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UNIVERSAL UCLICK

After living together for more than a de-
cade, a couple of renters in their 30s decided 
to marry recently. Now they’re looking for a 

modest ranch house with 
a pool in a suburban area 
with lots of foreclosed 
properties and mark-
downs galore. Still, they 
worry about overpaying 
and want to make sure 
they negotiate the best 
possible deal.

How can this pair of 
restaurant managers 
make the most of a mar-
ket loaded with many will-
ing sellers? By learning 
as much as possible about 
price trends in their cho-
sen neighborhood, says 

Eve Alexander, a real estate broker affiliated 
with the National Association of Exclusive 
Buyer Agents (www.naeba.org).

“When you make a bid, you need ammuni-
tion to intelligently negotiate a great deal,” 
Alexander says.

Once they’ve selected the home they like, 
she says the couple should wait to decide 
on their bid until they’ve examined data on 
the closing prices for homes that have sold 
recently in the immediate area. These are 
known in the real estate field as “compa-
rables” or “comps.”

“Start with 10 comps, and then work your 
way down to the five most similar ones. 
Don’t forget to include foreclosed properties 
and short sales,” Alexander says.

If you’re planning to buy in a neighbor-
hood with widely varied properties, it’s 
helpful to compare the homes on your list on 
a price-per-square-foot basis. Then adjust for 
differences in size and home features, such 
as a two-car garage versus a one-car garage. 

After estimating the current market value 
of the property you wish to buy, it’s time to 
decide how aggressive an offer you want to 
make. Alexander says that will depend on 
how enamored you are with the home.

“You won’t want to push the limits if 
you’ve fallen in love with the property and 
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RED and green make a beautiful pair 
in any season. In this somewhat gray real 
estate market, the City of Durham’s Proj-
ect RED, or Revitalize East Durham, has 
granted financial aid to Preservation North 
Carolina to rehabilitate modest homes in 
some of Durham’s historic neighborhoods 
into energy-efficient workforce housing. 
Once renovated, the green-certified homes 
save buyers green through tax credits and 
low utility bills. 

Cathleen Turner, director of the Pied-
mont regional office of Preservation North 
Carolina, recognizes the collaboration as a 
gift to low- and moderate-income homebuy-
ers. 

“Green, historic and affordable: We feel 
they go together,” Turner said. 

Preservation N.C. has partnered with 
Preservation Durham to identify abandoned 
and dilapidated homes in certain neighbor-

hoods that the City of Durham has targeted 
for revitalization. Preservation N.C. then 
works with Durham’s Department of Com-
munity Development to find federal, state 
and local funds to acquire and renovate 
the properties, arm them with protective 
covenants and owner-occupancy restric-
tions, and sell them to buyers who make no 
more than 80 percent of the Area Median 
Income. For a family of four in the Durham 
Metropolitan Area, the AMI is $67,800; 80 
percent of that is $54,250. The Raleigh area 
is slightly higher. The figures adjust up or 
down, depending on the family size. For in-
stance, a single buyer in Durham could not 
make more than $38,000. 

The renovated houses will meet historic 
preservation guidelines to be eligible for 
federal tax credits and be green-certified as 
well. 

The initiative marks the first time that the 
city has worked with Preservation N.C. on 
rehabilitating houses. The process is differ-

ent from the way Preservation N.C. has res-
cued houses in the past, Turner said.

“Our typical model was acquiring a prop-
erty through donation or an option to pur-
chase, then finding a preservation-minded 
buyer who would do the rehab, and putting 
on protective covenants before selling it,” 
Turner said. 

But in supporting Durham’s master plan 
of revitalization, rehabbing blighted and 
abandoned houses and increasing the num-
ber of owner-occupied homes in a neighbor-
hood, Preservation N.C. marketed to a dif-
ferent sort of buyer than in the past. 

“The buyers we’re looking at might not be 
in a position to rent while they buy a house 
and renovate it,” she said.

