Baldwin County Home Buyer's Guide

Think differently about finding a home! How do you get the home that you want at a price that you want at the terms
that you want? Understanding the seller universe Who is going to sell you the home that you want? This isn't just
another home-buying guide—this is your ultimate insider's blueprint for navigating the Baldwin County real estate
market. Whether you're a first-time buyer or a seasoned investor, this guide has been crafted by someone who's
been in your shoes. I've spent decades as a licensed real estate agent across three states, and I've experienced the
challenges of relocating from another state and purchasing a home sight unseen. I've personally bought dozens of
homes in my lifetime, many right here in Baldwin County. Along the way, I've also invested in real estate and guided
clients through nearly a thousand successful transactions. Now, I'm bringing all that experience to you in an
actionable, no-nonsense resource that will empower you to make the smartest decisions. From finding the perfect
property to negotiating the best deal for you and your family, this guide is designed to help you avoid the mistakes
I've seen too many buyers make. By the end, you'll feel confident, excited, and fully prepared to take the next step
toward buying your home in Baldwin County. Trust me, you'll walk away knowing you made the best possible
decision for you and your family, and you'll be eager to get started on this incredible journey.



Why Baldwin County?

Baldwin County is experiencing rapid growth for several compelling reasons, and this market shows no signs of
slowing down. Let's explore why Baldwin County continues to attract buyers from across the country.

Strong Economic Growth and Quality of Life

Baldwin County has truly become a magnet for growth, and I've seen this firsthand as both a resident and a real
estate professional. This area's booming economy is fueled by key industries like tourism, healthcare, and
construction. The Baldwin County Economic Development Alliance consistently reports major investments in
infrastructure and local businesses, which have not only created jobs but also built a strong foundation for
sustainable growth and prosperity [1].

But what really makes Baldwin County special is the quality of life it offers. | often share with clients and readers of
my blog, The Baldwin County Report, that this region has an amazing balance of excellent schools, top-tier
healthcare, and a truly family-friendly environment. The fact that we are just a short drive from the Gulf Coast's
stunning beaches adds to the appeal, making this area ideal for both full-time residents and those seeking a vacation
home.

| frequently write about the exciting developments in our region, such as the upcoming State Port Upgrades, which
are poised to transform the local economy and real estate market. You can read more about these changes and how
they'll impact Baldwin County in my latest article here.

Uniqueness of Baldwin County's Market

What truly sets Baldwin County apart is its diverse array of neighborhoods, catering to all types of buyers. Whether
you're looking for a beachfront condo in Gulf Shores, a suburban home in Daphne, or a new construction property in
Spanish Fort, there's something here for everyone. The area's affordability relative to other coastal markets has
made it increasingly attractive to out-of-state buyers, particularly those from more expensive areas like Florida and
the Carolinas [1].

Appeal for a Range of Buyers

Baldwin County appeals to first-time buyers, investors, retirees, and second-home seekers alike. The region is home
to numerous gated communities like those in Foley's Live Oak Village, which are perfect for active retirees looking for
a vibrant, secure lifestyle [2]. Additionally, investors are drawn to Baldwin County for its new construction homes and
rental property opportunities, particularly in growing areas like Orange Beach and Spanish Fort.

Local Real Estate Trends

The Baldwin County Association of Realtors highlights the continued strength of the local real estate market, driven
by both demand for new construction and resale properties. As more people relocate from higher-cost areas,
Baldwin County's variety of housing options—from affordable single-family homes to luxury waterfront properties—
continues to make it a competitive and attractive market for diverse buyers. We'll get in to more specific real estate
trends based on the types of properties and areas you may be interested in.



Understanding the Areas of Baldwin County

So, what makes Baldwin County such an exceptional place to call home? Beyond its stunning coastline and vibrant
communities, Baldwin County offers a way of life that blends modern convenience with classic Southern charm.
Whether you're drawn to the breathtaking beauty of the Gulf or the rich history of its small towns, this area has
something for everyone. And, as someone who has lived and worked here, | can tell you firsthand: there's no place
like Baldwin County.

Now, let's get to the heart of this guide—its purpose. Whether you're a first-time homebuyer or a seasoned investor,
navigating Baldwin County's real estate market can feel overwhelming. This guide is here to simplify the process,
giving you all the local insights, expert tips, and practical advice you need to make confident, informed decisions.

Why should you care? Because buying a home is more than a financial transaction. It's about investing in your future,
your lifestyle, and your peace of mind. Baldwin County's real estate market is unique, and this guide will provide the
support you need to ensure you're making the best decision for you and your family. From understanding the
different neighborhoods and market trends to avoiding costly mistakes, this guide is designed to arm you with
everything you need to navigate Baldwin County's real estate market with ease.

Baldwin County offers a diverse range of communities, each with its own unique charm, making it an ideal
destination for various types of homebuyers. Whether you're seeking coastal living, family-friendly neighborhoods, or
quiet retreats, there's a place for everyone in Baldwin County.

Key Towns and Cities

Daphne

Known as the "Jubilee City,"
Daphne is celebrated for its
family-friendly atmosphere, top-
rated schools, and various
outdoor activities. Located along
Mobile Bay, the city offers
beautiful waterfront views and is
a short commute to nearby
metropolitan areas like Mobile.
Real estate in Daphne ranges
from charming historic homes to
new construction developments.
It's a top choice for families and
professionals who need access
to urban amenities but prefer
suburban living.

Fairhope

Frequently listed as one of the
most charming small towns in
the U.S., Fairhope is an artsy
community known for its vibrant
local shops, restaurants, and
galleries. Its picturesque streets
and bay views, combined with
excellent schools, make it a top
choice for families, retirees, and
artists alike. Fairhope's real
estate market features
everything from cottages to
sprawling estate homes with bay
views. The town is also known
for its robust arts scene and
frequent cultural events, making
it an ideal location for those who
appreciate a slower, creative
lifestyle.

Spanish Fort

Just across the bay from Mobile,
Spanish Fort offers a quiet
suburban feel while being close
to urban conveniences. The
town is well-known for its
excellent schools, large shopping
centers, and access to
recreational activities like hiking,
fishing, and boating. Spanish
Fort is a great option for families
and young professionals, and
the real estate market includes
modern developments with a
mix of single-family homes and
townhomes. Its location makes it
appealing for commuters who
work in Mobile but want to live
in a peaceful, community-
focused environment.

Gulf Shores and Orange Beach

For those craving coastal living, Gulf Shores and
Orange Beach feature miles of white-sand beaches,
boating, fishing, and a vibrant entertainment scene.
These cities attract vacationers and full-time
residents alike, providing a relaxed, beachside
lifestyle that appeals to many. Real estate in these
areas includes beachside condos, luxury waterfront
properties, and vacation homes. It's a haven for both
retirees and second-home buyers, making it a top
market for those looking to invest in property near
the Gulf of Mexico.

Foley

Located a short drive from the Gulf Coast, Foley
blends small-town charm with modern
conveniences. Known for its outlets, local dining, and
family-friendly attractions like OWA amusement
park, Foley is an up-and-coming area with a variety
of residential options, from newer developments to
charming older homes. Foley is particularly
attractive to families and those looking for more
affordable real estate options without sacrificing
proximity to the beach. The town is growing rapidly,
and there's a strong market for both single-family
homes and investment properties.



School Districts, Neighborhoods, and Amenities

Baldwin County's school districts are highly regarded, with a strong emphasis on academic excellence. The county
offers both public and private school options, with areas like Daphne, Fairhope, and Spanish Fort consistently
recognized for their top-performing schools. This makes these towns particularly attractive to families with children

looking for quality education options.

