The article, R.L. Brown sees improvement in new home sales as resales continue to lag, from the Business Journal of Phoenix, reports that The Phoenix Housing Market Letter released Monday suggests that the worst might be over for new homebuilders in the region, but acknowledges that the subprime mortgage fallout and foreclosure epidemic will taint the overall housing market for months, if not years, to come. "We think that the evidence is building that we are seeing the bottom of the new home market right here in the metro Phoenix area as the first quarter of 2008 has come to a close," R.L. Brown stated. The picture with respect to resales is gloomy, however. Though there was a small increase in resales in March with 4,100 closings, a significant number of those were foreclosure sales, according to R.L. Brown. In Pinal County nearly 50 percent of the resale activity involved bank-owned properties, commonly known as REO properties, returned to the lenders through the foreclosure process. "That is a huge increase and a huge segment of the Pinal housing market and would seem to indicate that pricing of housing overall in the county is being set by REO prices," R.L. Brown stated. In Maricopa County, about 22 percent of March resales involved REO properties. That's a 17 increase since January.
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The Phoenix Housing Market Letter released Monday suggests that the worst might be over for new homebuilders in the region, but acknowledges that the subprime mortgage fallout and foreclosure epidemic will taint the overall housing market for months, if not years, to come. 

As stated in the report authored by local housing consultant R.L. Brown, "We think that the evidence is building that we are seeing the bottom of the new home market right here in the metro Phoenix area as the first quarter of 2008 has come to a close." 

To support that contention, Brown notes that there were nearly 1,900 new home closings in March 2008, well short of the nearly 3,700 recorded in March 2007, but somewhat of a healthy uptick nevertheless. 

The report also observes that privately held local home builders enjoy an advantage over public companies that must report to stockholders and boards of directors. The local builders have the benefit of repricing and refocusing their market strategies in short order to respond to day-to-day conditions, it said. 

By far, the most active local home builder is Shea Homes, which has pulled 982 building permits during the past year, according to the Phoenix Housing Market Letter. At the same time, Shea has recorded nearly 1,300 escrow closings during, showing a positive trend in absorbing inventories. 

None of the other privately held homebuilders comes close to Shea in either pulling building permits or closing sales. Other local builders that appear to have momentum in sales include Montalbano Homes, Atreus Homes, Ashton Woods Homes, Maracay Homes, Cachet Homes, Brown Family Communities, Elite Communities, Woodside Homes and Courtland Homes. They closed between 200 and 400 sales in the past 12 months, according to the report. 

The picture with respect to resales is gloomy, however. Though there was a small increase in resales in March with 4,100 closings, a significant number of those were foreclosure sales, according to R.L. Brown. 

In Pinal County nearly 50 percent of the resale activity involved bank-owned properties, commonly known as REO properties, returned to the lenders through the foreclosure process. 

"That is a huge increase and a huge segment of the Pinal housing market and would seem to indicate that pricing of housing overall in the county is being set by REO prices," R.L. Brown stated. 

In Maricopa County, about 22 percent of March resales involved REO properties. That's a 17 increase since January. 

In summary, R.L. Brown notes, "Even as we discuss a bottom to the new home market, it is obvious that there is not yet a bottom to the overall Arizona or national or global economy ... and therefore, the outlook for housing nationally and here in Phoenix is tempered by some very serious factors, many/most of which are now being blamed on lax oversight of the financial markets that rewarded the unsophisticated home speculators that were sought after in 2004-05." 

http://phoenix.bizjournals.com/phoenix/stories/2008/04/21/daily7.html
The article, Existing home sales fell 2 percent in March, from MSNBC.com, reports that The National Association of Realtors said that sales of existing single-family homes and condominiums dropped by 2 percent in March to a seasonally adjusted annual rate of 4.93 million units. The median price of a home sold last month dropped to $200,700, a decline of 7.7 percent from the median price a year ago. That was the second-biggest year-over-year price decline on records dating back to 1999. The March decline, which was in line with expectations, followed a 2.9 percent increase in sales in February. The February rise, which followed six straight monthly declines, had raised hopes that the steep housing correction could be hitting bottom. However, many private analysts said they do not expect a rebound for a number of months, given the problems weighing on housing from a severe glut of unsold homes to tighter credit standards for prospective buyers and a rising tide of mortgage foreclosures. Lawrence Yun, chief economist for the Realtors, said he expected sales would begin to show improvements in the second half of this year, helped by an improved availability of mortgage-backed insurance from the Federal Housing Administration and higher limits for jumbo mortgages, loans that are critically important in high-priced areas of the country such as California.

Existing home sales fell 2 percent in March 

Median house price shows second-biggest year-over-year decline

The Associated Press

updated 9:10 a.m. MT, Tues., April. 22, 2008
WASHINGTON - Sales of existing homes fell in March as a severe slump in housing showed no signs of abating. The median price of a home fell compared with the price a year ago.
The National Association of Realtors said sales of existing single-family homes and condominiums dropped by 2 percent in March to a seasonally adjusted annual rate of 4.93 million units.

The median price of a home sold last month was $200,700, a decline of 7.7 percent from the median price a year ago. That was the second-biggest year-over-year price decline following a record 8.4 percent drop in February. The records go back to 1999.

