Record Number of Houses Sold In 2003
But number of new listings outpaced sales, pushing up inventory
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When Claire and Dave Seeger were looking for a house in North Austin, they knew exactly what they wanted.

So when the newlyweds found the 5-bedroom stone house on a large, tree-shaded lot near U.S. 183 and Duval Road, they made an offer that day. The sellers, who were moving out of Austin, already had reduced the price once and sold the house to them for 6.5 percent less than the asking price. On top of that, the Seegers got a 5.5 percent interest rate on their mortgage.

"I don't think it was planned, but we definitely benefited from the timing," Seeger said. "It was a great time to be looking."

The Seegers joined 17,980 other home buyers who closed on houses in 2003, pushing the Central Texas market to surpass the previous record set in 2002 by 5 percent, according to the Austin Board of Realtors.

Record-low interest rates (which hit 5.2 percent in mid-June), a leveling off of home prices and a rise in consumer confidence helped drive sales in the Central Texas market.

The Austin-area followed a national trend. Nationwide, existing-home sales are expected to total almost 6.07 million, up 9.1 percent from the previous record of 5.57 million in 2002.

"Most states saw records this year," said Walter Malony, spokesman for the National Association of Realtors.

In addition to the low interest rates that "went much lower than anybody thought they would go," Malony credited the "echo boomers:" children of baby boomers who are entering the housing market in growing numbers.

But while buyers rejoiced during 2003, it was a different kind of year for many sellers in Central Texas.

A mix of trade-up sellers and people moving out of the market pushed up the number of new listings by 6.7 percent to 38,143 in 2003. On average, more than 9,300 houses were on the market each month of 2003, 17 percent more than 2002. According to AngelouEconomics, 40 percent of those houses sat empty.

And it took 17 percent longer to sell a house in 2003, with homes sitting on the market an average of 67 days.

All this combined put pressure on sellers to lower their expectations and prices. For the first time in recent memory, the area's median sales price didn't rise from the previous year, staying at $157,500.

For many sellers on the high end of the market, $400,000 and above, 2003 was the year they finally faced reality.

"We no longer had to convince sellers it was a buyer's market," said Laura Gottesman, owner of Gottesman Windham Real Estate. "In 2001 and 2002, a lot of sellers were somewhat delusional about home prices and where they should be. It took some proof to convince them that they had to price it appropriately for today's market, not the market we may have had three years ago."

For example, a 2,744-square-foot house in the Bouldin Creek neighborhood, built in 2001, went on the market in December 2002 for $639,000. Now the house is on the market for $469,900.

"That's less than it cost to build it," said Carrie Bills, a broker with Green Mango Real Estate.

Also affected were people who bought within the past three years.

"If you bought your house two or three years ago, it would be hard to break even," said Bills, who had one client who in 2001 bought a two-bedroom house in Tarrytown for $349,500. When the client moved to Chicago last year, he put the house up for sale. After several months on the market, it finally sold for $269,000 — a 23 percent loss.

Also, in areas with a significant amount of new home construction, such as Round Rock, Cedar Park, Buda and Manor, many sellers of existing homes found themselves competing with builders who could offer incentives such as financing deals, free custom upgrades and discounted closing costs. All the sellers can do is lower their asking price.

"There's so much new construction going on its really impacting the resale market," said Jeff Rentz, a broker with Keller Williams Realty who specializes in South and Southwest Austin. "(Many sellers) are kind of in a bad way."

One of the areas with the biggest decreases in median home price was Manor, which saw its median fall 13.5 percent to $111,590. Over the past three years, several new subdivisions of moderately priced homes have been built in the Manor area.

For buyers, the conditions are ripe.

Steven Nygard looked at more than 40 houses over the past 30 days before finding the perfect house in the Hills at Lakeway earlier this month.

The price on the 3,000-square-foot house, which had been on the market for 280 days, was 12 percent less than the original asking price. And Nygard, who is relocating from Minneapolis, locked in at a mortgage interest rate of 5.375 percent. Nygard and his wife and daughter will move into the house in March.

"I'm fortunate that everything has fallen into place at the right time," said Nygard, vice president of operations for Austin-based Renew Data Corp.'s Renewdata.com, which retrieves electronic evidence for companies. "It was a great time to sell in Minneapolis and a perfect time to buy in Austin."

Highlights of housing market 

Here are some highlights of the Central Texas housing market.

Most new listings

Round Rock, not surprisingly, had the most new listings last year. The 4,298 listings were 11.3 percent of all new listings in the area. Second was Cedar Park-Leander, with 3,700 new listings — 9.7 percent of the area's new listings and a 7.9 percent increase from the previous year. Georgetown ranked third with 2,104 new listings — up 6.9 percent over 2002. Southwest Austin had 2,002 new listings — 5.2 percent of the area's new listings — a 4 percent increase.

Increased sales

Although some of these areas saw an increase in houses on the market, some also saw an increase in sales. Areas with the most sales included Round Rock, Cedar Park-Leander, Pflugerville, Georgetown and several areas of Southwest Austin, where much of the construction activity has been concentrated. The top 10 sales areas accounted for 57.1 percent of total sales for the area.

Priced right

Homes in some areas of town and some price ranges fared better than others.

Homes priced under $200,000, for example, were in high demand around the area. Tom Polk, an agent with Stanberry & Associates, said a house in Clarksville in Central Austin had 14 offers and sold in four days for $15,000 more than the $215,000 asking price.

Area 1N — Spicewood Springs Road to McNeil Road to Parmer Lane to MoPac to US 183 to 360 to FM 2222 to Bull Creek to Spicewood Springs Road — saw its median home price jump 8.9 percent to $215,000 — the biggest jump of any area.

High-end

At $476,000, Area 8E — which includes West Lake Hills — had the highest median home price. That was up 2.4 percent from last year. It was followed by Area 8W — which includes such subdivisions as Rob Roy and Barton Creek — at $360,000, a 1.4 percent increase compared with the previous year. Area 1A, west of Mopac, north of RM 2222 and south of Loop 360, had the third-highest median at $333,750, a 3.7 percent increase.

Strong finish

Although there is some concern that housing sales will slip in 2004 because of rising interest rates, based on the flurry of sales at the end of last year and early this year, the Austin market appears primed for a strong year, say local brokers.

In December, 1,540 house sales were closed on, a 9 percent increase compared with December 2002. The unexpected sales increase helped push up median sales prices by 5 percent for the month to $159,000.

Central Texas housing market 2003

 

	Single-family home sales:
	17,981 (5%•)

	Median price:
	$157,500 (0%•)

	Average days on market:
	67 (17%•)

	New listings:
	38,143 (7%•)

	Avg. monthly active listings:
	9,394 (17%•)


•Percent change compared with 2002 

