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Market Ready to Blossom
This Spring Expected to Be a Busy Season

Text by JOHN TORSIELLO

;¥'spring! A time for birds to sing their sweet songs
and young colts arid fillies to bound on spindly legs
through open meadows on warm days. It's also a

. crucial time for real estate brokers.
Statistics have shown that some 40 percent of a year's sale

of homes takes place between the months of March and June,
when buyers and sellers have shaken off the cold and snow
of winter and approach the market with renewed vigor and
interest.

"Many clients who are thinking about selling would
typically wait to list until the weather improves and the end of
March or April," said Mimi Harson, a real estate professional
with Sotheby's International Realty.

A report by Bloomberg Businessweek said that home
prices are likely to continue to fall for the first portion of
this year, then stabilize and rebound later in 2012 as the
overall economy takes off. However, the continued influx of
foreclosed properties remains a nagging concern, one that will
keep prices down.

Of course, as the old industry saying goes, all real estate
is local.meaning growth will be spotty and subject to such
factors as local job growth, the style of life an area offers,
the quality of schools, convenience to amenities, local zoning
regulations, and emotional appeal, all factors Litchfield
County traditionally ranks high in.

Area realtors are approaching this spring with optimism,
generated from increased sales in some sectors in 2011, a
continued pent-up demand, more reasonable prices, a large
inventory, and a slowly improving economy, both here and on
Wall Street, the latter having a dynamic effect on the second
home market.

"1 am very optimistic about the spring market given the
success of the winter months," offered Tony Gioia, a realtor
with the Washington Agency. "1 think buyers are realizing
what a great opportunity it is and sellers are starting to reap
the benefits of buyers getting off the fence."

Said Stacey Matthews of The Matthews Group/William
Raveis Real Estate, "If the current very active showing pace
continues, 1 expect it to be a very busy early spring. 1 expect
interest rates to stay in this low range until there are clear
signs of economic recovery and real estate pricing shows solid
improvement."

Said Graham Klemm of Klemm Real Estate, "Traditionally,
the spring is one of our busiest times. We are hopeful that this
year will prove no different. Based on the action so far, we see
no reason why 2012 should not be a very active market."

There are a number of reasons for all this optimism.
Said Mr. Gioia, "Our office has had the busiest holiday

season through late January that we have had since 2006,
both in sales and under contracts. 1 attribute this to awesome
interest rates and great buys in the market. It is a unique time
in history where prices have come down along with interest
rates. Historically, when prices nave dipped the interest rates
have gone the other direction."

Offered Pat Best, co-owner of Best & Cavallaro Real
Estate, "Unfortunately, 2011 was one of the worst springs in
terms of dollar volume that the Northwest Comer has seen
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A Washington, Conn., Colonial listed by Stacey Matthews; $2.5 million.

in 15 years. And it was a year of great bargains for buyers in
many cases, especially where there was an estate or a seller
who had to sell for one reason or another. However, things
do seem to be slowly changing. We are seeing a lot of interest
earlier than usual this year. Also, due to a lack of good quality
inventory priced appropriately, we are seeing some activity
at stronger prices. There is lots of inventory, but much of it is
dated and/or overpriced."

"What is different this year," explained Ms. Matthews, "is
that the market was extremely busy from mid-December all
the way through the holidays. Last year we had an extremely
slow winter, which 1 think was mostly weather-related. This
may be part of the cause for the overall yearly sales drops.
Overall, my business was flat in 2011 versus a record year in
2010. At the end of 2011,1 was surprised to do many deals in
December, and 1 received three offers on properties during
Christmas week (always the slowest week of the year)."

Ms. Matthews said that she "was particularly shocked" to
see individuals "motivated to step up to the plate during the
late 2011 holiday week." She has been showing homes almost
every day since.

"Buyers feel confident that they can get a great deal, there's
a belief that prices probably won't fall much further and are
in a stabilizing period, and there is a desire to take advantage
of extremely low interest rates," she said.

Ms. Harson bucked the trend last spring and was relatively
busy. But that was not the general trend for most agents.
This year, she said, most agents are seeing activity in all price
ranges, and she believes that will continue, especially as new
listings come on line.

"My associates and 1 are encouraging clients not to wait to
list, as there is activity now. Accurate pricing is still the key to
success in this market and will continue to be throughout the
upcoming year."

She said one of the factors driving increased interest
among buyers is consumer confidence.



"I think a lot of people are tired of the doom and gloom
and are getting a bit complacent about the ups and downs
in the market. They just don't seem to feel as much panic as
they did a few years ago when the stock market fluctuates.
They are being careful and tend to be scaling back on the size
and price of their purchases, but they realize that real estate
can still be a good investment. Interest rates are still low, and
there are some amazing values to be had."

The Federal Reserve Bank has already indicated that rates
will remain at unheard of and historic lows.

Said Mr. Klemm, ,. e are still in such a rare market of
great inventory at low prices with low rates. It's an amazing
time to be buying. The proof is in-the pudding, as they say.
Four Klemm agents have actually bought in the last 12
months, soit just goes to show how much we believe in the
value and in the market,"

Peter Devers, a real: or with George T. Whalen Real Estate,
who specializes in the Dutch County, N.Y., area, has
noticed an uptick in n w buyers entering that housing market,
coming in with more confidence in their futures and willing to
spend money they haven't made yet to purchase a home.