It marked the seventh consecutive year-over-year drop in prices, although the March sales price was up slightly from a February median price of $195,600. Economists prefer to compare the prices on a year-over-year basis because, unlike sales, the monthly prices are not adjusted for normal seasonal variations.

The March sales decline, which was in line with expectations, followed a 2.9 percent increase in sales in February. The February rise, which followed six straight monthly declines, had raised hopes that the steep housing correction could be hitting bottom.

However, many private analysts said they do not expect a rebound for a number of months, given the problems weighing on housing from a severe glut of unsold homes to tighter credit standards for prospective buyers and a rising tide of mortgage foreclosures.

Sales were down 19.3 percent compared with a year ago, reflecting the depth of the housing bust, which is coming after sales set records for five consecutive years.

For March, sales were down 6.5 percent in the Midwest and 3.5 percent in the South but increased by 2.2 percent in the Northeast and 2.2 percent in the West.

The Northeast was the country’s only region to experience a rise in median prices, which were up 4.6 percent compared with a year ago. Prices were down in all other regions of the country, dropping by 14.7 percent in the West, 7.1 percent in the South and 5.3 percent in the Midwest.

Lawrence Yun, chief economist for the Realtors, said he expected sales would begin to show improvements in the second half of this year, helped by an improved availability of mortgage-backed insurance from the Federal Housing Administration and higher limits for jumbo mortgages, loans that are critically important in high-priced areas of the country such as California.

URL: http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/24255305/
The article, It’s spring…Ready to buy a home, from MSNBC.com, reports that spring is traditionally the busiest time for real estate, largely because parents, readying for a summer purchase, don't want to move during the school season. But many buyers—especially now that the housing slump is in its third year—are reluctant to take a chance on real estate in the face of continuing price declines, foreclosures, record gas prices, job losses, and general economic uncertainty. Where some see despair, others see hope. Sellers, who were once clinging to boom-time expectations, are trimming asking prices. But the news isn't all bad for buyers. In fact, for some the timing couldn't be better. The lower prices—at least in some markets—are making homes affordable for first-time home buyers and more attractive for investors on the lookout for fire-sale discounts. Of course, a flurry of foreclosures is also responsible for pushing down prices and adding to the glut of unsold homes, even in many of the nation's most affluent cities and suburbs. 

BusinessWeek.com, with the help of Mountain View (Calif.)-based Altos Research, a real-time housing research firm, ranked 14 of the country's largest cities based on how much sellers have slashed listing prices. At the top of the list is Sacramento, where the median asking price on Apr. 11 was $226,978—a 41% drop from a year earlier, according to Altos. Other markets with declines of 20% or more include Phoenix, Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Atlanta, and San Diego. On the other hand, Texas markets such as Houston, Austin, and Dallas, where inventory is relatively tight, have been doing much better. (It probably helps that the oil and gas industry, a key element of the state's economy, is booming.) The annual asking price in Dallas actually increased 6.4%. 

It's spring ... Ready to buy a home yet? 

Despite struggling market, now may be a good time to make a move

Business Week

updated 2:37 p.m. MT, Mon., April. 21, 2008

MSNBC,com
The spring home-buying season is upon us. In small towns and big cities alike, "Open House" and "For Sale" signs are sprouting like crocuses. But it will take more than pleasant weather to thaw the ice-cold real estate market. 

Many buyers—especially now that the housing slump is in its third year—are reluctant to take a chance on real estate in the face of continuing price declines, foreclosures, record gas prices, job losses, and general economic uncertainty. 

Spring is traditionally the busiest time for real estate, largely because parents, readying for a summer purchase, don't want to move during the school season. 

"Certainly it will be a big test," says James Hughes, Dean of the Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning & Public Policy at Rutgers University. "If it doesn't pick up this spring, then we'll have another year on the down cycle. If it does pick up, we'll have modest stabilization." 

Where some see despair, others see hope. Sellers, who were once clinging to boom-time expectations, are trimming asking prices. But the news isn't all bad for buyers. In fact, for some the timing couldn't be better. The lower prices—at least in some markets—are making homes affordable for first-time home buyers and more attractive for investors on the lookout for fire-sale discounts. 

Of course, a flurry of foreclosures is also responsible for pushing down prices and adding to the glut of unsold homes, even in many of the nation's most affluent cities and suburbs. 

Some good deals
BusinessWeek.com, with the help of Mountain View (Calif.)-based Altos Research, a real-time housing research firm, ranked 14 of the country's largest cities based on how much sellers have slashed listing prices. At the top of the list is Sacramento, where the median asking price on Apr. 11 was $226,978—a 41% drop from a year earlier, according to Altos. 

Other markets with declines of 20% or more include Phoenix, Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Atlanta, and San Diego. On the other hand, Texas markets such as Houston, Austin, and Dallas, where inventory is relatively tight, have been doing much better. (It probably helps that the oil and gas industry, a key element of the state's economy, is booming.) The annual asking price in Dallas actually increased 6.4%. 

Annual listing price information was not available for Manhattan, one of the world's tightest markets. But a recent report indicated that the median Manhattan condo and co-op sales price in the first quarter rose 13% compared to the same quarter a year ago. 

"Yes, there is some opportunity for buyers and investors to find good deals but the conditions for them to get financing are tougher," says Michael Simonsen, Altos co-founder and CEO. "People in the strongest positions might be able to take advantage of it. But clearly there is far more inventory than investors to pick it up." 

