


Chapter 1: Understanding the VA Loan 
Advantage 

A Benefit Born from Service 
The VA Home Loan is one of the most powerful financial tools available to U.S. service 
members, Veterans, and their families. Created in 1944 as part of the original GI Bill of Rights, 
this program was born from a national commitment to help returning World War II Veterans 
successfully transition from military service to civilian life. At a time when homeownership was 
the cornerstone of the American Dream, the VA loan made that dream accessible to those who 
had served their country. 

More than 80 years later, the VA Home Loan program continues to fulfill its founding mission. It 
has helped more than 25 million Veterans and service members purchase homes, build 
generational wealth, and establish stable foundations for their families. Unlike many government 
programs that fade in relevance over time, the VA loan has only grown more valuable as 
housing costs have risen and down payment requirements have become increasingly 
burdensome for first-time homebuyers. 

Key Benefits: Why VA Loans Stand Apart 

0% Down Payment – The Path to Immediate Homeownership 

Perhaps the most significant advantage of a VA loan is the ability to purchase a home with 
absolutely no down payment. While conventional loans typically require 3-20% down, and FHA 
loans require at least 3.5%, VA loans allow eligible borrowers to finance 100% of a home's 
purchase price. 

What this means in real terms: On a $300,000 home, a conventional buyer would need 
$15,000-$60,000 saved for a down payment. A VA borrower needs $0 down (though you'll still 
need funds for closing costs, which typically run 2-5% of the purchase price). This removes one 
of the largest barriers to homeownership and allows service members to buy sooner rather than 
spending years saving. 

This benefit is particularly valuable for active-duty military families who may relocate frequently, 
as well as recently separated Veterans who are establishing themselves in civilian careers. 
Instead of renting while saving for a down payment, VA-eligible buyers can start building equity 
immediately. 

No Private Mortgage Insurance (PMI) – Hundreds in Monthly Savings 



When conventional borrowers put down less than 20%, lenders require Private Mortgage 
Insurance to protect against default. This insurance typically costs 0.5-1.5% of the loan amount 
annually, or $125-$375 per month on a $300,000 loan. 

VA loans never require PMI, regardless of your down payment amount. While you will pay a 
one-time VA funding fee (which can be rolled into your loan), you'll avoid the ongoing monthly 
expense of PMI. Over the life of your loan, this can save tens of thousands of dollars. 

Example comparison: A conventional borrower with 5% down on a $300,000 home might pay 
$200/month in PMI for 11 years—totaling $26,400. A VA borrower pays $0 in PMI, though they 
would pay a one-time funding fee of $6,540 (2.15% for first-time use with zero down), which can 
be financed. The net savings is substantial. 

Competitive Interest Rates – Lower Costs Over the Life of Your Loan 

VA loans consistently offer some of the lowest interest rates in the mortgage market. Because 
these loans are backed by the federal government, lenders face less risk and can offer more 
favorable terms. Even a difference of 0.25-0.5% in interest rate translates to significant savings. 

The impact of rates: On a $300,000, 30-year mortgage, a 0.5% difference in interest rate 
(6.5% vs. 6.0%) means approximately $100 less per month in payments, or $36,000 in savings 
over the life of the loan. 

These competitive rates, combined with no PMI, make VA loans one of the most affordable 
mortgage options available—often resulting in lower monthly payments than conventional or 
FHA loans, even with identical purchase prices. 

Flexible Credit Requirements – A Second Chance for Imperfect Credit 

While VA loan lenders do review credit history, the VA itself doesn't set a minimum credit score 
requirement. Many VA lenders will work with borrowers who have credit scores in the 580-620 
range—scores that would make conventional financing difficult or impossible. 

The VA's approach recognizes that military service can sometimes complicate financial 
management. Frequent relocations, deployments, and transitions between active duty and 
civilian life can create credit challenges. The program takes a more holistic view of 
creditworthiness, considering factors beyond just a credit score. 

This doesn't mean approval is guaranteed with poor credit, but it does mean that Veterans have 
more options and opportunities than they would with conventional financing. Many VA borrowers 
who were initially denied have successfully obtained financing after working with experienced 
VA lenders who understand how to structure these loans. 

No Prepayment Penalty – Freedom to Pay Off Your Loan Early 



Unlike some loan types that charge fees if you pay off your mortgage ahead of schedule, VA 
loans never include prepayment penalties. This gives you complete flexibility to make extra 
payments, pay off your loan early, or refinance whenever it makes financial sense. 

This freedom is especially valuable for military families who may receive bonuses, inheritances, 
or simply want to accelerate their path to owning their home outright. Every extra dollar you pay 
goes directly toward principal reduction, building your equity faster. 

Who's Eligible: Understanding Your VA Home Loan 
Benefits 

Active-Duty Service Members 

Active-duty members of the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, Coast Guard, and Space Force 
become eligible after 90 consecutive days of service during wartime, or 181 days during 
peacetime. This means many service members can use their VA loan benefit relatively early in 
their military careers—often for their first home purchase. 

Active-duty members can use VA loans even while still serving, making it possible to purchase a 
home near their current duty station or as an investment property if relocating. Many service 
members use this benefit multiple times throughout their careers as they move between 
assignments. 

Veterans with Honorable Discharge 

Veterans who have been discharged or released from active duty under conditions other than 
dishonorable are generally eligible. The length of service required depends on when you 
served: 

●​ World War II: September 16, 1940, to July 25, 1947 
●​ Korea: June 27, 1950, to January 31, 1955 
●​ Vietnam Era: August 5, 1964, to May 7, 1975 
●​ Gulf War: August 2, 1990, to present 
●​ Peacetime service: Generally requires 181 days of continuous active duty 

If you served for at least 90 days and were discharged due to a service-connected disability, you 
may still qualify even if you didn't complete the full service requirement. 

National Guard and Reservists 

Members of the National Guard and Reserves can qualify after six years of service. However, if 
you were activated for federal service (not state active duty), you may qualify sooner under the 
active-duty service requirements listed above. 



This recognizes that Reserve and Guard members often serve part-time but maintain their 
commitment to national defense for years or decades. 

Surviving Spouses 

Surviving spouses of Veterans who died in service or from service-connected conditions may be 
eligible for VA loan benefits. This also includes spouses of service members who are missing in 
action or prisoners of war. 

Additionally, surviving spouses who remarried on or after age 57, or after December 16, 2003, 
may still retain their eligibility. This benefit ensures that families who have sacrificed alongside 
their service member are not left without support. 

Getting Your Certificate of Eligibility (COE) 
Before you can use your VA loan benefit, you'll need a Certificate of Eligibility. This document 
proves to lenders that you qualify for VA loan benefits. Obtaining your COE is straightforward: 

Online: The fastest method is through the VA's eBenefits portal or through your lender, who can 
often pull it instantly during the pre-qualification process. 

By mail: Complete VA Form 26-1880 and mail it with proof of service (DD-214, statement of 
service, etc.). 

Most Veterans can obtain their COE within minutes online, though some cases may require 
manual review if service records aren't in the VA's system. 

Myths Debunked: Separating Fact from Fiction 

Myth #1: "VA loans take too long to close." 

Reality: Most VA loans close within 30-45 days—the same timeline as conventional loans. This 
misconception stems from outdated information or poorly managed transactions. 

The key to a smooth, timely closing is working with a lender who specializes in VA loans and 
understands the process. Experienced VA lenders know how to efficiently navigate VA appraisal 
requirements and can often close just as quickly as any other loan type. In fact, the VA has 
streamlined many processes in recent years, and technology has made document collection 
and verification faster than ever. 

If you're concerned about timing—especially in a competitive market—get pre-approved early, 
work with an experienced team, and stay responsive to document requests. Your closing speed 
depends far more on your preparation and your team's expertise than on the loan type itself. 



Myth #2: "Sellers won't accept VA offers." 

Reality: With a strong real estate agent and lender, VA offers are just as competitive as 
conventional or cash offers—sometimes even more so. 

This myth persists because some sellers and their agents misunderstand VA loans or have 
heard horror stories. However, educated sellers recognize that VA buyers are often highly 
qualified, and VA loans have lower default rates than conventional mortgages. 

How to make your VA offer competitive: 

●​ Get pre-approved (not just pre-qualified) before making offers 
●​ Work with a VA-specialized lender who can close quickly and communicate 

professionally 
●​ Include a strong earnest money deposit to demonstrate commitment 
●​ Write a clean offer without unnecessary contingencies 
●​ Have your agent educate the listing agent about VA loans if needed 
●​ Consider offering above asking price or covering some closing costs if the market is 

competitive 

In many markets, sellers welcome VA buyers because they know these loans are backed by the 
federal government and have strong lending standards. A well-prepared VA buyer with a 
competent team is just as attractive as any other qualified buyer. 

Myth #3: "I can only use my VA loan once." 

Reality: You can use your VA loan benefit multiple times throughout your life. There's no limit to 
how many times you can obtain VA financing. 

How it works: Your VA loan entitlement can be reused in two main ways: 

1.​ After paying off and selling: Once you've paid off a VA loan and sold the property, your 
entitlement is fully restored, and you can use it again.​
 

2.​ With remaining entitlement: If you have enough remaining entitlement, you can have 
two (or more) VA loans simultaneously. This is particularly useful for service members 
who relocate but want to keep a previous home as a rental property, or for Veterans who 
want to use their benefit for a second home or investment property.​
 

Many Veterans successfully use their VA loan benefit 3, 4, or even more times throughout their 
lives as they upgrade homes, relocate, or build real estate portfolios. The benefit is designed to 
grow with you throughout your homeownership journey. 

 



Understanding your VA loan advantage is the first step toward leveraging this incredible 
benefit. In the following chapters, we'll dive deeper into how to prepare your finances, find the 
right property, navigate the VA appraisal process, and close your loan successfully. Your service 
has earned you this benefit—now it's time to make it work for you. 

 

Chapter 2: Getting Mission Ready 
(Pre-Approval & Budgeting) 
Before you start house hunting, you need to get mission-ready financially. Think of this phase as 
your pre-deployment checklist—except instead of preparing for a mission overseas, you're 
preparing to secure your home base. Taking the time to get your finances in order now will make 
you a stronger buyer and help you move quickly when you find the right property. 

Step 1: Get Pre-Approved (Not Just Pre-Qualified) 
Getting pre-approved is one of the most important steps in the home-buying process, and it's 
essential to understand the difference between pre-qualification and pre-approval. 
Pre-qualification is a basic estimate based on information you provide, while pre-approval 
involves a thorough review of your financial documentation by a VA-approved lender. 
Pre-approval carries significantly more weight with sellers and shows you're a serious, qualified 
buyer. 

During the pre-approval process, a VA-approved lender will review your income, credit history, 
employment stability, and service history to determine exactly how much home you can afford. 
This isn't just a formality—it's your financial mission briefing. The lender will calculate your 
debt-to-income ratio (typically needs to be 41% or lower for VA loans, though some flexibility 
exists) and verify your ability to handle monthly mortgage payments. 

You'll need to gather the following documentation: 

●​ Leave and Earnings Statement (LES) or recent pay stubs – Usually the most recent 
30 days of pay documentation 

●​ Two years of tax returns – Required if you're self-employed, receive bonus income, or 
have rental properties; W-2 employees may not always need these 

●​ DD-214, Certificate of Release or Discharge from Active Duty, or Statement of 
Service – This verifies your eligibility for the VA loan program 

●​ Bank statements – Typically the most recent 2 months to verify assets and regular 
deposits 



●​ Additional documentation – If applicable, include divorce decrees, proof of child 
support or alimony, or documentation of non-taxable income like disability compensation 

Pro tip: VA disability compensation can actually boost your buying power. If you receive tax-free 
VA disability payments, lenders can count this as income without factoring it into your 
debt-to-income ratio the same way taxable income is calculated. Make sure your lender knows 
about this benefit. 

Your pre-approval letter is typically valid for 60–90 days, so time your application strategically. 
You don't want it to expire right when you find your dream home. 

Step 2: Know Your Budget (The BAH Advantage) 
One of the unique advantages service members have is the Basic Allowance for Housing 
(BAH). This non-taxable benefit is specifically designed to offset housing costs, and it can be a 
powerful tool in determining your home-buying budget. 

Use your BAH rate as a starting guideline when calculating what you can afford. In many duty 
stations across the country, your total monthly mortgage payment—including principal, interest, 
property taxes, homeowners insurance, and any HOA fees (often abbreviated as 
PITI+HOA)—can be close to or even less than your monthly BAH. This means you could 
potentially own a home without paying out-of-pocket for housing, or even pocket the difference if 
your mortgage is less than your BAH. 

Here's how to think about your budget strategically: 

●​ Calculate your true monthly payment: Don't just look at principal and interest. Factor 
in property taxes (which vary widely by state and county), homeowners insurance, any 
HOA fees, and potentially PMI if you're considering a conventional loan for comparison 
purposes (though VA loans don't require PMI).​
 

●​ Consider the long-term picture: Will you stay at this duty station long enough to build 
equity? If you PCS (Permanent Change of Station) in 2-3 years, will you sell or rent the 
property? If renting, could future BAH rates at your new duty station plus rental income 
cover two mortgages if needed?​
 

●​ Account for lifestyle and goals: Just because you're approved for a certain amount 
doesn't mean you should spend it all. Consider your other financial goals—emergency 
fund, retirement savings, family needs, vehicle payments, and quality of life expenses.​
 

●​ Use online calculators: Many VA lenders offer calculators specifically designed for 
military buyers that factor in BAH and VA funding fees. These tools can help you see 
different scenarios based on home price, interest rate, and your specific BAH rate.​
 



Example scenario: If your BAH is $2,100/month and you're approved for a home where the 
total monthly payment (PITI + HOA) is $1,950, you're essentially living for free while building 
equity. That extra $150 can go toward your emergency fund or other financial goals. 

Step 3: Check Your Credit (And Understand What Matters) 
Your credit score is one of the key factors that determines not just whether you're approved, but 
what interest rate you'll receive. Even a small difference in interest rate can mean thousands of 
dollars over the life of your loan. 

Most VA lenders look for a minimum credit score in the range of 580–620, though many prefer 
to see scores of 640 or higher for the best rates. Unlike conventional loans, VA loans don't have 
a hard-and-fast credit score minimum set by the VA itself, but individual lenders set their own 
standards based on their risk assessment and lending guidelines. 

Here's what impacts your credit score and how to improve it before applying: 

●​ Payment history (35% of your score): This is the most important factor. Pay all bills on 
time, every time. Even one late payment can drop your score significantly. Set up 
automatic payments if needed to ensure you never miss a due date.​
 

●​ Credit utilization (30% of your score): This is the ratio of your credit card balances to 
your credit limits. Aim to keep this below 30% across all cards, and ideally below 10% for 
the best scores. If you have a card with a $5,000 limit, try to keep the balance below 
$1,500, or better yet, below $500.​
 

●​ Length of credit history (15% of your score): Keep older accounts open even if you 
don't use them regularly. The longer your credit history, the better.​
 

●​ New credit inquiries (10% of your score): Avoid opening new credit cards, auto loans, 
or other credit lines in the 3–6 months before applying for a mortgage. Multiple inquiries 
can temporarily lower your score and raise red flags for lenders.​
 

●​ Credit mix (10% of your score): Having different types of credit (credit cards, auto 
loans, etc.) can help, but don't open new accounts just to diversify.​
 

Action steps to improve your credit quickly: 

1.​ Pull your credit reports from all three bureaus (Equifax, Experian, TransUnion) at 
AnnualCreditReport.com—it's free once per year. Review them carefully for errors or 
fraudulent accounts.​
 



2.​ Dispute any errors you find through the credit bureau's website. Mistakes are more 
common than you'd think and can drag down your score unfairly.​
 

3.​ Pay down high-balance credit cards starting with those closest to their limits. If 
possible, pay them off entirely and keep them at zero balance until after closing.​
 

4.​ Become an authorized user on a family member's account with perfect payment 
history and low utilization—this can boost your score relatively quickly.​
 

5.​ Don't close old accounts even if you're not using them, as this can shorten your credit 
history and increase your utilization ratio.​
 

Military-specific credit tip: If you're dealing with credit issues due to deployment, frequent 
moves, or other service-related circumstances, many VA lenders have programs and 
understanding for these situations. The Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (SCRA) also provides 
certain protections. Be upfront with your lender about any service-related credit challenges. 

Step 4: Build a Cushion (Smart Financial Planning) 
One of the biggest misconceptions about VA loans is that "zero down" means "zero money 
needed." While it's true you can purchase a home without a down payment, you'll still need cash 
reserves for various costs associated with buying and moving into your new home. 

Here's what you need to budget for: 

Closing Costs (1–3% of the purchase price) 

Even with a VA loan, you'll typically need to cover closing costs, which can include: 

●​ Loan origination fees (usually 1% of the loan amount, though this can often be 
negotiated) 

●​ Appraisal fee ($450–$800 depending on location and property type) 
●​ Credit report fees ($25–$50) 
●​ Title insurance and title search (varies by location, typically $1,000–$3,000) 
●​ Recording fees and transfer taxes (varies by state and county) 
●​ Prepaid items like homeowners insurance, property taxes, and prepaid interest 
●​ VA funding fee (typically 2.15% for first-time use with zero down, but this can be rolled 

into the loan amount—disabled veterans are exempt) 

Good news: VA loans limit what lenders can charge you. You cannot be charged for things like 
attorney fees, and you can ask the seller to pay up to 4% of the purchase price toward your 
closing costs through "seller concessions." In competitive markets this may not be feasible, but 
in buyer-friendly markets, this can significantly reduce your out-of-pocket costs. 



The VA funding fee (which helps keep the program running for future veterans) can be financed 
into your loan, meaning you don't need cash for it upfront. If you receive VA disability 
compensation at any percentage, you're completely exempt from this fee, which can save 
thousands of dollars. 

Inspections and Appraisals 

●​ Home inspection ($300–$500): Not required, but highly recommended. This reveals 
potential issues with the home before you commit. The VA appraisal isn't the same as an 
inspection—it only verifies the home meets minimum property requirements.​
 

●​ Specialized inspections ($200–$600 each): Depending on the home and location, you 
might want pest inspections, radon testing, septic inspections, or well water testing.​
 

●​ VA appraisal ($450–$800): Required by the lender and paid by you, but it protects you 
by ensuring the home meets VA minimum property requirements and is worth what 
you're paying.​
 

Moving and Setup Costs 

Don't forget about the practical costs of moving into your new home: 

●​ Moving expenses if you're handling it yourself, or moving company costs (remember, 
military moves for PCS are covered by the military, but if you're buying before or after a 
PCS, you'll need to cover this) 

●​ Utility deposits and setup fees (electric, gas, water, internet, etc.) 
●​ Immediate home needs like changing locks, garage door openers, basic repairs, or 

cleaning services 
●​ Furniture and appliances if the home doesn't include them 
●​ Lawn care equipment if moving from base housing or an apartment 
●​ Emergency repairs fund – even with a solid inspection, unexpected issues can arise 

How Much Should You Save? 

As a general rule of thumb, aim to have 3–5% of the purchase price saved up, plus a 3–6 
month emergency fund separate from your home-buying funds. 

Example: If you're buying a $300,000 home, you should ideally have: 

●​ $9,000–$15,000 for closing costs and immediate moving expenses 
●​ $6,000–$12,000 in emergency savings (assuming $2,000/month in essential expenses) 
●​ Total: $15,000–$27,000 in liquid savings 



This might seem like a lot, but remember: you're not putting 20% down like conventional buyers. 
That same $300,000 home would require $60,000 down on a conventional loan, so you're still 
coming out far ahead. 

Ways to build your cushion: 

●​ Start a dedicated savings account for your home purchase and set up automatic monthly 
transfers 

●​ Use windfalls strategically (tax refunds, bonuses, re-enlistment bonuses) 
●​ Reduce discretionary spending temporarily while saving—cut back on eating out, 

subscriptions, or entertainment 
●​ Consider a side hustle or temporary extra duty if available and workable with your 

military schedule 
●​ If you receive PCS orders and are moving to a new duty station, save your 

house-hunting leave per diem specifically for your home purchase 

Bottom line: Getting mission-ready means having the financial discipline to save, the 
paperwork organized to prove you're qualified, and the knowledge to make smart decisions. The 
time you invest in this preparation phase will pay dividends throughout the home-buying process 
and beyond. 

Chapter 3: Finding Your Target Zone 
Now that you're pre-approved and financially mission-ready, it's time to identify your target area. 
This is where strategy meets personal preference. Choosing the right location is arguably the 
most important decision in your home-buying journey—it affects your daily quality of life, your 
financial investment, and your future flexibility. Unlike other aspects of a home that can be 
renovated or changed, you can't change the location. Let's break down how to find your perfect 
target zone with military-specific considerations in mind. 

Choose the Right Location (Strategic Thinking for Service 
Members) 
Location decisions for military buyers are more complex than for civilian buyers. You're not just 
choosing where to live for the next 30 years—you're making a strategic decision that must 
account for potential PCS orders, rental possibilities, resale value, and current quality of life 
needs. 

