen floor slippery and a prime place for a nasty spill.  

Keep in mind that the bathroom may get a large increase in traffic. Replacing tile or even adding new grout can give your bathroom a totally new appearance.  Take a look around the shower areas and make sure the ceiling isn’t peeling from humidity.  If it is, simple ceiling repair and repainting can fix the problem quickly.  Be sure that bathroom fans and windows are in working order.  Proper ventilation is essential in keeping mold and mildew far away.  Extra hand and bath towels can also help with the added traffic of the holidays.  

Your kitchen will also receive a high amount of traffic during the holidays and it’s important that you’re ready.  Increased entertaining may mean more countertop space is necessary.  Clear off countertops and stow appliances in cabinets when they’re not in use.  Look closely at the condition of your countertops and cabinets.  Does anything need replacing?  Are all of the cupboard knobs secure and functioning?  Also, the lighting should be in excellent condition.  Long hours in a kitchen with inadequate lighting can put a strain on tired eyes.  Ensure your kitchen is well-lit by replacing dim light bulbs.  

Take the headache out of the holidays by preparing your home for your guests.  Strong preparation will allow for less confusion.  Besides, some preparations you make now may last you longer than the holidays!  

New Homes: Bigger and Better

Houses are getting larger and amenities more abundant, according to a report on new homes released by the United States Census Bureau.

“Home builders are listening and responding to the needs of today’s consumers,” according to Jerry Howard, executive vice president and CEO of the National Association of Home Builders (NAHB) in Washington, D.C.  “Central air conditioning, more bedrooms, large garages, fireplaces and multiple stories have worked their way into the majority of homes built today.”

Between 1975 and 2005 the portion of new homes built with central air rose 43 percent.  In the southern U.S. last year, 100 percent of new homes were built with central air conditioning.

Garages are getting larger.  Twenty percent of new garages have space for three or more cars.  An average garage door used to measure seven feet by nine feet, but has expanded to eight feet by 10 feet.  Data from NAHB indicates that growth in garage size may be related to an increase in vehicle size as sport utility vehicles become more commonplace.  

The percentage of homes built with four or more bedrooms has steadily risen to a high of 39 percent.  However, the vast majority of new homes are still built with three bedrooms, as has been the case for the last three decades.

The use of the once common “split-level” design has mostly disappeared.  Split-level homes made up less then one percent of the market share of new homes in 2005.   

In 2005, 55 percent of new homes were built with two or more stories.  One-story homes made up 44 percent of the market share.  

The report also showed that homeowners are getting more use from their outdoor space.  The proportion of homes built with patios increased to 46 percent and the percentage with porches grew to 53 percent.  In contrast, deck popularity is declining in most regions of the U.S.  Only 27 percent of new homes had decks in 2005.  The northeastern U.S. was the exception in the deck-building area with an 18 percent growth in new homes built with decks.

There was a small growth in fireplaces in new homes.  The number grew to 55 percent in 2005, up from 52 percent three decades ago.  

The report also sheds light on new trends in exterior wall material.  Vinyl siding is now the most-used wall exterior.  According to NAHB data, vinyl siding is most popular in the northeast, where 83 percent of new homes last year were clad in the material.  The use of stucco also rose, being used in 22 percent of new homes last year.  Brick and wood exteriors both declined over the same period.

“Because of the high cost of labor, builders have increasingly limited the use of brick to the front of the home,” said Howard “However, it is still very popular as an exterior material in many areas.”


Warm air furnaces remain the most common way to heat a home, accounting for 67 percent of the 2005 market, down from 72 percent of the market in 1975.  The decline, according to NAHB research, is most likely because of construction practices in the southern U.S.  The use of warm air furnaces fell from 82 percent of new construction to 47 percent over the last 30 years in the South.  Heat pumps are found in just over half of the southern market.  

Lot size has been shrinking because of the rising cost of developed lots.  Census data showed a drop from a nationwide median of 10,000 square feet in 1990 to 8,500 square feet today.


Save Green by Being Green 

Last year, American consumers saved an overwhelming $12 billion on utility bills. The reason for their savings? Simply thinking “green.”

With cooling temperatures in the near future, heating costs will be rising. ENERGY STAR® and other similar programs offer incentive rebates to consumers who use energy-efficient appliances in their homes. Rebates not only save homeowners “green” on their utility bills, but the use of energy-efficient appliances lead to a cleaner, greener environment.  

