Charlotte’s ongoing joL growth is helping region
avoid the downturn most U.S. cities are seeing

LAURA WILLIAMS-TRACY

ew-home starts have fallen in five

of the past six months nationally.

Home prices have been steadily

declining in many markets as the
" time it takes to sell a home grows.

In other words, the news in the
housing market is generally bad.
Except in Charlotte.

Why is the Queen City maintaining
a steady pace?

The short answer is because the
Queen City has maintained a steady
pace.

While homes in the hottest urban
markets such as Las Vegas or North-
ern Virginia have been rising in
value some 20% or even 40% per

year, Charlotte real estate moved up

at about 6% and, at best, 8% annu-
ally.

Avoiding the euphoric highs
means local homeowners are now
sidestepping the depressed lows.

In fact, Charlotte’s market is
gaining strength, with values ris-
ing and builders on track to
break another record of new-

home starts.
That makes Charlotte one of
the healthiest housing markets
in the country, says Mark Vitner,
Wachovia Corp. chief economist.
“The number of markets nationally

where demand is actually strengthen-
ing is small,” he says. “Charlotte is
one of them.”

Charlotte’s ability to skirt, so far,
any impact of a bursting housing
bubble is a result of three basic eco-
nomic realities:

-Builders haven’t exceeded the mar-
ket’s capacity.

-Job and population growth have
been strong.

-Speculators didn’t drive up prices
as they did in many markets such as
California.

Those components have worked
together to keep supply and demand
in balance, economists and analysts
say.

For example, a flood of national
builders that entered the market in
the past decade have battled fiercely
for market share, building enough
units to meet demand but keeping
prices in check.

That, in turn, has kept speculators
out of the market, Vitner says. .

The impact: In the second quarter,

home prices rose 8% in Charlotte"

compared with last year, according to
the federal bureau of Housing Enter-
prise Oversight. That rate was under
the 10% national average and well
below places such as Boston and
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