Consider Your PCS Timeline and Career Trajectory 

Your timeline at your current duty station should heavily influence your location strategy: 



Short-term orders (1-3 years remaining): 

●​ Focus on areas with strong rental markets and high demand from other military 
members 

●​ Look for properties near base (within a 30 minute commute) and amenities that future 
tenants will value 

●​ Consider lower-maintenance properties (newer construction, HOA-managed 
communities) that will be easier to manage as rentals 

●​ Prioritize locations where your mortgage payment will be lower than market rent rates, 
ensuring positive cash flow when you PCS 

●​ Research landlord-tenant laws in your state—some states are much more 
landlord-friendly than others 

Mid-term orders (3-5 years): 

●​ You have more flexibility to balance personal living preferences with investment potential 
●​ Consider neighborhoods in transition or up-and-coming areas where values may 

appreciate 
●​ You'll have time to build equity before potentially selling or renting 
●​ Factor in schools if you have children, as you'll be there for several years of their 

education check out https://www.greatschools.org/ 

Long-term or final duty station (5+ years or retirement location): 

●​ Prioritize personal preferences and quality of life factors more heavily 
●​ Consider locations where you could see yourself retiring or living permanently 
●​ Think about civilian job markets if you're nearing transition 
●​ Factor in family considerations like proximity to extended family or preferred lifestyle 
●​ Schools, community connections, and long-term growth become more important 

Career trajectory considerations: 

●​ Are you likely to return to this duty station later in your career? Some bases see 
personnel rotate back after a tour elsewhere. 

●​ Is this a major training hub or headquarters where you might have multiple assignments 
over your career? 

●​ Are you approaching retirement? Consider whether this could be your retirement 
location. 

●​ What's your branch's typical rotation pattern? Some career fields have predictable 
rotation cycles. 

California-Specific Military Locations (For San Diego Area Service 
Members) 

https://www.greatschools.org/


If you're stationed in the San Diego area, you have numerous base options and a competitive 
real estate market to navigate: 

Naval Base San Diego (32nd Street): 

●​ Downtown San Diego location with access to South Bay communities 
●​ Consider areas like Chula Vista, National City, Imperial Beach, and San Ysidro for more 

affordable options 
●​ Coronado and Point Loma offer proximity but at premium prices 
●​ South Bay areas often have strong rental demand from junior enlisted and junior officers 
●​ Traffic considerations: I-5 and I-805 can be heavily congested during rush hours 

Naval Air Station North Island (Coronado): 

●​ Coronado itself is extremely expensive but offers an island lifestyle 
●​ Imperial Beach provides beach access at lower price points 
●​ South Bay communities offer reasonable commutes via the Coronado Bridge 
●​ Consider Silver Strand area for beach proximity 
●​ Factor in bridge traffic during shift changes and tourist seasons 

Camp Pendleton (Oceanside/Fallbrook area): 

●​ Oceanside offers beach access and growing downtown area with restaurants and 
breweries 

●​ Carlsbad provides excellent schools and family-friendly amenities at higher prices 
●​ Fallbrook and Bonsall offer more affordable options with rural character 
●​ Temecula (slightly inland) provides newer construction and strong schools 
●​ Consider which gate you'll use daily—the base is massive, and your work location 

matters 
●​ North County has seen significant appreciation and strong rental demand 

Naval Base Point Loma: 

●​ Point Loma itself is expensive but offers coastal lifestyle and excellent schools 
●​ Ocean Beach provides a beach community vibe with more accessible prices 
●​ Clairemont and Bay Park offer mid-century homes at moderate prices 
●​ Linda Vista has been revitalizing and offers value 
●​ Consider commute times—Point Loma can be isolated with limited access routes 

Marine Corps Air Station Miramar: 

●​ Mira Mesa and Scripps Ranch offer proximity and family-friendly environments 
●​ Poway provides excellent schools but higher prices 
●​ Tierrasanta is close and offers good value 
●​ Rancho Peñasquitos and Rancho Bernardo offer suburban family living 
●​ Escondido provides more affordable options slightly farther north 



Naval Base Coronado (Silver Strand Training Complex): 

●​ Imperial Beach is the closest community and offers beach access 
●​ Chula Vista communities along the bay provide water views at various price points 
●​ Consider wind patterns—Silver Strand can be windy year-round 

Think About Investment Potential and Future Flexibility 

Even if you plan to live in your home for the foreseeable future, you should evaluate it as a 
potential investment property: 

Rental demand indicators: 

●​ Proximity to military bases (properties within 15-20 minutes typically rent faster) 
●​ Access to major employers and job centers beyond the military 
●​ Quality of schools (families will pay premium rent for good school districts) 
●​ Low crime rates and neighborhood safety 
●​ Access to shopping, dining, and entertainment 
●​ Public transportation options (especially in expensive markets where junior enlisted 

might not have vehicles) 

Resale value factors: 

●​ Historical appreciation rates in the neighborhood (research the last 5-10 years) 
●​ Planned development or infrastructure projects that could increase values 
●​ Neighborhood age and condition—are homes well-maintained or declining? 
●​ Property tax rates and HOA fees relative to other areas 
●​ Days on market for comparable homes—how quickly do properties sell? 
●​ Inventory levels—is it typically a buyer's or seller's market? 

Red flags to watch for: 

●​ Declining population or economic base 
●​ High crime rates or deteriorating neighborhoods 
●​ Environmental concerns (flood zones, fire risk, soil issues) 
●​ Overdevelopment that could saturate the rental market 
●​ Very niche properties that appeal to limited buyers (unusual layouts, extreme 

fixer-uppers) 
●​ Properties that are the most expensive on their block (you want room for appreciation) 

Market research tools: 

●​ Zillow, Redfin, and Realtor.com for pricing trends and rent estimates 
●​ City-data.com for crime statistics, demographics, and local information 
●​ GreatSchools.org for school ratings and reviews 
●​ Local Facebook groups for military housing and PCS information 

http://city-data.com
http://greatschools.org


●​ Talk to other service members who've been at the base longer about neighborhood 
reputations 

Financial calculations to run: 

●​ Compare potential rent to your mortgage payment (aim for rent to exceed PITI by at 
least $200-300/month to cover vacancies and maintenance) 

●​ Calculate potential cash flow: (Monthly Rent) - (Mortgage + Insurance + Taxes + HOA + 
Maintenance Reserve + Property Management) 

●​ Research property management fees in the area (typically 8-10% of monthly rent) 
●​ Consider appreciation potential: even 3-4% annual appreciation significantly boosts your 

return on investment 

The "1% rule" for rental properties: A general guideline suggests monthly rent should equal 
at least 1% of the purchase price for a property to be a good rental investment. For a $400,000 
home, you'd want to rent it for at least $4,000/month. This rule is challenging in expensive 
markets like San Diego, but it's a useful benchmark. 

Find a Military-Friendly Realtor® (That’s me by the way) 
Not all real estate agents are created equal, and working with someone who truly understands 
military life can make an enormous difference in your home-buying experience. A 
military-friendly realtor doesn't just understand VA loans—they understand PCS timelines, 
deployment schedules, BAH rates, and the unique pressures military families face. 

What Makes a Realtor Military-Friendly? 

VA loan expertise: 

●​ Deep understanding of VA loan requirements and processes 
●​ Experience with VA appraisals and minimum property requirements 
●​ Knows how to structure offers that are competitive even without earnest money deposits 
●​ Understands the VA funding fee and how disability ratings affect it 
●​ Can explain seller concessions and how to negotiate them effectively 
●​ Has relationships with VA-experienced lenders, inspectors, and contractors 

Military lifestyle understanding: 

●​ Experience working with clients on compressed timelines (you might have 30 days 
before PCS) 

●​ Flexibility with deployment schedules and last-minute changes 
●​ Understanding of BAH and how it factors into budgeting 
●​ Knowledge of base locations, commute times during shift changes, and gate access 

patterns 
●​ Familiarity with rental markets near military installations 



●​ Sensitivity to the stress of military moves and family separations 

Track record and reputation: 

●​ Verifiable reviews from other military buyers 
●​ Membership in organizations like Military on the Move or Veterans Association of Real 

Estate Professionals 
●​ History of successful VA loan transactions 
●​ Connections to military-focused services (movers, lenders, attorneys) 
●​ Ask for references and actually call them 

Communication and availability: 

●​ In a competitive market, speed matters—you need an agent who responds quickly 
●​ Discuss their availability for showings, especially if you work irregular hours or shifts 
●​ Ensure they're comfortable with text, email, and phone communication based on your 

preferences 

 

Red flags to avoid: 

●​ Agents who are dismissive of VA loans or suggest they're "harder to work with" 
●​ Pushy agents who pressure you to make offers you're not comfortable with 
●​ Agents who don't return calls or emails within 24 hours 
●​ Anyone who seems unfamiliar with military life or asks basic questions about BAH, PCS, 

etc. 
●​ Agents who try to show you homes above your stated budget 
●​ Anyone who discourages you from getting inspections or doing due diligence 

Understanding Buyer's Agent Compensation 

Traditionally, the seller pays both their agent's commission and the buyer's agent's commission 
(typically 5-6% total, split between both agents). However, recent industry changes mean you 
should discuss compensation upfront: 

●​ Most seller's listings still offer buyer's agent compensation 
●​ Some sellers may not offer compensation, in which case you'd need to negotiate who 

pays 
●​ Your agent should be transparent about their commission structure 
●​ As a buyer, you typically don't pay your agent directly, but understand the arrangement 

Working with your agent effectively: 

●​ Be honest about your budget and needs—don't waste time looking at homes you can't 
afford 



●​ Respond promptly to communications, especially in competitive markets 
●​ Trust their expertise but ask questions if something doesn't make sense 
●​ Keep them informed of any changes to your timeline, orders, or financial situation 
●​ Provide feedback after showings so they can refine your search 

Evaluate Your Priorities (The Decision Matrix) 
Before you start looking at homes, sit down with your family and create a clear priorities list. This 
prevents emotion-driven decisions and helps you stay focused when you find a property that 
checks most (but maybe not all) of your boxes. 

Commute Distance and Time 

For military members, the commute isn't just about distance—it's about timing, traffic patterns, 
and flexibility. 

Considerations beyond miles: 

●​ Gate access and traffic patterns: Which gate will you use? Some bases have multiple 
gates with very different traffic patterns. For example, at Camp Pendleton, using the 
Oceanside gate versus the Fallbrook gate can make an hour's difference during shift 
changes.​
 

●​ Shift schedules: If you work mids or overnight shifts, you might be commuting against 
traffic, which gives you more flexibility in location. Day shift workers need to be more 
careful about traffic.​
 

●​ PT schedule: Will you need to be on base at 0530 for PT? That early morning commute 
is very different from an 0800 arrival.​
 

●​ Recall readiness: How quickly do you need to be able to reach base in an emergency 
or recall situation? Some rates and specialties need to be closer than others.​
 

●​ Dual military couples: If both spouses are active duty, especially at different 
installations, the commute calculation becomes much more complex. Look for locations 
that split the difference or have good highway access to both bases.​
 

●​ Fuel costs: Calculate actual fuel costs and wear-and-tear on your vehicle. A 40-mile 
commute each way adds up quickly, potentially offsetting savings from a cheaper home.​
 

●​ Time with family: An extra 30 minutes in the car each way is an hour per day you're not 
spending with family. Over a year, that's 250+ hours. Is the location trade-off worth it?​
 



Calculate your maximum tolerable commute: 

●​ Most people find 45 minutes to be the upper limit of sustainable daily commuting 
●​ Consider testing the commute during your actual work hours before making an offer 
●​ Use Google Maps' "arrive by" feature to see commute times during your typical schedule 
●​ Factor in weather—some areas have fog, rain, or snow that can significantly impact drive 

times 

School Quality and Educational Options 

If you have children or plan to, schools should be a major consideration, even for relatively 
short-term assignments. 

Research beyond test scores: 

●​ GreatSchools.org ratings: A good starting point, but don't rely solely on these scores 
●​ School district websites: Review curriculum, programs, class sizes, and extracurricular 

offerings 
●​ Specialty programs: Does your child need special education services, gifted programs, 

or specific athletic programs? 
●​ School boundaries: Verify the exact address is in your preferred school's 

boundary—sometimes streets are split 
●​ Private school options: If you're considering private schools, factor in tuition costs and 

location 

Military-friendly schools: 

●​ Some schools have high military populations and are experienced with frequent student 
turnover 

●​ Look for schools with active parent-teacher organizations that welcome military families 
●​ Ask about transition support programs for new students 
●​ Consider whether siblings can attend the same school or if you'll be managing multiple 

school runs 

High school considerations: 

●​ If your teen will be at this duty station for high school, continuity becomes crucial 
●​ Look into college preparation programs, AP offerings, and graduation requirements 
●​ Consider the impact of potential mid-high-school moves on college applications 

Childcare and preschool: 

●​ Research availability and costs of childcare in the area 
●​ Check for CDC (Child Development Center) availability on base 
●​ Look into waitlist times for quality preschools 



Future planning: 

●​ Even if your children are young now, research the entire school pipeline 
●​ Some areas have great elementary schools but weak middle or high schools 
●​ Consider whether you might return to this area later when your children are older 

Safety and Community (Your Family's Well-Being) 

Your home should be a place where your family feels secure, especially during deployments or 
extended training periods. 

Crime research: 

●​ City-data.com: Provides crime statistics by neighborhood 
●​ Local police department websites: Often have crime mapping tools showing recent 

incidents 
●​ Spotcrime.com and CrimeReports.com: Map-based crime data 
●​ Ask locals: Your realtor and current residents can provide context statistics don't show 

Types of safety to consider: 

●​ Property crime: Burglary, theft, vandalism—common in some areas near bases 
●​ Violent crime: More serious but typically concentrated in specific areas 
●​ Traffic safety: Are streets pedestrian-friendly? Are children safe walking or biking? 
●​ Natural hazards: Flood zones, wildfire risk, earthquake considerations, hurricane zones 

Drive the neighborhood: 

●​ Visit at different times of day and on weekends 
●​ Look for well-maintained properties, minimal litter, and engaged residents 
●​ Notice whether people are outside, walking, and interacting 
●​ Check lighting—are streets well-lit at night? 
●​ Look for signs of community pride: landscaping, neighborhood watch signs, local events 

Community support during deployments: 

●​ Strong military communities often have robust support networks 
●​ Look for active spouse groups, FRGs (Family Readiness Groups), and community 

organizations 
●​ Churches, community centers, and recreational facilities provide connection points 
●​ Consider proximity to family or friends who can provide support 

HOA communities: 

●​ Can provide added security through gated access and cameras 
●​ Often have maintained common areas and community events 

http://city-data.com
http://spotcrime.com
http://crimereports.com


●​ Come with fees and restrictions—weigh the benefits against costs 
●​ Read HOA rules carefully, especially regarding rentals (if you PCS and want to rent out 

your home) 

Military community concentration: 

●​ Some prefer living near other military families who understand the lifestyle 
●​ Others prefer diverse neighborhoods with civilian neighbors 
●​ Consider what will make your spouse and children most comfortable 

Future Growth and Home Value (The Investment Perspective) 

Even if you're not thinking about this home as an investment today, circumstances change. You 
want a property that will hold or increase its value. 

Indicators of future growth: 

 

Economic development: 

●​ Are businesses moving into the area or leaving? 
●​ What are the major employers beyond the military base? 
●​ Are there plans for new shopping centers, restaurants, or entertainment venues? 
●​ Is the downtown or commercial core revitalizing or declining? 

Infrastructure improvements: 

●​ Road expansions or new highways that improve access 
●​ Public transportation projects 
●​ New schools, libraries, or community centers 
●​ Park improvements and recreational facilities 

Demographic trends: 

●​ Is the population growing or shrinking? 
●​ What's the age distribution—is it balanced or heavily skewed? 
●​ Are young families moving in or out? 
●​ What's the homeownership rate versus rental rate? 

Development patterns: 

●​ New home construction usually indicates confidence in an area's future 
●​ However, too much new construction can oversupply the market 
●​ Look for balanced growth rather than explosive development 
●​ Check if development is planned/sustainable or speculative 



City planning and zoning: 

●​ Research the city's general plan—where are they focusing growth? 
●​ Are there zoning changes proposed that could affect your area? 
●​ Look for areas targeted for investment or redevelopment 
●​ Be cautious of areas zoned for industrial or commercial development nearby 

Warning signs of declining areas: 

●​ Increasing vacancy rates in homes and commercial properties 
●​ Deferred maintenance visible throughout the neighborhood 
●​ School closures or consolidations 
●​ Business closures without replacements 
●​ Population decline over multiple years 

Positioning within the market: 

●​ Buy one of the less expensive homes in a good neighborhood, not the most expensive 
home in a declining area 

●​ Look for the "worst house on the best block"—you can improve the house but not the 
location 

●​ Avoid over-improving relative to neighborhood norms 

Creating Your Decision Matrix 

Put this all together into a weighted decision matrix to objectively evaluate properties: 

Essential (Must-Have) Criteria: 

●​ Within maximum budget 
●​ Acceptable commute time 
●​ Meets minimum safety standards 
●​ Within VA-approved condition (or you're willing to address issues) 

High Priority (Heavily Weighted): 

●​ School quality rating above X 
●​ Commute under 30 minutes 
●​ Within target neighborhood 
●​ Strong rental potential 
●​ 3+ bedrooms (or whatever you need) 

Medium Priority (Moderately Important): 

●​ Garage/parking 
●​ Yard size 



●​ Updated kitchen/bathrooms 
●​ HOA amenities 
●​ Community features 

Low Priority (Nice to Have): 

●​ Pool 
●​ View 
●​ Specific architectural style 
●​ Walk-in closets 

When you find a property, score it honestly across these categories. This helps prevent falling in 
love with a house that doesn't actually meet your strategic needs. It's easy to be swayed by 
granite countertops or a nice backyard, but if the commute is terrible and schools are poor, you'll 
regret it long-term. 

 

Final location selection tips: 

●​ Don't rush—spend several weekends driving different neighborhoods 
●​ Talk to residents at local coffee shops, parks, or community events 
●​ Join local Facebook groups before buying to get unfiltered opinions 
●​ Consider renting in your target area for a few months if possible before buying 
●​ Trust your gut—if a neighborhood doesn't feel right, keep looking 
●​ Remember you can change almost everything about a house except its location 

Your target zone is where strategy, practical needs, and personal preferences intersect. Take 
the time to get this decision right, and the rest of the home-buying process will be much 
smoother. The perfect home in the wrong location is still the wrong home, but an imperfect 
home in the right location can become exactly what you need. 

 

 

Chapter 4: House Hunting and Making the 
Offer 



This is where the excitement begins—and where strategy becomes crucial. After weeks or 
months of preparation, you're finally ready to start looking at actual homes and making offers. 
For military buyers, this phase comes with unique challenges and opportunities. Whether you're 
house hunting between duty shifts, coordinating from deployment, or racing against PCS orders, 
this chapter will help you navigate the process efficiently and make competitive offers that get 
accepted. 

The House Hunting Process (Systematic Search Strategy) 
House hunting isn't just about driving around looking at properties on weekends. It requires a 
systematic approach, especially when you're balancing military obligations with one of the 
biggest financial decisions of your life. 

Setting Up Your Search Parameters 

Work with your agent to establish clear search criteria in the Multiple Listing Service (MLS): 

Define your non-negotiables: 

●​ Price range (be realistic about your maximum) 
●​ Number of bedrooms and bathrooms (minimum required) 
●​ Geographic boundaries (specific neighborhoods or commute radius) 
●​ Property type (single-family, townhome, condo) 
●​ Minimum square footage 
●​ Must-have features (garage, yard, etc.) 

Set up automated alerts: 

●​ Most agents can set you up to receive instant notifications when properties hit the 
market 

●​ In competitive markets, being one of the first to see a new listing is critical 
●​ Configure alerts for your phone so you can respond quickly even during the workday 
●​ Review new listings daily, even if just for a few minutes 

Create a tracking system: 

●​ Use a spreadsheet or shared document to track properties you've viewed 
●​ Rate each home immediately after viewing while details are fresh 
●​ Note pros, cons, and key observations 
●​ Track listing prices, days on market, and any price changes 
●​ Keep URLs or MLS numbers for easy reference 

Understanding Market Conditions 



Your strategy should adapt based on whether you're in a buyer's market, seller's market, or 
balanced market: 

Seller's Market (low inventory, high demand): 

●​ Homes sell quickly, often with multiple offers 
●​ Sellers have negotiating power 
●​ You may need to waive contingencies or offer above asking price 
●​ Pre-approval is essential—sellers won't consider offers without it 
●​ You need to be ready to act fast—within hours, not days 

Buyer's Market (high inventory, lower demand): 

●​ Homes stay on market longer 
●​ You have more negotiating power 
●​ Can take time to make decisions and negotiate thoroughly 
●​ More likely to get seller concessions and credits 
●​ Opportunity to find motivated sellers willing to negotiate 

Balanced Market: 

●​ Mix of conditions depending on price point and location 
●​ Well-priced homes still move quickly 
●​ Negotiation is possible but competitive offers still matter 
●​ Standard contingencies are expected and accepted 

How to assess your local market: 

●​ Ask your agent for market statistics: average days on market, list-to-sale price ratio 
●​ Look at recent sales in your target neighborhoods 
●​ Notice how quickly new listings go under contract 
●​ Pay attention to price reductions—lots of them indicate a cooling market 
●​ Understand seasonal patterns—spring and summer are typically busier 

What to Look for During Showings 

Viewing homes is exciting, but don't let emotions override careful evaluation. Bring a systematic 
approach to every showing: 

Before you arrive: 

●​ Review the listing details, photos, and property disclosure statements 
●​ Check the property on Google Maps for neighborhood context 
●​ Look up recent sales of comparable homes nearby 
●​ Note any questions or concerns to discuss with your agent 
●​ Review the property history—how long has it been listed? Any price changes? 



During the showing—the big picture: 

●​ First impressions matter: Does the home feel welcoming? Is it well-maintained? 
●​ Pay attention to smells—they can indicate moisture, mold, pets, or smoking 
●​ Notice natural light—dark homes can feel smaller and more depressing 
●​ Evaluate the floor plan flow—does it work for your family's lifestyle? 
●​ Consider furniture placement—where will your belongings actually fit? 
●​ Listen for noise from neighbors, traffic, or nearby businesses 

Structural and mechanical systems: 

●​ Foundation: Look for cracks in walls, uneven floors, or doors that don't close properly 
●​ Roof: Ask about age and condition (visible from the street or yard in many cases) 
●​ HVAC system: Ask about age, type, and when it was last serviced 
●​ Water heater: Check age (usually on a label) and type (tank vs. tankless) 
●​ Windows: Are they original? Do they open and close smoothly? Single or double-pane? 
●​ Plumbing: Check water pressure by running multiple faucets simultaneously 
●​ Electrical: Are there enough outlets? Any outdated knob-and-tube or aluminum wiring? 