Neighborhoods across the county range from luxurious waterfront properties to more affordable family-friendly

subdivisions. Each town offers its own unique amenities. For example:

G0
Oo

Fairhope

Known for its artistic
community, charming
downtown, and cultural
festivals that draw visitors
from across the state.

Gulf Shores and Orange
Beach

Provide endless
opportunities for water
sports, beach activities, and
nightlife, with seasonal
festivals and events that
attract tourists year-round.

@8 Daphne

Offers various outdoor
recreational activities,
including parks, golf courses,
and the beautiful Bayfront
Park, ideal for those who
enjoy outdoor living.

Foley

Boasts family attractions,
such as OWA amusement
park, Tanger Outlets, and a
growing residential
community with easy access
to coastal areas.

Spanish Fort

Features major shopping
centers, including the
expansive Eastern Shore
Centre, and provides a
quieter suburban lifestyle.



Property Taxes, HOAs, and Considerations

Property taxes in Baldwin County are relatively low compared to national averages, which adds to the appeal for

homebuyers. However, it's important to be aware of the Homeowners Association (HOA) fees that may apply,

especially in newer developments and beach communities.

, with affordable dues that provide access to a golf

course, pools, and tennis courts. Dues are commonly $500-$1000/year in HOA's around Baldwin County. Do not

expect this to cover anything on your property, only common areas.

In Gulf Shores and Orange Beach, HOAs are common in condo and beachside communities, where fees often cover

maintenance of shared amenities like pools and beach access points. However, special assessments can sometimes

be levied for repairs and insurance costs, so it's important to evaluate the financial health of the HOA before buying.

Foley and Spanish Fort also have developments with HOAs, where fees are typically lower, but you may face

restrictions on exterior modifications or use of the property. Overall, buyers need to balance the benefits of an HOA,
such as neighborhood upkeep and shared amenities, with the potential restrictions they impose. For some, the peace

of mind provided by community standards is a big advantage, while others may prefer the flexibility of non-HOA

properties. Some HOAs may limit the number or size of pets, and others may have strict rules about fencing or yard

modifications.

In the end, the choice between an HOA and a non-HOA property often comes down to personal preference. While

some buyers enjoy the order and amenities that come with HOA living, others prefer the flexibility and freedom of

properties without these restrictions.

Understanding HOAs in Baldwin County

A Homeowners Association (HOA) is an organization within a planned community, subdivision, or condominium

complex that makes and enforces rules for properties and their residents. If you buy a property in an area governed

by an HOA, you automatically become a member and are required to pay dues, commonly referred to as HOA fees.

These fees cover maintenance of shared spaces, community amenities, and sometimes even certain utilities.

Why You Might Want an HOA

e Amenities and Services: Many HOAs, like Lake
Forest in Daphne, offer access to pools, golf courses,
tennis courts, playgrounds, and clubhouses for a
relatively low monthly fee. These amenities can
increase the value and enjoyment of the
community.

e Community Standards: HOAs ensure that
properties within the community adhere to specific
guidelines, helping to maintain property values. This
can include rules about lawn care, house paint
colors, and more.

e Maintenance and Upkeep: In some
neighborhoods, the HOA handles maintenance of
shared areas, such as landscaping, snow removal,
and street upkeep, making for a more aesthetically
pleasing and functional community.

Examples: Lake Forest HOA is one of Alabama's largest,
offering extensive amenities at a monthly fee of around
$60. Newer developments like Jubilee Farms or Craft
Farms also have well-maintained HOA systems with top-
notch amenities like fitness centers and playgrounds,
enhancing the quality of life for residents.

Important Documents to Review

Why You Might Not Want an HOA

Cons:

e Restrictions: HOAs often enforce rules regarding
what residents can do with their property. For
example, they may restrict the type of fencing you
can install, the color of your house, or whether you
can build a shed. While some people appreciate this
consistency, others feel limited by these restrictions.

e Costs: HOA fees are an additional expense,
sometimes paid monthly or annually. In condo
communities, these fees may be high to cover
building maintenance, insurance, and utilities.

e Assessments: HOAs can issue special assessments
to cover unexpected repairs or improvements,
which can be costly. This is particularly important for
condo buyers to understand, as these fees can
significantly impact budgets.

Examples: Beach communities like Gulf Shores often
have condo associations that include extra fees for
special assessments or insurance. It's essential to
examine the financial health of the HOA, as weak
reserves or frequent assessments can be a red flag for
potential buyers.

When buying in an HOA-governed community, it's crucial to review the following documents:

e Covenants, Conditions & Restrictions (CC&Rs): This document outlines the rules residents must follow and the

HOA's authority in enforcing them.

e Financial Statements: These show the HOA's financial health, including reserves for maintenance and any

outstanding debts.

e HOA Bylaws: These explain how the HOA is governed, how decisions are made, and how the board of directors

operates.

e Meeting Minutes: These offer insight into the current issues facing the community and the financial decisions

made by the HOA board.

Make sure to request these documents before committing to a property, especially in beach or condo communities
where financial health and assessment history are critical factors.

HOA Considerations for Beach and Condo Properties

In beachside communities like Gulf Shores or Orange Beach, HOAs often play a larger role due to shared building

maintenance and special insurance considerations. When purchasing a condo, it's essential to ask about the HOA's

financial reserves, special assessments, and the building's insurance policy. These factors can significantly affect both

your monthly costs and future financial obligations.

Pet Rules and Other Restrictions

HOAs also typically enforce rules on pets and fencing. Some associations may limit the number, size, or breed of pets

allowed, and many have strict guidelines regarding yard fences. For families with pets or specific outdoor
preferences, it's essential to confirm these rules before making a purchase.



The Role of a Real Estate Agent Today

Whether or not to live in an HOA-governed community is a personal choice that depends on your lifestyle and
preferences. For those who enjoy consistency, shared amenities, and less responsibility for maintenance, an HOA can
be a great benefit. On the other hand, if you value more freedom with your property and prefer not to pay extra fees,
a non-HOA community may be the better choice. Make sure to review all relevant documents and assess the financial
health of any HOA before purchasing to avoid future complications.

You might think you know what real estate agents do, but the industry has changed, and so has the agent's role. In
today's complex real estate market, having a great agent is more important than ever. It's not just about showing
homes anymore—it's about protecting your investment and ensuring you get the best possible deal. Here's why you
should pay attention and why you can trust me to guide you through the process.

How Working with an Agent Has Evolved

Gone are the days when agents were just middlemen in the transaction. Now, agents are your personal advisors,
market experts, and legal navigators. We stay on top of changing laws, market trends, and buyer behavior, offering
you more than just access to listings. Today, it's about understanding pricing strategies, contract negotiations, and
how to avoid pitfalls that could cost you thousands.

Why Choosing the Right Agent Matters

You've heard it before, but here's the truth: . A great
agent helps you avoid overpaying, uncovers hidden red flags, and ensures that every step of your transaction is
handled professionally. Whether you're buying your first home or your tenth, the right agent provides you with a
competitive edge, making the entire process smoother and more profitable.

How Agents Help You Avoid Overpaying and Identify Red Flags

What's in it for you? Here's the deal—agents help you avoid overpaying by offering real-time market insights and
comparable property values. We also know what to look for when it comes to potential issues, such as property
condition, zoning problems, or hidden costs that aren't immediately obvious. Our job is to protect your investment
and ensure there are no surprises after closing.