According to the National Association of Home Builders (NAHB), many utility companies offer incentives to their customers for buying ENERGY STAR-qualified appliances such as washing machines, refrigerators, and dishwashers.  These incentives often come in the form of a rebate on your utility bill after showing proof of purchase. 

ENERGY STAR, the government-backed symbol that identifies energy-efficient household appliances and materials, is making its way into the housing market at full speed.  More than 2,500 of the nation’s builders craft ENERGY STAR-qualified homes, and that number continues to grow.  ENERGY STAR homes are 30 percent more energy-efficient than a typical house, with qualifying home components including high-performance windows and energy-efficient heating and cooling systems.

High-performance windows keep your home comfortable no matter what the outdoor climate is like. If it’s time to replace your windows, look for the new Low-E, or low emittance, designs that reduce heat transfer. A sun-resistant coating, insulated layer filled with gas and improved climate-specific window frames allow high-performance windows to deliver more benefits than standard windows. Typically comprising 10 to 25 percent of the exterior wall area of new homes, research shows that heat gain and loss through windows accounts for up to 50 percent of a home's heating and cooling needs. High-performance windows reduce utility bills by keeping heat loss to a minimum, reduce fading of curtains, furniture, and flooring by blocking harmful UV rays, and can even make your house quieter by insulating your home from outside noise 

Improved heating and cooling systems are also essential to an ENERGY STAR home.  Programmable thermostats that can regulate the temperatures depending on the time of day and the occupancy status of the home are great for saving energy. The thermostat can be programmed to your schedule, so that you use less energy when you are sleeping or away from the home. 

Energy-efficient appliances such as clothes and dish washers use between 10 and 50 percent less energy than their standard counterparts, and can be a great investment that leads to lower electricity and water bills.

If your home is not currently certified, there are many options to make your home as energy-efficient as possible.  One simple measure is replacing standard light bulbs with Compact Fluorescent Light bulbs (CFLs) that give off less heat, last longer and are more efficient.   

For a more comprehensive approach, visit the ENERGY STAR Web site, www.energystar.gov/homesealing, for information on improving the overall insulation of your home. For DIYers, a free guide is available to walk you step by step though the process.  

 While many of these steps may seem insignificant, $12 billion in energy savings is no small figure. Plus, you can feel good about doing your part to conserve energy and save the environment.

Know Your House Terms 

Home buyers and homeowners can be excused for not knowing the names of all of the parts of a house. A typical house contains more than 3,000 different components. You may hear people throwing around terms such as soffit, cornice and joist without knowing exactly what they are.

Some of the names for house parts have made their way into common English usage in a non-housing context. For instance, most people know the term "eavesdropper" for someone who listens in on someone else’s conversation. One also finds house parts in people’s names, such as the actor Clark Gable or tennis star Patrick Rafter.

Here’s a primer on some of the components of a typical house from John A. Kilpatrick’s book Understanding House Construction, published by the Home Builder Press of the National Association of Home Builders.

Molding is found both on the interior and exterior of houses. It is the wood, metal, plastic or plaster trim used around windows and doors, at the tops and bases of walls, along cornices, and for other decorative details. Base molding is a decorative band or finish board that is used to cover the joint between the wall and the floor; it is also sometimes called baseboard. Crown molding is a decoration used to cover the area where the wall and the ceiling intersect. Flashing is sheet metal or plastic used to cover joints and openings in exterior surfaces of the house to protect against water leakage.

Framing is the structural skeleton of the house, usually made of beams, studs and joists. The beams are members used to support the structure. For instance, the center beam is a member that runs the length of the first floor of a house and supports the house structure above it. The collar beam is horizontal member in the roof that provides structural strength by connecting opposite rafters. Studs are the upright wood or metal members used to form the walls and partitions. Joists are the horizontal parallel beams that support floors and ceilings. 

Cornices are found on the exterior of the house. They are the structural trim that is used to cover the area where the roof and the wall meet. A soffit is a special type of cornice that covers the exposed underside of a projecting house part, such as the exposed underside of part of your roof that extends beyond a wall of your house. The eaves are the edges of roof that run parallel to the ground. You put gutters along the eaves to carry off rainwater and snowmelt from the roof.

Moving up to the roof, the rafters are the structural members that form the legs of the triangle created by the framing. The ridge board is the length of lumber at the peak of the roof to which the upper ends of the rafters are fastened. A gable is the triangular end wall of a house that extends from the eaves to the peak of the roof. (A famous house in Salem, Massachusetts has seven of them.) A dormer is a projection built out from a sloping roof as a room extension or for a window.