Interior details: 

●​ Kitchen: Functionality matters more than granite counters (which you can upgrade later) 
●​ Bathrooms: Check for water damage, proper ventilation, and functional fixtures 
●​ Flooring: Condition of carpet, hardwood, tile—what will need immediate replacement? 
●​ Storage: Adequate closet space? Attic or basement storage available? 
●​ Bedrooms: Will your furniture fit? Adequate for your family size? 
●​ Laundry: Location and hookups—some homes have laundry in garage or odd locations 

Exterior considerations: 

●​ Lot size and layout: Adequate for your needs? Fenced for pets or children? 
●​ Drainage: Are there low spots where water pools? Grading away from foundation? 
●​ Landscaping: Mature trees are nice but can be expensive to maintain or remove 
●​ Driveway and parking: Adequate for your vehicles? Guest parking? 
●​ Outdoor living spaces: Patio, deck, or yard space for entertaining? 
●​ Condition of fence, gates, and exterior structures 

Neighborhood assessment during showing: 

●​ Drive around the surrounding blocks before or after the showing 
●​ Notice neighboring property conditions—well-maintained or declining? 
●​ Check for excessive noise, commercial activity, or other concerns 
●​ Look at street parking situation—is it congested? 
●​ Notice if there are families, children playing, or community activity 

Red flags to watch for: 



●​ Fresh paint or carpet that might be covering problems 
●​ Strong air fresheners or candles that might mask odors 
●​ Extensive DIY repairs that might not be to code 
●​ Water stains on ceilings or walls indicating roof or plumbing leaks 
●​ Cracks in foundation or basement walls 
●​ Musty smells indicating moisture or mold issues 
●​ Tilted floors or doors that don't close (foundation problems) 
●​ Outdated electrical panels (fuse boxes, undersized panels) 
●​ Evidence of pests (droppings, damage, insect casings) 
●​ Deferred maintenance throughout the property 

Document everything: 

●​ Take photos and videos (with agent's permission and following listing agent's rules) 
●​ Make notes immediately after each showing 
●​ Record specific concerns to discuss with your agent or inspector 
●​ Note measurements of rooms if you have specific furniture pieces 

Questions to ask during showings: 

●​ Why is the seller moving? 
●​ How long has the property been on the market? 
●​ Have there been any previous offers? 
●​ What's included in the sale? (appliances, window treatments, etc.) 
●​ When do the sellers need to close? 
●​ Are there any known issues with the property? 
●​ What are average utility costs? 
●​ When were major systems (roof, HVAC, water heater) last replaced? 
●​ Are there any HOA restrictions or upcoming assessments? 
●​ What's the property tax amount and when was it last assessed? 

How Many Homes Should You View? 

There's no magic number, but research suggests viewing 10-15 homes helps you understand 
the market without causing decision fatigue. Some buyers find their home on the first showing; 
others look at 30+ properties. 

Guidelines: 

●​ View at least 5-7 homes before making an offer so you have context for comparison 
●​ If you've seen 20+ homes and nothing feels right, reassess your criteria with your agent 
●​ Don't suffer from "paralysis by analysis"—no home will be 100% perfect 
●​ Remember the 80% rule: if a home meets 80% of your criteria and you can address the 

other 20%, it might be the one 



Tips for Active-Duty Buyers (Overcoming 
Military-Specific Challenges) 
Military life adds complexity to house hunting. You might be on duty, deployed, or facing time 
constraints that civilian buyers don't experience. Here's how to adapt: 

Virtual House Hunting When You Can't Be There in Person 

Modern technology makes it possible to buy a home without physically visiting it, though it's not 
ideal. If you're deployed, stationed overseas, or can't take leave for house hunting, these 
strategies will help: 

Virtual tours and video walkthroughs: 

●​ Request live FaceTime, WhatsApp, or Zoom walkthroughs with your agent 
●​ Ask specific questions and have them show you particular areas in detail 
●​ Request that they test faucets, flush toilets, open/close windows, and check appliances 
●​ Have them walk the entire property including yard, garage, attic, and basement 
●​ Ask them to show the neighborhood and surrounding streets 
●​ Request videos during different times of day if possible 

Leveraging your agent as your eyes and ears: 

●​ Build trust with an agent who has strong reviews from other military clients 
●​ Be explicit about your concerns and what you need them to investigate 
●​ Ask them to bring a contractor or inspector for a preliminary look if you're serious 
●​ Request detailed written notes about condition, smells, sounds, and their honest opinion 
●​ Have them provide a video tour you can review multiple times and share with family 

Using 3D virtual tours: 

●​ Many listings now include Matterport or similar 3D tours you can navigate 
●​ These let you "walk through" the home at your own pace 
●​ You can measure distances and get a better sense of space than photos provide 
●​ Be aware that these can sometimes make spaces look larger than they are 

Deputizing a trusted representative: 

●​ Your spouse, family member, or trusted friend can attend showings on your behalf 
●​ Provide them with a detailed checklist of what to look for 
●​ Have them video call you during the showing so you can direct them 
●​ Ensure they take extensive photos and videos from multiple angles 
●​ Brief them on your priorities and deal-breakers 

Protecting yourself when buying remotely: 



●​ NEVER waive the inspection contingency if you haven't seen the property in person 
●​ Consider a more extensive inspection to compensate for your absence 
●​ Build in a longer due diligence period if possible 
●​ Include a contingency allowing you to back out if the home isn't as represented 
●​ Review all inspection reports thoroughly and ask detailed questions 

Using technology effectively: 

●​ Google Street View to see the neighborhood and approach to the property 
●​ Satellite view to assess lot size, nearby properties, and neighborhood density 
●​ Crime mapping websites to evaluate safety 
●​ School websites to virtually tour schools if you have children 
●​ Local community Facebook groups to ask questions about the area 

Managing House Hunting Around Military Obligations 

Even when you're stateside and available, military schedules complicate house hunting: 

Working around duty schedules: 

●​ Communicate your schedule clearly to your agent—when you're available and when 
you're not 

●​ Weekend showings are possible but often more competitive with other buyers 
●​ Some agents will do early morning or evening showings to accommodate military 

schedules 
●​ If you work shifts, use your off days strategically for house hunting 

Dealing with last-minute schedule changes: 

●​ Choose an agent who understands that military schedules can change instantly 
●​ Build flexibility into your house hunting timeline if possible 
●​ Have backup dates for showings in case duty calls 
●​ Your agent should be understanding about last-minute cancellations due to military duty 

Handling deployment during the process: 

●​ If you're deploying soon, consider waiting until you return unless time is critical 
●​ Ensure your spouse or representative has full power of attorney to act on your behalf 
●​ Set up all documentation and authorizations before deploying 
●​ Keep communication channels open—email, video calls when possible 
●​ Work with a lender who understands deployment and can work with irregular 

communication 

Using house hunting leave effectively: 

●​ Some commands offer house hunting leave when PCSing 



●​ Use this time strategically—have your agent line up multiple showings in advance 
●​ Pre-screen properties virtually before using your precious leave days 
●​ Schedule inspections and important meetings during this leave period 
●​ Have your agent prepare a detailed itinerary to maximize your limited time 

Coordinating with a Deployed Spouse 

Buying a home while your spouse is deployed adds another layer of complexity: 

Maintaining involvement and communication: 

●​ Schedule regular video calls to discuss options and make decisions together 
●​ Share listing details, photos, and videos as soon as you see them 
●​ Make a shared spreadsheet to track properties and opinions 
●​ Ensure both spouses have equal input even when one is deployed 
●​ Be patient with communication delays due to time zones and operational tempo 

Legal and financial considerations: 

●​ Ensure the deployed spouse has provided power of attorney if needed 
●​ Discuss and agree on budget, priorities, and deal-breakers before deployment 
●​ Some decisions (like waiving contingencies) might need to wait for the deployed spouse 

to be available 
●​ Lenders will need to verify both incomes and credit if buying jointly 

Emotional considerations: 

●​ The at-home spouse often carries the burden of house hunting decisions 
●​ Make sure the deployed spouse feels included and heard 
●​ Don't rush into decisions without consensus unless absolutely necessary 
●​ Video tours help the deployed spouse feel more connected to the process 
●​ Celebrate milestones together even from a distance (going under contract, inspection 

clear, etc.) 

PCS Pressure and Time Constraints 

Sometimes you're buying under intense time pressure due to PCS orders: 

When you have 30-60 days to find and close on a home: 

●​ Start your pre-approval process immediately upon receiving orders 
●​ Work with a lender experienced in fast closings (VA loans can close in 30 days if 

everyone is efficient) 
●​ Be prepared to make quick decisions—don't view 50 homes if you only have a month 
●​ Consider temporary housing if needed rather than making a rushed decision you'll regret 
●​ Prioritize move-in ready homes over fixer-uppers that need work 



Managing the simultaneous sale and purchase (if applicable): 

●​ Some military members are selling a home at their old duty station while buying at the 
new one 

●​ This requires careful coordination of timelines 
●​ Consider a bridge loan or other financing options if needed 
●​ Contingent offers (contingent on selling your current home) are less competitive 
●​ Temporary housing might be necessary to avoid the pressure of perfect timing 

Understanding your protections: 

●​ The Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (SCRA) provides some protections 
●​ If you receive PCS orders after going under contract, discuss options with your agent 

and attorney 
●​ Some purchase contracts include military clauses allowing you to back out if orders 

change 
●​ Always include appropriate contingencies to protect yourself 

Making an Offer (Strategy and Execution) 
You've found a home you love. Now it's time to make an offer that's competitive, protects your 
interests, and fits your budget. This is where your agent's expertise becomes invaluable. 

Components of a Strong Offer 

A purchase offer includes multiple elements, each of which can be negotiated: 

1. Offer Price 

This is obviously the most visible component, but it's not the only one that matters: 

Determining your offer price: 

●​ Start with comparable sales (comps) in the area—what have similar homes sold for 
recently? 

●​ Consider current market conditions—are homes selling above or below asking? 
●​ Factor in property condition—does it need immediate repairs or updates? 
●​ Assess days on market—longer listing times suggest more room for negotiation 
●​ Evaluate competition—are there other offers or strong interest? 
●​ Stay within your budget—don't stretch beyond what you can comfortably afford 

Pricing strategies: 

●​ Full price or above: In hot markets for desirable properties, you may need to offer at or 
above asking 



●​ Below asking: If the property has been listed a while, needs work, or market is slow 
●​ Escalation clause: Automatically increases your offer to beat competing offers up to a 

maximum price (discuss with your agent if appropriate) 
●​ Round numbers vs. specific amounts: Some buyers use oddly specific amounts 

($387,500 instead of $385,000) to signal they're at their maximum 

2. Earnest Money Deposit (EMD) 

Earnest money demonstrates you're a serious buyer and goes toward your down payment and 
closing costs if the sale closes: 

How much to offer: 

●​ Typically 1-3% of the purchase price, though it varies by local customs 
●​ In competitive markets, higher earnest money can make your offer stand out 
●​ VA buyers sometimes offer lower earnest money since they're not putting money down 
●​ The money is held in escrow and is refundable if contingencies aren't met 
●​ If you back out for reasons not covered by contingencies, you risk losing this money 

Where it comes from: 

●​ Usually a personal check or wire transfer to the escrow company 
●​ Must be readily available—don't offer earnest money you don't have 
●​ Cannot come from borrowed funds in most cases 
●​ Plan for this in your savings cushion 

3. Contingencies (Your Protection Clauses) 

Contingencies are conditions that must be met for the sale to proceed. They protect you but can 
also make your offer less attractive to sellers: 

Financing Contingency: 

●​ States that the purchase is contingent on you securing a mortgage 
●​ Specifies a timeframe (usually 30-45 days) for loan approval 
●​ Protects you if your financing falls through despite pre-approval 
●​ Standard on almost all offers unless you're paying cash 
●​ Never waive this unless you're absolutely certain of your financing 

Appraisal Contingency: 

●​ States that the purchase is contingent on the home appraising for at least the purchase 
price 

●​ Critical for VA loans since the VA won't loan more than the appraised value 
●​ Protects you from overpaying 
●​ In competitive markets, some buyers waive this or agree to cover gaps 



●​ If you waive this and the home appraises low, you'll need to make up the difference in 
cash 

Inspection Contingency: 

●​ Allows you to hire a home inspector and negotiate repairs or back out based on findings 
●​ Typically gives you 7-14 days to complete inspections 
●​ Standard practice and highly recommended—NEVER waive this without serious 

consideration 
●​ You can negotiate the timeframe but should ensure adequate time for thorough 

inspection 
●​ Some offers use "informational only" inspections where you can't renegotiate but can still 

back out 

Home Sale Contingency: 

●​ States that your purchase is contingent on selling your current home 
●​ Makes your offer much less competitive 
●​ Only use if absolutely necessary 
●​ Consider alternatives like bridge loans or renting out your current home 

Military Clause: 

●​ Special contingency for active-duty buyers 
●​ Allows you to back out if you receive PCS orders, change of orders, or deployment 
●​ Not all sellers will accept this, especially in competitive markets 
●​ More commonly accepted in military-heavy areas where sellers understand 
●​ Should specify exact conditions that trigger the clause 

Title Contingency: 

●​ Ensures the seller has clear title to the property 
●​ Standard on all offers and protects you from liens or ownership disputes 

HOA Contingency: 

●​ Gives you time to review HOA documents, rules, and financial health 
●​ Important if the property is in an HOA community 
●​ Allows you to back out if HOA restrictions or fees are unacceptable 

4. Seller Concessions and Credits 

Seller concessions are when the seller agrees to pay some of your closing costs, and they're 
especially useful for VA buyers: 

VA loan seller concession rules: 



●​ Sellers can contribute up to 4% of the purchase price toward your closing costs 
●​ This can significantly reduce your out-of-pocket expenses at closing 
●​ Seller concessions can cover: origination fees, appraisal, credit report, title insurance, 

recording fees, and prepaid items 
●​ They cannot be used as cash back to you after closing 

How to request seller concessions: 

●​ Include in your initial offer or negotiate during counteroffers 
●​ Common to ask for 2-3% in many markets 
●​ In buyer's markets, sellers are often willing to offer concessions 
●​ In seller's markets, you may not be able to request concessions and still be competitive 
●​ Frame it as part of your total offer package rather than reducing your price 

Strategic use of concessions: 

●​ Can help if you're short on cash for closing 
●​ Allows you to keep more money in reserves 
●​ Sometimes sellers prefer giving concessions over reducing price (better for their comps) 
●​ Calculate the total net to the seller when structuring your offer 

Example: Offering $400,000 with $12,000 (3%) in seller concessions nets the seller $388,000 
(minus their closing costs). That might be more attractive than offering $395,000 with no 
concessions, which nets them similar amounts but feels like a lower price. 

5. Closing Date and Possession 

Timing can be a negotiating tool: 

Closing date considerations: 

●​ Standard is 30-45 days from offer acceptance 
●​ VA loans can close faster if everyone is efficient—sometimes in 3-4 weeks 
●​ Be flexible if possible—matching the seller's preferred timeline can make your offer more 

attractive 
●​ If you need to close quickly due to PCS, state this clearly and ensure all parties can 

accommodate 

Possession and occupancy: 

●​ Typically, possession transfers at closing, but this is negotiable 
●​ Rent-back: seller stays in the home for a period after closing while paying you rent 
●​ Early possession: you take possession before closing (risky and uncommon) 
●​ Be clear about move-in date expectations, especially if you have PCS constraints 

6. Items Included in Sale 



Specify what stays with the home: 

Typically included (real property): 

●​ Built-in appliances (dishwasher, disposal) 
●​ Light fixtures (not lamps) 
●​ Window treatments (blinds, curtains) 
●​ Installed shelving 
●​ Landscaping and plants 

Negotiable items (personal property): 

●​ Refrigerator, washer, dryer 
●​ Shed or outdoor structures not on foundation 
●​ Mounted TVs and brackets 
●​ Specific furniture pieces 
●​ Garage door openers and remotes 

Be specific in your offer about what you want included to avoid confusion at closing. 

The Offer Process Step-by-Step 

Step 1: Prepare your offer with your agent 

●​ Review all comparable sales and market data 
●​ Discuss strategy based on property and market conditions 
●​ Decide on offer price, earnest money, contingencies, and other terms 
●​ Draft the purchase agreement with all necessary addendums 

Step 2: Submit the offer 

●​ Your agent presents the offer to the seller's agent (listing agent) 
●​ In some areas, this is done in person; in others, electronically 
●​ Timing matters—submitting early in a multiple offer situation can be advantageous 
●​ Ensure all required documents are included (pre-approval letter, proof of funds for 

earnest money) 

Step 3: Wait for response 

●​ Sellers typically have 24-72 hours to respond, depending on what's specified in the offer 
●​ They can accept, reject, or counter your offer 
●​ During hot markets, sellers may give shorter response windows (even just hours) 
●​ Stay available and responsive during this period 

Step 4: Negotiate counteroffers 



●​ Most offers involve at least one counteroffer 
●​ Common negotiations include price, closing date, repairs, and concessions 
●​ Each counter resets the clock—the other party now has time to respond 
●​ Work closely with your agent to determine your bottom line 
●​ Don't let ego get in the way—stay focused on your goals 

Step 5: Reach acceptance 

●​ Once both parties agree to all terms, the offer becomes a binding contract 
●​ Your agent will send you the final signed purchase agreement 
●​ Earnest money is due within the timeframe specified (usually 1-3 days) 
●​ Contingency periods begin—inspections, appraisal, financing 

Step 6: Open escrow 

●​ An escrow company or attorney (depending on your state) will handle the transaction 
●​ They hold earnest money and coordinate the closing process 
●​ Title search begins to ensure clear ownership 
●​ You'll receive a timeline of key dates and deadlines 

Stand Out with a VA Loan (Overcoming Stigma and Competition) 

VA loans sometimes face unfair stigma, with some sellers or listing agents believing they're 
more difficult or risky than conventional loans. This is largely a myth, but you need to address it 
head-on to compete effectively. 

Why some sellers worry about VA loans (and why they shouldn't): 

Myth #1: "VA appraisals are too strict" 

●​ Reality: VA appraisals ensure minimum property requirements (MPRs) are met, but 
these are reasonable standards any buyer should want 

●​ They protect you from buying a home with serious defects 
●​ Most homes pass VA appraisal without issues 
●​ If minor repairs are needed, they're usually inexpensive and negotiable 

Myth #2: "VA loans take longer to close" 

●​ Reality: VA loans can close just as fast as conventional loans (30-45 days average) 
●​ With an efficient lender, VA loans can close in 3-4 weeks 
●​ The key is working with a VA-experienced lender who knows the process 

Myth #3: "VA buyers can't pay more than appraised value" 

●​ Reality: This is true—VA won't loan more than the appraised amount 
●​ However, this protects both you and the seller from overvaluation 



●​ You can make up the difference in cash if you have it and choose to 
●​ This issue affects all loan types, not just VA 

Myth #4: "VA buyers have no skin in the game with zero down" 

●​ Reality: You're still fully responsible for the mortgage 
●​ You're investing your eligibility entitlement and your financial future 
●​ Many VA buyers choose to put money down anyway to reduce monthly payments 
●​ Your service has earned you this benefit 

How to make your VA offer competitive: 

1. Get a strong pre-approval letter from a reputable VA lender 

●​ Have your lender provide a detailed pre-approval (not just pre-qualification) 
●​ Some lenders offer special "VA Advantage" or similar programs that streamline approval 
●​ Ask your lender to call the listing agent if needed to vouch for your qualifications 
●​ Ensure your pre-approval letter includes your specific loan amount, not just "up to $X" 

2. Be flexible and accommodating 

●​ Offer to work with the seller's preferred closing timeline 
●​ Be flexible on possession date if they need a rent-back 
●​ Minimize contingencies where safe to do so (but never waive inspection) 
●​ Respond quickly to all communications and requests 

3. Increase your earnest money deposit 

●​ A larger earnest money deposit shows commitment 
●​ Even if you're not putting money down, you can offer $5,000+ in earnest money if you 

have it 
●​ This money goes toward closing costs anyway, so it's not additional expense 

4. Include an escalation clause (if appropriate) 

●​ In multiple offer situations, an escalation clause can help 
●​ "I offer $X, but will automatically increase my offer by $Y increments up to $Z to beat 

competing offers" 
●​ Protects you from overpaying while remaining competitive 
●​ Requires proof of competing offers to trigger 
●​ Discuss pros and cons with your agent—not appropriate in all situations 

5. Limit inspection contingency timeframe 

●​ Standard is 10-14 days, but offering 7 days shows you'll move quickly 
●​ Ensure you can actually get an inspector scheduled in that timeframe 



●​ Don't compress it so much that you can't do proper due diligence 

6. Include a pre-inspection 

●​ Hiring an inspector before making an offer (at your expense) shows serious intent 
●​ Allows you to make an informed offer and potentially waive inspection contingency 
●​ Risky if you don't get the home, but can be the difference in competitive situations 
●​ Not recommended for every offer, but consider it for your dream home 

7. Offer a strong price 

●​ In competitive markets, offering at or above asking price is often necessary 
●​ Base this on comps and actual value, not emotion 
●​ Remember that the best house isn't a deal if you overpay significantly 

8. Leverage your agent's relationships and reputation 

●​ A well-respected agent with a track record of smooth transactions adds credibility 
●​ Their relationship with the listing agent can sometimes influence decisions 
●​ They can call and personally advocate for your offer 

9. Consider an "appraisal gap guarantee" 

●​ Offer to cover a certain amount if the home appraises below your offer price 
●​ Example: "Buyer will cover up to $5,000 if appraised value is below purchase price" 
●​ Only do this if you have the cash and are confident in the value 
●​ Limits your risk while showing you're serious 

Multiple Offer Situations 

In competitive markets, you'll often face multiple offers: 

How to know if there are competing offers: 

●​ Your agent will communicate with the listing agent 
●​ Seller may request "highest and best" offers by a certain deadline 
●​ Sometimes you won't know for certain, but market indicators suggest competition 

Highest and best strategies: 

●​ This is your one shot—put your best foot forward 
●​ Don't assume you can negotiate after this round 
●​ Balance competitiveness with staying within your budget 
●​ Include a personal touch (letter, flexibility, etc.) 
●​ Make your offer as clean as possible—minimal contingencies 



When to walk away: 

●​ If bidding goes significantly above market value 
●​ If you're uncomfortable with the terms required to compete 
●​ If you're being pressured to waive critical protections (like inspection) 
●​ If your gut tells you it's not worth it 

Remember: There will always be other homes. Don't let competition push you into a decision 
you'll regret. 