Expectations of the Buyer-Agent Relationship

Working with a real estate agent in today's market is a partnership built on trust and open communication. As your
agent, I'm committed to full transparency, advising you on each negotiation, and making sure you understand every
detail of your transaction. In return, | expect you to communicate your needs and concerns so we can achieve the
best possible outcome together.



Understanding Key Practice Changes to Buying and
Selling Real Estate in the US (2024 and Beyond)

Real estate transactions in 2024 look different. The journey to buying or selling your home remains the same, but the
rules of the road have changed. Here's what you need to know:

Three Core Agreements that Govern Real Estate Transactions:

01 02 03

Listing Agreement Buyer Representation Agreement Purchase Agreement

This agreement is between the Seller ~ Formalizes the relationship between  This document outlines the terms
and the Listing Broker. the Buyer and the Buyer Broker. between the Seller and Buyer for the
sale of the property.

Offers of Buyer Representation Compensation

Starting in 2024, compensation for Buyer Brokers will no longer be automatically offered via the MLS. Instead, Buyer
Brokers must contact the Listing Agent on a per-property basis to determine the seller's intent regarding
compensation. This compensation becomes part of the official offer process.

Other Key Practices to Note:

e Agents must clearly explain how compensation works, including that broker commissions are negotiable.

e Buyer Broker compensation must be specifically outlined and agreed upon in writing, with no open-ended terms.

As these changes take effect, clear communication and transparency between agents and buyers become even more
critical. By working with a knowledgeable agent, you can navigate these new rules with confidence and make sure all
aspects of your transaction are clear and beneficial to you.

With the right agent by your side, you can navigate today's real estate market with confidence and make informed,
strategic decisions every step of the way. Include links to contract agreements here



Prioritizing Preferences and Sharing with Your
Agent

(Tailored for Baldwin County, AL)

How to Make a ""Needs vs. Wants'' List

In Baldwin County, your "needs vs. wants" list will be essential in navigating a competitive market with diverse
housing options. Consider the essentials that suit your lifestyle. For example:

Proximity to top-rated schools in areas like Daphne or Features like updated kitchens, a pool, or waterfront
Fairhope, access to outdoor recreational spaces like views may fall into your "nice to have" category but
Mobile Bay or Gulf Shores, or living in a neighborhood aren't deal-breakers.

with strong community feel.

Creating this list helps you focus on homes that will meet your daily needs while leaving room for the wants that can
elevate your quality of life.

Why Do You Want to Buy?

Whether you're looking to relocate from another state or searching for a snowbird home, it's important to ask
yourself why Baldwin County is your destination. Baldwin County offers excellent schools, beautiful beaches, and a
strong sense of community, making it ideal for families, retirees, or investors. Knowing your motivation helps keep
your search focused and prevents distractions when touring homes.

What Will Owning a Home Look Like?

Picture your day-to-day life in Baldwin County. Will you be near the beach in Gulf Shores, enjoying boat access, or
nestled in Fairhope's charming town center? Visualizing how a home fits into your lifestyle will guide your preferences
for location, home size, and amenities.

What is Your Timeframe?

Be clear about your timeline and share it with your agent. Baldwin County's housing market is active, especially in
highly desirable areas like Spanish Fort and Daphne. If you have flexibility, you may be able to take more time for
negotiations or consider new developments coming up in places like Foley or Jubilee Farms. If you're on a tighter

schedule, you may want to focus on move-in-ready homes.

Must-Haves and What You're Looking for in a Neighborhood

Think about what non-negotiables your home and neighborhood need to have. Do you want to be in a top-rated
school district like Spanish Fort's or closer to the coastline in Gulf Shores? This is the time to highlight your must-
haves like a specific number of bedrooms, being close to community amenities, or having a large yard for your pets.

Importance of Communication with Your Agent

Open communication with your agent is key to finding the right home in Baldwin County's diverse market. Share all
your preferences and let your agent guide you to areas that best match your criteria, whether it's luxury homes in
Fairhope or investment opportunities in Foley. An experienced local agent will know how to prioritize your needs and
find the right match for your lifestyle.

Tools to Help Prioritize (Questionnaires, Checklists)

Your agent can offer helpful tools, like personalized questionnaires or checklists, to narrow your focus. These can
include questions on your daily commute, proximity to favorite activities like boating or golfing, and specific home
features that are important to you. Use these tools to stay organized and make sure you stay on track during your
search.

By understanding your priorities and aligning them with the unique offerings in Baldwin County, you can approach
your home-buying journey with clarity and confidence, ensuring a smooth and successful experience.



The Three Agreements Governing Every Real Estate
Transaction

Every real estate transaction involves several critical agreements that define the roles, responsibilities, and
expectations of all parties involved. These agreements provide the legal foundation for the sale or purchase of a
home. The three main agreements include the Listing Agreement, Buyer Representation Agreement, and Purchase
Agreement. Here's what you need to know about each.

Listing Agreement

This agreement is made
between the seller and their
listing agent. It outlines the
terms under which the agent will
represent the seller in marketing
and selling the property.

Key Elements:

e The agreed commission rate
the seller will pay the agent
upon closing.

e The duration of the listing,
specifying how long the agent
has to sell the home.

e The agent's responsibilities,
such as marketing the home,
setting up showings, and
handling negotiations.

e The listing price of the
property.

e Terms regarding cancellation
of the agreement.

Buyer Representation
Agreement

This agreement is made
between the buyer and their
buyer's agent. It ensures that the
agent will represent the buyer's
interests throughout the
purchasing process.

Key Elements:

e The agent's duties, including
finding properties, arranging
showings, and negotiating on
the buyer's behalf.

e The commission the buyer's
agent will earn, which is
typically paid by the seller
through the listing agent's
commission. However,
buyers may need to cover
part or all of the commission
in some cases.

e The duration of the
agreement, indicating the
time period during which the
agent will exclusively
represent the buyer.

e Terms of cancellation, in case
either party wants to
terminate the relationship
early.

Purchase Agreement

This agreement is made
between the buyer and the seller
and is the most critical contract
in the transaction. It outlines all
terms for the sale of the

property.
Key Elements:

e Purchase Price: The agreed-
upon price the buyer will pay
for the home.

e Earnest Money Deposit: A
deposit (typically 1-3% of the
home price) made by the
buyer to show good faith.

e Contingencies: Conditions
that must be met for the sale
to proceed, such as
inspection contingencies,
financing contingencies, and
appraisal contingencies.

e Closing Date: The agreed
date for the transfer of
ownership.

e Disclosures: Any mandatory
information about the
property that the seller must
provide (e.g., known defects,
past repairs, etc.).

These three agreements form the legal structure of the real estate transaction and ensure that each party is clear on
their roles, obligations, and protections throughout the process. Understanding the details within each is essential
for a smooth and transparent real estate experience.



Choosing a Lender and Understanding Loans

Choosing the right lender is critical when buying a home, especially in Baldwin County, Alabama, where there are

specific details, loan options, and local factors that can significantly impact your experience. Let's explore some

options and what to keep in mind.

How to Choose a Lender (Questions to Ask)

When choosing a lender, it's important to ask questions that ensure they understand the unique needs of the

Baldwin County market. Key questions to consider:

What types of loans do you offer, and which would be best for my situation?

e Are you familiar with Baldwin County's HOA rules and insurance requirements?

e What down payment assistance programs are available in Alabama, and do | qualify?

e Do you offer USDA loans for rural areas?

e How familiar are you with DSCR (Debt Service Coverage Ratio) loans or portfolio loans for investors?

Different Types of Loans

Baldwin County homebuyers have access to a variety of loan types, including options specifically designed for rural

and first-time buyers, as well as loans for real estate investors:

Conventional Loans

Best for borrowers with strong credit and a good
down payment.