Not all houses have all of these features, and there are many house features that are not described above. If you wish to learn more about the components of a house, you may order the book Understanding House Construction by calling 800/223-2665, or by visiting www.BuilderBooks.com. The cost is $19.75 plus postage and handling. 

Keep Your Vinyl Siding Looking Like New 

Chances are, whether you live in a condominium, townhouse or single-family home, vinyl siding is probably in use somewhere on your home. According to NAHB research, approximately 39 percent of new homes built in 2000 utilized vinyl siding in some fashion. That 39 percent figure was the same for homes built in 1999, where it peaked after five years of steady increase. 

Vinyl siding is a durable, low-maintenance material that is both attractive and cost-efficient, which makes it a popular choice for the exteriors of homes. One-third of all respondents in NAHB’s “What 21st Century Home Buyers Want” preferred vinyl siding as the cost-efficient exterior material for the back and sides of their homes and nearly one-fourth of all respondents preferred it as the material for the front of their homes. 

Despite its high durability, the vinyl siding on your home is exposed daily to the harsh effects of the elements, but some simple periodic cleaning and maintenance will help keep it looking great. The Vinyl Siding Institute (VSI) recommends the following techniques: 

CLEANING - Wash vinyl siding with a soft cloth or ordinary long-handled, soft bristle brush. For textured surfaces, use only a soft bristle brush to avoid smearing stains into the grooves of the texture. To prevent streaking from soap and water running down the house during cleaning, start at the bottom of the wall and work up. Rinse the cleaning solution with water before it dries. If your home has brick facing, cover the brick so that it is not affected by the runoff. 
Vinyl siding can be washed with a power washer, although you should read the washer instructions thoroughly before use. When cleaning, hold the power washer straight at eye level. Do not aim the power washer upward, as the water may collect behind the siding, leak later, and produce streaks or could remain and cause decay. 
Small spots of mold and mildew can be handled with cleaners such as Fantastik® or Windex®. For larger sections, a solution of vinegar (30 percent) and water (70 percent) has proven successful. 
Alternatively, you also could try the following solution: 1/3 cup (2 2/3 ounces) powdered laundry detergent, 2/3 cup (5 1/3 ounces) powdered household cleaner (e.g., Spic & Span®, Soilax®, or equivalent), 1 quart (32 fluid ounces) liquid laundry bleach, and 1 gallon (128 fluid ounces) of water. 

Be sure to spot check any general or stain specific cleaner before using it on a large section of siding. After removing the stain, rinse thoroughly with water. Do not use cleaners containing organic solvents, undiluted chlorine bleach, liquid grease remover, nail polish remover, or furniture polish or cleaners. They can affect the surface of the siding. 

General cleaners such as Simple Green®, Nice & Easy®, Armor All®, or the equivalent can be used to clean dirt, bird droppings, and spider webs. Cleaners such as Fantastik®, Lestoil®, Murphy’s Oil Soap®, Windex® or the equivalent can remove some stains such as bubble gum, crayon, oil-based caulk, felt-tip pen, grass stain, lithium grease, motor oil or rust. Try cleaners such as Soft Scrub® or the equivalent for pencil or paint*. 

Rinse all cleaners with water before they dry. 

MAINTENANCE - To protect vinyl siding from discoloration, cover it when using stains, sealants, and wet concrete as part of home renovation projects. To avoid potential staining from insecticides or herbicides, consult the product labels and/or the insecticide or herbicide manufacturer before applying. 

Vinyl siding is made from organic materials and will melt or burn when exposed to a significant heat source. Home and building owners should always take precautions to keep fire sources (e.g., barbeque grills) and combustible materials (e.g., dry leaves, mulch, trash) away from vinyl siding. 

The typical heat distortion temperature of vinyl siding is approximately 160 F to 165 F. When temperatures reach these levels, the siding is likely to distort. Reflected or radiated heat sources can include windows, roofing, pavement, and certain under-layments. Installing screens and awnings and planting bushes or other landscaping can alleviate reflections or radiation. 
If a vinyl siding panel is permanently stained or otherwise damaged, it is easily replaceable. Place an "unlocking" tool behind the bottom of the panel above the panel to be replaced and unzip it from the lock of the damaged panel. Gently bend out the upper panel and remove the nails from the damaged panel. Remove the damaged panel. Lock on the new panel and nail it up. Use the unlocking tool again to zip the upper panel over the lock on the new panel. VSI produces a “Vinyl Siding Installation How-To Guide” that can provide further instruction on this topic. 

