BUYING, SELLING, AND
REFINANCING IN
CHARLESTON, SC
Nearly everything you need to know

INTRODUCTION
Charleston, South Carolina is a wonderful place to
live. Whether you’re moving here from “oﬀ” (as we
say), or you’re just moving to a new house or
neighborhood in the Charleston area, the real
estate and ﬁnancial decisions you’ll have to make
are complex.
Our founder, Rob Donaldson, was born and raised
here. As a real estate aJorney in Mount Pleasant,
Donaldson Law Firm has been doing real estate
closings locally for more than 20 years. This guide is
full of our advice, Rps, and the answers to our
clients’ most frequently asked quesRons.
A Note on the Charleston Area
By the way, throughout this eBook we refer to
“Charleston” – in this case we always mean the
greater Charleston area. The Charleston area is
made up of three counRes: Dorchester, Berkeley,
and Charleston. These counRes encompass all of
the neighborhoods in Mount Pleasant, the
Charleston peninsula, West Ashley, and the islands
including Isle of Palms, Sullivan’s Island, Kiawah
Island, and others.
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CHARLESTON EMPLOYMENT AND ECONOMY STATISTICS
Every year the Charleston Regional Development
Alliance releases new data about the state of the local
economy, real estate and more. Not only are the insights
fascinaRng, but they can help you make good decisions
about homeownership, changing jobs (or ﬁelds), or even
choosing a neighborhood or school for your kids.
How many people move here every day? (Really)
We’ve heard rumors that range from 40 to 65. The
actual number is 34. That means Charleston is growing
three Rmes faster than average compared to other U.S.
ciRes.
Who Are They?
For newcomers, the average age is 36, and they have an
average household income of $72,504 per year or a
median household income of $53,447 per year.
Where Do They Live?
Charleston County has 396,484 residents, Berkeley has
210,898 residents, and Dorchester County has 153,773.
In all three counRes, most residents are between the
ages of 34-54. ReRrees, or over the age of 65+, mostly
live in Charleston County.

EMPLOYMENT AND ECONOMY STATISTICS
The Workforce
Our civilian workforce grew four Rmes faster than the U.S. average from 2010 – 2016. So where are they all working?
For both civilians and non-civilians, the government is the area’s largest employer. Surprised? In fact, 18.88% of
Charleston area workers are employed by the government. Joint Base Charleston has 22,000 employees – far and away
the largest employer by industry. MUSC is the second largest employer by industry, with 13,000 employees. In the
private sector, Boeing employees 7,000 Charlestonians, Roper and Bon Secours St. Francis employ 5,500.
Fun fact: Kiawah Island Golf Resort and The Sanctuary employ more people (1,500) than Blackbaud (1,300) or the
InterconRnental Hotels Group that owns Holiday Inn, Holiday Inn Express, Staybridge, and Candlewood Suites (1,300
employees).
Also surprising: Manufacturing only makes up 7.89% of the jobs, a much smaller percentage than the 12.89% who work
in leisure and hospitality.
Who Earns the Most Money?
If you’re trying to pick a major that pays well, stats say study architecture, engineering, technology or medicine. Holy
City engineers and architects early an average hourly wage of $35.29, while those who work with computers make an
average of $36.50 per hour – that’s slightly more than healthcare pracRRoners make ($36.20 per hour on average). More
the creaRve type? Those in the arts, design, entertainment, media, or sports are also doing preJy well at an average
hourly wage of $21.54.
How does that measure up with the rest of the country? Charlestonians make 84% of the average annual pay in the U.S.

EMPLOYMENT AND ECONOMY STATISTICS
What’s Our Cost of Living?
The U.S. Average Cost of Living is set at 100%. It’s cheaper to live in Charleston (104%) than it is to live in
ciRes such as Boston (148%), Denver (110.4%), Miami (111%), San Diego (144.4%), or ManhaJan (228.2%)
How Much Are Houses?
If you want to live on the Lower Peninsula, you’ll pay around $642,500 for a home. If the Upper Peninsula is
more your style, you’ll save a ton of cash. Your home will only cost around $375,000. Like Mount Pleasant?
Median home price is about $488,300. West Ashley’s median home price was even lower, coming in at
$255,000.
Charleston is a great place to live and work, and you’ll be hard-pressed to ﬁnd anyone who disagrees. For
even more informaRon on area staRsRcs, check out the Charleston Regional Development Alliance website.

SHOULD I RENT OR BUY?
In the last few years, home prices in the Charleston area
have gone up while days on the market and inventory have
gone down. That can seem inRmidaRng if you’re thinking
about buying a home in or around the Holy City. You may
be quesRoning whether you should just keep renRng or
whether it’s Rme to jump in the market before interest
rates climb any higher.
The answer to whether you should rent or buy in
Charleston depends on factors speciﬁc to you, your
ﬁnances, and your long-term plans. For example:
➤

➤
➤

➤

Do you plan to live in your home for the next three to
ﬁve years? If not, your house probably won’t appreciate
enough to make up for the transacRon costs.
Do you have a down payment saved, as well as cash for
closing costs and inspecRons?
Can you aﬀord a home? Do a quick esRmate of your
anRcipated monthly mortgage payment, then add
insurance, property taxes, and repairs or maintenance.
If the ﬁgure is more than your current rent, you’ll have
to decide if it’s worth it (or if you can downsize your
dream).
Will you qualify for a mortgage?