So Preservation N.C. explored renovating 
modest houses built in the early 1900s as 
workforce housing and putting them back 
on the market in move-in condition. For the 
renovation of its first such house, at 213 S. 
Driver St. in Durham, Turner tapped Coral 
Construction & Design. The company’s op-
erations manager, Tiffany Elder, has been 
renovating historic properties in the Tri-
angle since 2005 and has received a number 
of awards for her historic renovation work. 
Hiring a company with extensive experi-
ence in historic renovations of homes in a 
wide range of price levels eased Turner’s 
worries considerably.

“I didn’t have to worry when I was out of 
town whether I’d come back to find some-
thing had been torn out that shouldn’t have 
been touched,” Turner said. 

 The green, historic, affordable combina-
tion is unusual, Elder said.   

“Usually, a renovation includes only two 
of the three,” she said. And the process can 
get tricky, with competing requirements be-
tween historic and green.  

“In a lot of green rankings, you have to 
pull out old windows and put in new ener-
gy-efficient ones, and you have to pull out 
interior plaster walls or exterior siding to 
put in insulation,” she said. “But the Na-
tional Parks Service [which oversees fed-
eral historic preservation rules] specifically 
prohibits you from unnecessarily taking out 
functioning old wood windows and pulling 
out intact plaster walls.” 

green + historic + affordable

Figures represent the weekly averages of rates offered 
by Durham, Orange and Wake County lenders for 
residential mortgage loans with a one percent 

origination fee and zero points.
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Terrance Clark , left, and Val Chafalovitch, owners of Quality Air, review reno-
vation plans for the home at 213 S. Driver St. with Tiffany Elder, operations 

manager for Coral Construction & Design.



By following green-built guidelines of the National As-
sociation of Home Builders and making tradeoffs to come 
up with an overall ener-
gy-efficient home, Elder 
was able to get the house 
green-rated while staying 
within federal historic 
preservation guidelines. 
She made judicious deci-
sions on design, materials 
and finishes to keep the 
price low. For example, 
she refurbished the single-
paned, wood-framed win-

dows but added extra insulation to the attic and crawl space 
where most of a house’s heat is lost.

“We want the house to be cute, but we want it to perform 
well, too,” she said. 

The Driver Street house is the first of eight to 12 houses 
Preservation N.C. has in its sights. That concentration will 
make a difference in the Northeast Central Durham area, 
said Shep Smith, project manager for Durham’s Department 
of Community Development. 

“Our goal is to change neighborhoods back to homeown-
ership wherever possible and not have deteriorated rental 
housing that causes unwelcome living conditions,” Smith 
said. “You have to have a certain critical mass of rehabbed 
houses or new homes to attract buyers and stabilize a neigh-
borhood.” 

Community Development concentrates on one area at a 
time to obtain that critical mass. The department has seen 
some success in its previous efforts in Southwest Central 
Durham. The neighborhoods are composed of up to 85 per-
cent rentals and sometimes a vacant or abandoned property 
rate as high as 15 percent. The city benefits from the in-
creased property tax revenue as home values begin to rise 
and from the decreased crime rate as the area is repopu-
lated with homeowners who have a stake in the safety of the 
streets. Homeownership also helps residents become finan-

cially independent, another benefit to the city as people no 
longer need assistance from social services. 

“When we get a neighborhood stabilized to the point it 
attracts market-rate developers, once it’s desirable enough 
that people want to move there without being offered a 

subsidy, then we’ve 
been successful,” 
Smith said. 

To ensure that the 
affordable houses 
remain affordable, 
Preservation N.C. 
puts on a restric-
tive covenant that 
requires the house 
to remain affordable 
to 80 percent AMI 
buyers for the next 
15 years. 

Not all houses can 
be saved, however, 
and when a house 
has deteriorated to 
the point it has to be 
razed and a new one 

built, Smith’s department works with the builder to make 
sure the new structure fits in with the character of the neigh-
borhood.

“One of our goals is to maintain the character of the neigh-
borhood,” he said. “The other piece is to make homes avail-
able to low- to moderate-income buyers.” His department 
won’t grant or loan money to developers who are going to 
put in pricy student rental housing. “That’s not an eligible 
activity using federal dollars,” he said.

