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Dear Dave: I wanted to rip the carpet up in our house and put in wood floors, but my husband thought he remembered you saying carpet was good to have in Alaska. Is carpet better than wood floors for Alaska buyers? I also am thinking of doing some other upgrades. I’m not sure what. What would you recommend in changes if we were selling our home now? We still have 2 years to go till we sell, but I wanted to do most of the changes this summer. Should we not make changes because we will only have the house for 3 years? We bought the house for $255,000. Thank you.

Answer: This is an excellent question. I have seen a lot of people going to laminate or wood floors lately, but I am not sure it is a permanent trend. In my view, laminate or wood should be restricted to entry area, kitchen, family room (especially if you have a nice Persian carpet or large throw rug), and office.

Although laminate and wood boast some visual appeal to some and are cleaner than carpet, it is my belief that, in Alaska, warmth is everything. Even medium grade carpet, with a good quality pad, lends itself to the rough and tumble of family life and sprawling on the floor in front of the fireplace or television.

As far as buyers are concerned, there are perhaps 1 in 10 passionately seeking laminate or wood floors and maybe 3 in 10 who will buy such a home if other conditions are right. However, if you want to play the odds, you need carpet in most of the home.

A nice paint job, inside and out, plus new (or new in the last 3 to 5 years) floor surface materials are the number one upgrade that produce a net gain in sales price. I have been looking at my own 70’s split with an eye to selling, but am avoiding the temptation of a $30,000 kitchen remodel and opting for a modest refurbishing of cabinet doors and new counter tops – Why? Because a kitchen remodel will not add $30,000 to the sales price.

Some of these decisions do depend on the price range of the property. In the upper range of $600,000 to $1million, buyers expect certain upgrades or they are not interested – hence the glut of 1980’s Hillside homes on the market right now. A view may be worth a million dollars but not if you are ashamed to bring dinner guests home.

However, in the more modest price range under $400,000 it is a mistake to spend big bucks over and above cosmetics, at least from a seller’s point of view.

Dear Dave: We recently found a website that would give us the value of our home. They said it was free, and no calls would be made. The value came in higher than what we thought, so we asked our friend to try the website. She owns a condo and after working the site, the value came in about 10% above any other similar condo. Does this mean local agents are underselling property?

Answer: No, local Realtors are in the best position to help you when it comes to a reality check on your home.

Many unscrupulous people have discovered new ways of making money on the internet. There are several so-called ‘real estate’ websites, based anywhere from Florida to Romania, that want your business. They give you a value for your home and then sell your name as a prospect, over the internet, to a local Realtor.

Not only does this cost the Realtor a referral fee, but you may not get the best Realtor. A local live Realtor is more than happy to come to your home and assess its market value. This service is free and you will meet someone face to face. Beware of internet sites promising the world and invading your privacy. Local Realtors are readily available with expert knowledge to download face to face.

Dear Dave: We went to closing on the sale of our home last week, in accordance with the date agreed, but the papers at the title company were not ready for signing. We then learned that the buyer would not have enough money to close for another week. As you can imagine, we are really annoyed. What can be done to protect sellers in this type of situation?

Answer: Unfortunately, the seller in a real estate transaction is almost always at more risk than the buyer. You have very little control over the buyer, or his lender.

Although the transaction is covered by the contract, your remedies against a buyer not performing are limited. You can sue for ‘specific performance’, but what good is that when it will cost you even more time and money? You can make a claim on the earnest money but, depending on who is holding it and how much is held, it’s still a wrestling match if the buyer wishes to contest. The bottom line is that a real estate transaction is fundamentally dependent on the good faith of the parties.

If you want to tighten up your contract, I am a strong advocate for larger earnest money amounts, and for the release of that earnest money to the seller once the home inspection is complete and repairs agreed, even though this is not traditional practice.

It is just too easy for buyers to renege on commitments made when they only have $1000 or so at stake, and that money held in trust by a broker. Brokers will not release the earnest money automatically to a seller unless the buyer agrees. If there’s a dispute, then you are stuck with fighting for it through mediation or some other method.

Another cause of your particular problem is that lenders often pay little attention to the closing date agreed in your contract. Meeting the agreed closing date requires the cooperation of Realtors and lenders and is not the fault of the Title company, who often receive documents only hours before the scheduled closing.

Sellers, who can lose up to 2 months marketing time waiting to see if the buyer will actually close, are at a disadvantage under current Alaska Real Estate practices and traditions.  Ask your Realtor to be tighter when negotiating your sale, or contact an attorney.

Dear Dave: We are 3 days from closing on a piece of Real Estate in Anchorage and our Realtor says she needs a Mediation Clause Addendum signed as a requirement of her Broker. Do we have to sign it at this late stage?

Answer: You don’t have to sign any addendum to your contract, whether it be late or early in the transaction. Some Brokers have documents they like to have buyers and sellers sign, but everyone should remember that the contract is between buyer and seller. It includes terms and conditions agreed to by those parties, and those parties only.