If you answered yes to those quesRons, then buying a
home has a lot of beneﬁts. For example, you don’t need
permission to paint or remodel, and it can be a good
investment.

SHOULD I RENT OR BUY?
Three reasons to buy a home now
Interest rates are going up…
…and they’ll likely keep going up for awhile. If you want to buy a house, now (right now) is the Rme to do it.
Home prices are rising …
…but not in the giant leaps we saw in 2016.
More homes may be coming on the market than previous years, although…
…we haven’t seen this happen in Charleston yet. SRll, analysts predict this is the year the housing shortage takes a turn in
the U.S. as a whole. Time will tell how the naRonal trend aﬀects the tri-county area. We are seeing more new home
construcRon in the area, providing some relief to the shortage.
If your lifestyle, ﬁnances and long-term plans line up, there are plenty of reasons that 2018 is the right Rme to buy, build,
downsize, or upsize your home.

HOW RISING INTEREST RATES AFFECT HOMEBUYERS
If you’re a prospecRve homebuyer, you might be
wondering how the rising interest rates will aﬀect
your plans. For the last 10 years the U.S. Federal
Reserve has purposefully kept interest rates low and
access to credit easy.
For the last two years, would-be homebuyers have
been keeping a weather eye on rising interest rates.
For some it’s a race between how quickly they can
ﬁnish saving a down payment and how quickly (and
how much) The Fed will raise rates.
Right now the economy is strong and the rates have
risen above 4% for the ﬁrst Rme in a decade. That’s
caused a certain amount of concern, and many
analysts believe that higher rates are imminent.
The lower the rate, the lower the monthly payment
How will rising rates aﬀect homebuyers this year?
Remember, the lower the rate, the lower the
monthly payment. Consider locking in your dream
home before rates rise any more.

HOW RISING INTEREST RATES AFFECT HOMEBUYERS
Bigger payment or less house?
As interest rates rise, homebuyers will either pay more per month or have to seJle for less house so the payment ﬁts in their budget.
A recent model by CoreLogic projected that interest rates would rise by about 0.82% this year. That could translate to a 15% or 16%
increase in mortgage payments.
However, compared to mortgage rates thirty years ago (an average of a whopping 18%), interest rates below 6% or even 7% are sRll
incredibly reasonable. In 2018, to oﬀset rising interest rates homebuyers will either have to come up with more in their monthly housing
budget, put down more upfront to reduce the monthly payment, or seJle for less house (or less locaRon). Though that doesn’t sound
appealing, right now we’re talking about around $100 more per month for the average mortgage payment. Some will be able to adjust
their living expenses to make up for the modest increase.
Rates are rising, so if you can wrap up your transacRon without sacriﬁcing what you want in a home, you’ll likely pay less than you would if
you wait.

CHARLESTON HOUSING MARKETS STATS 2018
In case you haven’t heard, the Charleston housing
market has been on ﬁre in recent years. There have
been more buyers than sellers, home prices have
risen rapidly, and at the moment there isn’t any sign
that will change – even with rising interest rates.
Here are some snapshots of the state of the
Charleston housing market, courtesy of the
Charleston Trident AssociaRon of Realtors.
New LisLngs
As of February 2018 there were 2,111 homes listed
for sale in the tri-county area. That’s up from 2,040
lisRngs in February of 2017 and 1,972 in February of
2016. It may be that sellers are ready to connect with
an eager group of buyers.
Days on Market
In February of this year, homes took an average of 61
days to get an accepted oﬀer, compared with 69 days
in 2017 and 71 days in 2016. In 2017, the overall
average days on the market were only 55. If you’re
looking for a home, keep that number in mind,
especially if a lisRng you like is nearing the six to eightweek mark.

CHARLESTON HOUSING MARKETS STATS 2018
Median Sales Price
Just a quick math recap: The median sales price is the point at which half of the lisRngs sold for more and half sold for less. It’s the
number in the middle, and it’s diﬀerent from the average sales price. More about that in a minute:
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤

The median sales price for homes in the tri-county area in February of 2018 was $257,500. That’s up 7% from February 2017 ($240,750
February of 2017 saw median home prices of $240,750, a 1.8% gain over 2016.
InteresRng to note, the median home sales price in 2016 was $236,539 – a massive 11.4% upRck from 2015.
The median sales price for 2017 overall was $270,000.
Most analysts believe home prices will conRnue to rise this year.

Average Sales Price
The average sales price of homes in February 2018 is found by adding up the sales prices of all of the homes that sold that month then
dividing the total by the number of homes that sold. The thing to remember about average sales price is that if a home sells for an
unusually high or low price, it skews the data.
Which should you pay aJenRon to if you’re buying or selling? Both. If you’re buying a house, the average sales price can help you ﬁgure
out what you’d expect to spend. If you’re selling a house, the median sales price may be a beJer indicator of how to set a reasonable
price.
➤
➤
➤

The average sales price for February 2018 was $341,731, up 7.9% from $316,831 in February of 2017.
February of 2016 saw averages of $321,666, another big jump of 11.6% from 2015.
The average sales price of a home in the Charleston area for 2017 overall was $340,183 – a 6.1% increase from 2016.