VA Loans

No down payment loans available to veterans and
active military members.

DSCR Loans

Perfect for real estate investors, these loans focus
on the property's cash flow rather than the
borrower's income, making it easier to finance
investment properties.

FHA Loans

Require lower down payments (as low as 3.5%) and
are ideal for first-time homebuyers.

USDA Loans

Offered for rural properties in eligible areas, such as
parts of Baldwin County, with no down payment
required and flexible credit requirements.

Investment Portfolio Loans

Designed for buyers looking to invest in multiple
properties, these loans bundle several investments
together, offering flexibility to investors.

Timing: When to Start Shopping for a Loan

Start the loan process as early as possible—ideally 3-6 months before you intend to purchase. This will give you time

to review options, improve your credit if necessary, and ensure that you're pre-approved when the right property

comes along.

Down Payment Assistance Programs for Alabama

In Alabama, down payment assistance programs can help buyers get into their homes sooner. Programs like Step Up

through the Alabama Housing Finance Authority (AHFA) offer low-interest second mortgages to help with down
payments and closing costs. Many of these programs are specifically tailored for first-time homebuyers and those

with moderate income.

AVOID THESE MISTAKES BEFORE CLOSING

Avoid these common mistakes to keep your loan on track:

e Making a Big Purchase: Buying a car or large appliance can alter your debt-to-income ratio, which lenders

evaluate closely. Wait until after closing.

e Opening New Credit: Even opening a new credit card could lower your credit score. Always check with your

lender first.

e Missing Payments: Keep your payment history spotless, as missed payments can hurt your credit score.

e Quitting Your Job: Lenders want to see stability in your employment, so don't make any job changes until after

closing.

By working with a lender who understands Baldwin County's real estate nuances—Ilike local HOA rules, flood
insurance requirements, and rural property specifics—you'll be in the best possible position to close on your dream

home.



Finding Off-Market Deals

Off-market properties can present incredible opportunities for buyers, especially in a competitive market like Baldwin
County. These properties aren't listed publicly on the MLS, which means fewer buyers are competing for them. Here's
how you can find off-market homes and work with your agent to uncover hidden opportunities.

How to Find Off-Market Homes in Baldwin County
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Networking Direct Mail Campaigns Driving for Dollars

One of the best ways to find off- Reaching out to homeowners with This strategy involves driving

market homes is through letters or postcards can prompt through neighborhoods,

relationships with local agents, those who haven't considered

identifying homes that seem like

homeowners, and real estate selling to think about it, especially they may be vacant or in need of
professionals. Your agent's

connections can help you discover

if the offer is compelling. maintenance, and approaching
owners directly.
homes that are not publicly

advertised.

Working with Your Agent to Uncover Hidden Opportunities

Your agent plays a crucial role in finding off-market deals:

e Active Sellers: Agents may have access to properties that are "coming soon" or pocket listings, meaning homes
that are available but not listed on public websites.

e Passive Sellers: Some homeowners aren't actively selling but would consider it if they received the right offer.
Your agent may have a network of these potential sellers.

e Expired Listings: Listings that didn't sell in the past but whose owners may still be interested in selling can be
valuable leads.

Challenges
e Less competition, leading to better negotiating e Harder to find and verify details about the property.
[PeRAASe  Less visibility, which means fewer options.

* Potentially faster transaction process. ¢ Potentially longer search time as your agent digs

e More privacy, as some sellers prefer not to publicly through off-market channels.

list their homes.

Strategies for Finding a Home

Active Sellers: These are homeowners currently listing their homes or about to. Working with your agent, you can
get the inside scoop on properties before they hit the market.

Passive Sellers: These include:

e Pocket Listings: Homes that are for sale but not listed publicly.
e Conditional Sellers: Homeowners who want to sell but are waiting to find their next home first.
e Expired Listings: Properties that were once on the market but didn't sell.

e Homeowners who have inquired about their home's value: They may be curious but haven't yet decided to
list their home.

e For Sale by Owner (FSBO): Homes listed by owners directly without an agent, where negotiating directly with the
seller is common.

Factors Sellers Consider When Setting a Price:
Sellers evaluate several key factors when determining their home's price:

e Comparable Sales (Comps): Recent sales of similar properties in the same area serve as a benchmark.

e Market Conditions: In a seller's market (high demand, low supply), sellers may price homes higher to take
advantage of the competitive market.

e Home Condition and Upgrades: Well-maintained homes with valuable upgrades can fetch higher prices.
e Location: Proximity to amenities, schools, and desirable neighborhoods greatly influences a home's value.

e Timing: If a seller needs to sell quickly, they may price more aggressively to attract faster offers.

How to Evaluate a Home's Price Before Making an Offer:

Before placing an offer, take these steps to evaluate if the asking price is fair:

e Research Comparable Sales: Look for recent sales of similar properties in the same neighborhood.

e Assess Market Trends: Understand if the current environment is a buyer's or seller's market, as this will
influence negotiations.

e Analyze the Home's Condition: Consider any repairs or updates that may be required and whether these
factors are reflected in the price.

e Consult a Real Estate Agent: A professional can offer current market insights and help determine if the price is
justified based on trends and comparable data.

Three Pricing Strategies Sellers Use:

Aspirational Pricing

Sellers set the price higher than
the market value, expecting
negotiations. This is common in
traditional market environments
where buyers negotiate down,
leaving the seller room for
flexibility.

Market Value Pricing

The home is priced exactly at the
value supported by current
market conditions and
comparable properties. This
approach is designed to attract
serious buyers who want a fair
deal and minimizes extensive
negotiations.

Event Pricing (Below
Market)

Sellers may list below market
value to generate excitement
and create a bidding war. This
strategy works well in strong
seller's markets where demand
is high, potentially driving the
price above the original asking

price through competitive
bidding.

By identifying the pricing strategy that the seller has chosen, buyers can tailor their negotiation approach to
maximize their chances of securing a favorable deal.

Earnest money is more than just a deposit—it can be a powerful tool that, as part of the homebuyer process, shows
sellers you're serious, and in some cases can even give you a competitive edge without having to offer a higher price.
With the real estate landscape becoming increasingly complex, particularly in beautiful coastal communities, having
the right strategy can make all the difference. A well-placed earnest money deposit can set your offer apart, reducing
the risk of losing out to other buyers or reducing your risk when making offers on property. This is where the
expertise of an experience agent can come in. Your agent should work closely with you to determine the right
amount of earnest money to offer, ensuring your interests are protected while making your offer as attractive as
possible, balancing the terms which are most important to you. As a reale estate investor myself, | often use Earnest
money as a tool to tie me me to a hot property | know other investors want, or also to make me feel very comfortable
about backing out of a risky investment in case | find something | don't like along the process. In this article, I'll walk
you through everything you need to know about earnest money, so you feel confident and prepared as you navigate

your home purchase in 2024. Whether you're a first-time buyer or a seasoned investor, my goal is to make the
process as smooth and successful as possible.

By employing a mix of these strategies, your agent can help you find properties that others may not know about,
giving you a competitive advantage.



Understanding Earnest Money

Historical Evolution of Earnest Money in Real Estate:

Historically, the practice of earnest money has evolved significantly. In the early days of real estate transactions,
earnest money was often an informal agreement, with small, symbolic amounts exchanged to signify a buyer's intent.
As real estate markets grew more structured and competitive, the role of earnest money became more formalized,
reflecting a higher level of commitment from buyers. Today, earnest money is a standard part of real estate
transactions, with defined legal implications and procedures to protect both parties involved. The practice has also
adapted to modern market dynamics, with the amount of earnest

Whatitis

Earnest Money: Legally, earnest money is a deposit made by a prospective buyer as part of a real estate contract to
demonstrate their commitment to purchasing the property. This deposit should not b confused with the
"downpayment" that you are making for your mortgage, though it generally is credited toward that amount and/or
closing costs at the closing. This deposit is typically held in an escrow account by the title company or an attorney for
the seller, and serves as a financial assurance to the seller that the buyer intends to complete the transaction.