'A redistribution of wealth'
David Zugheri, co-founder of First Houston Mortgage, says the best properties located in or near downtowns in Texas are selling briskly. But owners of new homes built miles from job centers are seeing steep price declines. 

Zugheri is optimistic the spring will help to awaken the Texas housing market. "There are going to be first-time home buyers coming out of the woodwork," he says. "Some people get tax refunds, and they're going to use them for a down payment. One man's loss is another man's gain. There will be a redistribution of wealth here that we haven't seen since the mid-1980s." 

Sellers in Las Vegas are having to compete with a flood of heavily discounted bank-owned properties, says local mortgage broker Colleen Jane McGrath. But investors are returning to the market and scooping up houses, sometimes at 50% of the last list price. And they're renting the homes to people who lost their own houses to foreclosure, she says. 

Not the best time to sell
In Los Angeles, buyers are concerned about the uncertainty in the market, says Simon Bliss, marketing manager for American Financial Realty & Mortgage in West Hollywood. "It has scared people so much that there's a huge standstill in the market," Bliss says. "It's like trying to second-guess a hurricane." 

Rick Sharga, vice-president for marketing at Irvine (Calif.)-based RealtyTrac, an online marketplace for repossessed real estate, says it's a bad time to be a seller. 

"If you're a seller, it's a good time to take the 'For Sale' sign off the front lawn," Sharga says. "If you don't have to sell, now is a good time to be on the sidelines. That's one of the reasons that the jury is out on how active the spring buying season is going to be." 
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URL: http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/24245203/
The article, Foreclosure rate rising in Phoenix metro area, from the East Valley Tribune, reports that Foreclosures across the Phoenix area climbed to a record 2,365 in March, according to the real-estate data firm Information Market. That's more than quadruple the number from a year ago. "I don't advise people to walk away, but how do you convince someone to keep paying when they owe so much more than their home is worth?," said Brett Barry of the north Phoenix office of Realty Executives. "They can't sell, and their lender isn't going to forgive $100,000 in principal. It's not good." Economists say that is a sign people are more concerned about their credit than their home. Homes have gone from being a place to live to a disposable investment for some, said Jay Butler, director of realty studies at Arizona State University's Polytechnic campus. Neighbors of the people who walk way are already being punished by lower home values due to the foreclosure.

Foreclosure rate rising in Phoenix metro area

April 21, 2008 - 8:10AM

East Valley Tribune

Associated Press

PHOENIX - As housing prices continue to fall in the Phoenix metropolitan area and rates on some mortgage loans rise, experts say more homeowners are walking away from their homes.

The growing trend is pushing up foreclosures and alarming market watchers, particularly in metro Phoenix where home prices have dropped 18 percent in the past year.

Foreclosures across the Phoenix area climbed to a record 2,365 in March, according to the real-estate data firm Information Market. That's more than quadruple the number from a year ago.

"I don't advise people to walk away, but how do you convince someone to keep paying when they owe so much more than their home is worth?," said Brett Barry of the north Phoenix office of Realty Executives. "They can't sell, and their lender isn't going to forgive $100,000 in principal. It's not good."

In the past, homeowners would file for bankruptcy to keep their houses. Now, mortgage delinquencies have climbed faster and higher than late payments on credit-card and car loans.

Economists say that is a sign people are more concerned about their credit than their home.

Homes have gone from being a place to live to a disposable investment for some, said Jay Butler, director of realty studies at Arizona State University's Polytechnic campus.

Neighbors of the people who walk way are already being punished by lower home values due to the foreclosure.

People should hang in there as long as they can, ask for help and try to work with their lender, said Margie O'Campo De Castillo of Arizona Dream Realty.

http://www.eastvalleytribune.com/story/114395
The article, More homeowners mailing keys to lenders instead of payments, from the Arizona Republic, reports that as housing prices fall and rates on some mortgage loans rise, more homeowners are walking away from their homes, according to housing-market watchers. These typically are people who can afford their mortgage but don't want to pay on a loan that is more than their house is worth. They'll live with the stigma or credit ding from a foreclosure just to get out from under their loan. The growing trend, called "jingle mail," is pushing up foreclosures and alarming market watchers, particularly in metropolitan Phoenix, where home prices have dropped 18 percent in the past year. 
Foreclosures across metropolitan Phoenix climbed to a record 2,365 in March, according to the real-estate data firm Information Market. That is more than quadruple the number from a year ago. The mortgage industry is struggling to estimate how many homes are going into foreclosure because of people who don't want to pay, rather than because of people who can't afford to pay. Industry estimates and anecdotes suggest the figure is climbing in the Valley because so many people who bought during the peak are now upside down in their mortgages. Real-estate agents are hearing it more often from people who can't sell. Mortgage lenders are reporting getting more jingle mail, and now there are businesses advising homeowners how to walk away. But now as the number of people walking away is climbing, lenders are working on ways to punish those homeowners.
Earlier this week, mortgage giant Fannie Mae said homeowners who stop making payments and then send their keys back to lenders months later will not be able to get another mortgage through that firm for five years. Freddie Mac also is going after walk-away borrowers, mortgage lenders say.