CHARLESTON HOUSING MARKETS STATS 2018
Percent of Original Price Received
As expected, buyers didn’t have much room to negoRate prices in 2018. This February sellers got an average of 96.7% of their asking price.
That’s a slight bump up from 96.5% for all of 2017, but a big bump from 94.4% in 2014.
Inventory
➤ As

of February this year, there were 4,917 houses on the market; down from 5,500 in February of 2017. This is an interesRng number that
has declined year over year since at least 2013 (when the number was 6,208).
➤ There is a housing shortage in the Charleston area, there’s no doubt. With mortgage rates at historical lows and a strong economy, people
are buying houses.
That doesn’t mean that sellers can demand whatever they want for their homes, however. Time will tell if increasing interest rates,
decreased tax (and investment) incenRves for home ownership (especially second or vacaRon homes), will aﬀect how many homes come
on the market.
Regardless, the housing market for Charleston in 2018 will stay compeRRve.

HOW TAX REFORM AFFECTS HOMEBUYERS
If you’re considering buying a home you may be
wondering how tax reform aﬀects homebuyers. The new
tax rules will aﬀect homebuyers, but they could also
aﬀect the housing market in general.
Here’s what’s changed in tax law, and how it might aﬀect
homebuyers this year:
DeducLng mortgage interest has no beneﬁt
DeducRng mortgage interest was a huge perk of
homeownership. Under the new tax rules, you can only
deduct mortgage interest if you itemize your taxes. Since
tax reform nearly doubled the standard deducRon, far
fewer people will get a bigger break if they itemize. The
Tax Policy Center esRmates that it will make sense for just
4% of homeowners to itemize their mortgage interest,
compared to 21% in 2017.
The eﬀect: More renters
With fewer homeowners gerng a tax break for owning,
more people may choose to rent. In the Charleston tricounty area, lisRngs were down 6.7% in 2017, and
Months Supply of Inventory was down to 3.0 months. As
of 2018, demand is sRll outpacing supply in all three
counRes. If more people choose to rent, homebuyers may
have less compeRRon when bidding for their dream
home.

HOW TAX REFORM AFFECTS HOMEBUYERS
You might not be able to deduct all of your interest
If you took out a home loan aser December 15, 2017, the most mortgage debt on which you can deduct interest $750,000 (instead of the previous
$1 million).
The eﬀect: Homes over $1 million could be harder to sell
This new rule could even reduce the value of higher-priced homes. In the Charleston area, the average home sales price hovered near $350,000.
Speciﬁc areas such as Kiawah saw average home prices of $864,000, which means the market for beachfront or historic homes could be aﬀected.
For homebuyers, the costs of high-dollar dwellings may come down.
Home equity loans aren’t always deducLble
Previously homeowners could deduct equity loans (HELOC) up to $100,000. As of 2018, you can no longer deduct interest from HELOC loans unless
they are to “buy, build or substanRally improve the taxpayer’s home that secures the loan.”
The eﬀect: Home equity isn’t a good backup for educaLonal or medical expenses
You can sRll deduct HELOC interest to improve your home, but depending on home equity as a savings plan for college or emergencies isn’t as
appealing.
No deducLons for new mortgages on vacaLon homes
Previously you could deduct interest on a second home as long as the combined mortgages are under $1 million. If you’re gerng a mortgage for a
second home in 2018, you won’t be able to deduct the interest.

HOW TAX REFORM AFFECTS HOMEBUYERS
The eﬀect: Fewer second or vacaLon home sales
For homebuyers, the inability to deduct second home mortgages might mean it’s Rme to move to Charleston year-round!
You can’t fully deduct state and local taxes
Previously, homeowners could deduct property taxes. Now deducRble taxes are capped at $10,000.
The eﬀect: It depends
Property tax rates in Charleston are low – between 0.48% and 0.57% in the tri-county. (Compare that to a statewide average of 1.5% in
New York.) Most people pay under $10,000 per year. However, because that amount also includes state income taxes, it could aﬀect you
depending on your income.
You can’t deduct moving expenses
Unless you’re military, you can no longer deduct moving expenses.
The eﬀect: Lighter loads?
Homebuyers moving to Charleston long-distance might consider reducing moving expenses by paring down to the essenRals and
furnishing a new home aser closing. Most large, heavy, leather furniture that works up north won’t work in Charleston anyway – only
move what you know you’ll use.
Tax reform aﬀects homebuyers in diﬀerent ways this year: Homeowners may see fewer deducRons, but they may see lower home prices
too. If you’re thinking of buying a home in Charleston, it’s sRll a great Rme to do it.
Disclaimer: This informa1on has been prepared for informa1onal purposes only, and is not intended to provide, and should not be relied on for, tax, legal or accoun1ng advice.

READY TO BUY? DO THIS FIRST.
Buying a home is very exciRng. However, before you call a
Realtor, you need to do a liJle homework ﬁrst. Follow these
steps in order and you’ll be able to enjoy the process:
Determine how much you want to spend
Don’t rush to the online aﬀordability calculator yet. The
very ﬁrst thing you should do when you decide to buy a
home is determine how much monthly mortgage payment
you want to aﬀord. That may be a diﬀerent ﬁgure than
what you can aﬀord. For example online calculators and
lenders will factor in many things, but they won’t factor in
your golf habit, or SRtch Fix addicRon, or that dream
vacaRon. Don’t max out your disposable income –
otherwise you’ll end up “house poor” and frustrated.
If you’re comfortable with your monthly rent, start with
that ﬁgure. Lots of people are willing to give up some
luxuries in order to own a home – and that’s okay. Just
make sure you’ll sRll be happy with that decision down the
road.
Determine how much you can aﬀord to spend
Once you know how much you’re comfortable spending,
use an online calculator to get an esRmate of how much
you can aﬀord to spend. If the number is higher than your
comfort zone, you’ll have to exercise self control when
home shopping. If it’s lower than what you thought, a
Realtor can help you get the most bang for your buck.