How much earnest money is typically required?

The amount of earnest money can vary but is usually a percentage of the purchase price. Here is Baldwin County,
where closings are typically held at title companies,

. In places like New York, where closings are managed by attorneys, we see deposits much higher in the range of
3-10%. Negotiation leverage can dictate whether the earnest money amount is closer to the standard or exceeds it.
For example, if you include a contingency on a home sale, which might be viewed as a "riskier" offer to some sellers,
a higher earnest money deposit might show higher motivation to get the home sold and make the deal work, thereby
enticing the seller to accept the home sale contingency.

Contingencies: Your Safety Net for Earnest Money

Contingencies in a real estate contract can be your best friend, especially when it comes to protecting your earnest
money. The most common contingencies which allow for an easy return of the earnest money should you decide not
to move forward with the contract include securing financing, passing a home inspection, or meeting the appraisal
value—that must be met for the deal to move forward. It is important to note that, that there are usually specific
deadlines which have to be met in order to meet this requirement, and knowing those dates will be comforting that
your downpayment is protected. For example, if the home inspection reveals major issues or the appraisal comes in
lower than expected, these contingencies allow you to back out of the deal with your earnest money intact. While
waiving contingencies might make your offer more attractive in a hot market, it's a risky move. Without them, you
could lose your earnest money if things don't go as planned. Balancing the desire to close the deal quickly with the
need for protection is key in any real estate transaction.

What happens if the deal falls through outside of the contincies:

If the deal falls through due to the buyer's fault, and not due to a contingency written into the contract, the seller may
be entitled to keep the earnest money as compensation. This is usually a rare circumstance such as a decision for the
buyer to simply cancel their contract because they found a property they liked better. There are some circumstances
this can happen, and | have made the choice myself to walk away from an Earnest money deposit rather than
proceed with a transaction | no longer wanted. However, if the buyer withdraws from the deal due to valid
contingencies, such as failing to secure financing or the property failing inspection, the earnest money is typically
refunded to the buyer.

Managing Earnest Money in Alabama Real Estate Transactions

In Alabama, earnest money is typically due within a few days of the offer being accepted, and it's usually held in an
escrow account managed by a title company, which oversees the closing process. The earnest money can be paid via
wire transfer or secure payment apps, which are now common methods for moving funds. The escrow agent's role is
to protect the interests of both the buyer and seller by holding the funds until the transaction is complete. If the deal
falls through, Alabama law requires both parties to sign a release form before the title company can return the
earnest money to the buyer or disburse it to the seller. It's important to be cautious of wire fraud when transferring
funds—always verify payment instructions directly with your escrow agent or title company to avoid scams.

Though discussing Earnest money might not sound like the most exciting part of buying a home, being well-informed
about these details allows you to make better offers, make better decisions and avoid potential pitfalls. | truly believe
the more you know, the better prepared you'll be to succeed in today's rapidly changing real estate landscape.



The 3 OUTS of Every Contract

Real estate contracts typically include contingencies—often referred to as "outs"—that allow the buyer to back out of

the agreement under certain conditions. Understanding these contingencies is crucial for both buyers and sellers.

The three most common contingencies in Baldwin County contracts are financing, inspection, and appraisal

contingencies.

1. Financing
Contingency

The financing contingency
protects the buyer in case they
are unable to secure a loan. If
the buyer cannot get financing
within the specified time, they
can withdraw from the contract
without losing their earnest
money.

Common points to consider:

e Lender Approval: The buyer
must obtain approval for
their mortgage within a given
period.

e Loan Type: FHA, VA, or
conventional loans could
have different terms.

e What Happens if Financing
Falls Through: The contract
becomes void, and the buyer
can reclaim their deposit if
the contingency is not met.

2. Inspection
Contingency

This contingency allows the
buyer to have the home
professionally inspected within a
set number of days (usually 5-10
days). If the inspection reveals
significant issues, the buyer can
either:

e Request Repairs: The buyer
can ask the seller to make
necessary repairs.

e Renegotiate Price: If repairs
are significant, the buyer may
negotiate a lower price.

e Walk Away: If the issues are
too extensive and no
agreement is reached, the
buyer can back out and get
their earnest money back.

3. Appraisal
Contingency

The appraisal contingency
ensures that the property is
valued at or above the sales
price. Lenders typically require
an appraisal to protect their
investment. If the appraisal
comes in lower than the
purchase price, the buyer has
options:

 Negotiate: The buyer can
ask the seller to reduce the
price to match the appraisal.

e Pay the Difference: The
buyer can cover the gap
between the appraised value
and the loan amount out of
pocket.

e Cancel the Deal: If neither of
the above options is feasible,
the buyer can back out and
retain their earnest money.

These three outs provide buyers with key protections during the home-buying process, giving them the flexibility to

walk away from the contract if these conditions are not met. In these cases as long as the timelines of the contract

were abided by, the earnest money would be returned to the buyer. A little more on appraisals:



Understanding the Appraisal Process
What is an Appraisal?

An appraisal is an assessment of a property's value conducted by a licensed appraiser. It is typically required by the

lender when a buyer is securing a mortgage, as it helps ensure that the home is worth the amount being borrowed.
The appraisal fee is usually paid upfront by the buyer and is a standard part of the home buying process.

Who Requires an Appraisal?

e Lenders require appraisals to verify that the home's value supports the loan amount being offered.

e Buyers sometimes request an appraisal as part of their due diligence, even in cash deals.

The Process

Appraisers examine the home and evaluate comparable properties to estimate the market value of the property. It's
considered a snapshot in time, as market conditions can shift quickly. While this step is usually seamless, there are
instances where the appraisal may come in higher or lower than expected.

Low Appraisal: What Are Your Options?

If an appraisal comes in lower than the agreed-upon sale price, it can cause complications. As a buyer, you have a few

options:

01 02

Renegotiate the price Pay the difference

You can ask the seller to lower the price to match the If you're committed to the home, you may choose to
appraisal. cover the difference out of pocket.

03 04

Challenge the appraisal Walk away

Although uncommon, buyers can request a review or a If the appraisal contingency is included in your contract,
second appraisal if they believe the value is inaccurate. you may be able to cancel the deal and get your earnest

money back.

High Appraisal: Instant Equity

You've gained immediate equity in the
home, at least based on that appraisal. While this doesn't directly lower your loan amount, it may provide peace of
mind and future financial benefits.

Understanding the appraisal process and what to do in the case of appraisal discrepancies ensures that you are
prepared for any outcome, whether good or bad. This knowledge can also give you more control during negotiations.



Home Inspections in Alabama

Home inspections are critical in the Alabama real estate market, especially in Baldwin County, where unique
environmental factors can impact the longevity and quality of homes. Given Alabama's "buyer beware" laws,
understanding why inspections matter and the specific issues common in this region is crucial for protecting your
investment.

Why Inspections Matter: Buyer Beware in Alabama

Alabama operates under "buyer beware" (caveat emptor) laws, meaning sellers are not required to disclose every
known issue with the property unless directly asked or in cases of fraud. This puts the burden on buyers to uncover
potential problems through thorough inspections. Without a proper inspection, you could miss critical issues that can
result in significant repair costs.