More homeowners mailing keys to lenders instead of payments

Owing more than home is worth, recent buyers walk away

Catherine Reagor
The Arizona Republic
Apr. 21, 2008 12:00 AM 

Instead of mailing in their monthly mortgage payment, a growing number of homeowners are sending lenders their keys.

As housing prices fall and rates on some mortgage loans rise, more homeowners are walking away from their homes, according to housing-market watchers.

These typically are people who can afford their mortgage but don't want to pay on a loan that is more than their house is worth. They'll live with the stigma or credit ding from a foreclosure just to get out from under their loan. 

The growing trend, called "jingle mail," is pushing up foreclosures and alarming market watchers, particularly in metropolitan Phoenix, where home prices have dropped 18 percent in the past year.

Foreclosures across metropolitan Phoenix climbed to a record 2,365 in March, according to the real-estate data firm Information Market. That is more than quadruple the number from a year ago.

Joan Shaffer is turning in the keys of the north Phoenix Tatum Ranch home she bought with her daughter in late 2005. They put nothing down on the home, took out a loan that let them pay less than they owed each month and now their loan is $200,000 more than the house is worth.

"We paid $585,000. It was the peak of the market, but no one told us," said Shaffer, a real-estate agent from Colorado. "We would probably have to spend the next 20 years trying to get right on the mortgage. That's crazy."

Assessing trend

The mortgage industry is struggling to estimate how many homes are going into foreclosure because of people who don't want to pay, rather than because of people who can't afford to pay. 

Industry estimates and anecdotes suggest the figure is climbing in the Valley because so many people who bought during the peak are now upside down in their mortgages.

Real-estate agents are hearing it more often from people who can't sell. Mortgage lenders are reporting getting more jingle mail, and now there are businesses advising homeowners how to walk away. 

"Even if someone put 5 to 10 percent down but bought in the Valley during '05 or '06, they are likely upside down now," said Brett Barry of the north Phoenix office of Realty Executives. "I don't advise people to walk away, but how do you convince someone to keep paying when they owe so much more than their home is worth? They can't sell, and their lender isn't going to forgive $100,000 in principal. It's not good." 

Investors started the walk-away trend, but it has spread to the typical homeowner. 

Housing analyst RL Brown said he is hearing about young families who bought during the peak and are now walking away from houses as the interest rates on their loans reset and payments increase. 

"Instead of calling it a foreclosure, these couples are saying, 'We're giving it back to the bank,' and then moving a couple of blocks away and renting a home for half their mortgage payment," he said. "These people are finding it easier to walk away."

Businesses are popping up that guide homeowners on the best way to walk away from their mortgage. One firm, Youwalkaway.com, tells unhappy homeowners to ask themselves these questions: Are you stressed out about your mortgage payments? Do you have little or no equity in your home? What if you could live payment-free for up to eight months and walk away without owing a penny?

Avoiding bankruptcy

For the first time, homeowners seem to be more willing to let their houses go into foreclosure to stave off bankruptcy.

In the past, homeowners would file for bankruptcy to keep their houses. Now, mortgage delinquencies have climbed faster and higher than late payments on credit-card and car loans. Economists say that is a sign people are more concerned about their credit than their home.

"Homes have gone from being a place to live to a disposable investment for some," said Jay Butler, director of realty studies at Arizona State University's Polytechnic campus. "It used to be that paying the mortgage was the top priority. Now, it's keeping the credit cards."

He said one reason is some homeowners think that with all the foreclosures, there will be programs to help them when they buy again. 

It usually takes three years of perfect credit payments after a bankruptcy before someone's credit score is high enough to buy a home. Recently, people could buy a home again two years after a foreclosure.

Also, the Mortgage Forgiveness Debt Relief Act of 2007 took some of the penalty away from a homeowner filing for foreclosure. Before the act, if a bank sold a foreclosed home for less than the mortgage and forgave the rest of the debt, the borrower had to pay tax on the difference. Now, the Internal Revenue Service is forgiving the difference.

Lenders push back 



But now as the number of people walking away is climbing, lenders are working on ways to punish those homeowners.

Earlier this week, mortgage giant Fannie Mae said homeowners who stop making payments and then send their keys back to lenders months later will not be able to get another mortgage through that firm for five years. Freddie Mac also is going after walk-away borrowers, mortgage lenders say.

Neighbors of the people who walk way are already being punished by lower home values due to the foreclosure. 

"People should hang in there as long as they can, ask for help and try to work with their lender," said Margie O'Campo De Castillo of Arizona Dream Realty. "Foreclosures are dragging down our housing market, and unnecessary foreclosures are selfish and unfair to the homeowners struggling to pay."

Think before walking

According to industry analysts, before you walk away from a mortgage:


• Realize that the lender can legally go after you.


• Think about the taxes you could owe on any portion of the mortgage you don't pay.


• Try to negotiate better loan terms with your lender or do a short sale. With a short sale, a lender agrees that the house can be sold for less than what is owed.


• Think about your neighbors, whose home values may be affected if your home is foreclosed on.