READY TO BUY? DO THIS FIRST.
Check your credit
If you’re not already monitoring your credit through your bank’s online app or a separate app or service, you should be. You can get a free
copy of your credit report every 12 months from the three credit reporRng agencies, TransUnion, Experian, and Exquifax, by visiRng
AnnualCreditReport.com. (This is the only government authorized website where you can do this.)
Check closely for errors. If you ﬁnd an error, dispute it right away by wriRng a leJer to the agency reporRng the wrong informaRon. Send
the leJer registered mail and keep a copy for your own records. By law, credit agencies have 30 days to conﬁrm or ﬁx incorrect
informaRon.
Once you’ve checked (and cleaned up) your credit report:
Don’t open any new credit
From right now unRl the day you close on your home, don’t open any new credit. If you can improve your credit by cleaning up your report
or paying down debt, that’s okay. Otherwise, try to keep your report staRc unRl you’re through the process.
Decide on a down payment
There are a ton of reasons why purng 20% is a good idea. However, not everyone has had the Rme or ability to save that much. If you
don’t have 20%, don’t worry. In the next step you’ll talk to a lender about gerng preapproved and about the opRons for lower down
payments.

READY TO BUY? DO THIS FIRST.
Get pre-approved
Shop around for your mortgage by asking family and friends for recommendaRons. Lenders have diﬀerent ways to be compeRRve; it’s a maJer of
ﬁnding which is right for you.
Don’t forget closing costs
Your lender can give you an esRmate of closing costs based on your esRmated loan amount. You’ll need this money on closing day, so now is the
Rme to start saving to avoid a last-minute panic.
Once you’ve completed the First Steps for Homebuyers checklist – you can call a Realtor and start shopping. Oh, and as the buyer, you get to
choose your closing aJorney. We’re known for our easy, no-drama, friendly closings – and we have a big bowl of candy and the good pens.

CHOOSING A HOUSE AND A NEIGHBORHOOD
One thing we hear over and over is that choosing
where to live in Charleston can seem really
confusing.
The tri-county area is big and diverse– ﬁguring out
which area, island, town, or neighborhood will be
best for you and your lifestyle requires some
homework.
To help you ﬁgure out what your prioriRes are for a
new home, we made a checklist to that can
highlight your wants, needs and prioriRes.
Answer each quesRon, then rank the importance of
that priority from 1 to 3, where:
➤
➤
➤

1 = Must Have
2 = Nice to Have
3 = Not Important or Low Importance

One piece of advice: If you’re buying a home with a
partner or spouse, each of you should go through
the checklist separately. Then get together and
negoRate in any areas where you diverge.

CHOOSING A HOUSE AND A NEIGHBORHOOD
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤

Do you want a single-family home, townhouse, or condo?
Do you want acreage or a big yard?
How many bedrooms do you want?
Do you have an ideal school district for your kids?
How far are you willing to drive to work?
Do you want to be within walking / biking / golf cart distance of restaurants and shopping?
Do you want a view of the beach, the marsh, or trees?
How close do you want to be to the beach?
Do you want to be close to a marina?
Do you want to live in a historic home or neighborhood?
Do you need a garage? How many cars?
Would you consider building a home?
How far are you willing to drive to downtown Charleston?
Do you need boat storage or a dock?
Are you willing to pay more for ﬂood insurance in certain zones?

Having the answers to these quesRons can help you and your family decide where to live in Charleston. Share your list or lists with your
Realtor; the more they know about what you want and your prioriRes, the beJer they are able to hone in on a home that has something
for everyone in your family.

HOW CHARLESTON’S BRIDGES COULD AFFECT YOUR
LIFESTYLE
Bridges have been a hot topic around town lately, and
for good reason. A network of bridges connect the
towns and neighborhoods in the Charleston area, and
each has its own quirks.
“Quirks” include a tendency to back up during rush
hours or holidays, closures to swing open for boats,
frequent minor accidents, and white-knuckle driving in
high winds.
If you are reRred or work at home, the bridge that links
you with the rest of Charleston might not aﬀect you
too much.
However, if you have to cross a bridge for work, or to
see friends, family or for hobbies, you most certainly
want take bridges into consideraRon when choosing a
neighborhood.

