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Red flags when buying a foreclosure property
by Harold Bubil
The best-priced houses on the market are those that are either in foreclosure or have been foreclosed upon.


But all too often, they are not in the best condition. If you’re considering buying a foreclosure property, avoid making a costly mistake by looking for red flags during your first visit. Then call in a home inspector for a professional opinion on the severity of the problems.  HouseMaster, a home-inspection company with more than 350 franchises in the U.S. and Canada, offers this list of 11 red flags:


1. Numerous extension cords: This could indicate an outdated electrical system. Today’s electrical needs have grown significantly; the home could require an entire electrical upgrade. A professional home inspector would be able to indicate the need for a new panel, wiring or additional receptacles.
2. Low water pressure or gurgling: The house could have old galvanized piping or inadequate piping. The inspector will determine the type of piping and its age, and whether a new plumbing system is needed. In many instances, sections of piping can be replaced on an as-needed basis.
3. Horizontal foundation cracking: Vertical cracks are, for the most part, within normal settlement tolerances. Horizontal cracks are not. A horizontal crack generally results from hydrostatic pressure against the house’s foundation. Correction will often involve excavation and drainage alterations, as well as repairs to the wall itself. If horizontal cracking is evident, several structural engineers should be consulted to find the extent of movement and recommend corrective measures. Opinions vary — get several.
4. Smoke stains on fireplaces: Black smoke stains are usually caused by a draft problem, for which there are many causes and remedies. It could be as easy as cutting back trees from the chimney, or structural repairs to the chimney itself.
5. Binding doors and windows: This could be a result of significant settlement. Structural repairs could be needed.
6. Porches, patios or driveways that slope toward the property: If the driveway slopes toward the house, make sure water can run off the property. If porches and patios have settled and slope toward the house, a home inspector can check for framing damage. Water running off toward the house is the culprit on many structural defects, including wood rot, seepage and even insect infestation.
7. Lifted, curling roof shingles: These conditions are a key indicator that the roof is nearing the end of its lifespan. A home inspector will be able to assess whether the roof has been patched, which would indicate that water seepage has begun, and whether the roof has multiple layers of shingles. If the roof has more than one layer of shingles, the cost of a roof replacement almost doubles.
8. Wall or ceiling stains: Stains should be evaluated to determine the cause and extent of any damage. A home inspector will look for causes of the stain, as well as testing the stain using a moisture meter to determine if it is active.
9. Shower pans: Older shower pans will deteriorate and eventually require replacement. Because the pan is under tile, an entire rebuild of the shower is often necessary. Check for stains (or a recent patch/repainting on the ceiling in the room under the pan) for signs of leakage. A home inspector will assess loose or cracked tiles, as well as broken seals on toilets and other bathroom problems.
10. Synthetic stucco siding: In the past 10 years, some builders have used a synthetic stucco or Dryvit product known as EIFS (Exterior Insulation and Finish System), which has been well received by consumers. The product was seen as cost effective and attractive, but problems with the system have been common and expensive to fix. If the material is not applied properly, seepage can get trapped behind the siding, causing severe deterioration. This condition not only deteriorates the framing of the home, but also fosters mold. Replacement of the improperly installed stucco can cost tens of thousands of dollars. When listing a home with EIFS, be sure to have a home inspector trained in EIFS inspections make a detailed evaluation.
11. Vacancy: Foreclosure houses often are vacant, which increases the potential for deterioration because of lack of maintenance and ventilation. Mold and other moisture problems are common in vacant foreclosed homes, as are plumbing problems caused by drying gaskets and valves or freezing pipes.

