THE BASICS FOR FIRST-TIME HOMEBUYERS
Are you a first-time homebuyer? Here are
some things you need to know:
HOW MUCH CAN YOU AFFORD?
Nobody can tell you how much house you
can afford, not the bank, not the real estate
agent, not your family. A mortgage lender
will preapprove you for a specific amount,
but that may not be the amount you can
afford. Decide what you’re comfortable
with. Consider your liabilities and assets.
How much do you earn? How much do you
owe on your credit card, on your car, in
student loans? What’s your lifestyle like?
Do you spend a lot of money eating out?
Also, consider the worst: If you or your
partner lost a job, could you still make the
payments? In the past, the rule was that
28 percent of your income should go
toward your mortgage and 36 percent of
your income should go toward your total
debt, including
your mortgage.
Today, most
people spend
31 percent of
their income on
their mortgage
and 42 percent
on their total
debt.

MORTGAGES
Shop around for a mortgage the way you
shop around for a house. Rates vary with
each institution. If you’re a first-time
homebuyer living in the state of Wisconsin
and your combined income is at or below
$57,900, you might qualify for a WHEDA
loan. This loan typically offers lower
interest rates. Check the Web site
www.wheda.com. You also might qualify
for assistance through the Couleecap
Affordable Housing Program. Call
(608) 782-5525 for more information. You
don’t need to put money down on a home
in order to buy it anymore. But if you pay
less than 20 percent down, you’ll have to
pay private mortgage insurance to the
bank, or whoever grants the mortgage.
Source: Carol Porath, loan originator at
the State Bank of La Crosse

FINDING A REAL ESTATE AGENT
More than 400 real estate agents work in
the La Crosse area. How do you know which
one is right for you?
■ One good way is to ask other
homebuyers. If you’re new to the area, ask
people at work or at church.
■ Drive around the neighborhood you are
interested in and call the agents you see
listed on the for-sale signs.
■ Pick someone who specializes in
first-time homebuyers and who is selling
houses in your price range.
■ Peruse the real estate ads in the
newspaper.
■ Remember: A good real estate agent
helps you through every part of the home
buying process, including financing and
home inspections.
Source: John Young, president of the
La Crosse Area Realtors Association

HOME INSPECTIONS
A home is the largest investment
most people make. You’ll want to protect it with a home inspection.
In general, you’ll get the inspection
10 to 15 days after the seller accepts
your offer. The inspection will check
for major deficiencies, including
safety, electrical and energy concerns,
Sources: Carol
structural problems, water damage
Porath, loan
and grade sloping, or how the house
originator at
sits on the land.
the State Bank
An inspection generally costs
of La Crosse;
between $275 and $325 and takes
and “Home
three to four hours.
Buying for
Home inspectors should work full
Dummies”
time in the field and should be certified. Ask whether the inspectors
GETTING
belong to the Wisconsin Association of
PREAPPROVED
Home Inspectors and the National
Before you
Home inspector Mark Sivill talks with prospective homeowner Megan Dobbs
Association of Home Inspectors.
start houseabout the exterior of the home.
A good home inspector will take you
hunting, you’ll
through the entire process, teaching
want to get
you about your home.
preapproved for a mortgage. This shows
Don’t be afraid to ask questions such as,
Realtors and sellers you’re serious. The first
MONEY. MONEY. MONEY
“How do I change the furnace filter?” That’s
consultation usually takes 45 minutes to an
What will owning a home really cost you?
what they’re there for.
hour. Bring a pay stub, an investment report
You’ll have to factor in these expenses:
■ Mortgage, including the principal and
and your federal tax returns. The mortgage
Sources: Mark Sivill,
interest
lender will factor in how much you make vs.
certified real estate
■ Utilities
the mortgage, property taxes, private mortinspector for the
■ Household items (lawn mower, garden
gage insurance and other debts. They’ll ask
Professional Home
hose, smoke detectors, etc.)
about your credit, job stability and assets.
Inspection Company of
■ Property taxes
Credit is the No. 1 reason why people don’t
La Crosse; Tom Kruse,
■ Private mortgage insurance
get approved. Preapprovals are good for
CRI and owner of PHI;
■ Home inspection
120 days. If you’re getting preapproved for a
and “Home Buying for
■ Homeowner’s insurance
WHEDA loan, there is no fee. There is a
Dummies.”
Kruse
■ Other closing costs. These include the
processing fee on standard loans.
appraisal, underwriting fee, recording fee
and title insurance.
Source: Carol Porath, loan originator at
the State Bank of La Crosse
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