HOW CHARLESTON’S BRIDGES COULD AFFECT YOUR LIFESTYLE
The Ravenel
Let’s start with the big one – The Ravenel. This mighty cable-stay bridge spans The Reach between Mount Pleasant and the downtown
Charleston peninsula. The bridge doesn’t close for high winds anymore, but when winds reach sustained 40 mph the Charleston County
Emergency OperaRons Center issues a warning that travel over the bridge isn’t safe. That means if you get in trouble on the bridge under
these warnings no emergency personnel will come to get you.
How osen does Charleston get 40 mph winds? Even a minor tropical storm can produce winds up to 60 mph, so several Rmes a year.
The bridge does close during ice storms when falling ice from the spans can be extremely dangerous. The bridge also closes for half a day
once a year for the Cooper River Bridge Run.
The Wando
The Wando Bridge is actually a pair of pre-cast post-tensioned concrete box girder bridges that span the Wando River, connecRng Mount
Pleasant to Daniel Island. As you probably know, one of the cables failed inside the box girder in May, and one of the bridges closed for
several weeks. The closure wrecked havoc on traﬃc, causing backups that lasted for hours, day aser day.
The future of the bridge is uncertain, but speculaRon is high that needs replacing. Of all the bridges in Charleston, the Wando is the least
fun to drive in high winds due to the low height of the concrete sidewalls. Even if you don’t live on Daniel Island or beyond, this bridge is a
main part of the evacuaRon (and re-entry) route.
Don Holt
The Don Holt Bridge is the bright blue truss bridge that spans the Cooper River connecRng Charleston and North Charleston. This bridge
also doesn’t close in high winds but falls under the same warning parameters as the Ravenel. The Don Holt is known for backing up during
rush hour traﬃc, and minor traﬃc accidents are frequent. It is also a main part of Charleston’s evacuaRon route.

HOW CHARLESTON’S BRIDGES COULD AFFECT YOUR LIFESTYLE
Ashley River
The Ashley River Bridge is a Bascule drawbridge that spans the Ashley River, connecRng the peninsula to West Ashley. (The original bridge
was struck and destroyed by a ship in 1955, an event that locals sRll talk about.) The drawbridge is in operaRon from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily
and stops traﬃc to open whenever a boat radios the operator. That means you could get stuck waiRng on the bridge if you commute to or
from West Ashley.
Wappoo Creek
Once you’re over the Ashley, you may also have to wait on the Wappoo Creek drawbridge that connects West Ashley to James Island as
well. Part of the Intracoastal Waterway, this is a busy drawbridge that can open for boats every half hour between 9 a.m. and 4 p.m. on
weekdays, and 9 a.m. to 7 p.m. on weekends.
Isle of Palms Connector
This bridge spans the marsh between Mount Pleasant and Isle of Palms. It is a low, two-lane bridge with pedestrian and bicycle lanes. On
holidays and summer weekends, beach traﬃc can back up to Highway 17. Because of the beauRful marsh views, rear-ending accidents are
frequent on this bridge, which can slow or stop traﬃc.
If you’re considering a home on Isle of Palms (such as Wild Dunes) in high tourist season you’ll have to brave extremely heavy traﬃc to get
to Mount Pleasant, or anywhere beyond.
Ben Sawyer Bridge
The Ben Sawyer Bridge is a swing bridge that connects Mount Pleasant with Sullivan’s Island. The bridge spans the Intracostal Waterway
and has a complicated (and busy) opening schedule. The bridge was knocked oﬀ its axis by Hurricane Hugo in 1989 (before the Isle of
Palms Connector existed), making the island inaccessible except by boat. In summer, beach traﬃc can back up past Riﬂe Range Road in
Mount Pleasant. If you’re considering a house on Sullivan’s Island, you’ll have to be a paRent driver in high season.

CHOOSING A DOG-FRIENDLY HOME
Wri>en by Abby, Rob’s Golden Retriever and our honorary
mascot
Hey. I’m Abby. I overhear a lot of real estate and house
remodeling conversaRons, and I thought some of it might
come in handy for you.
If you have a dog (and why wouldn’t you) it’s important to
remember your buddy when you’re house shopping.
Aser all, she’s looking forward to having a comfy home
just as much as you are. Here are some things to look for:
A yard (and maybe a fence)
Not all dogs need yards, and not all dogs need fences. I
have a friend with a huge fenced yard, but he won’t use it
because he’s terriﬁed of squirrels. I have a yard, but not a
fence and I’m perfectly happy. However, yards (and
fenced yards) are nice places to play, and most dogs
wouldn’t mind having one.
Nice places to walk.
My weirdo friend who’s scared of squirrels likes to go for
walks twice a day. He checks up on the neighbors and the
ducks in the lake every morning and every evening. He
has to walk about 20 minutes twice a day to burn oﬀ the
treats. If you walk your dog, pick a neighborhood with
lots of sidewalks or walking paths.

CHOOSING A DOG-FRIENDLY HOME
An outdoor tap with warm water
Nobody likes coming home from the beach and gerng blasted with cold water to wash oﬀ the sand. If you ﬁnd a house with an outdoor
shower or easy access to installing a hot water pipe outside, buy it. I don’t even care if it’s haunted.
A laundry sink, mud room, or dog washing staLon
I like my groomer as much as the next girl, but I don’t want to have to see her every Rme I need a bath. A house with a uRlity sink or a
mudroom or laundry room with space for a built-in dog washing staRon gets four paws up from me.
A warm welcome
Some neighborhoods don’t allow certain breeds of dogs. Whatever. SRll, have your real estate agent get the bylaws for any neighborhood
you’re interested in to ﬁnd out if there are any restricRons. If you have more than one dog, say you have four dogs, then good for you. But
some neighborhoods limit the number of pets you can have, and those aren’t the kind of people you want to hang around with anyway.
A quiet place to nap
I go to work, so I don’t stay in a crate. Some of my friends do though, and they like to have their crates in a quiet room away from the
delicious-smelling trashcans, anRque table legs, and shoe racks. A room with a Rle ﬂoor is also nice because it’s cool in the summer and
cleans up fast if there’s a, you know, …incident.
Dogs are preJy happy wherever their people are, but we don’t mind creature comforts either. When you’re house hunRng, don’t forget
your fur friend. I hope I get to meet you on closing day; maybe we can eat peanut buJer together.