• Consider damage done to your credit. 

http://www.azcentral.com/arizonarepublic/news/articles/0421walkaway0421.html
The article, Buckeye zip code leads Phoenix-area ’07 foreclosures, from the Business Journal of Phoenix, reports that according to Neighborhoods near downtown Phoenix and in developments in the far north and West Valley suffered the most foreclosures in 2007, according to new research released by Arizona State University. In Phoenix, low-income neighborhoods with high subprime concentrations near downtown and those along Interstate 10 to the west were hit hardest, while ZIP codes in the suburbs of Buckeye, Goodyear and Anthem also logged high numbers. West-side communities such as Peoria and Glendale reported many foreclosures as well. The ASU report looked only at those homes that had gone through the complete foreclosure process. The most subprime loans from 2004 to 2006 were in new development areas in the southeast Valley -- particularly Chand​ler, Gilbert and Queen Creek -- as well as pockets of the north and West Valley. However, Phoenix neighborhoods near downtown, the western part of the city and north along Interstate 17 recorded the highest percentages of subprime loans during that time period. In some ZIP codes, prices dropped more than 12 percent from 2005 to 2007, according to ASU research. That followed extraordinary home appreciation in 2004 and 2005, when prices increased more than 60 percent in many Valley cities.

Buckeye ZIP code leads Phoenix-area '07 foreclosures

The Business Journal of Phoenix - by Chris Casacchia Phoenix Business Journal

Friday, April 18, 2008

Neighborhoods near downtown Phoenix and in developments in the far north and West Valley suffered the most foreclosures in 2007, according to new research released by Arizona State University. 

In Phoenix, low-income neighborhoods with high subprime concentrations near downtown and those along Interstate 10 to the west were hit hardest, while ZIP codes in the suburbs of Buckeye, Goodyear and Anthem also logged high numbers. West-side communities such as Peoria and Glendale reported many foreclosures as well. 

The ASU report looked only at those homes that had gone through the complete foreclosure process. 

Tony Sanders, a real estate and finance professor at ASU's W.P. Carey School of Business, said subprime lending is not uniform across the Valley and is not solely responsible for bringing down the real estate market. 

"Subprime lending is very geographically concentrated in Maricopa County," said Sanders, who was scheduled to present a case study on this market April 17 to the Subprime Crisis Research Council in Captiva Island, Fla. 

Using data from the federal government and financial analysis firm LoanPerformance of San Francisco, ASU researchers were looking for the relationship between different loan types in Maricopa County and whether they influenced housing prices in certain ZIP codes. 

The most subprime loans from 2004 to 2006 were in new development areas in the southeast Valley -- particularly Chand​ler, Gilbert and Queen Creek -- as well as pockets of the north and West Valley. 

However, Phoenix neighborhoods near downtown, the western part of the city and north along Interstate 17 recorded the highest percentages of subprime loans during that time period. 

These foreclosures, compounded by large inventory (particularly in new developments) spurred significant home depreciation in those areas. 

In some ZIP codes, prices dropped more than 12 percent from 2005 to 2007, according to ASU research. That followed extraordinary home appreciation in 2004 and 2005, when prices increased more than 60 percent in many Valley cities. 

Sellers still are trying to catch those high returns, but local industry experts say cashing in now is unrealistic. 

The market is diluted with homes that won't sell at their current list prices, said Andrew Bloom, with Re/Max Excalibur Realty in North Scottsdale. 

"Seventy percent of all homes in 2007 that were listed for sale never sold, and 70 percent of what is currently for sale will not sell, as they are overpriced or have other negative factors contributing to their lack of appeal to a buyer in today's market," Bloom said. 

But Beth Jo Zeitzer, president and broker of Phoenix-based ROI Properties, said the market is turning for entry-level products under $250,000. 

"Lenders that retrieve homes through foreclosure are pricing properties to attract buyers, and properties are selling again," Zeitzer said. "This time, buyers are buying a 'home,' not an 'investment,' and looking to be a part of a community." 

Pure investment purchases were geographically narrow and tended to be in high-concentration condominium neighborhoods near golf courses and resort hotels, according to ASU research. Specifically, those areas were north on State Route 51 to Loop 101, and south through Scottsdale to Loop 202 in Tempe. Sun City West also was a popular target for investment purchases. 

Rusty Davis has seen very few new investment players and believes high-end homes, especially in the speculative market, will be the area's next trouble spot. 

"It may take a couple of years before it gets all the way to the top," said Davis, a Realtor with Russ Lyon Realty in Paradise Valley. "There's really nothing that's going to be immune from this." 

Get connected 

W.P. Carey School of Business at ASU: www.wpcarey.asu.edu. 

http://phoenix.bizjournals.com/phoenix/stories/2008/04/21/story6.html
The article, “Jewel’ community to rise at proving ground site, from the East Valley Tribune, reports that Developers of a prized east Mesa property say they're on track to turn 3,200 acres of dirt into a "jewel of a destination" for the East Valley. "Nothing's been done before that's quite like this in the Sonoran Desert," said John Bradley, vice president of DMB Associates, the Scottsdale developer planning to turn the General Motors Proving Ground into a shining example of 21st Century urban development. Part-owner of the 5,000-acre proving ground, set to be vacated next year, DMB is still submitting key planning documents to Mesa. A general plan amendment request has been filed and a rezoning application is scheduled to be filed in May. DMB also plans to request annexation of the property into Mesa. The developer also aims to acquire the city's special "planned community zoning district" designation, allowing greater leeway for projects that include a mixture of land uses. "That affords a certain amount of flexibility needed for something this large," Bradley said. Earlier this month, he joined DMB officials to take a look at their Verrado project, a residential community in Buckeye, and its relationship with nearby Luke Air Force Base, to get a sense of how the company is handling development there. Two years ago, DMB bought the land from General Motors for $265 million. Real estate firm Pacific Proving LLC owns the other 1,800 acres. Once the automaker moves to its new facility in Yuma, DMB will start pulling out the test tracks, grade the land and begin construction for some of the commercial and residential blocks in the planned urban core. While design plans are still pending, DMB has said it would only place a high-density urban core in the northwest part of the property, a considerable distance from the airport. Golf courses are planned on the east side. Plans also include a business park to be placed closer to a new Gateway terminal that will be developed further east near the DMB property. Projections for Gateway area include up to 100,000 quality jobs. The expectation is that DMB's development would help jump-start that push to bring a more urban lifestyle to east Mesa.

