Always Change Locks On Your New Home
June 11, 2006

Dear Dave: We are closing on our new home in June. Should we change out the locks?

Answer: Always change the locks on your newly acquired home. You would be utterly shocked to learn how many people have a key to the house.

This applies whether the home is new construction or an existing home.  Just think of all the Realtors and all the contractors, not to mention previous owners and their friends, who have had a key in the past. Multiply that figure by how many of those who may have had a copy made.

Although truly motivated burglars can always access your home, the doors are the first line of defense against casual intruders. The relatively small cost of changing out locks is well worth it for the peace of mind when you become the new occupant of a home.

Dear Dave: We have been looking casually for a home over several weeks. We’ve been to open houses, called a few Realtors and spoken to about 10 real estate professionals before finally receiving the Consumer Pamphlet explaining our legal relationship to the licensee.

This latest Realtor, who we have now hired exclusively, said that the pamphlet was a mandatory starting point for any serious discussion about our home purchase. Is that true, and why didn’t we receive the pamphlet earlier?

Answer: This is a little embarrassing for our industry but the answer is pure laziness.  Alaska Statute requires, as described by your current Realtor, that you receive the pamphlet so that you understand whose side the Real Estate Licensee is on. Imagine a basketball game where both teams and the referee all wore the same uniform, and you were the ball being thrown around. That would be some disaster!

When you start shopping for real estate you are entitled to know whose team the Realtor is playing for, or whether they are a neutral referee. All Alaska real estate licensees must explain to you which side they are on – representing buyer, seller, or a neutral licensee.

Not only should you receive the pamphlet, published by the Real Estate Commission, but you should sign page 2 acknowledging your consent to the relationship and acknowledging who is paying the Realtor fees. This signature does not commit you to work exclusively with that licensee, but merely documents your awareness of the relationship to the Realtor at that time regarding the specific properties you are discussing.

Should the licensee be representing the seller (e.g. at an open house) you will be asked to waive your right to an independent buyer’s representative if you wish to work seriously with that Realtor on the home that is open. Indeed, the Realtor must also have a prior written waiver from the seller in order to write up any offer for you on the open house or any other property in which the Realtor intends a dual capacity.

Ask Realtors for the Consumer Pamphlet if they forget to give you one. Sometimes the enthusiastic licensee, although well intentioned, just gets so excited about the meeting and showing you the property that the technical requirements of the law are overlooked. Mind you, it is still a real estate licensing offense, and Realtors can be in trouble for repeated negligence in this matter.

Dear Dave: We used a discount broker to help us sell our home. It’s still not sold and we now realize that the limited services offered were not enough – just thought other consumers might want to think twice about certain discount real estate people who we won’t mention by name.

Answer: There’s nothing fundamentally wrong with real estate brokers offering limited service for limited fees. The point is that you should be awefully sure of what you get for what you pay.

In today’s tightening market, where buyers in 2006 are not as enthusiastic and plentiful as in 2005, you may well want to consider a full service Realtor, even if it costs more, to obtain maximum exposure, marketing and representation. Your real estate sale is, after all, one of the largest transactions of your life.

Quantity of service, quality of service, and experience are crucial to your successful transition out of the home you must now leave. The sale must be in a timely manner and at the right price, so check out Realtors carefully and don’t be afraid to ask for references.

Dear Dave: I purchased a home recently and the day after closing my neighbor started erecting a new fence on what I thought was my property. When we compared notes, her as-built survey was different to the so-called ‘recertified’ as-built prepared for me as part of my contract. How can this be? What can I do?

Answer: As in every business field, the quality of a survey can vary depending on the surveyor engaged.

Technically, if you received a ‘recertified’ as-built survey, it was a recertification by the same survey company who prepared the previous or existing survey. However, the expression is often used loosely to described one surveyor recertifying the work of another.

In any event, the surveyor’s official seal on his work is his bond that the job was done professionally, and you would have legal rights if his unprofessional job caused you damage.

When purchasing Real Estate, it may be worth considering a request to the seller for a completely new survey form a reputable survey company that you have checked out, rather ant a mere ‘recertification’ by an undesignated surveyor. The difference in cost is about $100, but could save you the problem you’re now faced with.

