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Gary Fondel and his dog, Etta, pose at their home at Inwood Forest. He had lost out on four other houses he
wanted before he nabbed this one last year in this 1960s-era neighborhood on Houston’s north side.

billions in spending amid
the ongoing recent crude
price free fall.

“It will still be a good
year, but people need to be
prepared that it’s not go-
ing to be the same of what
we've been seeing the last
three years,” said Scott
Davis, regional director in
Houston for Metrostudy,
4 residential data and con-
sulting firm.

Houston-area employ-
ers are adding jobs at a
much slower rate. Last
month, an economist from
the Houston Branch of the
Federal Reserve Bank of
Dallas said this year could
end with as few as 20,000
new jobs. Others have been
more bullish on their pre-
dictions, but employment
growth isn’t expected to
come close to its annual
peak. of 125,300 jobs re-
corded in November.

Uncertainty over the
oil markets and the direc-
tion of the local economy
is adding another level
of complexity to the local
housing market, said Jim
Gaines, an economist with
the Texas A&M University
Real Estate Center.

“Uncertainty has always
been any economy's worst
enemy,” he said. “When
folks are uncertain they
tend todonothing.”

The oil crunch is ex-
pected to hit sales of high-
er-end homes, a segment
of the market that drove

“If you're CEO of a com-
pany and you just laid off
20 percent of your work-
force, you're not going to
go buy a $2 million home,”
Davis said.

Builders have also start-
edfeeling the pinch,

Some have offered buy-
ers gift cards to home-im-
provement chains and dis-
counts toward options and
upgrades — the types of
giveaways that disappear
during booms.

When opening its new-
est section of homes earlier
this year, the developer of
the Bridgeland commu-
nity in Cypress promoted
a$2,500 raffle for shoppers
who toured model homes,
As part of the promotion,
consumers who signed a
contract during a grand
opening period were giv-
en a $1,000 gift card they
could redeem after closing.

Not bad for now

Will Holder, president
of Trendmaker Homes,
said builders may decide
to delay some construction
over the next six months,
but “that’s about as bad as
Ithink it will get.”

Virgil Yoakum, general
manager of the Woodforest
master-planned commu-
nity north of The Wood-
lands, said he’s watching
closely for any signs of
stress in the Montgomery
County housing market.

For now, he said, there's
still good demand, inclug

ing interest from buyers
who work for Exxon Mobil
Corp. The energy giant has
started filling up its new
campus for 10,000 employ-
eessouth of the area.

“I'm watching the oil-
and-gas-related consum-
ers to see if they're still
buying or canceling trans-
actions, and we don't see
that yet," Yoakum said.

Across the region last
year, the median price per
square foot for a single-
family home was $89, up 10
percent from 2013, a home
price analysis by the Hous-
ton Association of Realtors
shows. The full median
price reached an annual
price record of $199,000,
according to the study,
which looked at prices of
75,319 homes sold through
the Multiple Listing Ser-
vice last year in Harris,
Fort Bend, Montgomery,
Galveston and Brazoria
counties. About 15 percent
ofthose homes were new.

Yau “Julie” Tam, a part-
ner at Lyn Realty who rep-
resents Chen, said the local
market has slowed some,
but there is still stiff com-
petition in certain neigh-
borhoods and price bands.

She recently represent-
ed a buyer who closed on
a $4.4 million house in the
Memorial area that was the
subject of two other offers.
Another one of her buyers
submitted an offer for a
property in Rice Military
that included bank state-

ments, “to show she was
a slam-dunk for loan ap-
proval.”

For Gary Fondel, the
fifth time was the charm.

He had lost out on four
houses in Inwood Forest
before he finally nabbed
one last fall in the 1960s-
era neighborhood inside
Beltway 8 on Houston's
north side,

Values in the neighbor-
hood plummeted after the
area’s golf course closed in
2007, but they've bounced
back as more people dis-
cover the area’s proximity
to downtown and the air-
port, Fondel said. Young
people are moving in after
getting priced out of closer-
in neighborhoods.

Fondel bought his up-

dated  three-bedroom
home last fall for $115,000,
and he's already seen ap-
preciation, “I could prob-
ably re-list it today at
$135,000 or $140,000, and |
haven't done anything with
it,” he said.
First-time buyers and
those who were shut out of
the market may find them-
selves with more options
this year,

Many homeowners who
have wanted to move have
been stuck in their homes
either because inventory
has been so low and they
couldn't find anything
;10 buy or prices were too

h.

‘The supply of homes for
sale has llch"d up over the

ists declaring him unfit to
work that he didn’t share,

Home prices may make more ofa ‘soft landing’ than downturn

past couple of months, but
it's still well below what’s
considered a balanced
market where neither buy-
er nor seller have the upper
hand.

Last week, Chen and
his fiancée finally had an
offer accepted on a house
in Sugar Land, but they
ended up paying more
than they wanted to spend
by bidding more than list
price and offering to pay
some of the seller’s costs.

Even though lending
standards remain strin-
gent, particularly for entry-
level buyers, some builders
are starting to target these
groups.

D.R. Horton hasa brand
of entry-level homes called
Express that Davis said he
has heard is “doing phe-
nomenally well on the west
side of town.”

Highland Homes is also
rolling out new homes for
first-time buyers.

“Many of the builders
are targeting that market,”
Davis said, “One of the up-
sides of reduced energy
prices is it has dramati-
cally improved consumer
budgets because gas prices
are lower.”

More trials to come

Recent housing data
hardly provide a clear pic-
ture of the market's future.

The first decline to be
felt in a while happened
in February when sales
dropped nearly 7 percent.
But sales turned up again
in March,

Sales activity was essen-
tially flat during the first
three months of the year,
but the median home price
rose 8 percent to $199,333.

Assuming oil prices sta-
bilize this year, 2016 will
bring otherchallenges.

Next year’s presidential
election, forexample, is the
type of political event that
often leads to consumer
caution.

“As soon as we have
worked through all the
anxiety over oil, then we're
going to roll into what
looks to be a highly conten-
tious election,” Davis said.

When asked if he
thought 2014 was the peak
for Houston housing,
Holder described the mar-
ketlikea “wave,"

“I'think it was probably
the peak of that wave,” he
said. “There will be a dip,
and then it'll go back up."”
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