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Check your investments and you'll find a
surprise. When the stock market average went
over 10,000, your 401(k) could be worth
more than it was two years ago when the mar-
ket was at an all-time high.

At Vanguard Center for Retirement Re-
search, a late 2009 look at VVanguard's 3.5
million 401(k) and other retirement savings
accounts found that 60 percent of balances

401(k)s LOOKING BETTER

were either about the same as in 2007 or they
were higher than they were two years ago.

How much your account has grown de-
pends on whether you continued to invest and
how diversified your portfolio is. The study
showed that some accounts were still down
by 10 percent, but that was still an improve-
ment over what the value was in previous
months.

If you are on the fence
about buying a home and financ-
ing it through the FHA, it would
be a good idea to go forward
with the plan right now. The
curtain is closing on easy quali-
fying and low down payments.

Changes are in the works at
the Federal Housing Administra-
tion. They have to make plans to
reduce their present number
of loan defaults and fraud. An
estimated 116,000 FHA loans
will lead to foreclosure in 2010
and another 108,000 are in fore-
closure right now.

The new rules won't be fi-
nalized until FHA determines
how to make them in a way that
weeds out the most problematic
borrowers, while ensuring that
qualified people will not be in-
advertently shut out.

On December 2, Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) Sec-
retary Shaun Donovan testified
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before the House Financial Services
Committee. HUD insures the FHA
loans. He outlined the tougher rules
they want to impose on borrowers.

*  Down payments will rise to
5 percent from the present
3.5 percent minimum.

* - Qualifying credit scores
will rise from the present

minimum of 500, but how high the
minimum score will be has not
been determined. Those making a
minimum down payment will need
a higher score.

*  Sellers will be able to provide only
3 percent of the home's cost as a
contribution to closing costs, as
opposed to the 6 percent contribu-
tion they could now make.

*  There will probably be higher
prices for mortgage insurance.

Some members of the committee
wanted FHA to institute risk-based
pricing, which would allow them to
charge more for high risk borrowers.

That's the story right now. In the fu-
ture, when the rules are sorted out,
qualified buyers will still be able to get
an FHA loan. It will just cost them
more.

FHA says that if buyers put up more
up-front cash, they will be less likely to
walk away from their mortgages.
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ASK THE EXPERT

Q & A on $8,000
or $6,500 Home
Buyer Tax Credits

We've had many
questions about the legis-
lation signed on Novem-
ber 6. It provides a
$6,500 tax credit for
some homeowners who
buy another home. The
law also extends the
$8,000 tax credit for first
-time home buyers.

Some of the
Things Prospective
Buyers Are Asking
Q: How do | qualify for
the home buyer’s $6,500
credit?

A: It's available for
home buyers who sign a
binding contract on a
new or existing home by
April 30, 2010 and settle
by July 1. The deadline
also applies to the first-
time home buyer credit.

You must have lived
in your present home for
five consecutive years
out of the last eight, and
the new home has to be
your primary residence.
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You don't have to sell your present home.
You can use it as a second home or a rental and
still claim the credit.

Q: Does the home | buy have to be more expen-
sive than the one | own?

A: No. You can use it to downsize, which
makes it attractive to seniors who want to sell
their family homes.

Q: I'm a homeowner and would like to build a
new house. Can | get the home buyer credit?

A: Yes, but your builder will have to move
pretty fast. You can claim the credit as long as
you have a binding contract in place by April 30
and close by July 1. But for a new home, the
closing date is the day you move in.

Q: We have a rental home we would like to sell
to our son, who never owned a home. Can he

get the $8,000 first-time buyers credit?

A: No. The purchase can't be from a related
party such as a parent, grandparent, child or
grandchild.

Q: I bought a home on April 10, 2008 and
claimed the $7,500 buyer's credit, which must
be repaid over 15 years. Did the new law change
that rule?

A: No: The $7,500 credit still has to be repaid.
The $8,000 credit only applies to homes bought
after December 31, 2008.

Q: I sold my home this year and have been rent-
ing. Do | qualify for the $6,500 expanded credit
if 1 now buy a home?

A: Yes, as long as you meet all of the other
requirements.
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TIME TO BUY!

Researcher Studies Numbers and Agrees

Home prices have hit
bottom in more than half of
the country, but experts are
looking for a modest re-
covery, not a dramatic
bounce.