After Your Offer is Accepted 

Celebrate (briefly): You're under contract! But the work isn't done yet. 

Immediate next steps: 

●​ Submit earnest money deposit by the deadline 
●​ Provide any additional documentation requested by the lender 
●​ Schedule your home inspection immediately 
●​ Keep your finances stable—no big purchases or credit changes 
●​ Begin planning your move 

Maintain communication: 

●​ Stay in close contact with your agent, lender, and escrow officer 
●​ Respond promptly to all requests for information or documentation 
●​ Attend or arrange for all necessary appointments (inspection, appraisal, final 

walkthrough) 

Stay focused on contingency deadlines: 

●​ Mark all contingency removal dates on your calendar 
●​ Complete inspections and reviews within specified timeframes 
●​ Communicate any concerns to your agent immediately 
●​ Remove contingencies in writing once satisfied (or negotiate/back out if not) 

The period between acceptance and closing is critical—stay engaged, organized, and 
responsive. We'll cover this phase in detail in the next chapter. 

Final thoughts on house hunting and making offers: 

This phase of home buying requires a balance of patience and decisiveness, emotion and logic, 
flexibility and firm boundaries. Trust your team (agent, lender, family), trust your preparation, 
and trust your instincts. When you find the right home at the right price with the right terms, 
you'll know it. And when your offer is accepted, you'll be one giant step closer to achieving 
homeownership through the VA benefit you've earned through your service. 



The house hunting phase can be exhausting—don't let it discourage you. Every showing gets 
you closer to understanding what you really want. Every offer, even if rejected, teaches you 
about the market and strengthens your next attempt. Stay persistent, stay strategic, and stay 
true to your budget and priorities. Your home is out there. 

 

Chapter 5: The VA Appraisal & Loan 
Process 
Once your offer is accepted, you enter what many consider the most nerve-wracking phase of 
home buying: the period between contract and closing. This is where your financing is finalized, 
the property is thoroughly evaluated, and dozens of behind-the-scenes processes happen 
simultaneously. For VA buyers, understanding the VA appraisal process and what makes it 
unique is critical. This chapter will walk you through every step from accepted offer to receiving 
your keys, so you know exactly what to expect and how to navigate potential challenges. 

Understanding the VA Appraisal (Protection, Not 
Obstacle) 
The VA appraisal is one of the most misunderstood aspects of VA loans, often viewed as an 
obstacle when it's actually one of your greatest protections as a buyer. Let's break down exactly 
what it is, why it exists, and how to handle it. 

What is a VA Appraisal? 

A VA appraisal is an evaluation of the property conducted by a VA-approved appraiser to 
determine two critical things: 

1.​ Market Value: Is the property worth what you're agreeing to pay for it? 
2.​ Minimum Property Requirements (MPRs): Does the property meet the VA's safety, 

soundness, and sanitation standards? 

The appraisal is ordered by your lender after your offer is accepted and typically costs 
$450-$800 depending on location and property type. This is paid by you (the buyer) and is 
non-refundable even if the deal falls through—it's one of the upfront costs you need to budget 
for. 

VA Appraisal vs. Home Inspection (Critical Differences) 



Many first-time buyers confuse the appraisal with a home inspection. They are completely 
different processes: 

VA Appraisal: 

●​ Purpose: Protect the VA's investment and ensure the property meets minimum 
standards 

●​ Ordered by: Your lender 
●​ Paid by: You (the buyer) 
●​ Conducted by: VA-approved appraiser 
●​ Scope: Limited visual inspection focusing on major systems, safety, and structural 

soundness 
●​ Timeline: Usually takes 1-2 weeks from order to completed report 
●​ Can you attend? No—appraisers work independently 
●​ Result: Determines market value and identifies MPR issues that must be corrected 

Home Inspection: 

●​ Purpose: Protect you by identifying any and all issues with the property 
●​ Ordered by: You (the buyer) 
●​ Paid by: You (the buyer) 
●​ Conducted by: Licensed home inspector of your choice 
●​ Scope: Comprehensive examination of all systems, components, and structure (typically 

2-4 hours on-site) 
●​ Timeline: Scheduled during your inspection contingency period (usually within 7-14 

days of acceptance) 
●​ Can you attend? Yes—highly recommended 
●​ Result: Detailed report identifying defects, safety concerns, and maintenance issues 

Bottom line: You need BOTH. The appraisal protects the VA and ensures basic standards. The 
inspection protects YOU and finds everything that could cost you money or cause problems. 
Never waive your inspection contingency just because there's a VA appraisal. 

VA Minimum Property Requirements (MPRs) 

The VA establishes minimum property requirements to ensure veterans aren't buying homes 
with serious defects. These requirements protect your investment and ensure the property is 
safe, sound, and sanitary. 

Major MPR categories: 

1. Structural Soundness: 

●​ Foundation must be adequate and stable (no major cracks, settling, or movement) 
●​ Roof must be serviceable and have at least 2-3 years of remaining life 
●​ Walls, floors, and ceilings must be structurally sound 



●​ No evidence of structural failure or instability 
●​ Crawl spaces must be accessible and properly ventilated 

2. Safety Requirements: 

●​ All means of egress must be safe and functional (stairs, doors, windows) 
●​ Handrails required for stairs with 4+ risers 
●​ Adequate heating system for the climate (must heat to at least 50°F) 
●​ No exposed wiring or electrical hazards 
●​ Smoke detectors and carbon monoxide detectors as required by local code 
●​ No hazardous materials or contamination 

3. Sanitation and Health: 

●​ Property must have adequate water supply from an approved source 
●​ If well water, must be tested and pass potability standards 
●​ Must have adequate sewage disposal system (public sewer or approved septic) 
●​ If septic, may require inspection and certification 
●​ No evidence of termite or pest infestation (or must be treated) 
●​ No peeling or chipping lead-based paint (homes built before 1978) 
●​ Adequate drainage away from the foundation 

4. Mechanical Systems: 

●​ Plumbing must be adequate and functional with no leaks 
●​ Water heater must be safely installed and operational 
●​ HVAC system must be operational 
●​ Electrical system must be safe and adequate for the home's needs 

5. Access and Utilities: 

●​ Property must have legal, all-weather access (paved or maintained road) 
●​ All utilities must be available and functional 
●​ Property must have year-round access 

6. Property Type Specific Requirements: 

●​ Condos: Must be in a VA-approved condo project 
●​ Manufactured homes: Must be permanently affixed to foundation and meet specific 

criteria 
●​ New construction: Must be complete and have final certificate of occupancy 

Common MPR issues and how they're typically resolved: 



Issue Typical Solution Cost Range Timeline 

Peeling exterior paint Scrape and repaint affected 
areas 

$500-$2,000 1-2 
weeks 

Missing handrail on 
stairs 

Install proper handrail $200-$500 1 week 

Damaged/worn roof Repair or replace depending on 
severity 

$500-$15,000+ 2-4 
weeks 

Plumbing leaks Repair leaks and water damage $200-$2,000+ 1-2 
weeks 

Cracked/broken 
windows 

Replace damaged windows $200-$800 per 
window 

1-2 
weeks 

Wood-destroying insect 
activity 

Pest treatment and repair $500-$3,000+ 2-3 
weeks 

Well water fails test Water treatment system or 
connect to municipal water 

$1,500-$10,000+ 2-4 
weeks 

Faulty HVAC Repair or replace system $500-$8,000+ 1-3 
weeks 

Important notes about MPRs: 

●​ These are MINIMUM requirements—the property can (and often does) have issues 
beyond MPRs 

●​ Cosmetic issues (ugly carpet, outdated finishes, etc.) are not MPR concerns 



●​ The appraiser isn't required to find every problem—they do a limited visual inspection 
●​ MPRs focus on health, safety, and soundness—not aesthetics or functionality beyond 

these basics 

The Appraisal Process Timeline 

Understanding the appraisal timeline helps you manage expectations and stay on schedule: 

Day 1-3: Appraisal ordered 

●​ Your lender orders the appraisal through the VA's appraisal system 
●​ The VA assigns an approved appraiser from their roster 
●​ Neither you, your agent, nor your lender can choose the specific appraiser 
●​ Appraisal fee is typically paid at this time 

Day 3-7: Appraiser schedules inspection 

●​ Appraiser contacts the listing agent to schedule access 
●​ Inspection typically takes 30-60 minutes 
●​ Appraiser examines interior, exterior, and property grounds 
●​ Takes photos and measurements 
●​ Notes condition of major systems and any MPR concerns 
●​ You and your agent cannot attend or interact with the appraiser during inspection 

Day 7-14: Appraisal report completed 

●​ Appraiser researches comparable sales (comps) in the area 
●​ Analyzes market data and determines property value 
●​ Documents any MPR issues requiring correction 
●​ Completes detailed report with photos and supporting data 
●​ Submits report through VA system for review 
●​ VA staff reviewer examines the report for completeness and accuracy 

Day 14-21: Report delivered to lender 

●​ Lender receives the completed appraisal report 
●​ Lender reviews findings and determines if conditions can be met 
●​ Report is shared with you and your agent 
●​ If MPR issues are noted, they must be addressed before closing 

Factors that can delay appraisals: 

●​ High volume periods (spring/summer home buying season) 
●​ Rural areas with limited VA-approved appraisers 
●​ Complex or unique properties requiring more analysis 
●​ Properties requiring additional inspections (well, septic, etc.) 



●​ Appraiser backlog or scheduling conflicts 
●​ Holidays or weekends 

Rush appraisals: 

●​ Some lenders can request expedited appraisals for an additional fee ($50-$150) 
●​ Useful if you have a tight closing timeline 
●​ Not always guaranteed—depends on appraiser availability 
●​ Discuss with your lender if you have PCS orders or time constraints 

When the Appraisal Comes in at Value 

This is the ideal scenario—the appraised value equals or exceeds your purchase price, and no 
MPR issues are identified (or only minor ones that are easily resolved). 

What happens next: 

●​ Lender proceeds with final underwriting 
●​ You continue with your home inspection and other due diligence 
●​ Timeline stays on track for your target closing date 
●​ You can remove your appraisal contingency (if you included one) 

If minor MPR issues are noted: 

●​ Lender will require these to be corrected before closing 
●​ Seller is typically responsible for correcting MPR issues 
●​ Your agent negotiates with the seller on who pays and timeline 
●​ Contractor completes repairs 
●​ Appraiser or licensed contractor must verify repairs are completed 
●​ Once verified, closing can proceed 

When the Appraisal Comes in Low 

An appraisal coming in below your purchase price is one of the most stressful situations in 
home buying, but it's manageable with the right approach. This happens in about 8-10% of 
transactions, more often in hot markets or with overpriced properties. 

Why appraisals come in low: 

●​ You're buying in a rapidly appreciating market and recent comps don't reflect current 
prices 

●​ The property is overpriced relative to comparable sales 
●​ There are few truly comparable properties (unique features, location, etc.) 
●​ The appraiser used older comps that don't reflect recent appreciation 
●​ Appraiser is unfamiliar with the local market or neighborhood 
●​ The property has condition issues affecting value 



What a low appraisal means: 

●​ The VA will only loan based on the appraised value, not your contract price 
●​ Example: You offered $400,000, but the home appraised for $385,000 
●​ The VA will only approve a loan for $385,000 
●​ You face a $15,000 gap that must be resolved 

Your options when the appraisal comes in low: 

Option 1: Renegotiate the purchase price 

●​ Most common solution and often the most practical 
●​ Your agent contacts the seller's agent to renegotiate based on the appraisal 
●​ Seller may agree to reduce the price to the appraised value 
●​ More likely if the seller is motivated or the market is slowing 
●​ If the seller reduces to $385,000 in the example above, problem solved 

Negotiation strategies: 

●​ Present the appraisal as an objective third-party valuation 
●​ Emphasize that any buyer using financing will face the same issue 
●​ Point out that the seller's only alternatives are cash buyers or buyers willing to make up 

the difference 
●​ In slower markets, sellers are often reasonable about adjusting price 
●​ Your agent's negotiation skills are critical here 

Option 2: Make up the difference in cash 

●​ If you have savings and truly love the property, you can pay the gap 
●​ Using the example above, you'd pay $15,000 cash at closing 
●​ Your loan would still be for $385,000 (the appraised value) 
●​ This increases your out-of-pocket costs significantly 
●​ Only consider this if you're confident in the property's true value 

When this makes sense: 

●​ The property has unique features not captured in comps 
●​ You're in a rapidly appreciating market and confident value will catch up 
●​ The gap is small ($5,000 or less) and you have the funds 
●​ You plan to stay long-term and aren't worried about immediate equity 
●​ You're emotionally attached and don't want to lose the home 

When to avoid this: 

●​ The gap is large (more than 3-5% of purchase price) 
●​ You'd be depleting your emergency fund to cover it 



●​ You have concerns about the property's true value 
●​ The market is softening or unstable 
●​ You'd be underwater on the loan immediately 

Option 3: Meet in the middle 

●​ Seller reduces price by some amount, you pay some in cash 
●​ Example: Seller reduces to $392,500, you pay $7,500 cash at closing 
●​ Compromise solution that keeps the deal alive 
●​ Both parties share the burden of the appraisal gap 

Option 4: Challenge the appraisal (Reconsideration of Value) 

●​ If you believe the appraisal is inaccurate, you can request a review 
●​ Your agent compiles additional comparable sales the appraiser may have missed 
●​ Focus on very recent sales or homes closer to the subject property 
●​ Include pending sales if they support higher value 
●​ Submit to your lender, who forwards to the VA with your evidence 

Requirements for successful challenge: 

●​ Must have strong, factual evidence (additional comps, corrected information, etc.) 
●​ Cannot be based on opinion or disagreement with methodology 
●​ Works best when appraiser used distant or outdated comps 
●​ Success rate is relatively low (20-30%), but worth trying if you have strong evidence 

What to include in reconsideration packet: 

●​ Cover letter explaining your concerns 
●​ Recent comparable sales (last 3-6 months) with similar features 
●​ Photos or documentation of property features overlooked 
●​ Market data showing appreciation trends 
●​ Correction of any factual errors in the appraisal 

Timeline: Usually takes 1-2 weeks for response 

Option 5: Walk away 

●​ Your appraisal contingency allows you to back out if the property doesn't appraise 
●​ You'll get your earnest money back (if you had an appraisal contingency) 
●​ Sometimes this is the wisest choice, especially if the gap is large 
●​ Protects you from overpaying for the property 

When walking away makes sense: 

●​ The gap is significant and negotiations fail 



●​ You don't have cash to cover the difference 
●​ You have concerns about the property beyond just the appraisal 
●​ The seller is unreasonable or unwilling to negotiate 
●​ You've found red flags during inspection or due diligence 
●​ Your gut tells you it's not the right move 

Important timing considerations: 

●​ You typically have a limited time to remove your appraisal contingency 
●​ Once you remove it, you may lose your right to back out over low appraisal 
●​ Work quickly to negotiate or make decisions 
●​ Keep communication open with your lender and agent throughout 

Preventing low appraisals: 

●​ Work with an agent who knows market values and won't let you overpay 
●​ Research recent sales before making your offer 
●​ Be cautious about offering significantly above asking in competitive situations 
●​ Consider including an appraisal gap clause in your offer if you're prepared to cover 

differences 
●​ In extremely hot markets, know your maximum walk-away point before offering 

When MPR Issues Are Identified 

Sometimes the property appraises at value, but the appraiser identifies issues that must be 
corrected before the VA will approve the loan. 

Who is responsible for repairs? 

●​ Generally, the seller is responsible for correcting MPR deficiencies 
●​ This should be negotiated in your purchase contract 
●​ In some cases, you may agree to handle certain repairs to keep the deal moving 
●​ VA loans prohibit you from paying for certain repairs before closing 

The repair negotiation process: 

Step 1: Review the appraisal report 

●​ Carefully read all noted deficiencies 
●​ Estimate costs of repairs (your agent can help) 
●​ Determine which repairs are truly necessary vs. recommendations 

Step 2: Request seller complete repairs 

●​ Your agent submits a repair request to the seller 
●​ Include contractor estimates if available 



●​ Provide reasonable timeline for completion 
●​ Seller can agree, refuse, or counter 

Step 3: Negotiate if seller pushes back 

●​ Seller may request you share repair costs 
●​ Seller may offer a credit instead of completing repairs 
●​ Seller may refuse if they feel the repairs are excessive 
●​ You may need to compromise to keep the deal alive 

Step 4: Repairs are completed 

●​ Seller hires licensed contractors to complete work 
●​ Repairs must be completed to code and appraiser's satisfaction 
●​ Original appraiser or another VA-approved inspector must verify completion 

Step 5: Final inspection and clearance 

●​ Appraiser returns to verify repairs (may incur additional fee of $100-$200) 
●​ If satisfied, appraiser issues a "Notice of Value" (NOV) clearance 
●​ Lender receives clearance and can proceed to closing 

Common negotiation scenarios: 

Scenario 1: Minor repairs (under $1,000) 

●​ Seller typically agrees to handle without issue 
●​ Timeline: Usually 1-2 weeks 
●​ Minimal impact on closing date 

Scenario 2: Moderate repairs ($1,000-$5,000) 

●​ Seller may negotiate splitting costs or providing credit 
●​ May require extension of closing date 
●​ Example: Roof repairs, plumbing fixes, electrical work 

Scenario 3: Major repairs (over $5,000) 

●​ Can become contentious if seller wasn't expecting major issues 
●​ Seller may refuse or ask for significant concessions from you 
●​ You may need to decide if the property is worth the hassle 
●​ Example: Roof replacement, foundation work, septic repairs 

Alternative solutions for repairs: 

Repair escrow (holdback): 



●​ Some lenders allow holding funds in escrow to complete repairs after closing 
●​ Typically 1.5x the estimated repair cost is held 
●​ Repairs must be completed within specified timeframe (30-90 days) 
●​ Not all lenders or VA loan types allow this 
●​ Useful when repairs can't be completed before closing due to weather or contractor 

availability 

Seller credit for repairs: 

●​ Seller provides a credit at closing rather than completing repairs 
●​ You handle repairs after closing with the credit funds 
●​ VA limits seller credits to 4% of purchase price total 
●​ Credit must be used for allowable closing costs, not just handed to you as cash 
●​ Can work if repairs are minor and you're comfortable managing them 

Walking away over MPR issues: 

●​ If seller refuses to make necessary repairs and you don't want to absorb the costs, you 
can walk away 

●​ Your inspection contingency typically covers this scenario 
●​ Sometimes the best decision if repairs are extensive or seller is unreasonable 

The Appraisal Report: What You'll Receive 

When your lender shares the appraisal report with you, it's typically a 10-30 page document with 
detailed information: 

Key sections of the report: 

Subject property information: 

●​ Property address and legal description 
●​ Property type, style, and age 
●​ Square footage, bedroom/bathroom count 
●​ Lot size and features 
●​ Condition rating (excellent, good, average, fair, poor) 
●​ Quality rating of construction 

Comparable sales analysis: 

●​ Typically 3-6 comparable properties ("comps") 
●​ Recent sales (usually within last 6 months) 
●​ Located within 1 mile of subject property when possible 
●​ Similar size, age, condition, and features 
●​ Adjustments made for differences (bigger lot, extra bedroom, superior condition, etc.) 
●​ Final adjusted values leading to subject property's concluded value 



Neighborhood analysis: 

●​ Market conditions (improving, stable, declining) 
●​ Property values (increasing, stable, decreasing) 
●​ Demand/supply (shortage, balanced, over-supply) 
●​ Typical marketing time 
●​ Predominant occupancy (owner-occupied vs. rental) 

Site and improvements: 

●​ Lot characteristics 
●​ Views, landscaping, topography 
●​ Driveway, sidewalks, fencing 
●​ Exterior materials and condition 
●​ Interior layout and condition 
●​ Room descriptions and dimensions 
●​ Mechanical systems assessment 

Photos: 

●​ Front, rear, and street views of subject property 
●​ Photos of each comparable property 
●​ Photos of any deficiencies or MPR issues 

Appraiser's certification and signature 

●​ Attests to inspecting the property 
●​ Confirms independence and objectivity 
●​ Certifies adherence to USPAP (Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal Practice) 

Notice of Value (NOV): 

●​ Official VA form stating the appraised value 
●​ Lists any required repairs or conditions 
●​ Valid for 6 months (some cases up to 12 months) 
●​ Can be transferred to another VA buyer if you don't complete the purchase 

Understanding adjustments: 

●​ Appraisers adjust comp values to make them more similar to your property 
●​ If a comp has a feature your property doesn't, its value is adjusted DOWN 
●​ If a comp is missing a feature your property has, its value is adjusted UP 
●​ Typical adjustments: square footage ($50-100/sq ft), bedroom/bathroom count 

($5,000-15,000 each), garage ($10,000-20,000), lot size, condition, updates 

Example comp adjustment: Comparable property sold for $400,000 



●​ Comp has 200 more sq ft: -$10,000 adjustment (subtract value) 
●​ Comp has 1 more bathroom: -$8,000 adjustment 
●​ Your property has a pool, comp doesn't: +$15,000 adjustment (add value) 
●​ Adjusted value of this comp: $397,000 

This process is repeated for all comps, and the appraiser reconciles them to arrive at your 
property's value. 