Common Inspection Issues in Baldwin County

Baldwin County's coastal and humid environment presents specific challenges for homeowners. Here are some of
the most common issues encountered during inspections:

Termites Roofing

Baldwin County is in a high-risk zone for termites. A Given the frequent storms and high winds in the
termite inspection (Wood Infestation Report or WIR) Gulf region, roofs in Baldwin County are prone to
is typically required and can reveal the presence of wear and tear. Look for:

active termites, past damage, or conditions that « Missing or damaged shingles, especially in older

promote infestation. Ensure that the inspection
homes.

covers: ' _
e Roof age and whether it meets current wind-

* Structural damage from termites or wood- resistance and fortification standards.

destroying organisms (WDISs).
ying oré ( ) e Leaks, particularly near vents and chimneys.

e Moisture issues that attract termites, such as
leaky gutters or improper drainage.

Foundation Issues Polybutylene piping

The soil composition in parts of Baldwin County can Common in homes from the 1970s to the 1990s,
lead to foundation settling and cracks. Inspections these pipes are notorious for bursting under
often reveal: pressure, often requiring full replacement. Other

e Horizontal or stair-step cracks in the foundation 72155 G Selite] clise S EliselEse i He

walls home inspector so that you fully understand the

type of plumbing your home has.
e Evidence of settling, such as uneven floors or

doors that don't close properly.

e Moisture-related problems, such as standing
water around the foundation.



Finding Off-Market Deals - Our Priority Access
Program

Off-market properties can present incredible opportunities for buyers, especially in a competitive market like Baldwin
County. These properties aren't listed publicly on the MLS, which means fewer buyers are competing for them. Here's
how you can find off-market homes and work with your agent to uncover hidden opportunities.

How to Find Off-Market Homes in Baldwin County

Sj Networking @@ Direct Mail Campaigns & Driving for Dollars
One of the best ways to find Reaching out to This strategy involves driving
off-market homes is through homeowners with letters or through neighborhoods,
relationships with local postcards can prompt those identifying homes that seem
agents, homeowners, and who haven't considered like they may be vacant or in
real estate professionals. selling to think about it, need of maintenance, and
Your agent's connections can especially if the offer is approaching owners directly.
help you discover homes compelling.
that are not publicly
advertised.

Working with Your Agent to Uncover Hidden Opportunities

Your agent plays a crucial role in finding off-market deals:

e Active Sellers: Agents may have access to properties that are "coming soon" or pocket listings, meaning homes
that are available but not listed on public websites.

e Passive Sellers: Some homeowners aren't actively selling but would consider it if they received the right offer.
Your agent may have a network of these potential sellers.

e Expired Listings: Listings that didn't sell in the past but whose owners may still be interested in selling can be
valuable leads.

Challenges

e Less competition, leading to better negotiating e Harder to find and verify details about the property.

HeLSlRe e Less visibility, which means fewer options.

* Potentially faster transaction process. o Potentially longer search time as your agent digs

e More privacy, as some sellers prefer not to publicly through off-market channels.
list their homes.

Strategies for Finding a Home

Active Sellers: These are homeowners currently listing their homes or about to. Working with your agent, you can
get the inside scoop on properties before they hit the market.

Passive Sellers: These include;

Pocket Listings: Homes that are for sale but not listed publicly.
e Conditional Sellers: Homeowners who want to sell but are waiting to find their next home first.
e Expired Listings: Properties that were once on the market but didn't sell.

e Homeowners who have inquired about their home's value: They may be curious but haven't yet decided to
list their home.

e For Sale by Owner (FSBO): Homes listed by owners directly without an agent, where negotiating directly with the
seller is common.

By employing a mix of these strategies, your agent can help you find properties that others may not know about,
giving you a competitive advantage.



Buying Process Timeline

The home-buying process in Baldwin County, Alabama, is generally straightforward, with key milestones that guide

you from pre-approval to closing. While the average closing time is 30-40 days, the process can be expedited if

necessary.

Pre-Approval (1-2 Weeks)

Before you begin house hunting, it's essential
to get pre-approved for a mortgage. This step
helps you establish your budget and signals to
sellers that you're a serious buyer. Pre-approval
usually takes 1-2 weeks.

Key Milestone: Obtain a pre-approval letter
from your lender.

Submitting an Offer and Negotiation (1
Week)

When you find the right home, your agent will
help submit an offer. Contracts in Baldwin
County are typically clear and easily amendable
by real estate agents. The negotiation process
generally takes about 1 week.

Key Milestone: Signed purchase agreement.

House Hunting (1-3 Months)

Once pre-approved, you'll work with your agent
to view homes in Baldwin County. This step can
range from a few weeks to several months,
depending on market conditions and your
preferences.

Key Milestone: Submit an offer on a property.

Home Inspection, WIR, and Appraisal (2-
3 Weeks)

Once the offer is accepted, you'll go through

the inspection process. There's usually a 5-10
day contingency for a home inspection, and a
specified time in the contract for a Wood

Final Mortgage Approval (2-4 Weeks) 5 Infestation Report (WIR) and appraisal. Title

companies handle the closing process and work

After receiving the appraisal, your lender will efficiently.

finalize the mortgage, which typically takes 2-4

weeks. During this time, your agent will monitor Key Milestone: Complete home inspection,

progress on the loan. receive WIR, and appraisal reports.

Key Milestone: Mortgage approval and clear-
to-close notice. 6 Closing (1 Day)

The typical closing timeframe in Baldwin County
is around 30-40 days from the signed contract.
However, title companies are efficient, and if
needed, a closing can happen within 1-2 weeks
for buyers in a hurry, though this is not typical.

Key Milestone: Close on the home, sign the
necessary paperwork, and receive the keys.

Expected Total Timeline (6-12 Weeks)

The entire process, from pre-approval to closing, typically takes between 6 and 12 weeks, though it can be shorter for
urgent cases or longer in competitive markets. By understanding these steps and timelines, you'll be better equipped
to navigate the home-buying journey in Baldwin County.

Making an Offer in Alabama Real Estate Contracts

When buying a home in Baldwin County, Alabama, making an offer is a critical step. Understanding the key
considerations before submitting your offer, pricing strategies, and the specifics of contracts in Alabama can set you
up for success.

What to Consider Before Submitting an Offer

e Market Conditions: Is it a buyer's or seller's market? In a seller's market, you may need to submit a stronger
offer to stand out, while a buyer's market may give you more leverage.

e Comparative Market Analysis (CMA): Your agent should provide you with a CMA to determine the home's fair
market value based on similar recently sold properties.

e Your Budget: Be clear on what you can afford, factoring in not just the home price, but also closing costs,
insurance, and potential repairs.

How to Strategize Pricing and Terms (3 Pricing Strategies)

Market-Value Offer Aggressive Offer Lowball Offer

This strategy involves offering a In competitive markets, an This strategy involves offering
price that reflects the market aggressive offer, often above below the asking price. It's best
value of the home. It's ideal listing price, can help you secure used when the property has
when you want to make a fair the property when multiple been on the market for an

offer without overpaying. offers are expected. extended period or when you

see opportunities for negotiation
(e.g., needed repairs).

What You Need to Know About Contracts (Contingencies, Earnest Money)

Alabama real estate contracts are clear and easy to amend by agents. Here are the key components:

e Contingencies: Most contracts include contingencies such as a home inspection (typically 5-10 days), financing,
and appraisal contingencies. If the home doesn't pass these contingencies, you can renegotiate or withdraw your
offer.

e Earnest Money: This is a deposit (usually 1-2% of the home price) that shows your seriousness as a buyer. It is
held in escrow until closing and is either applied to the purchase price or refunded if the contingencies are not
met.

e Other Conditions: The contract may also require a Wood Infestation Report (WIR) and an appraisal within a
specified timeframe.