If you wish to paint your vinyl siding, consult with your vinyl siding manufacturer first. Many manufacturers void their warranties if the siding is painted. 

Finally, if you are replacing your vinyl siding or building a new home, be sure to check if your product has been independently certified for quality assurance through the Vinyl Siding Institute. The better your product is, the better it will stand up to the tests of time, weather, heat and impact. 

For more information on vinyl siding, visit the Vinyl Siding Institute’s Web site at www.vinylsiding.org or call 1-888-FORVSI-1. 
*SPI, VSI and NAHB do not endorse products or processes and make no warranties for the products referenced herein. Reference to proprietary names is for illustrative purposes only and is not intended to imply that there are not equally effective alternatives. 

Is there A Steel-Framed Home In Your Future?

Have you ever considered buying a home framed with steel? At some point in your life, you may have already lived in a steel home. If you have ever lived in a mid-rise or high-rise rental apartment or condominium, the structure was probably framed with steel. So why not buy in a single family house made of steel?

Despite steel’s long history of effectiveness in building construction, it has not been used extensively in single-family homes. But that may be changing now as builders are beginning to see the significant advantages of steel-framed residential construction. The plusses include: 

· Steel has the highest strength-to-weight ratio of any building material. 

· The inherent strength of steel means that fewer studs need to be used. 

· Galvanized steel is noncombustible, which may result in lower insurance premiums for home buyers. 

· Galvanized steel is not susceptible to rot. It does not shrink, warp, crack or swell, and it resists corrosion. 

· Termites and other insects and pests cannot eat steel. 

· Combined with the use of framing screws that resist uplifting loads more effectively than nails, steel framing produces a structure that performs favorably compared to other building materials during hurricanes and earthquakes. 

· Steel framing can accommodate all types of commonly-used siding and finish materials. 

· Steel has many environmental advantages. It can be recycled repeatedly without losing its strength or other properties. 

· Steel has an overall recycling rate of 64 percent, making it the most recycled material in the world. Some of the steel in a new home may have previously been used for an automobile or a commercial building. 

· Galvanized steel studs are manufactured in the quality-controlled setting of a factory. The prepunching of studs provides a product cut-out for electrical and plumbing lines. The prepunching also prevents waste on the construction site. 

· Steel provides a more reliable supply of framing materials for builders. The construction industry has felt the effects of shortages and sharp price increases in the lumber industry. These factors ultimately add to the final house price paid by the consumer. 

· Steel-framing can accommodate future remodeling, because non-load bearing walls can be easily removed, altered and relocated. 

Steel framing for single family homes is already popular in some parts of the country. In areas of Florida, where concrete block is the predominant exterior wall material, steel has about half of the interior stud market. Steel homes are also common on the West Coast (because of concerns about earthquakes) and in Hawaii. Another common use is in markets where basements are built and finished by the builder.

For any framing system to succeed in the housing market, there must be a readily available supply of product and an adequate supply of labor to install it. In recent years, the steel industry has been working to develop a reliable distribution system while training framers how to use it. Steel framing can be installed much the same way as wood, and learning to frame with steel is not any more difficult than learning to frame with wood.

So the next time you are in the market to buy a new home, think about one framed with steel. By selecting this strong, environmentally-friendly product, you may be part of the wave of the future in new home technology. To obtain additional information about steel-framed residential construction, call the Steel Hotline at 800-79-STEEL.

Invest in a Vacation Home

Think a vacation home is out of your reach? Think again. Many vacation homes pay for themselves. So go ahead – Dream about a summer vacation by the beach in a house that you own.

A vacation home is an investment in the future that you can enjoy today. Some people buy vacation homes and plan to live in them full-time after they retire. These wise investors can enjoy their future retirement homes on the weekends. And they will have fewer mortgage payments to make on their retirement income.

But a vacation home is even a wise investment those who don’t plan to move into it after retirement. The well-to-do Baby Boom generation has put vacation homes in high demand. And real estate experts predict that these second homes will continue to appreciate in value. 

Some consumers who buy vacation homes now will sell them later at a profit.