The Loan Underwriting Process (Your Financing Gets 
Final Approval) 
While the appraisal is happening, your lender is simultaneously working through 
underwriting—the detailed examination of your finances to ensure you qualify for the loan. 

What is Underwriting? 

Underwriting is the process where a loan officer (underwriter) reviews all aspects of your 
financial situation and the property to determine if the loan should be approved. Think of the 
underwriter as the final gatekeeper—they're the person who ultimately says "yes" or "no" to your 
loan. 

What underwriters evaluate: 

1. Credit history and score 

●​ Review your complete credit report from all three bureaus 
●​ Examine payment history on all accounts 
●​ Look for derogatory marks (late payments, collections, bankruptcies) 
●​ Assess overall credit patterns and responsibility 
●​ Verify credit score meets minimum requirements 

2. Income verification and stability 

●​ Confirm your employment and income sources 
●​ Review pay stubs, W-2s, and tax returns 
●​ Calculate your debt-to-income ratio (DTI) 
●​ For military members: verify LES and BAH 
●​ For self-employed: analyze two years of tax returns and profit/loss statements 
●​ Look for consistent, reliable income 

3. Asset verification 

●​ Verify you have funds for closing costs and reserves 
●​ Review bank statements (typically 2 months) 



●​ Source any large deposits (where did that $10,000 deposit come from?) 
●​ Ensure funds aren't borrowed (can't borrow your closing costs) 
●​ Verify earnest money deposit was paid 

4. Property evaluation 

●​ Review appraisal report for value and condition 
●​ Ensure property meets VA minimum property requirements 
●​ Verify property type is eligible for VA financing 
●​ If condo, verify it's in a VA-approved project 
●​ Review title report for any liens or issues 

5. Debt-to-income ratio (DTI) 

●​ Calculate your total monthly debt payments divided by your gross monthly income 
●​ VA prefers DTI of 41% or lower, though some flexibility exists 
●​ Includes: proposed mortgage payment, car loans, student loans, credit card minimum 

payments, other loans 
●​ Does NOT include: utilities, phone bills, insurance (unless it's in the mortgage payment), 

groceries 

DTI calculation example: 

●​ Gross monthly income: $6,000 (base pay + BAH) 
●​ Proposed mortgage payment (PITI): $1,800 
●​ Car payment: $400 
●​ Student loan: $200 
●​ Credit card minimum payment: $100 
●​ Total monthly debts: $2,500 
●​ DTI: $2,500 ÷ $6,000 = 41.7% 

This is slightly high but may be acceptable for VA loans with compensating factors (good credit, 
reserves, etc.) 

6. Residual income 

●​ Unique to VA loans: assesses if you have enough income left over after debts to support 
family 

●​ VA has minimum residual income requirements based on family size and region 
●​ Ensures you can afford your mortgage and still have money for living expenses 
●​ Provides additional layer of protection for veteran borrowers 

7. Certificate of Eligibility (COE) 

●​ Verifies your VA loan eligibility 
●​ Confirms available entitlement 



●​ Can be obtained online through eBenefits or by your lender 
●​ Shows prior VA loan usage if applicable 

The Underwriting Timeline 

Initial submission (Days 1-3): 

●​ Your loan officer submits your complete file to underwriting 
●​ Underwriter is assigned to your file 
●​ Initial review begins 

First review (Days 3-7): 

●​ Underwriter reviews all documentation 
●​ Identifies any missing items or discrepancies 
●​ Issues "conditions" list—items that need clarification or additional documentation 
●​ Sends conditions back to your loan officer, who forwards them to you 

Condition response (Days 7-14): 

●​ You gather requested documentation 
●​ Common conditions: updated pay stub, letter explaining credit inquiry, verification of 

deposit source, additional bank statements 
●​ Submit conditions as quickly as possible to keep timeline on track 
●​ Underwriter reviews your responses 

Second review (Days 14-21): 

●​ Underwriter may request additional clarifications 
●​ Reviews updated documentation 
●​ May issue additional conditions if responses raised new questions 
●​ This back-and-forth continues until underwriter is satisfied 

Clear to close (Days 21-30): 

●​ Once underwriter is satisfied, you receive "Clear to Close" (CTC) status 
●​ This means your loan is approved and you can schedule closing 
●​ Final conditions may still exist (final walkthrough, proof of insurance, etc.) 
●​ Closing can be scheduled once CTC is received 

Common Underwriting Conditions and How to Handle Them 

"Provide letter of explanation for credit inquiry" 

●​ Underwriter saw a credit pull and wants to ensure you didn't take out new debt 



●​ Write a brief letter: "The credit inquiry on [date] from [company] was for [reason: 
shopping for auto insurance, declined credit card offer, etc.]. No new debt was incurred." 

●​ Sign and date the letter 

"Provide documentation for large deposit on bank statement" 

●​ Any deposit over $500-1,000 needs to be sourced 
●​ Provide documentation: paycheck stub, gift letter from family, transfer from another 

account, tax refund, etc. 
●​ Underwriter ensures it's not borrowed money being used for your down payment or 

closing costs 

"Provide updated pay stub" 

●​ Your most recent pay stub is over 30 days old 
●​ Request current LES or pay stub from your finance office 
●​ Submit immediately to keep timeline moving 

"Verify employment" 

●​ Underwriter calls or emails your employer to verify you still work there 
●​ For military: calls base operator or personnel office 
●​ Standard procedure—nothing to worry about 
●​ Happens again just before closing (re-verification) 

"Provide tax returns for previous year" 

●​ If you're self-employed, have rental income, or receive bonuses/commissions 
●​ Provide complete tax returns (all schedules) 
●​ CPA letter may be required for self-employed borrowers 

"Provide proof of homeowners insurance" 

●​ Need proof of insurance policy covering the property 
●​ Must name the lender as loss payee 
●​ Coverage must equal at least the loan amount 
●​ Submit insurance declaration page and proof of payment 

"Provide condo questionnaire" 

●​ If buying a condo, VA needs detailed information about the condo association 
●​ Your agent or HOA provides this document 
●​ Verifies project is VA-approved or eligible for approval 

"Pay off or provide payment plan for collection accounts" 

●​ Outstanding collections or judgments must be addressed 



●​ Either pay them off or set up payment plan 
●​ Some small collections (under $500) may not need to be paid 

What NOT to Do During Underwriting 

This period is critical—you must maintain your financial status exactly as it was when approved. 
DO NOT: 

❌ Make large purchases (car, furniture, appliances) 

●​ New debt changes your DTI and can kill your loan approval 
●​ Wait until after closing to buy that new car or furniture 

❌ Change jobs or income sources 

●​ Underwriters verify employment just before closing 
●​ Job changes can require re-underwriting or restart the process 
●​ If you must change jobs, discuss with your lender immediately 

❌ Apply for new credit (credit cards, personal loans, retail financing) 

●​ Hard inquiries can lower your credit score 
●​ New accounts increase your debt obligations 
●​ Includes retail credit for purchases like appliances or furniture 

❌ Make unusual deposits to your bank accounts 

●​ Large deposits trigger questions and slow down the process 
●​ If you must deposit large amounts, document the source immediately 

❌ Co-sign loans for others 

●​ You become responsible for that debt in the eyes of the underwriter 
●​ Can push your DTI too high 

❌ Let accounts go to collections 

●​ Continue making all payments on time 
●​ Collections that appear during underwriting can delay or kill your approval 

❌ Close credit card accounts 

●​ Closing accounts can lower your credit score by reducing available credit 
●​ Wait until after closing 

❌ Make large cash deposits 



●​ Cash is difficult to source and raises red flags 
●​ Deposit checks or electronic transfers instead 

❌ Overdraw your bank accounts 

●​ NSF fees and negative balances concern underwriters 
●​ Maintain positive balances throughout the process 

Staying Organized During Underwriting 

Create a dedicated email folder: 

●​ Keep all loan-related emails in one place 
●​ Makes it easy to find documents when requested 

Respond to conditions immediately: 

●​ The fastest closings happen when borrowers respond to conditions within 24 hours 
●​ Don't wait days to gather documentation 
●​ Keep your lender updated if you're working on obtaining something 

Keep copies of everything: 

●​ Save PDFs of every document you submit 
●​ Helpful if something needs to be resubmitted 
●​ Provides record of your file 

Ask questions: 

●​ If you don't understand a condition, ask your loan officer to explain 
●​ Better to clarify than submit the wrong documentation 

Check in regularly: 

●​ Touch base with your loan officer weekly (or more if needed) 
●​ Ask about status and if anything else is needed 
●​ Proactive communication prevents surprises 

Title and Escrow Coordination (Behind-the-Scenes Work) 
While you're focused on inspections, appraisals, and underwriting, there's another critical 
process happening: title and escrow. This ensures the property can legally be transferred to you 
and coordinates all the moving parts of closing. 

What is Title? 



Title refers to legal ownership of the property. A title search investigates the property's 
ownership history to ensure: 

●​ The seller actually owns the property 
●​ There are no liens against the property (unpaid mortgages, tax liens, judgment liens, 

etc.) 
●​ There are no easements or restrictions affecting your use of the property 
●​ There are no ownership disputes or claims 
●​ The property can be legally sold and transferred 

The Title Search Process 

Title company assignment (Day 1-3 after contract): 

●​ Lender or escrow company orders title search 
●​ Title company begins researching property records 
●​ Reviews county records, court documents, tax records 

Preliminary title report (Day 7-14): 

●​ Title company produces preliminary report showing: 
○​ Current owner(s) 
○​ Legal description of property 
○​ Any liens or encumbrances 
○​ Easements or restrictions 
○​ Property tax status 

●​ Report is reviewed by lender, your agent, and you 

Issue resolution (if needed): 

●​ If issues are found, they must be cleared before closing 
●​ Seller is responsible for clearing title issues 
●​ Common issues and solutions: 

○​ Old mortgage not released: Seller pays off and obtains release 
○​ Tax liens: Seller pays outstanding taxes 
○​ Judgment liens: Seller satisfies judgments or makes payment arrangements 
○​ Divorce issues: Ex-spouse must sign quitclaim deed 
○​ Estate issues: Proper estate documentation must be provided 
○​ Property line disputes: Survey may be required 

Title insurance: 

●​ Protects you and lender against title defects discovered after closing 
●​ Two policies issued: 

○​ Lender's title insurance: Required by VA, protects lender's interest (you pay for 
this) 



○​ Owner's title insurance: Optional but recommended, protects your interest (you 
can purchase this) 

●​ One-time premium paid at closing 
●​ Coverage lasts as long as you own the property 

What is Escrow? 

Escrow is a neutral third party that: 

●​ Holds earnest money deposit 
●​ Coordinates the closing process 
●​ Ensures all conditions are met before releasing funds 
●​ Disburses funds to appropriate parties at closing 
●​ Records the deed and mortgage with the county 

Escrow officer's role: 

●​ Acts as transaction coordinator 
●​ Prepares closing statements 
●​ Orders title search and insurance 
●​ Coordinates with lender for funding 
●​ Schedules signing appointment 
●​ Ensures all documents are properly executed 
●​ Records sale with county after closing 

The Escrow Timeline 

Opening escrow (Day 1-2): 

●​ Escrow opens immediately after contract acceptance 
●​ Earnest money deposited 
●​ Escrow officer orders title search 
●​ All parties receive escrow instructions 

Mid-transaction (Weeks 2-4): 

●​ Escrow coordinates with lender on conditions 
●​ Tracks contingency removal deadlines 
●​ Communicates with all parties on status 
●​ Prepares preliminary closing disclosure 

Pre-closing (Week 4-5): 

●​ Final closing disclosure prepared (itemizes all costs) 
●​ You review and approve closing disclosure (must receive at least 3 days before closing) 
●​ Escrow confirms final amounts with lender 



●​ Schedules signing appointment 
●​ Prepares all closing documents 

Closing day (Day 30-45): 

●​ Final numbers confirmed 
●​ Lender funds the loan 
●​ You sign all documents 
●​ Deed and mortgage recorded with county 
●​ Keys released to you 
●​ Escrow disburses funds to all parties (seller, real estate agents, payoffs, etc.) 

Understanding Your Closing Disclosure (CD) 

The Closing Disclosure is one of the most important documents you'll receive. It's a 
standardized 5-page form that details every cost associated with your loan and purchase. 

When you receive it: 

●​ Must be provided at least 3 business days before closing (federal law) 
●​ Gives you time to review and compare to your Loan Estimate 
●​ If significant changes occur, a new 3-day waiting period may be required 

Key sections of the Closing Disclosure: 

Page 1: Loan Terms and Projected Payments 

●​ Loan amount 
●​ Interest rate (fixed or adjustable) 
●​ Monthly principal and interest payment 
●​ Prepayment penalty (VA loans don't have these) 
●​ Balloon payment (VA loans don't have these) 
●​ Estimated escrow payment for taxes and insurance 
●​ Estimated total monthly payment 

Page 2: Closing Costs 

●​ Section A: Origination Charges​
 

○​ Points you're paying (if any) 
○​ Lender fees (application, processing, underwriting) 
○​ Typically 0.5-1% of loan amount for VA loans 

●​ Section B: Services You Cannot Shop For​
 

○​ Fees for services where you had no choice of provider 
○​ Appraisal fee 



○​ Credit report fee 
○​ Flood certification 
○​ Tax service fee 

●​ Section C: Services You Can Shop For​
 

○​ Fees where you could choose the provider 
○​ Home inspection 
○​ Pest inspection 
○​ Title insurance 
○​ Escrow/settlement fees 
○​ Survey (if required) 

●​ Section D: Total Loan Costs (Sum of A+B+C)​
 

●​ Section E: Taxes and Other Government Fees​
 

○​ Recording fees 
○​ Transfer taxes 
○​ State or local taxes 

●​ Section F: Prepaids​
 

○​ Prepaid interest (from closing date to end of month) 
○​ Homeowners insurance premium (typically 1 year prepaid) 
○​ Property taxes (if not paid current by seller) 

●​ Section G: Initial Escrow Payment​
 

○​ Funds deposited to establish escrow account 
○​ Typically 2-3 months of property taxes 
○​ Typically 2-3 months of homeowners insurance 
○​ Ensures funds are available when bills come due 

●​ Section H: Other Costs​
 

○​ HOA fees or transfer fees 
○​ Home warranty (if purchased) 
○​ Title endorsements 

●​ Section I: Total Other Costs (Sum of E+F+G+H)​
 

●​ Section J: Total Closing Costs (D+I)​
 

Page 3: Cash to Close 

●​ Total closing costs 
●​ Minus: Lender credits (if any) 
●​ Minus: Seller credits (if negotiated) 
●​ Minus: Earnest money already deposited 



None

●​ Plus: Down payment (if making one) 
●​ Equals: Final amount due from you at closing 

Calculating Cash to Close Example: 

Total Closing Costs:                           $12,500 

Seller Credit (3% concession):                 -$11,700 

Earnest Money Deposit:                         -$2,000 

Down Payment:                                  $0 (VA loan) 

Adjustments (property taxes, etc.):            +$800 

──────────────────────────────────────────── 

CASH TO CLOSE:                                 -$1,400 

(In this example, you'd receive $1,400 back) 

Page 4: Additional Information 

●​ Loan disclosures 
●​ Liability after foreclosure 
●​ Refinance information 
●​ Tax deductions (interest may be deductible) 
●​ Contact information for all parties 

Page 5: Loan Calculations 

●​ Total of payments over life of loan 
●​ Finance charge (total interest you'll pay) 
●​ Amount financed 
●​ Annual Percentage Rate (APR) 
●​ Total Interest Percentage (TIP) 

Reviewing Your Closing Disclosure: 

Compare it carefully to your Loan Estimate received at the beginning: 

✓ Loan amount matches what you expected ✓ Interest rate is what you locked ✓ 
Closing costs are within acceptable variance (some fees can't increase, others can increase 



up to 10%) ✓ Seller credits are correctly applied ✓ Earnest money deposit is credited ✓ 
Property taxes and HOA fees are accurate ✓ No unexpected fees appear 

Red flags to watch for: 

●​ Fees significantly higher than Loan Estimate without explanation 
●​ Credits or concessions missing 
●​ Earnest money not credited 
●​ Wrong loan amount or interest rate 
●​ Seller-paid costs appearing on your side 
●​ Mathematical errors 

If you find errors: 

●​ Contact your lender immediately 
●​ Don't wait until closing day 
●​ Significant errors may require a new CD and reset the 3-day clock 
●​ Minor errors can often be corrected with a revised CD 

Questions to ask your lender when reviewing: 

●​ "Can you explain this fee?" 
●​ "Why did this cost increase from the Loan Estimate?" 
●​ "Are all my credits applied correctly?" 
●​ "What is my exact cash to close amount?" 
●​ "How should I bring funds to closing?" (wire transfer, cashier's check, etc.) 

The Home Inspection (Your Due Diligence) 
While the VA appraisal ensures minimum standards, your home inspection is your opportunity to 
learn everything about the property's condition. This is separate from the appraisal and one of 
your most important protections. 

Scheduling Your Inspection 

Timeline: 

●​ Schedule immediately after your offer is accepted 
●​ Typically conducted within 7-14 days (per your contingency period) 
●​ Inspections take 2-4 hours depending on property size 
●​ Report delivered within 24-48 hours 

Choosing an inspector: 

●​ Ask your agent for recommendations 



●​ Check online reviews and credentials 
●​ Verify licensing (required in most states) 
●​ Look for certifications: ASHI (American Society of Home Inspectors) or InterNACHI 
●​ Ensure they have errors and omissions insurance 
●​ Cost: typically $300-600 depending on size and location 

What inspectors examine: 

Structural components: 

●​ Foundation and framing 
●​ Walls, ceilings, floors 
●​ Roof structure and covering 
●​ Attic and visible insulation 
●​ Basement or crawl space 
●​ Exterior walls and trim 

Exterior: 

●​ Siding, trim, and paint condition 
●​ Windows and doors 
●​ Grading and drainage 
●​ Driveways and walkways 
●​ Decks, patios, and porches 
●​ Retaining walls and fences 

Roofing: 

●​ Shingles or covering condition 
●​ Flashing around chimneys and vents 
●​ Gutters and downspouts 
●​ Estimated remaining life 
●​ Evidence of leaks or repairs 

Plumbing: 

●​ Water supply lines 
●​ Drain, waste, and vent systems 
●​ Water heater type, age, and condition 
●​ Visible leaks or corrosion 
●​ Water pressure 
●​ Sump pumps (if applicable) 

Electrical: 

●​ Service panel and amperage 



●​ Branch circuits and wiring 
●​ Outlets and switches (test functionality) 
●​ GFCI outlets in required locations 
●​ Grounding and bonding 
●​ Safety concerns 

HVAC (Heating, Ventilation, Air Conditioning): 

●​ Furnace or boiler operation 
●​ Air conditioning system operation 
●​ Ductwork and venting 
●​ Thermostats 
●​ Age and estimated remaining life 
●​ Proper maintenance 

Interior: 

●​ Walls, ceilings, and floors 
●​ Doors and windows operation 
●​ Stairs, railings, and guardrails 
●​ Kitchen cabinets and counters 
●​ Bathroom fixtures and ventilation 
●​ Built-in appliances operation 

Insulation and ventilation: 

●​ Attic insulation and ventilation 
●​ Vapor barriers 
●​ Bathroom and kitchen exhaust 

What inspectors DON'T examine: 

●​ Items behind walls, under floors, or otherwise concealed 
●​ Cosmetic issues (unless they indicate larger problems) 
●​ Swimming pools (requires specialized inspector) 
●​ Septic systems (requires specialized inspection) 
●​ Wells and water quality (requires testing) 
●​ Chimneys (requires specialized inspection) 
●​ Mold, radon, or other environmental hazards (requires specialized testing) 
●​ Building code compliance (they note issues but aren't code inspectors) 

Attending Your Inspection (Highly Recommended) 

Why you should be there: 

●​ Learn about your future home's systems and maintenance needs 



●​ Ask questions about anything you don't understand 
●​ See issues firsthand rather than just reading about them 
●​ Get inspector's honest, verbal assessment beyond the written report 
●​ Understand severity of issues (minor vs. major) 
●​ Build relationship with inspector who can recommend specialists if needed 

What to bring: 

●​ Notebook and pen for taking notes 
●​ Camera or phone for photos 
●​ Flashlight for dark areas 
●​ Questions you've prepared in advance 
●​ Your agent (they should attend with you) 

Questions to ask during the inspection: 

●​ "What are the most significant issues you're seeing?" 
●​ "What items need immediate attention?" 
●​ "What's the approximate remaining life of major systems?" 
●​ "Are there any safety concerns?" 
●​ "What routine maintenance should I plan for?" 
●​ "Are there any issues that could get worse if not addressed?" 
●​ "Approximately what might these repairs cost?" 
●​ "Do you recommend any specialized inspections?" 