What Money Is Due and When

e Earnest Money: Typically due within 1-2 days after the offer is accepted.
e Inspection Fees: Due after the inspection is performed, usually within the first 5-10 days of the contract.

e Down Payment and Closing Costs: The down payment and closing costs are due at the closing table, typically
within 30-40 days of the contract acceptance, though some closings can happen in as little as 1-2 weeks if needed.

By understanding these elements, you can craft a strong, informed offer that aligns with your goals and the realities
of the Baldwin County real estate market.



TERMITES!

In Baldwin County, Alabama, termites are a significant concern for homeowners, especially due to the region's warm
climate, which is conducive to termite activity. Here's a deep dive into termites, termite inspections, and what to look
out for:

Finding a Termite Inspector

To find a reputable inspector, it's best to start with licensed pest control companies like Alabama Termite & Pest
Services, which specialize in termite inspections across Baldwin County. Most companies offer free initial inspections,
and if a treatment plan is required, they provide tailored solutions.

How They Inspect
Termite inspectors look for key signs of termite activity, including mud tubes, discarded wings, hollowed or blistered
wood, and termite droppings. Inspections also include a detailed look at areas prone to moisture, such as crawl

spaces or under homes built on slabs. Inspectors may also use specialized tools like moisture meters or infrared
cameras to detect termite activity within walls.

What They Find

Common termite issues in Baldwin County include subterranean and Formosan termites, which are highly aggressive
and destructive. Damage can range from minor wood erosion to severe structural integrity issues.

What They Cover and Don't Cover

Termite inspection bonds and contracts often cover the cost of treatments, such as liquid termiticides or bait
stations, and sometimes include damage repair clauses. However, exclusions can include pre-existing damage or
infestations that were not disclosed during the initial inspection. It's essential to thoroughly review the terms of the
bond, especially if the home is at risk for Formosan termites, as some contracts may exclude invasive species.

Types of Coverage and Costs

$75-$150 $1K-$3K  $300-$500

Inspection Costs Treatment Costs Annual Plans
Often free or ranging from $75 to Can vary, but generally start around Ongoing termite protection plans
$150 for more detailed inspections. $1,000 to $3,000 depending on the typically cost between $300 to $500
severity of the infestation and per year, covering regular
treatment type. inspections and preventative
treatments.

Types of Homes More Likely to Have Termites

Stucco homes, wood-frame homes, and those with crawl spaces are particularly vulnerable to termites due to
moisture retention and easy access to wood. Homes built on slab foundations can also be susceptible, though these
often require different treatment methods. It's important to note that some homes in termite-prone areas may not
qualify for coverage if pre-existing damage is found or if the property has not been adequately maintained to prevent
infestations.

Understanding the importance of ongoing inspections and addressing vulnerabilities can save homeowners from
costly termite damage down the road. By keeping up with professional inspections and understanding the fine print
in termite bonds, homeowners in Baldwin County can better protect their properties.



FORTIFICATION Standards in Alabama
What is FORTIFIED Construction?

FORTIFIED is a building standard designed by the Insurance Institute for Business and Home Safety (IBHS) to make
homes more resilient to hurricanes, tornadoes, and severe weather. In Alabama, FORTIFIED Gold certification focuses
on reinforcing roofs and other structural elements to withstand high winds and reduce damage from storms. This
standard is especially relevant for homes in coastal areas like Baldwin County, which are more vulnerable to
hurricanes and other severe weather events.

Benefits of Buying a FORTIFIED Home

Purchasing a home built to FORTIFIED standards offers several advantages:

Lower insurance premiums

Homeowners with FORTIFIED
roofs or full FORTIFIED
certifications can save
significantly on their insurance
costs. As seen in a recent sale |

Increased safety

FORTIFIED homes are built to
withstand winds up to 130 mph,
making them much safer during
storms.

Enhanced resale value

Homes certified under
FORTIFIED standards may be
more attractive to buyers, who
recognize the long-term savings
and security of owning a storm-

handled, the buyer paid $600 for resistant home.

a FORTIFIED Gold inspection and
saved $800 on their first year of
insurance, with savings
continuing year over year.

How FORTIFIED Homes Perform in Hurricanes and Severe
Weather

Homes that meet FORTIFIED standards perform significantly better during hurricanes and tornadoes. They are less
likely to sustain roof damage, leaks, and structural failures. In fact,

Example: | recently sold an older home with a new roof installed to FORTIFIED Gold standards. The seller didn't want
to pay the additional $600 for the final inspection and certification. However, the buyer chose to invest in the
certification, and as a result, saved $800 on their first year of insurance. Over the next five years, these savings will
add up significantly, highlighting the financial benefits of having a FORTIFIED home certified. Remember, FORTIFIED
certifications do expire and will need to be renewed after a certain period.

Choosing to Buy a Home in an Older, Established Neighborhood:

If you're considering purchasing an older home, it's important to note that many older properties may not meet
FORTIFIED standards. However, retrofitting these homes—especially by upgrading the roof—can improve their
resilience and qualify you for insurance savings. The Strengthen Alabama Homes program offers grants of up to
$10,000 to help homeowners upgrade to FORTIFIED standards, making it easier and more affordable to protect your
investment.

Strengthen Alabama Homes Grant

Alabama also offers the Strengthen Alabama Homes grant program, which provides financial assistance to
homeowners looking to retrofit their homes to meet FORTIFIED standards. This program offers up to $10,000 in
grants to help pay for the cost of upgrading roofs and other structures to make them more resilient to storms. This is
a great opportunity for homeowners looking to improve their property's durability without incurring the full cost
themselves.

By understanding and prioritizing FORTIFIED standards when buying a home in Baldwin County, you can enhance
your property's durability, reduce insurance costs, and increase the home's overall value.

Flooding and Zoning Considerations in Baldwin County,
Alabama
Baldwin County Flood Zones and Maps

Baldwin County's coastal location and low-lying areas make it particularly vulnerable to flooding, especially during
storms and hurricanes. The county's flood zones are categorized by FEMA, with high-risk zones (A, AE, VE) requiring
mandatory flood insurance for mortgage holders. However, even properties in moderate-to-low risk zones (X) may
experience flooding, particularly with Baldwin County's frequent heavy rains and drainage challenges.

How to Access Flood Maps:

e FEMA's Flood Map Service Center: You can input a property address to view detailed flood risk data.

e Baldwin County's Website: It provides up-to-date flood zone information and directs users to resources for
further details.

e AlabamaFlood.com: This site offers interactive tools for assessing flood risks in specific areas of Alabama,
including Baldwin County.

Understanding whether your property is in a flood zone not only impacts your insurance premiums but also helps
you plan for potential water damage.

How to Check a Home's Flood Risk

e FEMA Flood Maps: Search by property address to determine flood risk based on FEMA's categorization.

o Elevation Certificates: These documents give detailed information on the property's height above flood levels,
which can affect insurance premiums.

e Local Insights: Contact Baldwin County's Planning and Zoning Department for site-specific flood risk
assessments.

* Signs of Water Damage: Even if a home isn't in a high-risk zone, inspect for water damage and drainage issues,
especially in low-lying areas that are prone to pooling during heavy rains.

Zoning Laws and Their Impact on Future Development

Zoning in Baldwin County regulates land use, dictating whether an area can be developed for residential, commercial,
or industrial purposes. This can affect property value, building restrictions, and future developments nearby. For
example, zoning laws govern setbacks, height restrictions, and environmental concerns that may influence the long-
term use of a property.