IS IT TIME TO DOWNSIZE?
Is it Time to Downsize?
Living simply, or at least having more Rme to enjoy life, is
one of the beneﬁts of a Lowcountry lifestyle. If you’ve got
a larger-than-necessary house, you might be dreaming of
less maintenance, and less “stuﬀ” in general. With
interest rates on the rise, if you’re thinking it’s Rme to
downsize and buy a new home – now is the Rme to do it
while interest rates are sRll historically low.
If you’re dreaming of downsizing, here are some good
reasons to pull the trigger on your plan:
The Kids Are Grown
Once you needed the room to raise a family, and now
that they’re on their own – your house feels too big. It
can be hard to move on from a home that holds so many
memories, but downsizng to a smaller house, townhouse
or condo can help empty nesters start a new chapter in
life.
No – or Low – Mortgage
Some homeowners are able to sell their large homes and
pay cash for a smaller residence. Purng your equity
toward a more compact property can free up cash for
doing other things including traveling, working less hours,
paying oﬀ other bills, or pursuing a hobby.

IS IT TIME TO DOWNSIZE?
Age-in-Place
If you are of a certain age and your home has too many stairs, too much yard, or requires too much eﬀort to maintain, you could ﬁnd it
physically challenging to stay in your home as you grow older. If you plan to remain in your area indeﬁnitely, downsize to a residence that
will accommodate the aging process for easier life transiRons.
Reducing Costs
Big houses come with big mortgages. If you’d like more disposable income, or less Rme at work, reducing your mortgage payment is one of
the best ways to cut monthly expenses. Smaller houses come with less maintenance, and most townhouses and condos come with no
exterior work required.
Cash Out
Life is short. If you’ve been dreaming of an around-the-world trip, or going back to school, or just having more free Rme, cashing out
equity in your big house can give you the means to pursue your dreams.
More Time
If you’re over mowing the yard on Saturday, or losing most of your weekends to cleaning a big house, downsizing can give you your life
back. Smaller homes mean less work and more Rme to do what you want.
If you’ve been thinking about downsizing, this is the year to go for it. Downsizing can make good life sense: It comes with new neighbors,
new scenery, a chance to redecorate or start fresh, and a chance reinvent your life. Interest rates are on the rise, so simplifying your life
this year also makes good ﬁnancial sense.

MAKING SENSE OF ONLINE ESTIMATES
With real estate prices in Charleston climbing over
the last few years, you may be wondering what your
home is really worth.
Whether it’s Rme to downsize, upsize, get a change
of scenery, or reﬁnance, having an idea of the
equity in your home can help you make good
ﬁnancial decisions.
Gerng a home value is a liJle tricky. You can use an
online calculator, but the esRmates can vary –
someRmes wildly.
You can pay $300 – $500 for an appraisal, which will
give you a good value if you want to reﬁnance. If
you’re selling, ulRmately, your home is worth
whatever someone is willing to pay for it when you
put it on the market.
There is no shortage of online calculators that will
instantly esRmate your home’s value. But are they
accurate, and how do they work?

MAKING SENSE OF ONLINE ESTIMATES
How Do Online Calculators Work?
Online calculators are diﬀerent, depending on the algorithm. Most base an esRmate on recent assessed value, recent sales of similar
homes or homes in the neighborhood. The caveat is the data can be wrong (or old), and doesn’t take into account recent renovaRons or
other factors an appraiser (or buyer) would see. Online calculators can only give you an esRmate of what your home is really worth.
Online Calculators Accuracy: A Case Study
A friend had just had his Mount Pleasant home appraised (in an eﬀort to ditch PMI), so we had the basis for a good experiment.
What the Online Calculators Said
First, we entered his address into seven online real estate calculators. InteresRngly, the calculators had a $50,000 variance between the
highest value ($554,700) and the lowest ($499,246), That’s a preJy big swing when you’re talking about real money.
What the Price-Per-Square-Foot Said
Next we looked up records of all the homes that had sold in his neighborhood in the last six months and used the price-per-square-foot
method to determine value. We came up with the lowest value yet – $475,000.
What the Real Estate Agent Said
The three methods above are based on data, and only on data. Our real estate agent took three other things into consideraRon when she
gave her esRmate: She knew the home had been renovated from top to boJom, including an incredible new master bathroom. She also
took into consideraRon that his home has lovely views of the marsh – something other houses that recently sold didn’t have. She
esRmated the home would appraise around $550,000, but could likely sell (and appraise) for as much as $10,000 more.

MAKING SENSE OF ONLINE ESTIMATES
What the Appraiser Said
The appraiser took into consideraRon all of the same data that online calculators did, plus the renovaRons. The great view caused him to
look at data from other homes in the neighborhood that had similar views that had sold. With one comp coming in at $600,000, the
appraiser said our friend’s home was worth $565,000.
Now, because our friend isn’t actually selling we don’t know what buyers would say his home is worth. However, because he got an
appraisal he could conﬁdently put his house on the market at that price and expect to negoRate (or not) from there.
When you’re selling your home, using an online calculator is a good way to gauge a range of values. However, to get closer to the mark,
listen to your real estate agent – or invest in an appraisal.

