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Home Is Where the ... Tax Credit Is?
But that relief is ending, so what's a buyer to do now? Act fast!
April 08, 2010 - Elyse Glickman, Jewish Exponent Feature

Sometimes, good things for individuals can come out of bad economic times for the
country.

Last year, Congress passed legislation that, in theory, rewards careful home-buyers who
did not strike when the proverbial iron was hot: The First-Time Home-Buyer Tax Credit
offers $8,000 to first-time home-purchasers until April 30, while current owners could get
up to $6,500 on property purchased between Nov. 7, 2009 and April 30, 2010. (The
deadline is for sales-contract signing.)

Provided home-buyers make that deadline, they still have until June 30 to complete the
purchase (or construction in the case of a new home). It is also significant to bear in mind
that the home-buyer tax credit is not a rebate. (Rebates sometimes are considered
taxable income.)

As the clock ticks away and the window of opportunity is now closing, a buyer or seller
can locate information and guidance via the Internet (www.federalhousingtaxcredit.com)
and phone information lines (such as the IRS' 1-800-829-1040).

While she markets herself as one who helps clients' "real estate dreams become reality,"
Janice B. Leis, associate broker with Prudential Fox & Roach in Pennsylvania and New
Jersey, and an associate broker with Prudential Florida Realty in Florida, offers advice
that advocates looking before you leap, and that includes seeking out a certified public
accountant and/or a tax attorney.

Says Leis: "Think about whether you make too much money to qualify for the credit, and
be sure you retained all of the necessary receipts to make the tax deduction valid. Also,
ask yourself about why you are buying or selling, and if you are pre-approved with a
qualified lender, especially as not very many institutions are lending. Furthermore, there
may be tax adjustments here you are not aware of, such as more deductions for a couple
than a single person."

Los Angeles-based national tax expert Barbara Kogen of NSBN LLP concurs: "I know of
people who went ahead, and ended up disappointed because they may have not known
they did not qualify for the $8,000 tax credit and were counting on that money to help
cover costs."

Ask, Ask, Ask!
From the perspective of Rob Dietz, assistant vice president, tax and policy issues, and
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economist Robert Denk of the National Association of Home Buyers, it is a good idea to
ask your CPA or tax attorney questions regarding qualification -- specifically, if you meet
the income requirements and can pass the home-ownership history tests and other tax
issues that may affect your claim.

Dietz and Denk -- who say that they expect no extensions of this relief -- note that given
the impending expiration of the tax credit, you should make sure the agent can assist in
satisfying deadlines.

Denk explains that the Philadelphia market has relatively higher cost housing, and that
the mortgage interest and real estate tax deductions offer a greater value for taxpayers.
Home prices are roughly in line with national trends, modestly improving by some
measures, still weak by others, but mainly pointing toward stabilization.

Furthermore, he says, Philadelphia avoided the excesses seen in other markets, and now
has less of an inventory problem. Foreclosures are relatively low, with Pennsylvania
ranking eighth in lowest foreclosure rates in the nation.

Even with some of these advantages, however, Denk and Dietz strongly encourage
buyers to consult NAHB's paper on the tax benefits of home ownership (www.nahb.org) ,
consult organizations like the National Council of State Housing Agencies
(www.ncsha.org/housing-help) , and look into other first-time buyer programs through
state housing agencies.

"Being under duress in itself can be a pitfall," warns Nick Rizzi, CEO and founder of New
York-based Smart Tax, a tax-preparation company that has offices in the Philadelphia
region.

"Even with these great opportunities," he says, "when you buy a house, you need to
realize you are going to be living there for a major part of your life. This is a decision you
need to think through completely, even if time is running out."

Steve Beagelman, a Bucks County resident who heads SMB Franchise Advisors, recalls
this kind of prudent thinking enabled him and his wife to make smarter choices when
setting down permanent roots near Philadelphia.

"Based on what I observe is happening in the economy right now in my business, if
people have the means and ability to buy a house, now is a great time to do it," he says.

As a real estate attorney who has been closely associated with officials and municipal
agencies, Adam Laver stresses that opportunities for buyers will not end when the federal
tax credit ends.

"In Philadelphia, my clients are interested in the real estate tax abatement, which is
widely misunderstood, even among experienced buyers and real estate professionals,"
observes Laver. "For those looking to purchase a new home or do renovation on their
purchase within Philadelphia County, this law is not going anywhere."

Top Philadelphia Realtor and attorney Jeff "City" Block says that from where he stands --
selling residential homes amidst the tax credit's ticking clock -- this is the perfect time to
buy, but only if you are ready.

He says: "There may also be a letdown after April 30, where buyers who missed the
deadline may take a hiatus from their search."
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