And there are some tax benefits for vacation homeowners. According to the IRS, vacation homes fall into three basic categories: 

1. Personal Residence. This applies if you rent your vacation home for less than 15 days during the year. On your tax report, you may deduct mortgage interest and property taxes as itemized deductions, as long as your debt does not exceed $1 million. You can save a sizeable sum if you claim the mortgage interest deduction on your taxes. The higher your tax bracket, the more you will save. But you may not deduct other expenses such as utilities and repairs. If you rent your home for less than 15 days, you do not have to report the rental income on your tax return. For tax purposes, you should not own more than two homes that are considered personal residences. 

2. Personal Residence/Rental Property. This applies if you do rent out your vacation house, but your personal use of the property exceeds 14 days and is more than 10% of the total days you rent the house. The ‘residence rental rules’ apply to you. In this case, you must report the rental income collected on your tax return. Keep track of the days you spend in your vacation home so you can allocate expenses between rental and personal use. According to the IRS, ‘personal use’ includes any day or part of a day that the owner or any relative of the owner uses the property. It does not include days spent maintaining the home or preparing it for renters. If you rent out the home for 30 percent of the total number of days the home is used, you may deduct 30 percent of your maintenance and upkeep expenses, including: rental advertising, insurance, repairs and utilities. You may also deduct mortgage interest and property taxes. 

3. Rental property. To fall into this category, you cannot personally use the home for the longer of 14 days or 10 percent of the total number of days the home is rented. You can benefit from the rental property rules, which, under certain conditions, allow the taxpayer to deduct losses if rental expenses exceed rental income. For tax purposes, you must divide your upkeep expenses between rental and personal use. If you lose money on your rental property and your adjusted gross income (AGI) is less than $100,000, you may deduct up to $25,000 of rental losses a year against regular earnings, such as salary. To qualify for this deduction you must actively manage the property, approving new tenants and authorizing repairs. 
Clearly, there are many advantages to investing in a vacation home, including your own personal enjoyment. But before you make the big purchase, consider the following: 
· Can you afford two mortgage payments? 

· How much will you pay for utilities and upkeep? 

· Will the purchase pay off as an investment? Try to estimate how much the property’s value will increase. 

· How easy will it be to rent out the property? You can’t necessarily rely on rental income to pay the mortgage. But if you buy in a popular place, you may recover at lease a considerable share of the mortgage costs. 

In most cases, a vacation home is a wise investment. So go ahead, do your homework, check with your tax advisor, do some house shopping and then enjoy. You probably won’t think of many better ways to spend your money.

How To Change The View Without Moving 

So you want a new house but dread the mere thought of "the move"? Don’t fret. In this dilemma, you really can have it both ways—just remodel!

Too much work, you say? Nonsense. The "do-it-yourself" segment has lost a share of the market. Most people who decide to remodel their homes hire contractors. 

Remodeling Trends
Some homeowners are building whole rooms onto their houses. One popular addition is the master bedroom suite. Homeowners can easily convert their old bedroom into an office, media room or spare bedroom—whatever fits their lifestyle. In many cases, remodelors are adding these rooms on the upper levels of the homes. This technique helps conserve land and space.
Other homeowners hire contractors to finish their basements. With this choice, they benefit from a whole room of living space without altering their home’s exterior appearance. 

Many remodeling contractors are working on kitchens and bathrooms. In their kitchens, homeowners want more counter space, natural-wood cabinetry and Corion countertops. The stainless steel, industrial look is also popular in today’s remodeled kitchens. And many homeowners want bigger bathrooms with whirlpool tubs and spacious showers. 

Most homeowners who choose to remodel want to create the illusion of space.

So they request light paint colors such as white, bone and almond. They also want additional large windows.

A sizeable number of homeowners are ripping up their wall-to-wall carpet and replacing it with hardwood floors. If they can’t have wooden floors, they choose floors with laminated surfaces. 

Many remodeling contractors add features to homes that make them more energy efficient and "environmentally conscious." They can, for instance, install energy-saving glass windows and skylights. Some are even adding solar panels on rooftops. A good remodel job can help homeowners preserve their environment.

So, if you’re considering a change but want to stay put, try remodeling. Believe it: contractors can perform miracles. You will feel like you have a brand-new house, but you won’t have to leave your friends all the conveniences of your old neighborhood.

Every Community Needs Good Multifamily Housing 

Apartments often get a bad rap. From homeowners to government officials and community leaders, many people react negatively when they learn that a multifamily housing development is planned for their neighborhood.

Did you know, however, that one in four American households chooses to live in a multifamily home? Making the right housing decision is all about having choices. Providing housing options one of the commitments America's home builders make to their communities, and that includes building single-family homes, townhomes, condominiums and apartments.