IS IT TOO LATE TO REFINANCE?
With rising interest rates you may be wondering if
you’ve missed the window where it’s beneﬁcial to
reﬁnance. The good news is it sRll might make sense for
some homeowners. In fact, as of January 2018 the
Mortgage Bankers AssociaRon reports that about half of
mortgage applicaRons are reﬁnances.
Here are some reasons reﬁnancing might be right for
you this year:
Locking in a Fixed Rate
If you have an adjustable rate mortgage (ARM) that
started out at a low interest rate, it’s likely going to
increase as interest rates rise. Reﬁnancing to a ﬁxedrate mortgage might mean a higher interest rate than
your ARM right now, but it can save you thousands over
the long term.
Shorter Terms
Typically, loans with shorter terms have lower interest
rates. If you can aﬀord a higher monthly payment, you
could save tens of thousands in interest over the course
of the loan. If you can swing a higher monthly payment
and you’re planning to stay in your home for the long
haul, reﬁnancing may be right for you.

IS IT TOO LATE TO REFINANCE?
Cash Out
If you have a lot of equity in your house (20% is usually the magic number) a cash-out reﬁnance might help you streamline your ﬁnances. A
cash-out means you get a new loan on your home for more than you owe. For example, if you owe $100,000 on your home, you might
reﬁnance for $150,000. You can use the cash to pay oﬀ high-interest loans or credit cards, or for home improvements. You’ll sRll get a
historically low interest rate this year.
Eliminate PMI
If you didn’t put 20% down, you probably had to buy private mortgage insurance (PMI). PMI is not cheap, and the sooner you get rid of it,
the sooner you have more cash in your pocket. To get rid of PMI you have to have 20% equity in your home. You can ask your lender to
drop PMI at the point you owe 80% of the appraised value. (When it drops to 78%, they’re required to eliminate it.)
If your lender won’t drop PMI, you may be able to eliminate it by reﬁnancing. If your equity has increased enough, reﬁnancing will
eliminate PMI. The trick is to ensure that closing costs will be less than what PMI will cost you unRl it reaches its natural end.
Interest rates are sRll at historic lows, and it’s likely they’ll remain there through 2018. Talk with your lender about reﬁnancing opRons
early and you could save yourself thousands in the future.

WHAT TO EXPECT ON CLOSING DAY
Closing day can be wonderful and scary at the same
Rme. Most people are nervous; especially if it’s the
ﬁrst Rme they’ve bought a home. That’s okay, but
really there isn’t anything to worry about. Aser all,
this is the day you’ve been waiRng for!
Here are some Rps that can help you enjoy closing
day:
Take the Day Oﬀ Work
Closings usually take about an hour, but someRmes
an hour isn’t enough. If you can, take a half-day or
the whole day oﬀ work. That way you won’t be
stressed about work if something comes up.
Eat First
Rob keeps a big bowl of candy on the table, and
believe me people plow through it. Have an early
lunch or a snack before closing so you can focus –
you don’t want to be hangry at closing.

WHAT TO EXPECT ON CLOSING DAY
Bring Your ID
Whether you’re buying or selling, you’ll need your government issued photo ID such as a drivers license.
PracLce Your Signature
You don’t really have to pracRce, but you will be reading and signing a lot of documents. You’ll get documents related to your mortgage,
closing costs, and transfer of ownership. There’s more but Rob will explain everything to you in plain language.
Be On Guard
Closing day scams have been on the rise.

AVOIDING CLOSING DAY SCAMS
More and more frequently we’re hearing stories of
wire transfer scams that target home buyers on or
near closing day. These scams aren’t just happening
“out there”.
They’re happening in Charleston, in Mount
Pleasant, and all of our surrounding areas. You can’t
believe how sophisRcated these scams are. You
really have to be on your guard unRl the keys are in
your hand. Fortunately, there is a way to protect
yourself.
Here’s how wire transfer scams work and what you
can do to stay out of trouble on or near closing day:
The Scam: Change of Wire InstrucLons
Just before closing, a buyer gets an email that
appears to be from the Rtle company with a change
of wire transfer instrucRons. The buyer, in a state of
closing day excitement, wires their down payment
and closing funds to the criminals. Because they’ve
authorized the transfer, there is liJle chance of ever
gerng it back.

AVOIDING CLOSING DAY SCAMS
How to Protect Yourself
When it comes to transferring funds:
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤
➤

Be suspicious of any ﬁnancial instrucRons that come through email. Call to verify.
Call the Rtle agency, mortgage broker, or closing aJorney to verify the details or any changes requested through email, but call the numb
you have or ﬁnd on the web – not the number in the email
Be suspicious of any last-minute changes on or near closing day
Protect your emails: Only send sensiRve informaRon over a secure portal that your Rtle company, mortgage broker, or closing aJorney ha
set up.
Protect your email account: Make sure your computer’s operaRng system is up to date, you’re using anR-virus sosware, and you have
complex passwords.
Never click suspicious links in emails – that’s how criminals get into your computer to begin with.

