Realtor Fees Vary And So Do Their Services

June 12, 2005

Dear Dave: We are planning to list our Wasilla home with a local Real Estate office. Are commission rates fixed at 6% or can we do better?

Answer: The commission rates charged by Realtors are not fixed, neither can they be.   Anti-Trust legislation provides severe penalties for any collusion between real estate brokers or their agents regarding commissions.

There is nothing wrong with your shopping around for the lowest commission rate. However, do be sure to clarify with all Realtors you interview just what services you will obtain for the brokerage fee. Your dentist may seem expensive but, if you keep your teeth, it is probably a good investment. The same principle applies in Real Estate.

Questions to ask the Realtor should include -: What marketing and advertising will be undertaken? What support will be provided on your behalf after the offer comes in? How much communication and advice will you receive? And, what skills and experience can the Realtor provide to ensure the best results? Poor representation can often cost you more than a percentage point of commission, so commission should be only one of your considerations when choosing a Realtor.

Dear Dave: My wife and I were having a debate over whether we should put rain gutters on our home, as they were only installed across the garage and front porch by the builder. Are rain gutters necessary in Alaska?

Answer: Alaska has more surface water and sub-surface water than almost any place on earth. Drainage of water from the foundation of your home is one of the most critical issues to consider when buying your home.

Builders go to great lengths to try to ensure adequate drainage on new homes, grading of the landscape, and even sub-surface drainage where soil conditions dictate. Existing homes, ten or more years old, may be less likely to have adequate drainage.

In either case, rain gutters are a definite benefit, if installed correctly. The object of the gutters and downspouts is to direct water away from the foundation. Always have splash-plates (preferably concrete) or extensions on the downspouts. Water should be diverted a minimum of four feet away from the foundation. If the bottom of the downspout directs water to within one foot of the home, it can be more damaging than having no gutters at all. Also be sure that downspouts do not direct water onto a sidewalk or driveway.

When purchasing new construction, rain gutters (other than the ones you mention in your question) may not be included in your purchase price. On a home properly constructed there is no good reason not to add rain gutters as an additional insurance against moisture damage to the foundation and also to prevent splashing of the siding from water falling from the roof which could deteriorate the siding. For a cost of $5 a linear foot, including downspouts, or around $600 total for an average house, this is a small price to pay for the benefits derived.
About the only case where gutters are not advisable is when you have an ice damming problem. This mostly applies to older homes and especially those with “hot” roofs (i.e. roofs without a ventilated attic between the roof and the ceiling), but even brand new homes can have ice damming problems, particularly if the design involves a complicated roof line. If you are experiencing ice damming along the eaves or roof valleys of your home, rain gutters could exacerbate the problem with ice build-up which eventually forces its way under the roof and turns back into water inside the structure.

Dear Dave: I was out and about looking to buy a zero lot-line home because I don’t want to pay homeowner’s dues. I found the perfect home and then found out it was a condominium with dues even though the development looked like a row of zero lot-lines. How can a zero lot-line property be a condominium?

Answer: You should always remember that the word “condominium” does not describe the architectural style of a building. “Condominium” is a term describing the legal structure of the property.

A condominium is a type of ownership. When you buy a condo, you only own the interior space of the home. The balance of the property (both land and buildings) is owned in common by all the owners of the individual units. In Alaska, condominiums are provided for, and governed by, the Alaska Common Interest Ownership Act.

Do not be fooled by the outward appearance of a property. It may be a condominium, whatever it looks like structurally. Furthermore, there are now many residential subdivisions where a homeowners association is in existence, and dues assessed, even though there are no condominiums in sight. Ask you Realtor not to show you any properties with association dues, and let him do the homework for you.
Dear Dave: I am buying a home for $185,000 with conventional financing, 20% down. The lender says they won’t be conducting a full Appraisal on the property. How do I know if I got a good deal if they don’t do an Appraisal?

Answer: Whether you “got a good deal” is not the Lender’s issue. You made your deal when you negotiated your offer with the Seller.

It is not the Lender’s obligation to prove whether you paid the right price for your property. The Lender’s issue is to satisfy themselves that their collateral for the loan is protected. If the lender chooses not to perform an appraisal, that is their prerogative. The appraisal is performed for the lender and is the property of the lender.

Had you used FHA or VA financing, other regulations from the federal government would come into play. FHA requires an extensive inspection and value analysis by an appraiser and you are entitled to a copy. VA also requires an appraiser’s inspection and analysis and expresses an interest in protecting the veteran by certifying the property and its value. However, the primary purpose of an appraisal, even for FHA and VA, is to protect the parties investing in the loan, not to protect the buyer.