This segment of the housing market obviously serves as an important choice for consumers. Moreover, the negative stereotypes that are often associated with apartments and apartment renters are not borne out by the facts. Indeed, research conducted by the National Association of Home Builders has found that multifamily housing is a critical component of this nation's housing stock, and that-perhaps more than any other housing type-apartments represent Smart Growth.

Higher density development and innovative land-use policies that encourage mixed use and pedestrian-friendly developments in cities and close-in suburbs can be the answer to long commutes and concerns about sprawl. Multifamily developments can help ensure that people can find homes in the places they want to live, near where they work and where they play.

But recognizing that multifamily development is a smart way to "grow" communities, especially those in urban areas in need of revitalization, also means recognizing that every community needs quality multifamily housing.

The good news is apartments themselves, and the companies that own and manage them, are changing for the better all the time. Today's apartment communities have more space and more amenities than they've ever had in the past. High-speed Internet connections, multiple telephone lines, upscale kitchens, whirlpool baths-these are the features of apartments today. Common areas often include business-meeting rooms, community centers with movie screens and fitness centers with the latest in exercise equipment. Today's apartment management companies are large, professional and, in many instances, publicly-held corporations dedicated to 24-hour customer service and resident satisfaction.

Although apartments in general serve younger households and single-occupant households more than single-family homes do, renters across the country represent the diversity that is America. They are young, they are old, they are single, they are married. And they are people who choose not to buy a home at a particular stage of their life, for either economic or lifestyle reasons.

Contrary to popular belief, multifamily developments do not diminish the value of single-family homes. According to NAHB's research, single-family house price appreciation remains roughly the same regardless of whether or not they are built near multifamily communities.

Building smarter means that the public and public officials need to reassess the value of multifamily homes in their communities. Many of the same people who are advocating smart growth in the name of containing suburban "sprawl" are just as vehemently arguing against higher densities in places where they make the most sense, such as transportation hubs and close-in lots that have been vacant or underused for years. You can't be against sprawl, which is low-density building away from city centers, and against high-density building that helps preserve open space and does not expand the urban or inner suburban perimeter.

Those of us in the building industry know that multifamily housing has a significant image problem-and that's why we're committed to debunking the myths and misconceptions that often play into the not-in-my-backyard syndrome.

With more than a million new households being formed annually, America's home builders will have to construct between 1.3 and 1.5 million new housing units just to meet the underlying demand for shelter during the next decade. Many of these housing units must be in apartment communities if we are to meet the needs of consumers and fulfill the public's mandate to "grow smarter." Providing choices in housing is part of home builders' commitment to ensuring that every American has access to safe, decent, affordable housing.

Enjoy Your Summer Barbecue 

Enjoying your home to the fullest in the summertime usually includes a barbecue out on the patio or deck. Barbecuing has become one of America’s favorite summer pastimes and can be a fun and delicious way to whip up a quick meal both on the weekends and after a long workday. It’s important to remember some safety precautions to take both with the equipment you use to grill and the food you are grilling.

Maintaining an adequate distance between the grill and the outside wall of the house is important to reduce the chance of fire. Gas and charcoal grills should never be used indoors, in closed garages, or on enclosed patios and balconies. Not only is fire a threat in these areas, the toxins released by the charcoal can be dangerous.

Make sure the grill is placed on a level floor so it won’t tip, and set it away from any potential flammable objects such as cars, lawn mowers, gas tanks or compost heaps. Keep a clear walking path from the grill to the eating area so there is no danger of tripping and knocking down the grill. Always keep a fire extinguisher handy for any emergencies and keep an eye on children in the area. Curious little ones might be tempted to put their fingers and hands on hot grill surfaces or barbecuing utensils, or could knock over a hot grill, causing significant injury or creating a potential fire hazard. 

Another barbecuing concern is the preparation of the food, especially the problem bacteria called E. coli. To avoid contamination, handle raw meat carefully. Keep it separate from other foods and never reuse a plate on which raw meat has been placed. Wash your hands in warm, soapy water after handling raw meat. Clean all surfaces and utensils that touch raw meat with hot, soapy water before placing other food on countertops or reusing the utensils. Meat should be thawed on a plate in the refrigerator or microwave oven, not out at room temperature. 