At the Center for Eco-
nomic Policy Research, in
Washington D.C., analysts
are predicting that the pric-
ing arrow is pointing up,
but not very far. There are
still too many foreclosed
homes on the market.

But the Center also re-
ported that selection cou-
pled with interest rates
make this a great time to

buy.

So, what did the center's
co-director do? He bought
a house. He doesn't expect
its value to rise much in the

foreseeable future. But the home had features he
loved. The price was affordable, and the loan's
interest rate was below 5 percent.

This set of circumstances encouraged him to take

the plunge and acquire a place his family
could call home for many years to come.

Today's reasonable prices can make a
good case for buying rather than rent-
ing, say advisors quoted in USA Today.
While many first-timers are leery of
making a long-term contract, here is a
way you could determine if the move is
a wise one.

Divide the price of a home you are
considering by the annual rent for a
comparable place. If the number falls
below 15, buying starts to look like a
good idea.

Consider whether you will stay in the
home long enough to make the purchase
worthwhile. Closing costs are high. If
you intend to sell the house and buy
another in two or three years, you could
take a loss.

Analysts say it's reasonable to buy a
home only if you plan to stay in it for
five to seven years.

Note that prices for second homes are
very attractive right now. Many are sell-
ing considerably below their actual
value.

v WHAT ARE YOU SPENDING ON YOUR SWEETIE ? .

Some of you will spend less on
your sweetie pie this Valentine's Day,
but for many the day of love still gets
the financial gravy.

Though the economy is looking

“Expect to have hope rekindled. =
Expect your prayers to be answered

in wondrous ways.

The dry seasons of life do not last. “\g
The spring rains will come agaln”

better, spouses and significant others
could be getting fewer flowers and
smaller boxes of candy. It's a trend as
more people try to spend less and
save more for a possible rainy day.
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Nonetheless, the National Retail
Federation predicts that lovers will
still spend close to $100 to make their
sweethearts smile.

Some financial analysts sug-
gest that people often use the
romantic day as an excuse to
ignore their credit card bill and
indulge.

But spending notwithstand-
ing, lovers interviewed by Con-
sumer Reports say their personal
financial situation has no impact
on the amount of loving they get.
Some say they get even more if
they decide to stay home and
cuddle instead of going out.
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How to stay positive in life, particularly in difficult times

A negative outlook can set in whether it's caused by a stressful event, a job situation or by too much routine, which may mean few events of
any kind.

Dr. Daniel Wagner of Trinity University in San Antonio has found through his studies that trying to get rid of a negative thought only
makes you think about it more. Instead, you should direct your thoughts elsewhere.

He recommends asking yourself a question that sets your mind in a new direction. For example, ask: "How can | make myself stronger and
better able to deal with this?" Or ask, "What is my goal?"

Wagner says when you decide on the question, keep asking it. Ponder it. Wonder about it. Let it run through your mind whenever you find
yourself worrying. It will change your thoughts.

Other recommendations include:

Appreciate. Focus on something you are grateful for or that you like.

Visualize. Create the experience you want to have in your mind.

Be in the present. Don't spend time reliving the past. Acknowledge the present moment
and its opportunities.

Get healthier. Avoid eating junk food. Eat regular meals and exercise, both of which will
give you a more positive outlook.

Associate with positive thinking, happy people. Their influence can rub off on you.
Find something to laugh about. It could be a joke, a TV show, a movie, or talking to

a funny person. Laughing can change your outlook.
Stay away from negative people, those who criticize you, your ideas and everyone else.

You can't always control events in your life but you can control what you choose to think
and feel about them. You can look at things positively or otherwise. You decide.
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982 Shadwell Drive Landing Drive 163 Springlakes Drive 4 Builder Lots
4BR/2.5BA 2604 SF » $289,500 4BR/2.5BA 1754 SF + $119,000 4BR/2.5BA 2809 SF « $285,000 Ready to Build « $102,000

HOLLY/HILLS FORESTIESTATESHS
333 Parkway Drive 4069 Oid Petersburg Road 2045 Doris Road 1603 Greenway Drive
3BR/2BA 1288 SF+$115900 3BR/2BA 1417 SF » $109,900 3BR/1.5BA 1325 SF + $67,900 3BR/ZBA 1400 SF = $103,743
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