Etiquette during inspection: 

●​ Stay out of the inspector's way—let them work 
●​ Follow behind and observe, don't interfere 
●​ Don't touch or move things without permission 
●​ Save questions for breaks or after inspection 
●​ Be respectful of the seller's property 
●​ Don't make assumptions or criticize the property in front of sellers if they're present 

Understanding Your Inspection Report 

Most reports are 30-60 pages with photos and detailed findings. 

How findings are typically categorized: 

Safety issues: 

●​ Immediate hazards requiring prompt attention 
●​ Examples: exposed wiring, structural instability, gas leaks, missing railings 
●​ These should be prioritized in negotiations 



Major defects: 

●​ Significant problems affecting habitability or value 
●​ Examples: roof failure, HVAC not working, foundation cracks, water damage 
●​ Often expensive to repair ($1,000+) 
●​ Strong negotiating points 

Moderate issues: 

●​ Items needing repair but not urgent 
●​ Examples: minor leaks, worn weatherstripping, some electrical outlets not working 
●​ May negotiate repairs or credits 

Minor issues/maintenance items: 

●​ Routine wear and tear or deferred maintenance 
●​ Examples: caulking needed, filters to replace, minor paint touch-ups 
●​ Generally not worth negotiating over 
●​ Note for your own to-do list after moving in 

Informational notes: 

●​ Not defects but useful information 
●​ Examples: location of shut-off valves, filter sizes, recommended maintenance schedules 
●​ Keep for future reference 

Reading the report strategically: 

●​ Focus on safety issues and major defects first 
●​ Understand the difference between "doesn't work" and "is old" 
●​ Old systems that function properly may not warrant negotiation 
●​ Systems at end of useful life but still working might warrant negotiation depending on 

circumstances 
●​ Look for patterns (multiple electrical issues might indicate systemic problems) 

Common Inspection Findings and Typical Costs 

Issue Severity Typical Cost Range Negotiation 
Priority 

Roof replacement needed Major $8,000-$25,000 High 



HVAC replacement Major $5,000-$12,000 High 

Water heater replacement Moderate $800-$2,500 Moderate 

Foundation cracks 
(minor) 

Moderate $500-$3,000 Moderate 

Foundation cracks 
(major) 

Major $5,000-$25,000+ High 

Electrical panel upgrade Major $1,500-$3,500 High 

Plumbing leaks Minor-Moderate $200-$2,000 Moderate 

Window replacement Major $300-$1,000 per 
window 

Moderate 

Siding replacement Major $5,000-$20,000 High 

Deck repairs Moderate $500-$5,000 Moderate 

Gutters and downspouts Minor $500-$2,000 Low 

Grading/drainage issues Moderate-Major $1,000-$10,000+ Moderate-High 

Termite damage repair Moderate-Major $1,000-$10,000+ High 



Mold remediation Moderate-Major $500-$6,000+ High 

Negotiating Repairs After Inspection 

Once you receive your inspection report, you have several options: 

Option 1: Request seller make specific repairs 

●​ Provide list of items you want addressed 
●​ Get contractor estimates for major items 
●​ Prioritize safety issues and major defects 
●​ Be reasonable—don't nickel-and-dime over minor issues 

Sample repair request: 

"Based on the home inspection conducted on [date], we respectfully request the 
following repairs be completed by licensed contractors prior to closing: 

1.​ Repair roof leak above master bedroom and replace damaged 
drywall/insulation 

2.​ Repair plumbing leak under kitchen sink 
3.​ Replace 3 missing GFCI outlets in bathrooms and kitchen 
4.​ Install missing handrail on basement stairs 
5.​ Service HVAC system and provide documentation of service 

Additionally, we request a $2,000 credit toward the water heater replacement, which 
has exceeded its useful life." 

Option 2: Request credit in lieu of repairs 

●​ Seller provides monetary credit at closing 
●​ You handle repairs after closing with your chosen contractors 
●​ Often preferred by sellers (don't have to manage contractors) 
●​ Gives you control over quality of repairs 
●​ Be realistic about costs when requesting credit amount 

Option 3: Request price reduction 

●​ Reduce purchase price to account for needed repairs 
●​ Benefits: lowers your loan amount and monthly payment 
●​ Drawbacks: doesn't provide immediate cash for repairs 

Option 4: Combination approach 



●​ Seller repairs critical items (roof leak, safety issues) 
●​ Provides credit for other items 
●​ Reduces price slightly 
●​ Often the compromise that gets deals done 

Option 5: Walk away 

●​ If inspection reveals major issues you're uncomfortable with 
●​ If seller refuses reasonable repair requests 
●​ If repair costs exceed your budget 
●​ Your inspection contingency protects your earnest money 

Negotiation strategy tips: 

●​ Present requests professionally with supporting documentation 
●​ Prioritize—don't ask for everything; focus on significant items 
●​ Be prepared to compromise 
●​ Understand seller's motivation (quick sale vs. holding out for higher price) 
●​ Consider market conditions (buyer's vs. seller's market) 
●​ Calculate total costs and make strategic requests 
●​ Remember: you're negotiating for a home you want to buy, not trying to punish the seller 

Seller responses to repair requests: 

They agree completely: 

●​ Great! Get everything in writing with completion timeline 
●​ Ensure repairs are completed by licensed contractors 
●​ Verify repairs before closing (sometimes called a re-inspection) 

They counter with partial agreement: 

●​ They'll repair some items, provide credits for others, or reduce price 
●​ Evaluate if the counter is acceptable or if you want to negotiate further 
●​ Common outcome in balanced markets 

They refuse or offer minimal concessions: 

●​ In seller's markets, sellers may refuse most repair requests 
●​ You must decide: accept the property as-is, walk away, or continue negotiating 
●​ Consider: Can you afford the repairs? Are they deal-breakers? 

Re-inspection after repairs: 

●​ If seller completes repairs, schedule re-inspection before closing 
●​ Verify work was completed properly 



●​ Typically costs $100-200 
●​ Protects you from shoddy or incomplete work 
●​ Your inspector returns to verify specific items were addressed 

Specialized Inspections (When You Need More Information) 

Sometimes the general inspection reveals issues requiring specialized evaluation: 

Pest/Termite Inspection: 

●​ Often required by VA for certain regions 
●​ Cost: $75-150 
●​ Identifies wood-destroying insects and damage 
●​ Treatment and repairs required before closing if activity found 

Septic Inspection: 

●​ Required if property has septic system 
●​ Cost: $300-600 
●​ Evaluates tank condition and drain field function 
●​ Pumping and repairs can be expensive ($3,000-20,000+) 

Well Inspection: 

●​ Required if property has private well 
●​ Cost: $300-500 
●​ Tests water quality and quantity 
●​ Flow rate test and potability testing 
●​ Treatment systems or new well drilling can be expensive 

Chimney Inspection: 

●​ If home has fireplace or wood stove 
●​ Cost: $200-500 
●​ Evaluates safety and condition 
●​ Identifies creosote buildup or structural issues 

Mold Inspection: 

●​ If moisture issues or visible mold suspected 
●​ Cost: $300-800 
●​ Laboratory testing of samples 
●​ Remediation can be expensive ($500-6,000+) 

Radon Testing: 



●​ Recommended in high-radon areas 
●​ Cost: $150-300 
●​ 48-hour test for radon gas (cancer risk) 
●​ Mitigation systems cost $800-2,500 

Structural Engineer: 

●​ If significant foundation or structural issues found 
●​ Cost: $500-1,500 
●​ Provides expert assessment and repair recommendations 
●​ Critical for major structural concerns 

Sewer Line Inspection (Scope): 

●​ Camera inspection of sewer line from house to street 
●​ Cost: $250-500 
●​ Identifies root intrusion, breaks, or deterioration 
●​ Repairs can be very expensive ($3,000-15,000+) 

Your agent can recommend reputable specialists for any needed follow-up inspections. 

Final Walkthrough (Last Chance to Verify) 
The final walkthrough is your opportunity to verify the property's condition before closing. This 
typically occurs 24-48 hours before your closing appointment. 

Purpose of Final Walkthrough 

Verify repairs were completed: 

●​ Check that all agreed-upon repairs were made 
●​ Ensure work was done properly and completely 
●​ Verify any negotiated items are still with the property 

Confirm property condition: 

●​ Ensure no new damage occurred since your last visit 
●​ Verify property is in same condition as when you went under contract 
●​ Check that all systems still function properly 

Verify terms of agreement: 

●​ Appliances and fixtures that should convey are still present 
●​ Nothing included in the sale has been removed 
●​ No unauthorized changes to the property 



What to Check During Final Walkthrough 

Major systems: 

●​ Turn on all faucets and check water pressure 
●​ Flush all toilets 
●​ Test HVAC system (heating and cooling) 
●​ Turn on stove, oven, dishwasher (if included) 
●​ Test garage door opener 
●​ Check water heater is functioning 

Appliances (if included in sale): 

●​ Refrigerator operates 
●​ Washer and dryer operate (if included) 
●​ Dishwasher operates 
●​ Microwave operates 
●​ Garbage disposal operates 

Lights and electrical: 

●​ Test light switches in every room 
●​ Verify outlets work 
●​ Check any ceiling fans 

Windows and doors: 

●​ Open and close all windows 
●​ Open and close all doors (interior and exterior) 
●​ Verify locks work 
●​ Check for any broken glass 

Structure and condition: 

●​ Look for new damage (holes in walls, stains, broken fixtures) 
●​ Check floors for new damage 
●​ Verify repairs were completed as agreed 
●​ Look in attic and basement/crawl space if accessible 

Included items: 

●​ Window treatments (blinds, curtains) that should stay 
●​ Light fixtures (not lamps—permanent fixtures) 
●​ Appliances specified in contract 
●​ Outdoor items (shed, playhouse, etc.) 
●​ Any specific items negotiated in the contract 



Cleanliness: 

●​ Property should be "broom clean" (empty and reasonably clean) 
●​ No garbage or personal items left behind 
●​ Yard should be cleared of debris 

Keys and garage door openers: 

●​ Verify seller will provide all keys 
●​ Garage door openers (if applicable) 
●​ Mailbox keys 
●​ Any alarm codes or instructions 

Common Final Walkthrough Issues 

Issue: Repairs weren't completed 

●​ Solution: Don't close until repairs are done or funds are held in escrow 
●​ Contact your agent and lender immediately 
●​ Closing may need to be delayed 

Issue: New damage appears 

●​ Solution: Document with photos, notify agent immediately 
●​ Negotiate repair, credit, or escrow holdback 
●​ Don't close if significant new damage without resolution 

Issue: Agreed-upon items are missing 

●​ Solution: Seller must return items or provide compensation 
●​ Can delay closing or hold funds in escrow 
●​ Document what's missing 

Issue: Property is filthy or full of junk 

●​ Solution: Seller must clean and remove items before closing 
●​ Can negotiate cleaning service credit 
●​ Don't close until resolved if it's excessive 

What happens if you find issues: 

1.​ Document everything with photos 
2.​ Notify your agent immediately 
3.​ Agent contacts seller's agent 
4.​ Negotiate resolution (repairs, credits, delay closing) 
5.​ Don't proceed to closing if major issues aren't resolved 



Remember: The final walkthrough is your last chance to catch problems before you own the 
property. Don't rush through it. Take your time, be thorough, and don't feel pressured to close if 
legitimate issues exist. 

Closing Day (The Finish Line) 
After weeks of anticipation, closing day has arrived. This is when ownership officially transfers to 
you and you receive the keys to your new home. 

Before Closing Day 

2-3 days before: 

●​ Review your Closing Disclosure thoroughly 
●​ Arrange for funds to be wired or obtain cashier's check 
●​ Never wire funds without verbally confirming instructions (wire fraud is 

common—always call to verify) 
●​ Confirm closing appointment time and location 
●​ Ensure you have valid government-issued photo ID 

1 day before: 

●​ Complete final walkthrough 
●​ Wire funds if required (confirm receipt with escrow) 
●​ Verify you have all required documents 
●​ Confirm closing appointment 

Day of closing: 

●​ Bring valid photo ID (driver's license, military ID, passport) 
●​ Bring cashier's check if not wiring funds (verify exact amount with escrow) 
●​ Arrive on time 
●​ Bring patience—you'll be signing many documents 

What to Bring to Closing 

Required items: ✓ Government-issued photo ID ✓ Cashier's check or proof of wire transfer (if 
funds required) ✓ Proof of homeowners insurance ✓ Any additional documentation requested 
by lender 

Optional but helpful: ✓ Copy of your purchase agreement ✓ Copy of Closing Disclosure ✓ 
Notebook for notes ✓ Questions you've prepared 

The Closing Appointment 



Location: 

●​ Title company office 
●​ Escrow office 
●​ Sometimes lender's office 
●​ Occasionally attorney's office (depends on your state) 

Who attends: 

●​ You (and spouse/co-borrower if applicable) 
●​ Closing agent or escrow officer 
●​ Sometimes your agent attends 
●​ Sometimes seller attends (but often separate closings) 
●​ Seller's agent may attend 

Duration: 

●​ Typically 1-2 hours 
●​ Can be shorter if all documents are prepared in advance 
●​ Can be longer if issues arise or questions need answering 

Documents You'll Sign 

You'll sign numerous documents (often 50-100+ pages). Here are the major ones: 

1. Closing Disclosure (final version) 

●​ Review one last time before signing 
●​ Verify all numbers are correct 
●​ This is your last chance to catch errors 

2. Promissory Note 

●​ Your promise to repay the loan 
●​ Includes loan amount, interest rate, payment terms 
●​ Creates your legal obligation to repay 

3. Deed of Trust (or Mortgage) 

●​ Secures the property as collateral for the loan 
●​ Gives lender the right to foreclose if you don't pay 
●​ Recorded with county after closing 

4. Warranty Deed 

●​ Transfers ownership from seller to you 



●​ Contains legal description of property 
●​ Recorded with county to show you as new owner 

5. Loan Application (final version) 

●​ Certification that information is accurate 
●​ Updates from your initial application 

6. IRS Form 4506-T 

●​ Authorizes lender to request your tax transcripts from IRS 
●​ Standard for all mortgages 

7. Occupancy Certification 

●​ Certifies you'll occupy the property as your primary residence (if that's your loan type) 
●​ VA loans typically require owner occupancy 

8. Hazard Insurance Authorization 

●​ Authorizes lender to pay insurance premiums from escrow account 

9. Disbursement Authorization 

●​ Authorizes escrow to disburse funds according to closing statement 

10. PATRIOT Act Certification 

●​ Anti-money laundering documentation required by federal law 

11. Right to Cancel Notice 

●​ If refinancing, you have 3 days to cancel (doesn't apply to purchases) 
●​ Purchase transactions close immediately 

12. Various disclosures and acknowledgments 

●​ Lead-based paint disclosure (homes built before 1978) 
●​ Property disclosure acknowledgment 
●​ Receipt of various notices and disclosures 

Signing tips: 

●​ Read each document before signing (or at least the key sections) 
●​ Ask questions if anything is unclear 
●​ Don't feel rushed—this is a major financial commitment 
●​ Initial where required, sign where required 



●​ Date documents as instructed (usually with current date) 
●​ The closing agent will guide you through each document 

After Signing 

Funding and recording: 

●​ After signing, lender must fund the loan (wire money to escrow) 
●​ Escrow disburses funds to seller and other parties (agents, payoffs, etc.) 
●​ Deed and mortgage are recorded with county 
●​ Once recorded, you officially own the property 

Recording timeline: 

●​ Some states record same day (you get keys immediately) 
●​ Other states record next business day (you get keys after recording) 
●​ Weekends and holidays can delay recording 
●​ Your state's practice determines when you receive keys 

Receiving your keys: 

●​ Keys provided by seller's agent or escrow once recording is complete 
●​ Verify you receive: 

○​ House keys (all exterior doors) 
○​ Mailbox key 
○​ Garage door openers (and codes) 
○​ Gate keys/codes (if applicable) 
○​ Alarm codes and instructions 
○​ HOA information and access devices 

What happens to earnest money: 

●​ Applied toward your closing costs and down payment 
●​ Already reflected in your cash to close amount on Closing Disclosure 

Post-closing documents: 

●​ You'll receive copies of all signed documents 
●​ Typically provided same day or mailed within a few days 
●​ Keep in a safe place—you'll need these for taxes, future sales, refinancing 
●​ Original recorded deed mailed to you by county (can take 4-8 weeks) 

Common Closing Day Issues and Solutions 

Issue: Funding is delayed 



●​ Cause: Wire delays, lender processing issues 
●​ Solution: Stay in contact with escrow officer, closing may be delayed a few hours or to 

next day 
●​ Prevention: Wire funds 1-2 days early if possible 

Issue: Last-minute conditions from lender 

●​ Cause: Final employment verification issue, credit check revealed something 
●​ Solution: Provide requested documentation immediately 
●​ Prevention: Don't make any financial changes before closing 

Issue: Mathematical errors on Closing Disclosure 

●​ Cause: Human error in calculations 
●​ Solution: Closing agent corrects and reprints documents 
●​ Prevention: Review CD carefully when received 3 days prior 

Issue: Title issues discovered 

●​ Cause: Last-minute lien or title problem 
●​ Solution: Seller must clear before closing can occur 
●​ Prevention: Not much you can control, but good title company catches these early 

Issue: Seller hasn't moved out 

●​ Cause: Seller hasn't vacated as agreed 
●​ Solution: Don't close until seller vacates, or negotiate post-closing occupancy 

agreement 
●​ Prevention: Verify property is vacant at final walkthrough 

Most closings go smoothly, but be prepared for potential delays and stay flexible. 

Your Loan Servicing (What Happens After Closing) 
Loan servicing transfer: 

●​ Your lender may service your loan or sell servicing to another company 
●​ You'll receive notice if servicing is transferred 
●​ Send payments to the servicer, not the originating lender 
●​ Terms of your loan don't change—only where you send payments 

First payment: 

●​ Typically due 30-45 days after closing 
●​ If you close mid-month, your first payment might not be due for 60+ days 
●​ Servicer will send payment coupon or online access information 



●​ Set up automatic payments to never miss a payment 

Escrow account: 

●​ Your servicer manages your escrow account 
●​ Pays property taxes and insurance from this account when due 
●​ Sends annual escrow analysis showing activity 
●​ May adjust monthly payment if taxes or insurance change 

Tax documents: 

●​ Mortgage interest is typically tax-deductible 
●​ Servicer sends Form 1098 each January showing interest paid 
●​ Consult tax professional about deductions 

Timeline Summary: Offer to Keys 
Here's a typical 30-45 day timeline from accepted offer to closing: 

Week 1: 

●​ Day 1: Offer accepted, earnest money deposited 
●​ Day 1-2: Escrow opened, title search ordered 
●​ Day 2-3: Lender orders appraisal 
●​ Day 3-5: Schedule home inspection 
●​ Day 5-7: Home inspection completed 

Week 2: 

●​ Day 7-10: Inspection report received, negotiate repairs 
●​ Day 10-14: Appraisal completed 
●​ Day 12-14: Submit any additional documentation to lender 
●​ Day 14: Remove inspection contingency (if satisfied) 

Week 3: 

●​ Day 15-21: Loan in underwriting, respond to conditions 
●​ Day 18-21: Appraisal report received 
●​ Day 21: Title report received 
●​ Day 21: Schedule any specialized inspections if needed 

Week 4: 

●​ Day 22-28: Continue underwriting condition responses 
●​ Day 25-28: Repairs completed (if negotiated) 
●​ Day 26-28: Order homeowners insurance 



●​ Day 28: Receive "Clear to Close" from lender 

Week 5: 

●​ Day 30: Receive Closing Disclosure (3 days before closing minimum) 
●​ Day 30-32: Review Closing Disclosure, arrange funds 
●​ Day 32: Final walkthrough 
●​ Day 33: Closing day—sign documents 
●​ Day 33 or 34: Recording and key receipt 

This timeline can vary based on: 

●​ Lender efficiency (some close in 21 days, others take 60+) 
●​ Appraisal scheduling and any issues 
●​ Inspection findings and repair negotiations 
●​ Underwriting conditions and your response time 
●​ Title issues requiring resolution 
●​ Seller cooperation and flexibility 
●​ Your availability for signings and appointments 

Tips for a Smooth Closing Process 
1. Stay organized 

●​ Keep all documents in one place (digital folder recommended) 
●​ Track deadlines and contingency dates on a calendar 
●​ Respond to requests immediately 
●​ Keep copies of everything you submit 

2. Communicate proactively 

●​ Check in with your lender weekly 
●​ Respond to emails and calls promptly 
●​ Ask questions when confused 
●​ Keep your agent informed of any issues 

3. Maintain your financial status 

●​ Don't make large purchases 
●​ Don't change jobs 
●​ Don't apply for new credit 
●​ Keep paying all bills on time 
●​ Don't move money between accounts without documenting 

4. Be patient but persistent 



●​ Understand some delays are normal 
●​ Follow up if you haven't heard back 
●​ Don't be afraid to escalate issues if needed 
●​ Stay flexible with timelines 

5. Prepare for the unexpected 

●​ Have a backup plan if closing is delayed 
●​ Keep some flexibility in your move-out date from current residence 
●​ Maintain your sense of humor—stress is normal 

6. Lean on your team 

●​ Your agent is your advocate—use them 
●​ Your lender should guide you through the process 
●​ Don't hesitate to ask questions of anyone on your team 

Celebrating Your Achievement 
Once you receive those keys, take a moment to celebrate. You've navigated a complex process, 
leveraged your earned VA benefit, and achieved the milestone of homeownership. This is a 
significant accomplishment and represents financial stability, independence, and a place to call 
your own. 