Food should be cooked to a safe internal temperature – judged by using a food thermometer – to destroy harmful bacteria. Don’t simply judge its doneness by how brown it is on the outside. According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Meat and Poultry Hotline, whole poultry should reach an internal temperature of 180 °F; chicken breasts, 170 °F. Hamburgers made of ground beef should reach 160 °F; ground poultry, 165 °F. Beef, veal, and lamb steaks, roasts and chops can be cooked to 145 °F. All cuts of pork should reach 160 °F.

Don’t let food sit out for more than an hour in weather above 90 degrees and promptly refrigerate any leftovers in shallow containers. Discard any food that has been sitting out for more than two hours in weather cooler than 90 degrees. For more information, visit the hotline’s Web site at www.fsis.usda.gov or call 1-800-535-4555.

After you’ve grilled the perfect hamburger you’ll want to relax and enjoy eating it. That means keeping the bugs away. To help lessen insects’ intrusion on your picnic, keep sweets and sodas covered and capped and eat while it is still light to avoid mosquitoes in the evening. Use spray repellent, mosquito coils or citronella-laced candles or torches to help keep the pests away. 

And most importantly, have a safe and fun barbecue!

Considering Adjustable Rate Mortgages (ARMs)

The recent rise in interest rates has caused home buyers to take a closer look at adjustable rate mortgages, or ARMs. A key advantage to an ARM loan is that it usually has a lower initial interest rate than a fixed-rate loan, allowing a buyer to qualify either with a lower income or for a larger loan. In exchange for the lower rate, the home buyer must bear a greater amount of interest rate risk.

An ARM is a loan whose interest rate is adjusted according to movements in rates in the financial markets. The rate and the adjustments are determined by an index rate plus a margin. Suppose the current index rate is 6 percent and the margin is 2 percent. The interest rate used for calculating an ARM rate would be 8 percent, which is the sum of the two. The index rate is usually some common measure of interest rates available regularly in the newspaper and on the Internet. 

There are many different types of ARMs. Some maintain a fixed rate for up to ten years before making any adjustments. Others may adjust the rate only one year or even one month after closing. Most ARMs have caps on how much the interest rate can increase in any adjustment period and/or over the life of the loan. The caps may be different at different points in the loan. For instance, an ARM that maintains the initial rate for five years may then adjust every year thereafter. The allowable increase after the first five years may be larger than the allowable increase in any of the later years. 

ARMs with a long initial adjustment period are especially attractive to buyers who do not to expect to stay in a home long. If a buyer has an ARM with an initial adjustment period of five years and stays in the house for only four years, there will not be any adjustments on the loan. The buyer enjoys the advantage of the lower initial rate without ever having to experience possible rate increases.

As a rule, the greater the amount of interest rate risk borne by the home buyer seeking a loan, the lower the initial interest rate will be. For instance, an ARM which adjusts after one year and then every year thereafter is likely to carry a lower initial rate than an ARM which does not adjust until the end of the fifth year. The home buyer with the loan that does not adjust for five years is receiving greater interest rate security and pays for such security in the form of a higher initial rate.

ARMs can save a home buyer money should interest rates decline. With a fixed-rate mortgage, the only way to benefit from a drop in interest rates is to refinance the loan, which is expensive. With an ARM, a drop in mortgage rates might lower monthly payments without the need to refinance.

A home buyer can get an idea about the possible volatility of an ARM by looking at a table showing the movements of the index over the previous ten years. Be advised that interest rates can be very volatile and unpredictable, and past experience does not necessarily indicate what could happen in the future. 

Home buyers should also look at a worst-possible-case scenario of how much payments could increase under the caps set on the loan. The worst case may be very unlikely, but it will help in understanding the potential risk of the loan. 

Many ARMs include initial discounts. The discount may allow a buyer to qualify for a loan more easily, but it also may result in a sizeable increase in the monthly payments at the first one or second adjustment periods. With a discounted ARM, find out how the payments might change even if interest rates stay constant.

For many people, buying a home represents the largest purchase they will make in their lifetime. If you are shopping for a new home, an adjustable rate mortgage could be an important financing option worth considering. Depending on your circumstances, an ARM could save you money and make your home more affordable. 

Lenders are offering many different types of ARMs. As a result, it is easy to get confused. Adjustable rate mortgages are not for everyone, so your homework and ask questions. What may sound attractive in the short term could cost you a lot of money in the future. 
To learn additional information about ARMs and other types of mortgages, you may call Fannie Mae’s Consumer Resource Center toll-free at 1-800-732-6643 (1-800-7-FANNIE). Information is also available on the Internet from a few different sources. At www.homebuilder.com, you can find information by clicking on "Mortgage Center." The Mortgage Bankers Association of America has a Web site at www.mbaa.org, and consumer information about home mortgages can be found in the "Buying a Home" section. And Fannie Mae sponsors a Web site that can be accessed at www.homepath.com. The information about home mortgages can be found in the section called "HomeStarterPath." 