'Jewel' community to rise at proving ground site

By East Valley Tribune

East Valley Tribune

updated 7:00 p.m. MT, Mon., April. 21, 2008
Mesa, Arizona - Developers of a prized east Mesa property say they're on track to turn 3,200 acres of dirt into a "jewel of a destination" for the East Valley.

GRAPHIC: See the proposed land-use plan
"Nothing's been done before that's quite like this in the Sonoran Desert," said John Bradley, vice president of DMB Associates, the Scottsdale developer planning to turn the General Motors Proving Ground into a shining example of 21st Century urban development.

Part-owner of the 5,000-acre proving ground, set to be vacated next year, DMB is still submitting key planning documents to Mesa.

A general plan amendment request has been filed and a rezoning application is scheduled to be filed in May. DMB also plans to request annexation of the property into Mesa.

The developer also aims to acquire the city's special "planned community zoning district" designation, allowing greater leeway for projects that include a mixture of land uses.

"That affords a certain amount of flexibility needed for something this large," Bradley said.

But with that kind of a change, encompassing residential, office and retail space, officials at the neighboring Phoenix-Mesa Gateway Airport, west of the property, want to make sure there will be no disruption to the airport.

Airport director Lynn Kusy said he's in constant touch with Mesa and DMB officials to make sure any project revisions work for the airport, too.

The existing general plan does a good job of limiting development to uses compatible with Gateway, Kusy said. Still, he said DMB's plan calls for the entire property to be given the somewhat vague "mixed-use development" designation, so it's difficult for airport officials to voice specific concerns.

"We're cautiously waiting and watching," Kusy said.

Kusy has been doing even more than that. Earlier this month, he joined DMB officials to take a look at their Verrado project, a residential community in Buckeye, and its relationship with nearby Luke Air Force Base, to get a sense of how the company is handling development there.

Bradley said DMB realizes that accommodating the airport is important, and that the city wants Gateway to succeed. He said the proving ground project would complement the area.

"So it's not just a typical industrial landscape but a vibrant zone that can accelerate growth at the airport, too," Bradley said.

Scot Rigby, project manager for Gateway-area economic development, said the city has "liked what we've seen (from DMB)."

It also shares DMB's vision of high-density residential development.

Rigby said any airport has concerns about residential areas developing nearby, but he added the construction materials used to build high-rises help reduce noise problems in the surrounding area. The city will keep flight paths and other noise issues in mind, he said.

"Some people like to live in areas with amenities, traffic and buzz," Rigby said.

District 6 Councilman Scott Somers said the city will consult with Arizona State University's Decision Theater next month as part of an ongoing study for the Gateway area, to understand the impact of flight patterns using three-dimensional models.

"That will help us understand where to place residential," Somers said.

Meanwhile, Mesa is willing to consider designating the area a "community facilities district," which would impose a special tax on individual property owners to fund shared infrastructure.

Somers said cash-strapped Mesa needs to think creatively to tap into available financial resources. It would be the first time Mesa has used the facilities district designation to pay for roads, fire stations, water and other basic facilities through bonding. Only landowners within the district would contribute to repayment of the bonds.

But Somers said there would be a need to make payments affordable for area residents, or else they may not vote for other bonds that would benefit the whole city.

Two years ago, DMB bought the land from General Motors for $265 million. Real estate firm Pacific Proving LLC owns the other 1,800 acres.

Once the automaker moves to its new facility in Yuma, DMB will start pulling out the test tracks, grade the land and begin construction for some of the commercial and residential blocks in the planned urban core.

While design plans are still pending, DMB has said it would only place a high-density urban core in the northwest part of the property, a considerable distance from the airport. Golf courses are planned on the east side.

Plans also include a business park to be placed closer to a new Gateway terminal that will be developed further east near the DMB property.

Projections for Gateway area include up to 100,000 quality jobs. The expectation is that DMB's development would help jump-start that push to bring a more urban lifestyle to east Mesa.

Bradley said residential areas would be much more dense than the city has seen. While commercial development would be intense, it's still further away in the planning process.

The ability to plan an entire 3,200 acres at once presents a rare opportunity, Bradley said.

"We can treat this as a planned community and do it over a long period of time," he said. "We can't force the market, but looking 20 years out or further, you can rest assured there will be significant commercial employment."

The idea is to drive jobs into east Mesa to reverse the current ratio of jobs to housing, which is about half what it is in the Valley as a whole, Bradley said.