First steps as a homeowner: 

●​ Change locks for security 
●​ Set up utilities in your name 
●​ Update your address with USPS, base personnel, banks, etc. 
●​ Introduce yourself to neighbors 
●​ Locate main water shut-off, electrical panel, and gas shut-off 
●​ Review your inspection report for maintenance recommendations 
●​ Create a home maintenance schedule 
●​ Set up automatic mortgage payments 
●​ Build your emergency fund back up if you depleted savings 

Congratulations—you're a homeowner! The journey from pre-approval to keys typically takes 
30-45 days, but with preparation, organization, and a great team, you've made it through 
successfully. Your VA benefit has helped you achieve something significant: a place to build 
equity, create memories, and establish roots while serving your country. 

In the next chapter, we'll discuss life after closing—maintaining your home, managing your 
investment, and planning for your next move if PCS orders arrive. 

 



Chapter 6: PCS, Deployment & Long-Term 
Ownership 
Life in the military is mobile — your homeownership strategy should be, too. 

One of the defining characteristics of military life is unpredictability. Orders come in, duty 
stations change, and deployments happen. But unlike your standard apartment lease that you 
can walk away from, homeownership requires a more strategic approach. The good news? With 
proper planning, your home can transition from a personal residence into a wealth-building 
asset, even when you're hundreds or thousands of miles away. 

Understanding Military Mobility and Real Estate 
The average service member moves every 2-3 years — far more frequently than the typical 
American homeowner, who stays in their home for 13 years. This reality has traditionally made 
military members hesitant to buy. However, modern property management solutions and the 
unique advantages of VA loans have transformed this challenge into an opportunity. 

Your home doesn't have to be sold every time you PCS. In fact, building a portfolio of rental 
properties across different duty stations has become a proven wealth-building strategy for many 
military families. 

When You Receive PCS Orders 

The Critical Decision Point 

When orders arrive, you'll face an important choice: sell or rent? Here are the key factors to 
consider: 

Consider keeping and renting if: 

●​ You've owned the home for less than 2-3 years (avoiding selling costs and potential 
losses) 

●​ The local rental market is strong with high occupancy rates 
●​ Your mortgage payment (including taxes and insurance) is lower than market rent 
●​ You're moving to a high-cost area where you might want to return 
●​ The property is in a military-friendly area with consistent demand 
●​ You can afford to carry the mortgage if the property sits vacant temporarily 

Consider selling if: 

●​ The local market has appreciated significantly and you can capture gains 



●​ Rental demand is weak or seasonal 
●​ The property requires significant repairs or updates 
●​ You cannot qualify for a new mortgage while carrying the existing one 
●​ You need the equity for your next purchase 
●​ Managing the property remotely feels overwhelming 

Setting Up for Rental Success 

If you decide to rent, preparation is crucial: 

1. Find a Quality Property Manager 

Don't attempt to be a long-distance landlord yourself. A good property manager is worth every 
penny of their fee (typically 8-12% of monthly rent). 

What to look for: 

●​ Experience managing properties for military families 
●​ Proper licensing and insurance 
●​ Solid tenant screening processes 
●​ 24/7 maintenance coordination 
●​ Transparent monthly reporting and online portals 
●​ References from other military landlords 
●​ Clear fee structure (watch for hidden charges) 

Key questions to ask: 

●​ How long does it typically take you to fill a vacancy? 
●​ What is your tenant screening process? 
●​ How do you handle maintenance emergencies? 
●​ What are your management and leasing fees? 
●​ How often will I receive financial reports? 
●​ Do you conduct regular property inspections? 

2. Prepare the Property 

Before listing your home for rent: 

●​ Complete all deferred maintenance and repairs 
●​ Consider fresh paint in neutral colors 
●​ Deep clean or replace carpets 
●​ Service HVAC systems and replace filters 
●​ Document the property's condition with photos and video 
●​ Test all appliances and ensure they're in working order 
●​ Consider a pre-rental home inspection to identify issues 
●​ Update smoke detectors and carbon monoxide alarms 



None

3. Understand Landlord-Tenant Law 

Every state has different laws governing: 

●​ Security deposit limits and handling 
●​ Required disclosures 
●​ Eviction procedures 
●​ Maintenance responsibilities 
●​ Entry and inspection rights 

Your property manager should be well-versed in local laws, but you should understand the 
basics. Many legal issues arise from ignorance, not malice. 

4. Set the Right Rent Price 

Your property manager will provide a market analysis, but understand the strategy: 

●​ Pricing slightly below market gets you better tenants and lower vacancy 
●​ Don't try to "test" a high price — vacant properties cost more than modest rent 

reductions 
●​ Factor in your actual costs: mortgage, taxes, insurance, HOA fees, management, 

maintenance reserves 
●​ Remember that rental income is taxable (though you can deduct expenses) 

5. Maintain Adequate Insurance 

Your standard homeowner's policy won't cover rental activities. You'll need: 

●​ Landlord insurance policy (DP-3 or HO-3 rental dwelling policy) 
●​ Liability coverage of at least $500,000-$1 million 
●​ Loss of rent coverage for vacancies due to covered damages 
●​ Personal property coverage if you're leaving appliances or furnishings 

Consider requiring renters to carry renter's insurance with you listed as an additional interest. 

Financial Considerations When Renting 

The Math Must Work: 

Calculate your actual monthly cost: 

Mortgage payment (PITI): $1,800 



HOA fees: $150 

Property management (10%): $200 

Maintenance reserve (5-10% of rent): $100-200 

Monthly cost: $2,250-2,350 

If market rent is $2,000, you'll need to cover $250-350 monthly — can you afford that? Many 
military landlords operate at a small monthly loss initially, banking on appreciation and principal 
paydown. 

Tax Implications: 

●​ Rental income is taxable, but you can deduct mortgage interest, property taxes, 
insurance, repairs, management fees, and depreciation 

●​ Keep meticulous records of all income and expenses 
●​ Consider working with a CPA familiar with military real estate 
●​ You may lose the capital gains exclusion if you rent for too long (consult a tax 

professional) 

VA Loan Considerations: 

The good news: you can rent out your home and keep your VA loan in place. The VA does not 
require you to live in the property for the life of the loan — only that you intended to occupy it 
when you purchased it and that you did occupy it as your primary residence. 

However, you need to understand VA loan entitlement: 

●​ Your entitlement remains "tied up" in the property until you sell or refinance 
●​ Basic entitlement: $36,000 (guarantees loans up to $144,000 with no down payment) 
●​ Bonus entitlement: Varies by county, but guarantees 25% of the loan amount 
●​ In most high-cost areas, you have enough entitlement to purchase multiple properties 

Can you use your VA loan again? 

●​ Yes, if you have remaining entitlement — many service members can buy a second 
home with 0% down even while renting the first 

●​ Yes, with a one-time restoration — if you sell the property or a qualified veteran 
assumes the loan 

●​ Check your Certificate of Eligibility for available entitlement amounts 

Managing During Deployment 



Deployments add another layer of complexity. Preparation is key: 

Before You Deploy: 

●​ Ensure your property manager has full authority to handle issues 
●​ Set up automatic mortgage payments 
●​ Create a property emergency fund with 3-6 months of expenses 
●​ Provide your property manager with a power of attorney if needed 
●​ Establish clear communication protocols (email updates, monthly reports) 
●​ Set dollar thresholds for repairs that require your approval 

Legal Protections: 

●​ The Servicemembers Civil Relief Act (SCRA) provides some protections, but they 
generally apply to you as a tenant or borrower, not as a landlord 

●​ Ensure your lease agreements comply with SCRA for military tenants 
●​ Maintain good communication with your property manager throughout deployment 

When You Separate or Retire 
Leaving military service opens new strategic options for your property. 

Option 1: Keep It as a Long-Term Investment 

Many veterans build substantial wealth by holding onto homes from multiple duty stations. 
Consider this path if: 

●​ The property cash flows positively or breaks even 
●​ You're in a position to manage multiple properties 
●​ The market has strong long-term fundamentals 
●​ You've built equity and want to keep leveraging it 
●​ You want diversified real estate holdings in different markets 

Long-term rental portfolio benefits: 

●​ Tenants pay down your mortgage (building equity) 
●​ Properties typically appreciate over time 
●​ Tax advantages through depreciation and deductions 
●​ Inflation protection (rents and property values rise) 
●​ Retirement income stream 

Portfolio management tips: 

●​ Use property management for all out-of-area properties 
●​ Review financial statements quarterly 



●​ Build reserves for major repairs (roof, HVAC, etc.) 
●​ Consider forming an LLC for liability protection 
●​ Work with a real estate-savvy CPA for tax optimization 

Option 2: Refinance Out of Your VA Loan 

After separation, you might refinance to: 

Free up VA entitlement: 

●​ Refinance to a conventional loan to restore full VA eligibility 
●​ Allows you to use VA benefits on your next primary residence 
●​ Makes sense if rates are favorable and you can qualify conventionally 

Access equity: 

●​ Cash-out refinance to pull equity for other investments 
●​ Lower your rate if market conditions have improved 
●​ Switch to a 15-year mortgage to build equity faster 

Considerations: 

●​ Conventional loans typically require 20-25% equity for rental properties 
●​ VA loan rates are often better than conventional rental property rates 
●​ Weigh the cost of refinancing against the benefits 

Option 3: Move Back In 

Life comes full circle for many veterans: 

●​ Retire to a previous duty station where you own property 
●​ Move back to be near family or for a civilian job 
●​ Market timing makes moving back financially attractive 

If you plan to return: 

●​ Ensure your lease agreements allow for owner occupancy with proper notice (typically 
60-90 days) 

●​ Consider short-term leases as your return date approaches 
●​ Maintain the property well — you'll be living there again 
●​ Plan for the transition period (where will tenants go?) 

Option 4: Sell Strategically 

Sometimes selling makes the most sense: 



Optimal selling conditions: 

●​ Strong seller's market with high appreciation 
●​ You need to consolidate equity for a new investment 
●​ Property requires major capital improvements 
●​ Market fundamentals have weakened 
●​ You're simplifying your portfolio 

Capital gains considerations: 

●​ Primary residence exclusion: Up to $250,000 (single) or $500,000 (married) of gains 
tax-free if you lived in the home 2 of the last 5 years 

●​ Timing matters — consider selling before you lose this exclusion 
●​ 1031 exchanges allow you to defer taxes by rolling proceeds into another investment 

property 
●​ Consult a CPA before selling rental properties 

Building a Multi-Property Portfolio 
For ambitious service members, each PCS becomes an opportunity to acquire another asset. 

The strategy: 

1.​ Buy at each duty station using your VA loan 
2.​ Rent it out when you PCS 
3.​ Use remaining or restored entitlement for the next purchase 
4.​ Repeat every 2-4 years 
5.​ Build a geographically diversified portfolio 

Real-world example: 

●​ 2018: Buy in San Diego for $450,000 with VA loan 
●​ 2021: PCS to Virginia, rent San Diego home for $2,800/month 
●​ 2021: Buy in Virginia for $380,000 with remaining VA entitlement 
●​ 2024: PCS to Texas, rent Virginia home for $2,400/month 
●​ 2024: Buy in Texas for $320,000 with restored entitlement 
●​ 2027: Retire with three properties, significant equity, and rental income 

Keys to success: 

●​ Buy in strong rental markets near military bases 
●​ Use professional property management 
●​ Maintain cash reserves 
●​ Understand tax implications 
●​ Work with lenders familiar with military real estate investing 



Common Pitfalls to Avoid 
1. Underestimating Property Management Needs DIY landlording from across the country 
rarely works well. Budget for professional management from the start. 

2. Overpaying for Properties Remember, you'll eventually rent or sell. Avoid buying at market 
peaks or in declining areas just because you're excited about the location. 

3. Neglecting Maintenance Deferred maintenance compounds. A $200 repair today becomes 
a $2,000 problem tomorrow. 

4. Poor Tenant Screening One bad tenant can cost you thousands in damages and lost rent. 
Never skip proper screening to fill a vacancy faster. 

5. Inadequate Reserves Always maintain 3-6 months of expenses per property. Unexpected 
repairs and vacancies will happen. 

6. Ignoring Tax Implications Rental income is taxable. Work with a professional to understand 
deductions, depreciation, and capital gains. 

7. Emotional Attachment Your former home is now an investment. Make financial decisions, 
not emotional ones. 

Your VA Loan is a Lifetime Benefit 
Perhaps the most important thing to remember: your VA loan benefit never expires and you 
can use it multiple times. 

●​ No limit on the number of VA loans you can have in your lifetime 
●​ Can be used for primary residences whenever you move 
●​ Survives separation, retirement, and even discharge 
●​ Can be passed to surviving spouses in many cases 
●​ Remains one of the best mortgage products available anywhere 

Many veterans mistakenly believe they can only use their VA loan once, or that it expires after 
service. This couldn't be further from the truth. Your VA loan is a powerful tool for building wealth 
throughout your lifetime. 

Action Steps 
Before Your Next PCS: 

1.​ Assess your property's rental potential 3-6 months before orders 
2.​ Interview property managers and get market rent estimates 



3.​ Calculate whether renting makes financial sense 
4.​ Prepare your home if you're renting (repairs, cleaning, documentation) 
5.​ Check your remaining VA entitlement for your next purchase 
6.​ Update insurance to landlord coverage 
7.​ Set up systems for remote management 

After Separation or Retirement: 

1.​ Review your entire property portfolio's performance 
2.​ Decide which properties to keep, refinance, or sell 
3.​ Optimize your tax situation with a qualified CPA 
4.​ Consider your long-term real estate investment strategy 
5.​ Explore whether you want to return to a previous location 
6.​ Understand your full VA entitlement for future purchases 

 

Military life requires mobility, but that doesn't mean you can't build lasting wealth through real 
estate. With proper planning, professional management, and strategic use of your VA loan 
benefits, each duty station can become another brick in your financial foundation. Your service 
to your country has earned you one of the most powerful homeownership tools available — use 
it wisely, and use it often. 

Chapter 7: Building Wealth Through Real 
Estate 
Owning a home isn't just about having a place to live — it's a pathway to financial freedom and 
one of the most powerful wealth-building tools available to veterans. While active-duty service 
builds your skills and discipline, homeownership builds your net worth, month after month, year 
after year. 

Why Real Estate Matters for Your Financial Future 

Building Equity: Wealth You Keep, Not Rent You Lose 

Every mortgage payment you make is split between interest and principal. While the interest 
portion pays the cost of borrowing, the principal portion goes directly toward building your equity 
— your actual ownership stake in the property. Think of it this way: 

●​ As a renter: A $2,500 monthly rent payment goes entirely to your landlord. After five 
years, you've paid $150,000 and own nothing. 



●​ As a homeowner: That same $2,500 mortgage payment builds equity. After five years, 
you might have $50,000-$75,000 in equity from principal payments alone, plus any 
appreciation in your home's value. 

In the early years of your mortgage, more of your payment goes toward interest. But as time 
passes, an increasing portion goes toward principal, accelerating your equity growth. This is 
called amortization, and it works in your favor over time. 

Home Appreciation: Your Property Working for You 

Real estate has historically appreciated at an average rate of 3-5% annually nationwide, though 
this varies significantly by location and market conditions. In strong markets like San Diego, 
appreciation rates have often exceeded national averages: 

●​ San Diego historical trends: San Diego County has seen periods of 6-10% annual 
appreciation, particularly in desirable neighborhoods near the coast, good school 
districts, and military installations. 

●​ Long-term growth: While markets fluctuate in the short term, homeowners who hold 
their properties for 10-20 years typically see substantial appreciation. 

●​ Compound effect: A $500,000 home appreciating at just 4% annually becomes worth 
approximately $740,000 after 10 years — that's $240,000 in wealth creation you didn't 
have to work for. 

Unlike stocks or other investments, you live in this appreciating asset while it grows in value, 
making it one of the most practical long-term investments you can make. 

Leveraging Home Equity: Your Financial Swiss Army Knife 

As you build equity through payments and appreciation, your home becomes a financial tool you 
can leverage for other goals: 

●​ Home improvements: Use equity to renovate your kitchen, add a bathroom, or upgrade 
your property — improvements that can further increase your home's value. 

●​ Education funding: Tap equity to pay for your own degree or your children's college 
tuition, often at lower interest rates than student loans. 

●​ Investment opportunities: Use equity as a down payment on a second property or 
rental investment, multiplying your wealth-building potential. 

●​ Emergency reserves: While not ideal for routine expenses, home equity can serve as a 
financial safety net during major life events. 

●​ Debt consolidation: Roll high-interest credit card debt into a lower-interest home equity 
loan, potentially saving thousands in interest charges. 

Reusing Your VA Loan: A Benefit That Keeps Giving 



One of the most underappreciated aspects of the VA loan is its reusability. Your VA loan 
entitlement isn't a one-time benefit — it's a renewable resource that can serve you throughout 
your lifetime. 

How Entitlement Restoration Works 

Your full VA loan entitlement can be restored in several ways: 

1. Full Loan Payoff: Once you've completely paid off your VA loan (whether through regular 
payments or a lump sum), your entitlement automatically becomes available again. You can 
then use it to purchase another home with all the same benefits — no down payment, no PMI, 
competitive rates. 

2. Sale of the Property: When you sell your VA-financed home and pay off the loan with the 
sale proceeds, your entitlement is restored. This is the most common scenario and allows 
veterans to use their benefit multiple times as they relocate for work, family, or retirement. 

3. One-Time Substitution: If another eligible veteran assumes your VA loan (takes over your 
mortgage payments and liability), your entitlement can be restored even if you haven't sold the 
property. This is less common but can be useful in specific situations. 

Strategic Use Cases 

The Military Career Path: Service members who relocate every few years can use their VA 
loan at each new duty station: 

●​ Buy in San Diego using your VA loan 
●​ Receive PCS orders to Norfolk 
●​ Sell your San Diego home, restore your entitlement 
●​ Buy in Norfolk with your VA loan again 
●​ Repeat as needed throughout your career 

The Rental Property Builder: Once you've lived in your VA-financed home for the required 
period (typically one year), you can convert it to a rental property: 

●​ Buy your first home with your VA loan 
●​ Live in it for a year, building equity 
●​ If you have remaining entitlement, buy a second home with another VA loan 
●​ Rent out the first property for passive income 
●​ Repeat the process to build a real estate portfolio 

The Upgrade Strategy: As your family or income grows, use your VA loan to continually 
upgrade: 

●​ Start with a starter home that fits your initial budget 
●​ Build equity over 5-7 years 



●​ Sell and use your profit as additional funds for a larger home 
●​ Use your restored VA loan benefit for the new purchase 
●​ Continue upgrading as your financial situation improves 

Partial Entitlement: You May Have More Options Than You Think 

Even if you currently have an active VA loan, you might still have remaining entitlement 
available for a second property. The VA provides significant entitlement amounts, and in 
high-cost counties like San Diego, you may be able to hold two VA loans simultaneously if your 
income and credit support it. 

Refinancing Options: Optimizing Your Investment 
Your VA loan benefits don't end at purchase. The VA offers specialized refinancing programs 
designed specifically for veterans to lower costs or access equity. 

IRRRL: The Streamlined Rate Reduction 

The Interest Rate Reduction Refinance Loan (IRRRL), also called a "streamline refinance," is 
designed for one purpose: lowering your interest rate with minimal hassle. 

Key Benefits: 

●​ No appraisal required: In most cases, you won't need a new property appraisal, saving 
time and money. 

●​ Minimal documentation: The streamlined process requires far less paperwork than 
your original loan. 

●​ No income verification: Typically, lenders don't require proof of current income, making 
it accessible even if your financial situation has changed. 

●​ Lower costs: Funding fees are reduced (0.5% of the loan amount, or waived entirely for 
disabled veterans). 

●​ Quick closing: The simplified process often allows closing in 30 days or less. 

When It Makes Sense: 

●​ Interest rates have dropped at least 0.5% below your current rate 
●​ You plan to stay in the home long enough to recoup closing costs (usually 2-3 years) 
●​ You want to switch from an adjustable-rate to a fixed-rate mortgage for payment stability 

Real-World Example: Let's say you have a $400,000 loan balance at 6.5% interest. Your 
monthly payment (principal and interest) is approximately $2,528. By refinancing to 5.5% 
through an IRRRL: 

●​ New monthly payment: $2,271 
●​ Monthly savings: $257 



●​ Annual savings: $3,084 
●​ If closing costs are $3,000, you break even in less than 12 months 

Cash-Out Refinance: Accessing Your Equity 

A VA Cash-Out Refinance allows you to replace your current mortgage with a new, larger loan 
and receive the difference in cash. This powerful option lets you tap into the wealth you've built. 

How It Works: You can typically borrow up to 90-100% of your home's current value 
(depending on lender requirements), minus what you still owe. The difference comes to you as 
cash. 

Example: 

●​ Current home value: $600,000 
●​ Current mortgage balance: $350,000 
●​ Your equity: $250,000 
●​ Cash-out amount available (at 90% LTV): ($600,000 × 0.90) - $350,000 = $190,000 

Strategic Uses: 

●​ Home improvements: Kitchen and bathroom remodels typically return 60-80% of their 
cost in added home value. Using cash-out refinancing for strategic renovations can 
increase your property's worth while the interest is often tax-deductible. 

●​ High-interest debt elimination: If you're carrying credit card balances at 18-25% 
interest, consolidating them into your mortgage at 6-7% can save enormous amounts in 
interest charges. 

●​ Investment capital: Use equity to purchase rental properties, start a business, or make 
other investments that generate returns exceeding your mortgage rate. 

●​ Education expenses: Fund degrees or certifications that increase your earning 
potential, often at rates lower than traditional student loans. 

●​ Emergency reserves: Build a substantial cash cushion for unexpected expenses, 
though this should be used strategically rather than for routine costs. 

Important Considerations: 

●​ Funding fee: The VA charges a 2.3% funding fee on cash-out refinances (waived for 
disabled veterans), which can be rolled into the loan. 