The real estate market slowdown of the past couple of 
years has made the initiative possible for Preservation N.C. 
Prices of the properties dropped and the number of contrac-
tors available to do the renovations rose. The downside 
came in the tighter lending restrictions, reducing the pool 
of eligible buyers. City programs can help with gap funding, 
and the 30 percent federal tax credit for historic renovation 
costs are passed along to buyers. 

“Everyone wants a safe, clean, affordable home they can 
be proud of,” Elder said. “Why not bring back those neigh-
borhoods that were beautiful in their time?”

For a look at available houses, visit Preservation N.C.’s 
visit website, presnc.org. Hover the cursor over “Buy Prop-
erty,” and when the drop-down menu appears, click on “Re-
vitalizing East Durham.” 

Nancy E. Oates is a business and real estate writer in 
Chapel Hill. Reach her at neoates@earthlink.net.  

feel it’s a do-or-die situation,” she says.
On the other hand, “It’s always easier to negotiate with-

out emotion if you can find second- and third-choice houses 
you also like,” she says.

Once you’ve made a firm decision on your bid, she recom-
mends you attach a brief but friendly letter that explains 
your position and draws on comparable sales data to sup-
port it. This is especially important if you’re venturing a 
“lowball” bid that’s significantly under the asking price.

Here are a few other tips for homebuyers trying to obtain 
the best available deal in a neighborhood with lots of inven-
tory: 

n Learn as much as possible about the sellers’ equity po-
sition.

If you’re interested in a home but have yet to submit an 
offer on it, Alexander says it’s wise to get information on 
the sellers’ ownership stake before you bid. As she says, 
those with more equity have more potential room for com-
promise.

One source of clues on the owners’ equity position can be 
found by searching local government land records. At the 
minimum, these records (usually available online) should 
tell you when the current owners purchased the property 
and the original price they paid. 

“If the sellers brought the house 20 years ago and haven’t 
refinanced, they should have a lot more equity than if they 
bought it at the height of the market a few years ago and 
may now have an underwater mortgage,” Alexander says.

n Have your agent ask questions of the listing agent.
When owners have an urgent need to sell, it’s normally 

against their interest for that information to be shared, 
which could weaken their bargaining position. Even so, Al-
exander says many listing agents will readily disclose such 
client information in response to questions.

“For example, they might blab about how the seller must 
move due to divorce or a job transfer,” she says.

Another way prospective buyers can gauge the sellers’ 
level of motivation is to ask nearby neighbors. Alexan-
der recommends that the buyers pick a Saturday to walk 
through the community, chatting with a few residents 
about the pros and cons of living there. In the course of the 
conversation, they’ll likely tell you the reasons why homes 
on their street are for sale.

n Rule out properties owned by “market testers.”
Eric Tyson, co-author of “Home Buying for Dummies,” 

says that even in neighborhoods with an abundance of prop-
erties up for sale and numerous foreclosures, there are still 
sellers who won’t budge from an unrealistically high price.

To find out which sellers are merely testing the market, 
Tyson recommends you ask your agent if previous offers 
have come in on the property you want. If the owners have 
already rebuffed one or more decent offers without so much 
as a counterbid, this indicates they’ll probably resist with 
you, too.

The good news for buyers is that information on past 
offers is often readily available through the listing agent, 
who might discuss the “clients’ negotiating position and 
whether it’s worth your while to do a low bid,” says Tyson.

He says you can waste a lot of time trying to persuade 
people who won’t entertain a fair offer. It’s better to look 
for someone who’s eager to sell.

“Finding the hungry home seller is the key to getting an 
extraordinary price,” Tyson says.

To contact Ellen James Martin, e-mail her at 
 ellenjamesmartin@gmail.com.
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The Driver Street house is the first of at 
least eight houses Preservation N.C. has in 
its sights. Pictured above is the rear of the 
home before work began. Top, the back un-
derwent major changes, including new win-
dows and siding. Right, Elder, Clark and Cha-
falovitch review plans in front of the home.