"When we get on the freeways going west and north in the morning, they're full. That can't last, there's just so many freeways you can build," he said.

That will begin with developing some residential and at least two resorts, if possible, to create an attractive place to distinguish the area and drive further commercial development.

Bradley said the challenge is to see the plans come to fruition in what will be decades of development.

"The challenge is to make sure what we see in our mind's eye can be executed and accepted by the market," Bradley said.

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/24235131
The article, Engle shuts down Valley sales offices, from the East Valley Tribune, reports that about two weeks ago, financially strapped builder Engle Homes closed its Province sales office and 11 other field offices Valleywide, also removing the communities from its Web site. Engle’s parent company, TOUSA, filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection in January. The sales office closures are part of the company’s efforts to trim costs as it goes through restructuring, spokeswoman Jennifer Mercer said. “It’s very common at this point, given the way the market is right now,” she said. “One of the very first things we need to do is lean out our expenses.” But it doesn’t mean that Engle is exiting the market, and the builder plans to make good on its commitments to customers, Mercer said. Still, local industry analysts say the closures are the first sign that a builder could bail. “That’s the lifeblood,” said John Fioramonti, senior managing director of Scottsdale’s Meyers Builder Advisors. “Everything else doesn’t matter if you don’t have sales.” Roughly 880 out of more than 1,500 homes planned at Province, a gated-community, were sold as of February, according to the research firm. Valleywide, Engle’s more than 30 communities have been averaging 1.7 sales a month, compared with three to five sales for other builders, Fioramonti said. Engle’s financial troubles aren’t unique in a flagging housing market and economy. Valley Builders have been dumping thousands of home lots to free up cash and placate anxious stockholders.

Capital Pacific Homes recently sold 209 lots in Maricopa to a local investor for $4.9 million, according to Business Real Estate Weekly. Last fall, Scottsdale-based The Wolff Co. partnered with Gilbert’s Langley Properties to buy more than 6,800 acres of land in Casa Grande from national builder D.R. Horton for $70 million. And Pennsylvania-based Orleans Homebuilders pulled out of the Valley market altogether, scrapping plans for a 267-home subdivision in Gilbert. “Several builders are just trying to reduce their footprints,” said Ben Sage, director of research firm Metrostudy’s Arizona division.

Many builders pay for options to buy pieces of land in the future and are now dumping those options, an expensive proposition, Sage said.

Engle Homes shuts down Valley sales offices

Misty Williams, Tribune
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The hammering and drilling have stopped, the sales office is shut down and rumors are rampant in homeowner Andrew Kerr’s Maricopa neighborhood. When the retired Illinois educator stumbled upon Province 18 months ago, the active adult community was exactly what he wanted. It still is.

Read Misty Williams' real estate blog
But about two weeks ago, financially strapped builder Engle Homes closed its Province sales office and 11 other field offices Valleywide, also removing the communities from its Web site.

Now, residents like Kerr worry what will become of their partially finished community.

“There’s a certain level of frustration and anxiety,” he said. “A lot of people really understand there’s nothing they can do about the situation.”

Engle’s parent company, TOUSA, filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection in January.

The sales office closures are part of the company’s efforts to trim costs as it goes through restructuring, spokeswoman Jennifer Mercer said.

“It’s very common at this point, given the way the market is right now,” she said. “One of the very first things we need to do is lean out our expenses.”

But it doesn’t mean that Engle is exiting the market, and the builder plans to make good on its commitments to customers, Mercer said.

Still, local industry analysts say the closures are the first sign that a builder could bail.

“That’s the lifeblood,” said John Fioramonti, senior managing director of Scottsdale’s Meyers Builder Advisors. “Everything else doesn’t matter if you don’t have sales.”

Roughly 880 out of more than 1,500 homes planned at Province, a gated-community, were sold as of February, according to the research firm. Valleywide, Engle’s more than 30 communities have been averaging 1.7 sales a month, compared with three to five sales for other builders, Fioramonti said.

Engle’s financial troubles aren’t unique in a flagging housing market and economy.

Valley Builders have been dumping thousands of home lots to free up cash and placate anxious stockholders.

Capital Pacific Homes recently sold 209 lots in Maricopa to a local investor for $4.9 million, according to Business Real Estate Weekly.

Last fall, Scottsdale-based The Wolff Co. partnered with Gilbert’s Langley Properties to buy more than 6,800 acres of land in Casa Grande from national builder D.R. Horton for $70 million.

And Pennsylvania-based Orleans Homebuilders pulled out of the Valley market altogether, scrapping plans for a 267-home subdivision in Gilbert.

“Several builders are just trying to reduce their footprints,” said Ben Sage, director of research firm Metrostudy’s Arizona division.

Many builders pay for options to buy pieces of land in the future and are now dumping those options, an expensive proposition, Sage said.

TOUSA, Engle’s parent company, abandoned options on 9,400 home sites across the country, forfeiting $166.9 million in cash deposits, according to the company’s quarterly report filed in November.

In the report, TOUSA said its troubles have stemmed, in part, from “severe liquidity challenges in the credit and mortgage markets, diminished consumer confidence” and “increased home inventories and foreclosures.”

Mercer, TOUSA’s spokeswoman, said that Engle formed a joint venture with Scottsdale’s Sunbelt Holdings to develop Province in Maricopa. Sunbelt is now working on acquiring new financing to resume construction, she said.