After The Home Purchase: What Else Homebuyers Buy 

A new home is likely to be the biggest purchase the average American makes. But that’s just the beginning of a year-long process of furnishing, decorating, personalization and enhancement for most home buyers. As the home-selling season begins to cool down, let’s take a look at some new research from the National Association of Home Builders on what home-buyers buy next.*

First-year spending
In fact, buyers of new or relatively new single-family homes spend an average of $8,600 on appliances, furnishings and property alterations in the first year of homeownership, about 2.5 times the $3,132 that an average non-moving home owner spends in a year. The average buyer of an older home -- one built between 10 and 20 years ago -- spends more than $6,500. 

What’s more, a large share of this spending by new-home buyers takes place soon after the home is purchased. About half of the money the typical new home-buyer uses for property alterations in the first year is spent in the first quarter after the home purchase, and by the fourth quarter, spending reverts to the normal level of a non-moving owner. Spending on furnishings levels off by the end of the first year, and spending on appliances, too, returns to a normal level and sometimes even below normal by the fourth quarter. In sum, this trend is largely exhausted by the end of the first year. 

Where does the money go? 
First, furnishings – from sofas, chairs and tables to linens, rugs and blinds. Buyers of newer homes spend more than four times as much on furnishings than non-moving owners during the first year of homeownership – nearly $3,700 compared to $783. Living room, kitchen, dining room and bedroom furniture is high on home buyers’ shopping lists, along with blinds, curtains and carpeting.

Property alterations and repairs account for an average of just over $3,000 in spending for the typical new-home buyer’s first year. As you might expect, additions, decks and porches are among the high-ticket items on the list. Painting, fences, driveways and walks are common first-year expenses, while non-moving owners are more likely to spend their money on kitchen and bath remodeling, repairs and roofing. Buyers of older homes (10 to 20 years) old spend the most on remodeling and repairs, including plumbing-fixture and heating-equipment replacement.

Appliances account for about $1,900 in spending in the first year after a new home purchase. Interestingly, computer hardware, which may not fit the traditional concept of an appliance, makes up the largest share of spending in this category at an average cost of $249. Lawn mowing equipment, refrigerators, stereo equipment and televisions – items not usually included in the price of a new home – account for a high percentage of appliance spending.

The impact of home-building on the nation’s economy is stunning: the construction of 1,000 single-family homes generates just under $80 million in wages and $42.5 million in tax revenues and fees. NAHB’s study shows that after homes are built, home-buyer spending continues to benefit local economies, from landscaping and contracting businesses to appliance and furnishings retailers.

*NAHB calculations using data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistic’ Consumer Expenditure Survey. A "new" home is a single-family detached house built between 1990 and 1997; an "older" home is one built between 1980 and 1989.

Make Your New Home Orientation Count

Homebuyers take note: gain valuable insight before moving in to your new home
By David Irwin
Vice President and Director of Sales & Marketing, Hamlet Homes

This is the moment you’ve been waiting for. After several months of anticipation since making the biggest and most important purchase of your life, you’re anxious to get the keys and move in to your new home. But before you invite the neighbors over for a house warming party; be sure to invest the time and energy into preparing for your Homeowner Origination.  Much like the first day of school, this orientation to your new home is an opportunity for you to listen and learn. 
· Plan for up to two hours, so you’re not rushed. 
· Arrange for daycare for small children, if necessary. 

· If there are co-buyers involved, be sure both parties are in attendance. 

· Obtain the warranty and service literature for components such as the furnace and appliances  

· Be sure you know what is covered under your home warranty. Some items that can easily damage during move in, such as all countertop surfaces, tile and hardwood surfaces, may not be covered after the orientation. 
· Locate your electrical circuit breakers, main water line and gas shutoffs 

· Note unique construction features including weatherization, energy efficiency, or special construction conditions such as soil instability and appropriate compensation measures. 
· Allow time for questions and for handling any last-minute items such as contacting utility companies, arranging for mail delivery and other needs. 

Remember this is not a treasure hunt but rather learning how to take care of your new home. 

Building a new home is an exciting experience. As the big day approaches, have confidence in your builder’s ability and their concern for delivering you a great home.