●​ Extended loan term: If you refinance back to a 30-year mortgage after paying down 
your original loan, you'll pay more interest over time. 

●​ Monthly payment impact: Taking out equity increases your loan balance, which 
typically raises your monthly payment. 

●​ Discipline required: Accessing large amounts of cash requires financial discipline. Use 
the funds strategically for investments or needs, not wants. 



Converting a Conventional Loan to VA 

If you purchased your home with a conventional loan (perhaps before you were aware of VA 
benefits or before you became eligible), you can refinance into a VA loan through a cash-out 
refinance. This allows you to: 

●​ Eliminate PMI if you were paying it 
●​ Potentially secure a lower interest rate 
●​ Access equity if needed 
●​ Take advantage of VA loan protections 

Building Generational Wealth 
The true power of homeownership through your VA loan extends beyond your own financial 
security — it creates opportunities for future generations: 

Teaching Financial Literacy: Owning a home provides tangible lessons in budgeting, 
maintenance, investment, and long-term planning that you can pass to your children. 

Inheritance: A paid-off home provides significant financial security for your family. In expensive 
markets like San Diego, this could mean leaving your heirs an asset worth $800,000 or more. 

College Funding Alternative: Instead of depleting your savings for college, you might leverage 
your home equity, allowing your retirement accounts to continue growing. 

Down Payment Assistance: The equity you build can help your children with their own down 
payments, giving them a head start on their own wealth-building journey. 

Rental Income: Properties you purchase using your VA loan can eventually provide passive 
income in retirement or be passed down as income-generating assets. 

Action Steps: Maximizing Your Real Estate 
Wealth-Building 

1.​ Track your equity quarterly: Monitor your loan statements and local market values to 
understand your growing wealth.​
 

2.​ Consider strategic improvements: Focus on updates that increase value: kitchens, 
bathrooms, curb appeal, and energy efficiency.​
 

3.​ Review refinancing opportunities annually: When rates drop or you've built significant 
equity, analyze whether refinancing makes financial sense.​
 



4.​ Plan for your next move: If you're likely to relocate, understand how to restore your 
entitlement and use it again.​
 

5.​ Explore investment potential: Once you've met occupancy requirements, consider 
whether renting your current property while purchasing a new one aligns with your 
financial goals.​
 

6.​ Maintain your property: Regular maintenance protects and enhances your 
investment's value.​
 

7.​ Consult professionals: Work with a VA-experienced financial advisor to develop a 
comprehensive real estate wealth-building strategy.​
 

Your VA loan benefit is more than a path to homeownership — it's a wealth-building machine 
that can transform your financial future and create lasting security for your family. Take full 
advantage of this earned benefit to build the financial freedom you deserve. 

 

Chapter 8: Resources, Checklists & FAQs 

Essential Resources 

Government Resources 

VA Home Loan Certificate of Eligibility​
 https://www.va.gov/housing-assistance/home-loans/eligibility/​
 Apply online through eBenefits or VA.gov. Most veterans receive their COE within minutes. If 
you need assistance, your lender can also pull your COE on your behalf during the pre-approval 
process. 

VA Loan Centers​
 https://www.benefits.va.gov/homeloans/​
 Your central hub for all VA loan information, including entitlement calculators, foreclosure 
prevention resources, and regional loan center contact information. 

VA Funding Fee Tables​
 https://www.va.gov/housing-assistance/home-loans/funding-fee-and-closing-costs/​



 Current funding fee rates based on your service category, down payment amount, and whether 
this is your first or subsequent use of the benefit. 

Veterans Benefits Administration​
 1-877-827-3702​
 Call center hours: Monday–Friday, 8:00 a.m.–6:00 p.m. ET 

Credit & Financial Planning Resources 

Free Annual Credit Report​
 https://www.annualcreditreport.com​
 The only federally authorized source for your free credit report from all three bureaus (Equifax, 
Experian, TransUnion). Check your credit at least 60 days before applying for pre-approval. 

MyFICO.com​
 Purchase your actual FICO scores (the scores lenders use) rather than educational scores from 
free apps. This gives you the most accurate picture of where you stand. 

Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB)​
 https://www.consumerfinance.gov/owning-a-home/​
 Free tools including "Owning a Home" toolkit, mortgage shopping worksheets, and complaint 
filing resources if you encounter lender issues. 

VA Financial Counseling​
 https://www.benefits.va.gov/homeloans/contact_rlc_info.asp​
 Free counseling available through VA Regional Loan Centers if you're struggling with payments 
or facing financial hardship. 

Local San Diego Resources 

San Diego Military Family Collaborative​
 Offers transition assistance, financial education, and housing workshops specifically for military 
families in the San Diego region. 

San Diego County Housing Authority​
 Information on additional housing assistance programs that can complement your VA loan 
benefit. 

Navy-Marine Corps Relief Society​
 Interest-free loans and grants for emergency expenses that might otherwise derail your home 
purchase timeline. 

 

Your Complete VA Home Buying Checklist 



Phase 1: Preparation (30-90 Days Before) 

●​ [ ] Review your credit report from all three bureaus and dispute any errors 
●​ [ ] Pay down high-interest debt to improve your debt-to-income ratio 
●​ [ ] Save for closing costs ($3,000-$8,000 typically in San Diego) 
●​ [ ] Gather financial documents: 2 years of tax returns, 2 months of pay stubs, 2 months 

of bank statements 
●​ [ ] Obtain your DD-214 or have access to your service records 
●​ [ ] Request your Certificate of Eligibility through VA.gov or eBenefits 
●​ [ ] Research neighborhoods that fit your lifestyle and budget 
●​ [ ] Determine your budget using the 28% rule (housing payment ≤ 28% of gross 

income) 

Phase 2: Team Building (2-4 Weeks Before Shopping) 

●​ [ ] Interview at least 3 VA-specialized lenders and compare rates and fees 
●​ [ ] Get fully pre-approved (not just pre-qualified) with complete underwriting 
●​ [ ] Choose a veteran-savvy real estate agent with VA loan experience 
●​ [ ] Schedule initial consultation with your agent to discuss strategy 
●​ [ ] Create your "must-have" vs. "nice-to-have" list for home features 
●​ [ ] Set up automatic property alerts in your target areas 

Phase 3: House Hunting (2-8 Weeks) 

●​ [ ] Tour homes with your agent, taking photos and notes 
●​ [ ] Research comparable sales in neighborhoods you're considering 
●​ [ ] Drive the area at different times (weekday/weekend, day/night) 
●​ [ ] Check school ratings if you have or plan to have children 
●​ [ ] Verify property HOA status and get CC&R documents 
●​ [ ] Review property tax history and upcoming assessments 
●​ [ ] Identify off-market opportunities through your agent's network 

Phase 4: Making an Offer (1-3 Days) 

●​ [ ] Determine your maximum offer price based on market analysis 
●​ [ ] Decide on contingencies (inspection, appraisal, financing) 
●​ [ ] Write offer timeline (usually 30-45 day close for VA loans) 
●​ [ ] Include pre-approval letter and proof of funds for earnest money 
●​ [ ] Submit Certificate of Eligibility with your offer 
●​ [ ] Write a personal letter to seller (if appropriate in the market) 
●​ [ ] Be prepared to negotiate and respond quickly to counteroffers 

Phase 5: Under Contract (30-45 Days) 



●​ [ ] Deposit earnest money within specified timeline (usually 3 days) 
●​ [ ] Order home inspection within 10 days of acceptance 
●​ [ ] Review inspection report with your agent and prioritize concerns 
●​ [ ] Request repairs or negotiate credits based on inspection findings 
●​ [ ] Schedule VA appraisal through your lender (usually within 10 days) 
●​ [ ] Order termite inspection (required for VA loans) 
●​ [ ] Review preliminary title report for any liens or issues 
●​ [ ] Secure homeowner's insurance and provide proof to lender 
●​ [ ] Complete final loan application and provide any additional documents 
●​ [ ] Review Closing Disclosure (received 3 days before closing) 
●​ [ ] Schedule final walk-through (typically day before closing) 
●​ [ ] Arrange for utilities transfer in your name 
●​ [ ] Confirm wire instructions directly with title company (not via email) 

Phase 6: Closing Day 

●​ [ ] Bring government-issued photo ID (must match name on loan documents) 
●​ [ ] Bring cashier's check or verify wire transfer for closing costs 
●​ [ ] Review and sign all closing documents carefully 
●​ [ ] Ask questions about anything you don't understand 
●​ [ ] Receive your keys and garage door openers 
●​ [ ] Take photos of all utility meters with readings 
●​ [ ] Change the locks within 24 hours for security 
●​ [ ] Celebrate — you're officially a homeowner! 

Phase 7: Post-Closing (First 30 Days) 

●​ [ ] File homestead exemption (if applicable in your area) 
●​ [ ] Set up automatic mortgage payment to avoid late fees 
●​ [ ] Create a home maintenance fund (1-2% of home value annually) 
●​ [ ] Keep all closing documents in a fireproof safe 
●​ [ ] Update your address with USPS, DMV, VA, and financial institutions 
●​ [ ] Meet your neighbors and join neighborhood groups 
●​ [ ] Schedule annual HVAC maintenance if not recently done 
●​ [ ] Review your homeowner's insurance annually for adequate coverage 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

Eligibility & Entitlement 

Q: How do I know if I'm eligible for a VA loan?​
 A: Generally, you're eligible if you served 90 consecutive days of active duty during wartime, 



181 days during peacetime, or 6 years in the National Guard/Reserves. Surviving spouses of 
service members who died in service or from service-connected disabilities may also qualify. 
Apply for your COE to confirm eligibility. 

Q: Can I use my VA loan more than once?​
 A: Absolutely. Your VA loan benefit isn't a one-time deal. You can reuse it as many times as you 
want throughout your lifetime, as long as you've paid off previous VA loans or sold those 
properties. In some cases, you can even have two VA loans simultaneously if you have 
remaining entitlement. 

Q: What is "remaining entitlement" and how does it work?​
 A: If you've used your VA loan before but still own that property, you may have remaining 
entitlement available. In 2025, veterans have $726,200 in basic entitlement in most areas. If you 
used $100,000 on your first home, you have $626,200 remaining for a second property without 
paying a down payment. 

Q: Do I qualify if I received a dishonorable discharge?​
 A: Unfortunately, dishonorable discharges typically disqualify you from VA benefits. However, 
other discharge characterizations (general, other-than-honorable) may still qualify you 
depending on circumstances. Apply for your COE to find out for certain, or request a discharge 
upgrade through the appropriate discharge review board. 

Income & Credit 

Q: Can I use my BAH (Basic Allowance for Housing) to qualify?​
 A: Yes! BAH is counted as regular income by VA lenders, and because it's non-taxable, lenders 
often "gross it up" by 25%, making it even more valuable for qualification purposes. For 
example, $2,000/month in BAH may count as $2,500 in qualifying income. 

Q: What credit score do I need?​
 A: While the VA itself has no minimum credit score requirement, most lenders require at least 
580-620. However, you'll get better interest rates with scores of 680 or higher. If your score is 
below 620, focus on paying down debt and disputing credit report errors before applying. 

Q: I have a bankruptcy or foreclosure in my past. Am I disqualified?​
 A: Not necessarily. The VA requires a 2-year waiting period after a Chapter 7 bankruptcy 
discharge and 1 year after a Chapter 13 bankruptcy (with court approval and good payment 
history). Foreclosures typically require a 2-year waiting period. You'll need to demonstrate 
financial rehabilitation and stable income since the event. 

Q: How much debt can I have?​
 A: Lenders look at your debt-to-income ratio (DTI). The VA guideline is 41%, meaning your total 
monthly debt payments (including the new mortgage) shouldn't exceed 41% of your gross 
income. However, many lenders can approve up to 50% DTI with strong compensating factors 
like excellent credit, substantial savings, or low housing payment relative to BAH. 



Property Types & Restrictions 

Q: Can I buy a duplex, triplex, or fourplex with a VA loan?​
 A: Yes! You can purchase a 2-4 unit property with no money down, as long as you occupy one 
of the units as your primary residence. The rental income from the other units can even be used 
to help you qualify for the loan. This is one of the most powerful wealth-building strategies 
available to veterans. 

Q: Can I buy a fixer-upper?​
 A: It depends. The property must meet VA Minimum Property Requirements, meaning it must 
be safe, sound, and sanitary. Minor cosmetic issues are fine, but major problems (roof damage, 
foundation issues, broken HVAC) must be repaired before closing. Consider a VA Renovation 
Loan for properties needing significant work. 

Q: Can I buy a condo?​
 A: Yes, but the condo complex must be VA-approved. Your lender or agent can check the VA's 
approved condo list. If the complex isn't approved, you may be able to get "spot approval" for 
your specific unit, but this adds time and isn't guaranteed. 

Q: Can I buy raw land or build a home?​
 A: You cannot use a standard VA purchase loan for raw land. However, the VA Construction 
Loan allows you to finance both the land purchase and construction costs into a single loan with 
no down payment. You can also use a VA loan to buy a newly constructed home that's already 
completed. 

Q: Are manufactured or mobile homes eligible?​
 A: Yes, but only if the home is permanently affixed to land you own and meets HUD 
construction standards. The home must have been built after June 15, 1976, and cannot be 
located in a mobile home park where you lease the land. 

Buying Process 

Q: Can I buy while I'm deployed or stationed overseas?​
 A: Yes! You can execute a Power of Attorney allowing a trusted person (spouse, parent, agent) 
to sign documents on your behalf. Many title companies also offer remote online notarization 
(RON) for deployed service members. Your agent and lender can coordinate the entire process 
without you being physically present. 

Q: How long does the VA loan process take?​
 A: From contract to closing typically takes 30-45 days, which is standard for most mortgages. 
The VA appraisal can add 1-2 weeks compared to conventional loans, so plan accordingly. 
Working with an experienced VA lender can significantly speed up the process. 

Q: Can I buy a home with my spouse using both of our VA benefits?​
 A: If both spouses are eligible veterans, you can combine your entitlements to purchase a 



higher-priced home with no down payment. This is especially valuable in expensive markets like 
San Diego. You'll each use your own COE on the same loan. 

Q: What if the home doesn't appraise for the purchase price?​
 A: You have several options: (1) negotiate a price reduction with the seller, (2) bring the 
difference in cash, (3) request a Reconsideration of Value if you have evidence the appraisal 
was incorrect, or (4) walk away using your appraisal contingency. Never waive your appraisal 
contingency in a competitive market. 

Costs & Fees 

Q: Do I really pay zero down payment?​
 A: Yes, the VA allows you to finance 100% of the purchase price. However, you'll still need cash 
for earnest money deposit ($1,000-$5,000), home inspection ($400-$700), appraisal (usually 
$500-$750), and any closing costs not covered by the seller or lender credits. Budget 
$3,000-$8,000 total for these expenses in San Diego. 

Q: What is the VA funding fee and can I avoid it?​
 A: The funding fee is a one-time charge (2.15% for first-time users with zero down, 3.3% for 
subsequent use) that's rolled into your loan amount. Veterans with service-connected disabilities 
rated at 10% or higher are exempt from the funding fee entirely. Surviving spouses receiving 
DIC benefits are also exempt. 

Q: Can the seller pay my closing costs?​
 A: Yes! The VA allows sellers to pay up to 4% of the purchase price toward your closing costs, 
including the funding fee, discount points, and prepaids. In a buyer's market, requesting seller 
concessions is common and expected. In competitive markets, you may need to forgo this 
request to make your offer stronger. 

Q: Are there any recurring fees I should know about?​
 A: Beyond your mortgage payment (principal, interest, property taxes, insurance), you'll pay 
HOA fees if applicable ($200-$800+ monthly in San Diego), and you should budget for 
maintenance and repairs (1-2% of home value annually). Don't forget utility costs, which can be 
significantly higher than apartment living. 

Living in the Home 

Q: How long do I have to live in the home?​
 A: The VA requires you to occupy the property as your primary residence within 60 days of 
closing and maintain occupancy for at least 12 months. After that, you can rent it out, move for 
military orders, or sell. This occupancy requirement protects the integrity of the zero-down 
program. 

Q: Can I rent out the property after living there for a year?​
 A: Yes! Once you've met the 12-month occupancy requirement, you can convert the property to 



a rental. This is an excellent wealth-building strategy. Many military members build rental 
portfolios by purchasing a home at each duty station using their VA loan. 

Q: What if I get PCS orders before the 12 months are up?​
 A: PCS orders are an exception to the occupancy requirement. If you receive orders relocating 
you before 12 months, you've met the requirement. Keep a copy of your orders with your loan 
documents in case questions arise later. 

Q: Can I have roommates or rent out rooms?​
 A: Absolutely. The VA only requires that you occupy the property as your primary residence — 
you're free to have roommates, rent out extra bedrooms, or even list a room on Airbnb (if local 
laws and HOA rules permit). Rental income can help cover your mortgage payment. 

Refinancing & Future Options 

Q: Can I refinance my VA loan later?​
 A: Yes! The VA Interest Rate Reduction Refinance Loan (IRRRL, or "streamline refinance") 
allows you to refinance to a lower rate with minimal paperwork and no appraisal required. You 
can also do a VA Cash-Out Refinance to tap your home's equity for renovations, debt 
consolidation, or other purposes. 

Q: What if I want to buy another home before selling my current one?​
 A: If you have remaining entitlement, you can purchase a second home with another VA loan 
without selling the first. Alternatively, if you're moving due to PCS orders, you can rent out your 
current home and use a new VA loan for your next duty station. This is how many veterans build 
wealth. 

Q: Can I transfer my VA loan to a buyer?​
 A: VA loans are assumable, meaning a qualified buyer can take over your loan with the same 
interest rate and terms. This is a huge selling advantage if rates have risen since your purchase. 
However, make sure the assumption process is completed properly so your entitlement is 
restored. 

Q: What happens to my VA loan if I die?​
 A: Your loan doesn't have to be paid off immediately. Your spouse or heirs can continue making 
payments and keep the home. If your spouse is also a veteran or is a surviving spouse with DIC 
benefits, they may be able to refinance into their own VA loan. VA loans don't have prepayment 
penalties, so your heirs can also pay off or sell the property at any time. 

San Diego-Specific Questions 

Q: What can I afford in San Diego with a VA loan?​
 A: San Diego's median home price is around $900,000-$1,000,000. However, there are still 
opportunities in the $500,000-$700,000 range in areas like Chula Vista, Spring Valley, El Cajon, 



and Santee. Condos and townhomes in desirable areas can be found in the $400,000-$600,000 
range. Your buying power depends on your income, debts, and BAH. 

Q: Which San Diego neighborhoods are best for military families?​
 A: Popular areas include Mira Mesa, Clairemont, La Mesa, Santee, Oceanside, and Chula 
Vista. These offer good schools, reasonable commute times to military bases, and more 
affordable housing than coastal communities. Your ideal neighborhood depends on where 
you're stationed and your lifestyle preferences. 

Q: Should I wait for the market to crash before buying in San Diego?​
 A: Trying to time the market is risky and often backfires. San Diego has limited housing supply 
and strong demand from military, biotech, and tech industries. Rents continue to rise, often 
outpacing mortgage payments. If you're planning to stay for 3-5+ years, buying now and 
building equity typically beats waiting. Remember: you marry the house, date the rate — you 
can always refinance if rates drop. 

 

Conclusion: Your Mission Starts Now 
Owning a home is one of the most meaningful rewards of your service. You've dedicated your 
life to protecting others — now it's time to protect your financial future and build the stability your 
family deserves. 

Remember: Your VA loan isn't a one-time gift — it's a lifelong benefit. Use it wisely, and you 
can build a legacy of wealth and security that extends far beyond your military career. Whether 
this is your first home or your fifth, the VA loan benefit is a powerful tool that costs you nothing 
but offers everything. 

The path from renter to homeowner may seem daunting, but you've faced bigger challenges 
before. You've mastered complex skills, adapted to new environments, and accomplished 
missions others thought impossible. Buying a home is no different — it's simply your next 
mission, and you have every resource you need to succeed. 

Don't wait for the "perfect" time. The best time to buy is when you're ready — when you have 
stable income, decent credit, a small savings cushion, and the intention to stay in the area for at 
least a few years. Market conditions will always fluctuate, but the fundamental value of 
homeownership — equity building, tax benefits, stability, and freedom — remains constant. 

Take the first step today: request your Certificate of Eligibility, check your credit report, and 
reach out to a veteran-focused lender or agent who understands your unique needs and 
benefits. 

When you're ready to start your mission, I'm here to help guide you home. 



 

About Your Guide 

Jay Lee​
 U.S. Navy (Ret.)​
 Realtor® | The Lee Home Team | Keller Williams Realty 

As a fellow veteran, I understand the unique challenges and opportunities you face in the San 
Diego housing market. I've helped hundreds of military families navigate the VA loan process, 
negotiate in competitive markets, and build long-term wealth through strategic real estate 
decisions. 

I don't just sell houses — I serve those who served. My mission is to ensure every veteran 
maximizes their hard-earned benefits and achieves the dream of homeownership without the 
stress, confusion, or predatory practices too common in this industry. 

Whether you're a first-time buyer or an experienced investor building a rental portfolio, I'm here 
to provide honest guidance, aggressive advocacy, and the expertise you need to win. 

📍 Based in San Diego, CA​
 📞 Call or Text: 619-606-0700​
 🌐 Website: www.theleehometeam.com​
 📧 Email: Jay@theleehometeam.com​
 📱 Instagram: @jaylee_sold_it​
 📘 Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/jayleerealtor 

Let's connect for a no-pressure consultation. Your next mission awaits — and this time, it 
ends with keys in your hand and a place to call your own. 

 

Semper Fi. Hooyah. Hooah. Oorah. — However you say it, thank you for your service. Now let's 
get you home. 
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