In the meantime, Province homeowners wait for news.

Resident Linda Demain said she believes Engle has been straightforward and doesn’t listen to the rumors whirling around the neighborhood.

Workers are still completing maintenance jobs, mowing lawns and pruning trees, Demain said. Engle has put a lot of time and effort into this project and, hopefully, it will be able to see it through, she said.

If not, Demain said she believes another builder will be eager to take it over.

It doesn’t do any good to worry, she said.

“Honestly, what choice is there?” she said. “You can’t stay home and brood every day.”

http://www.tribunehomefinder.com/story/114383
The article, Penny hike in sales tax eyed for transportation, from the East Valley Tribune, reports that business leaders and others are putting the final touches on a proposed ballot measure that would increase the state's sales tax by a penny to raise billions of dollars for transportation projects, a leader of the effort said Monday.

The funding would pay for a statewide array of projects that would include building major highways and providing passenger rail service, said Martin Shultz, a utility company executive and lobbyist who is a key figure in the business coalition pushing the close-to-emerging proposal with support from Gov. Janet Napolitano. The Time Coalition pitches the proposal as a way to cope with its growing transportation needs at a time when transportation arteries are clogged and state and federal funding is pinched by higher costs for construction and maintenance. The overall proposal would raise a projected $42.6 billion over 30 years, said Shultz, who is a vice president for Pinnacle West Capital Corp., parent of Arizona Public Service Co. Of the $42.6 billion, the biggest slices would go to key highway projects (58 percent), local transportation projects and programs (20 percent), and rail and transit projects and programs, including intercity rail between Phoenix and Tucson (18 percent).

Penny hike in sales tax eyed for transportation
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PHOENIX - Business leaders and others are putting the final touches on a proposed ballot measure that would increase the state's sales tax by a penny to raise billions of dollars for transportation projects, a leader of the effort said Monday.

The funding would pay for a statewide array of projects that would include building major highways and providing passenger rail service, said Martin Shultz, a utility company executive and lobbyist who is a key figure in the business coalition pushing the close-to-emerging proposal with support from Gov. Janet Napolitano.

The Time Coalition pitches the proposal as a way to cope with its growing transportation needs at a time when transportation arteries are clogged and state and federal funding is pinched by higher costs for construction and maintenance.

Shultz confirmed that the proposal includes raising the state's sales tax by one cent. That tax, formally known as a "transaction privilege tax," is now 5.6 cents on the dollar, though many local governments add to that.

He declined to discuss other funding elements of the package other than to say they don't include a hike in the per-gallon gasoline tax.

However, a draft study prepared by state and local transportation officials and associated with the developing ballot proposal cites a possibility of using "public private partnerships" for projects in strategic road and rail transit corridors, including new freeways in Pinal County and in western and northern environs of the Phoenix area.

That part of the report does not mention the word "tolls," but it states any such road corridors would have parallel routes for users "not willing to pay for the use of such a privatized corridor."

The overall proposal would raise a projected $42.6 billion over 30 years, said Shultz, who is a vice president for Pinnacle West Capital Corp., parent of Arizona Public Service Co.

"Lawyers are now finalizing the elements of the initiative," which would be formally launched as early as later this week, he said.

While talks continue on a draft study that outlines how the money would be spent, "the initiative itself will be on the street ASAP," Shultz said.

Supporters need to file signatures of 153,365 voters by July 3 to qualify for the state's Nov. 4 general election ballot.

Of the $42.6 billion, the biggest slices would go to key highway projects (58 percent), local transportation projects and programs (20 percent), and rail and transit projects and programs, including intercity rail between Phoenix and Tucson (18 percent).

Other elements include setting aside money for mitigating environmental impacts from transportation projects and enhancing bicycle and pedestrian movement.

Shultz said supporters decided to proceed with the initiative because state legislators balked at putting a referendum on the ballot.

"Not now, not ever, not never is a sales tax increase going through the Senate Transportation Committee," the committee's chairman, Republican Ron Gould of Lake Havasu City said during a recent interview. "If the Time Coalition would like, I'd loan them my card table so they can gather signatures to try to raise taxes."

Shultz said not doing an initiative this year would have meant waiting for 2012 because of legal and political difficulties associated with intervening years, he said. "The argument for going in 2008 is compelling."

Shultz acknowledged that the economic downturn could pose a challenge to efforts to win voter approval.

"It's a challenge except that we will do the best job we can to connect the increase in construction of the surface transportation and the service it will provide to the individual citizen and the economy. We'll take a stab at describing the costs and the benefits," he said. "It's really just a matter of making the case. The case is important."

The proposed statewide sales tax increase would be in addition to local sales levied for transportation. Voters in Pima and Maricopa counties have recently approved or extended such sales taxes for transportation work.

The draft study said rural projects could include improved connections between Mohave County's major communities and improved transit in Yuma County.

Passenger rail service could provide an opportunity "to join forces" with major freight projects to benefit both freight operations and intercity passenger service, the draft study said.

"The long-range concept of implementing higher-speed intercity rail between Phoenix and Tucson appears to be more feasible, and could potentially operate compatibly with peak-period-oriented commuter rail service, using much of the same infrastructure," it stated.

http://www.eastvalleytribune.com/story/114405
