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Coachella Valley's median home price:

$400,000

Valley'sinventory riseswith cost in November

Lou Hirsh

The Desert Sun
December 21, 2005

The Coachella Valley's median home sales price hit a record $400,000 in
November, a 23 percent increase from a year ago propelled by buyers of high-end
second homes and retirement residences.

But potential buyers also made their presence felt by passing over many of the
homes available in the valley market. Figures released Tuesday by research firm
DataQuick Information Systems showed the November count of 1,070 properties
sold was down 11.5 percent from a year ago.

The median price - the level at which half the homes sold for a lower price and
half sold higher - is accepted as the best measuring stick to gauge home sales,
experts say.

The ramifications of a healthy residential market are sweeping for buyers, sellers,
renters and investors alike. That's not to mention the tens of thousands of
homeowners in this corner of Southern California who aren't interested in selling,
largely because they've seen their equity grow in this era of soaring home-
appreciation rates.

November's sales count drop was seen in all categories tracked by DataQuick.
Resale single-family home sales were down 2.2 percent, condo resales dipped
5.8 percent, and new-construction homes took the biggest hit with a sales count
drop of 31.5 percent.

On top of that, the valley's current level of unsold inventory continues to reach
new highs. According to the California Desert Association of Realtors, there are
currently 5,657 unsold homes in the valley, including single-family properties,
condos and townhouses.

That number is nearly twice the level seen in December 2004, and more than four
times the number seen in April 2004, when the valley was in the midst of a buying
frenzy.

The heightened competition is fulfilling local experts' longtime predictions of a "soft
landing" for the valley market. Buyers are slowly gaining an edge in the overall
market, even as prices continue to appreciate - although not at levels seen in
early 2004.
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2004 VS. 2005

Experts note that even as local
sales prices appreciate, unsold
inventory is rising and homes are
taking longer to sell.

Homes sold, Jan. 1 - Oct. 31
2004: 11,034
2005: 10,142

Total dollar value of homes sold
Jan.-Oct. 2004: $4.3 billion
Jan.-Oct. 2005: $4.8 billion

Median time on market
Jan.-Oct. 2004: 26 days
Jan.-Oct. 2005: 43 days

Unsold inventory
December 2004: 2,915 properties
December 2005: 5,657 properties

Median sales price
November 2004: $320,000
November 2005: $400,000

Sources: California Desert
Association of Realtors, DataQuick
Information Systems

The rising number of for-sale signs is also prompting sellers, like Bob Norman of La Quinta, to rethink their strategies.

After nearly six months on the market with only a few nibbles from potential buyers, he recently took his real estate agent's
advice and temporarily removed his home from the widely used Multiple Listing Service of properties for sale.
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He plans to put his house - an 1,800-square-foot, four-bedroom property in the cove, near Old Town La Quinta - back on
the MLS after the first of the year.

"I think it should do pretty well early in 2006, since that is around the peak buying season here anyway," said Norman, 66.
"But I'm not in a rush to get out - | can afford to live here a while longer."”

Lessons learned

Investors like Michele Wagoner of San Juan Capistrano generally remain bullish on the valley market, even if it is not the
sellers' paradise it was 18 months ago.

She lives part time in the desert and is in the process of buying her third investment home in La Quinta.
"I'm seeing a lot of for-sale signs on the street where one of my properties is," she said.

Since the buying frenzy of early 2004 passed, she said she has learned a few lessons. One is this: If you've already
bought in a new-home development, wait until all tracts have been sold out before putting your house up for resale -
otherwise you will be up against brand-new homes coming on the market after yours, at prices not much higher.

That situation has already developed in several new-home subdivisions in recent months. Greg Berkemer, executive vice
president of the California Desert Association of Realtors, said that may be one reason why local unsold resale inventory
is rising.

He said even newly built homes are now being marketed through the Multiple Listing Service, which wasn't the case
during the frenzy days of 2004.

"The sellers are seeing that people aren't automatically lining up on Saturday mornings to check out their properties,” said
Berkemer.

January through March has traditionally been the valley's peak home-buying season - although the seasonal factor was
somewhat obscured by the sales heyday of 2004, Berkemer said.

Shifting status
Still, the valley continues to attract buyers, especially on the high end of the pricing scale.

"There are a lot more million-dollar homes sold here than there were just a year ago," said Mary Garcia, a Palm Desert-
based real estate agent with Dyson & Dyson.

Garcia said as much as 70 percent of her business - which consists mostly of high-end home sales - comes from buyers
already living in the valley who are looking to trade up to larger homes, or shifting from part-time to full-time resident
status.

Many of those buyers are not yet of retirement age, but are buying homes ahead of their retirement before prices rise
higher, Garcia said. Those homes are often placed on the vacation rental market until the buyers are actually ready to
move in.

DataQuick figures show that even at a median price of $400,000 in November, the valley was still cheaper than San Diego
($518,000), Los Angeles ($497,000), Orange County ($616,000) and Ventura County ($612,000). The Southern California
median was $479,000, up 15.4 percent from a year ago.

According to DataQuick, the highest-priced valley home sold in November was a Palm Desert property purchased at $4.3
million.

Despite rising inventory, valley homes that did sell during November posted healthy median price increases in all
categories. Resale single-family homes were up an overall 22.7 percent, resale condos were up 21.9 percent, and new
construction homes were up 16.4 percent.

Bubble-proofing factors
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At a recent forum in the valley, Patrick Veling, president of Brea-based research firm Real Data Strategies, said the valley
has a number of bubble-proofing factors in its favor. Those include continued demand for local homes among retirees, the
fact that most owners sell their homes because they want to - not because they have to - and an overall supply of homes
that continues to lag demand.

Similar to other experts, Veling projects the valley should see housing appreciation between 10percent and 15 percent in
the coming year.
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