Taking care of foreclosed homes can be a dirty job in Michigan
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LANSING, Mich. -- The hundreds of foreclosed houses in the Lansing area are good for Matt Johnson's business, even if it means a lot of dirty work.


Tri-County Property Preservation maintains foreclosed properties for banks and others. Johnson and his five employees cut grass, remove snow, haul away trash and treat pipes to protect them against freezing in the winter. They also keep the vacant houses clean or, in some cases, dispose of piles of trash left by the former occupants.
"It can be a downright disgusting job," Johnson, who started Leslie-based Tri-County Property nine years ago, told the Lansing State Journal in Sunday editions. "I've found just about everything except a dead person."
Johnson charges $35 to $50 to mow most lawns at houses in Lansing; $35 to $50 for snow removal; and $400 to $450 for the average trash haul of 10 cubic yards. He said he's had to cut prices to stay competitive.
Business is "extremely busy" at Property Shield, a property preservation business that operates in Michigan, Florida and Arizona -- three of the states hit hardest by foreclosures. Owner Scott O'Berry said he may get work notices for as many as a dozen foreclosed mid-Michigan properties in a day.

Vacant foreclosed homes can attract vandals, squatters, copper thieves and animals, said O'Berry, whose company employs 45 people in Michigan.
"As you can see, the foreclosure just takes a huge toll on a property," said O'Berry, whose company collects an average of $3,500 for full-service maintenance until the house sells. "It drags down the value of the neighborhoods around it."
Johnson said his company maintained about 500 foreclosed properties in Ingham, Clinton and Eaton counties last year and expects to tend to 300 or so this year.
A new law taking effect Sunday gives Michigan homeowners facing foreclosure a 90-day window to stay in their house and potentially work out a resolution with their lender.
"The demand rose pretty steadily for a couple years," Johnson said. "We leveled off. Now we're starting to see a downturn as banks are working with homeowners more."