"It is still very a uyer's market," he said. "Many
homes, in all P . ""' are vying for the attention of a
limited number 0: CIS.Sellers are frustrated that few
potential buyers ruing to see their houses. Many-and
I am one of them yself - feel like prisoners in their own
homes. When yoa f a lace. ~ou want it to sell quickly so
you can get on wi life, That just isn't happening."

He added - - gum Barbara Corcoran of Pawling
(N.Y.) say . 0 your home before you put it
on the marke . market the seller who follows
this advice anractive offering to tempt
buyers into Ilers are in the ring with many

Best & Cavallaro Real Estate is listing this lovely older home in
Lakeville, Conn., at $895,000.
competitors and they need the strength, savvy, and fortitude
of a Mohammed Ali to be victorious. Barbara suggests
pricing your house about 15 percent lower than your closest
competitors. It is emotionally tough and disappointing for a
seller to do this. But in 2011 we noticed a surge in interest in
homes we had listed when asking prices dropped by about
that amount."

Mr. Devers reports some exceptional properties in his
market in all price brackets.

"Prices are the best they've been in the past 15 years
and it's the wise buyer who starts shopping this spring.
Interest rates are lower than those in 1954 when my parents
bought their Millbrook home and should remain inviting
to purchasers throughout the coming year. Part of our job



Klemm is listing this private retreat on 54 acres at $1.395 million.

as realtors is to demonstrate this to buyers. Overall, the real
estate climate in 2011 was much better in Dutchess County
and Western Connecticut than in the prior two years."

Ms. Matthews said that if there is one clear message from
the current market it is that activity is high, and that if a
property is priced correctly and marketed effectively, it should
be getting shown.

"But only realistic sellers will get deals done. There is only
a very small percentage of buyers who will make emotional
purchases. For the most part, buyers have plenty of choices,
are picky, and show up armed with their arguments about
pricing. It's likely to remain a buyer's market for quite some
time. With that being said, our towns are so unique and
special. There is simply nowhere else where a buyer can be
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immersed in the charm of the country, have low property
taxes, and be only one-and-a-half hours from New York City."

Mr. Klemm said his firm closed on the highest sales in
Washington and Cornwall at the start of 2012 and has several
$1 million-plus properties under agreement and numerous
deals being negotiated.

"All of this is very encouraging for us looking ahead.
There are some excellent buys at the moment. I just listed a
charming, private 1930s bungalow with a pool and views on
54 acres and five minutes to Washington Depot for $1,395,000,
an exceptional value."

Observed Ms. Best, "We seem to have a lot of 'empty
nesters' who want good quality, smaller, low maintenance
homes between $600,000 and $1,000,000, but they don't
want to do any work. They want a little jewel that is new or
renovated with charm in a quiet setting, and there is a definite
lack of inventory with this description. There are still quite a
few grand homes priced for over $3 million, and that part of
the market has been quite slow. However, when a Lakeville
property (originally priced around $5 million) was taken over
by the bank and advertised as bank-owned, then asking $3.4
million, people came out of the woodwork to see if they could
get a bargain. It showed that there is a backlog of buyers with
a budget of over two million dollars who are waiting for a
good value. If one has the vision to renovate, there are some
great buys in the low end of the market that would be worth
renovating."

She said she is "shocked" that more people aren't taking
advantage of the combination of historically low interest rates
combined with soft prices, calling it "an incredible opportunity
for buyers."

"I think we can count on the low rates through much of this
year, but they will have to rise eventually," she said.

One must keep in mind that with a market area as
relatively small as Litchfield County numbers may get skewed
and a sale or two can seem a recovery to the broker( s)
fortunate enough to have sold the properties, often high-end
homes.

Despite being cautiously upbeat about the spring, Paul
Dooley, founder and broker of Dooley Real Estate, also
tempered the excitement over spring sales.

"I'm tempted to quote Winston Churchill, 'This is not the
end, it is not even the beginning of the end, but it is, perhaps,
the end of the beginning.' Our recovery from the collapse of
the real estate bubble will be slow and spotty."

He said that in his firm's primary market area (Cornwall,
Kent, New Milford, Sharon, Sherman, Warren and
Washington) there was a total of 370 home sales in 2010 at
an average sale price of $556,338 (the average list price was
approximately 10 percent higher). In 2011, the number of
sales dropped to 329 and the average slipped to $451,143,
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which was about the same 10 percent below the final list price.
"Understanding that sales in seven towns is a small sample

from which to draw conclusions about market trends (the
average is highly dependent upon how many million dollar
properties sell, or don't sell. in a given year), there's not much
upon which to base a prediction of a significant recovery this
spring," Mr. Dooley aid.

He added that invenrory i still high. there's still a backlog
of short sales and foreclosures. and the mortgage underwriting
protocols are still . ge 1: i..e..'ery little lending in the land
and commercial t of equity homeowners
can tap for inv _ .. around 30 percent. Thus,
it remains a b .-
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