Why Zoning Matters:

e New Development: Zoning controls what can be built in the surrounding area, potentially increasing or
decreasing property value.

e Setbacks & Height Restrictions: Zoning laws might dictate how far a building must be from the property line or
its maximum height.

e Future Projects: Be aware of any upcoming zoning changes that could introduce new infrastructure, commercial
developments, or increased traffic in your area.

Visit the Baldwin County Planning & Zoning Department or access their online mapping tools to review zoning
classifications for your property.

Importance of Storm Drainage

Baldwin County's frequent storms can lead to localized flooding even in areas outside of official flood zones.
Properties in low-lying areas or with poor drainage can experience water pooling during heavy rains. It's essential to
evaluate how well a property's drainage system works and to consider flood insurance as a safeguard.

General Advice: Flooding can occur in any area, not just designated flood zones. In fact, approximately 20% of flood
insurance claims are made for properties outside high-risk areas. As a result, having flood insurance is a smart
decision for Baldwin County homeowners, especially considering the county's frequent storms and heavy rainfall.

Understanding Title and Appraisals
What a Title Company Does and How Closings Are Handled

A title company plays a crucial role in ensuring a smooth real estate transaction. Their primary responsibility is to
verify the legal ownership of the property and ensure there are no outstanding claims, liens, or legal disputes over
the title. This process is known as a title search. Once the title is confirmed clear, the title company facilitates the
closing process, ensuring all documents are prepared and signed, and funds are transferred appropriately.

Closings in Baldwin County are typically handled by an attorney or title company. The closing process involves both
the buyer and seller reviewing and signing the necessary documents, including the settlement statement, also known
as the HUD-1 form or the Closing Disclosure.

Whatis a Settlement Statement?

A settlement statement is a comprehensive breakdown of the financial aspects of the real estate transaction,
outlining all fees, payments, and credits involved in the purchase. The document includes the purchase price, loan
fees, closing costs, prorated taxes, insurance, and any other adjustments.

What to Look for on Your Settlement Statement:

e Confirm the purchase price and loan amounts.
e Check prorated property taxes and insurance adjustments.
e Review closing costs, including title fees and lender charges.

e Ensure any seller or buyer credits are correctly listed.

When to Expect a Copy: You should expect a copy of your settlement statement at least three days before the
closing date, giving you time to review it thoroughly.

Title Insurance: Why It's Important

Title insurance protects the buyer (and the lender) from any claims or disputes over the property's title after closing.
It ensures that if a problem arises—such as undisclosed liens, ownership disputes, or clerical errors—you won't be
financially responsible for the legal costs or damages. This one-time premium offers long-term protection against
title-related issues.

When moving to Baldwin County, Alabama, understanding how utilities work and what to expect is an important part
of the home-buying process. Here's an overview of the types of utilities you might encounter and what to keep in
mind:

Types of Utilities:

Water:

e Public Water: Most homes in Baldwin County are serviced by public water systems, typically provided by utility
companies like Riviera Utilities or others in specific areas. Public water is treated, filtered, and delivered through a
centralized network.

e Well Water: In rural parts of Baldwin County, some homes may rely on private wells. Well water comes directly
from underground aquifers and isn't treated by municipal systems. It's important to regularly test well water for
contaminants and maintain the well system.

Sewer:

e Septic Systems: Many rural homes use septic systems, which treat and dispose of wastewater on-site. Septic
systems require regular maintenance, including pumping every 3-5 years to prevent backup issues.

e Public Sewer: In more developed areas, homes are connected to a public sewer system managed by companies
like Baldwin County Sewer Service. This is a more hands-off option, but you'll pay monthly sewer fees.

Setting Up Utilities:

Once you've purchased a home, you'll need to set up your utilities. Depending on the location, you might need to
contact multiple utility providers for services like electricity, water, gas, sewer, garbage collection, and internet. Some
common utility providers in Baldwin County include:

e Riviera Utilities for electricity, water, and gas.
e Baldwin County Sewer Service for sewer management.

e Various ISPs for internet and cable services.
Paying for Utilities:

Most utility providers offer easy online payment options or automatic drafts from your bank account. Be aware that if
you have a septic system or well, there may be additional costs for maintaining these systems that aren't included in
your utility bills.

Well Water vs. Public Water:

e Well Water: The benefit of well water is that you don't have monthly water bills, but you'll need to handle the
costs of regular maintenance and testing.

e Public Water: Easier and more consistent, but comes with monthly water bills and potentially higher costs,
especially in drought-prone areas.

Septic System vs. Public Sewer:

e Septic: Less expensive in the long run if well-maintained but requires regular pumping and occasional repairs.

e Public Sewer: More expensive in monthly fees but requires minimal maintenance on your part.

Summary: Understanding the type of water and sewer system your home has is key to preparing for maintenance
and costs. Public utilities are more convenient but come with regular bills, while private systems (like wells and septic)
reduce monthly expenses but require hands-on maintenance. Make sure to set up your utilities well in advance of
moving in to avoid any interruptions.



Closing Costs and Final Considerations

In Alabama, closing costs for buyers typically range from 2% to 5% of the home's purchase price. These costs are
primarily related to mortgage processing, various fees for legal and administrative work, and prepayments for
insurance and taxes. They are usually paid at the time of settlement, when funds are transferred, and paperwork is
finalized.

Typical Closing Costs Paid by the Buyer:

Title Insurance and Search
Fees

Loan Origination Fees Appraisal Fees

Charged by the lender for The cost to assess the home's

processing the mortgage,
typically ranging from 0.5% to
1% of the loan amount.

Credit Report Fee

Roughly $20-$50 for pulling the
buyer's credit report.

value, usually between $300 and
$500.

Attorney Fees

Buyers may pay between $300
and $500 for legal

Includes the cost of title
insurance (around $500-%$1,500)
and title searches to ensure the
property has a clear title.

Home Inspection Fees

While optional, home
inspections typically cost $300 to

representation, depending on $500.
the complexity of the
transaction.

Prepaid Costs

These include prepaid interest, property taxes, and homeowners insurance premiums, which could total $500 to
several thousand dollars.

Most of these costs are mortgage-related, so if you are paying in cash, closing costs are significantly lower since loan
fees, title insurance, and appraisal charges may not apply. Alabama also imposes a mortgage tax of $0.15 per $100 of
the loan amount, which should be factored into the total closing costs if you are financing your home.

, especially if financing the
purchase, and be aware of additional fees related to the loan terms.

Congratulations on completing this comprehensive guide to buying a home in Baldwin County! You now have the
knowledge and tools necessary to navigate this exciting market with confidence. From understanding the unique
characteristics of each community to mastering the intricacies of contracts, inspections, and closing processes, you're
well-equipped to make informed decisions that will serve you and your family for years to come.

Remember, buying a home in Baldwin County isn't just about finding a place to live—it's about investing in a lifestyle
that combines Southern charm with modern amenities, beautiful coastlines with thriving communities, and excellent
schools with recreational opportunities. Whether you choose the artistic community of Fairhope, the family-friendly
atmosphere of Daphne, the coastal living of Gulf Shores, or any other wonderful area in Baldwin County, you're
making a decision that will enhance your quality of life.

As you move forward in your home-buying journey, don't hesitate to lean on the expertise of local professionals who
understand the nuances of this market. With the right team by your side and the knowledge you've gained from this
guide, you're ready to find not just a house, but your perfect home in beautiful Baldwin County, Alabama.