Here’s what we want you to take away: On closing day, be excited – but be on your guard.
Closing day is exciRng and gerng the keys to your new home is probably all you can think about. However, homebuyers who are scammed
out of their down payments don’t just have delayed closings: They lose their down payments and they usually lose their dream house at
the same Rme. If you get transfer instrucRons in an email, or anything else that sends up a red ﬂag, take Rme to verify by phone.

WHAT’S MY HOME REALLY WORTH?
With real estate prices in Charleston climbing over the last few
years, you may be wondering what your home is really worth.
Whether it’s Rme to downsize, upsize, get a change of scenery, or
reﬁnance, having an idea of the equity in your home can help you
make good ﬁnancial decisions.
Gerng a home value is a liJle tricky. You can use an online
calculator, but the esRmates can vary – someRmes wildly. You can
pay $300 – $500 for an appraisal, which will give you a good value if
you want to reﬁnance. If you’re selling, ulRmately, your home is
worth whatever someone is willing to pay for it when you put it on
the market.
There is no shortage of online calculators that will instantly esRmate
your home’s value. But are they accurate, and how do they work?
How Do Online Calculators Work?
Online calculators are diﬀerent, depending on the algorithm. Most
base an esRmate on recent assessed value, recent sales of similar
homes or homes in the neighborhood. The caveat is the data can be
wrong (or old), and doesn’t take into account recent renovaRons or
other factors an appraiser (or buyer) would see. Online calculators
can only give you an esRmate of what your home is really worth.
Are Online Calculators Accurate: A Case Study
A friend had just had his Mount Pleasant home appraised (in an
eﬀort to ditch PMI), so we had the basis for a good experiment.

WHAT’S MY HOME REALLY WORTH?
What the Online Calculators Said
First, we entered his address into seven online real estate calculators. InteresRngly, the calculators had a $50,000 variance
between the highest value ($554,700) and the lowest ($499,246), That’s a preJy big swing when you’re talking about real
money.
What the Price-Per-Square-Foot Said
Next we looked up records of all the homes that had sold in his neighborhood in the last six months and used the price-persquare-foot method to determine value. We came up with the lowest value yet – $475,000.
What the Real Estate Agent Said
The three methods above are based on data, and only on data. Our real estate agent took three other things into
consideraRon when she gave her esRmate: She knew the home had been renovated from top to boJom, including an
incredible new master bathroom. She also took into consideraRon that his home has lovely views of the marsh – something
other houses that recently sold didn’t have. She esRmated the home would appraise around $550,000, but could likely sell
(and appraise) for as much as $10,000 more.
What the Appraiser Said
The appraiser took into consideraRon all of the same data that online calculators did, plus the renovaRons. The great view
caused him to look at data from other homes in the neighborhood that had similar views that had sold. With one comp
coming in at $600,000, the appraiser said our friend’s home was worth $565,000.
Now, because our friend isn’t actually selling we don’t know what buyers would say his home is worth. However, because he
got an appraisal he could conﬁdently put his house on the market at that price and expect to negoRate (or not) from there.
When you’re selling your home, using an online calculator is a good way to gauge a range of values. However, to get closer to
the mark, listen to your real estate agent – or invest in an appraisal.

MAKING SENSE OF FLOOD ZONES
What’s the most common natural disaster in the US? If you guessed
ﬂooding, you’re right. Flooding is even more prevalent in the Lowcountry,
and not just on the peninsula and near Rdal marshes. The towns and
ciRes that make up the greater Charleston area all lie at, below, or just
barely above sea level. That means when we have a Rde higher than six
feet (called Neep, Spring, or King Rdes), heavy rains that fall during a high
or rising Rde, or tropical storm or hurricane situaRons, there is ﬂooding.
Homeowners Insurance Isn’t Enough
Homeowners insurance covers you if the water damage comes from the
sky. For example, if a storm blows your roof oﬀ or windows out. It does
not cover damage when water comes from the ground.
Everyone Lives in a Flood Plain
Your mortgage lender will require you to take out ﬂood insurance if your
home is in a designated ﬂoodplain (technically called a Special Flood
Hazard Area, or SFHA). If your home isn’t in a ﬂoodplain, you won’t be
required to buy ﬂood insurance, but it’s sRll a good idea. One in ﬁve ﬂood
claims come from homeowners who live in a low-risk area. During 2017’s
Hurricane Irma, which hit our coast as a tropical storm, the Charleston
area saw record ﬂoodwaters that were second only to Hurricane Hugo in
1989.
Therefore, some experts say that if you live in the Lowcountry, you live in
a ﬂood plain regardless of the FEMA charts.
House HunLng? Check the Flood Zones Before You Buy.
If you’re house hunRng, check the ﬂood zone by plugging the address into
FEMA’s online map. You can also ask your Realtor to double check with
the current owner, but be sure to validate the answer you receive. Homes
not in a ﬂood zone should sRll have insurance, but it’s typically
inexpensive – less than $400 a year.

MAKING SENSE OF FLOOD ZONES
The Expensive Flood Zones
Zones V and A are considered high risk and ﬂood insurance can cost in the neighborhood of $400 per month. That’s not a
monthly expense you want to be surprised with at closing, and it is an expense you’ll want to ﬁgure in when calculaRng the
total monthly cost of your new home.
What Flood Insurance Covers – And Doesn’t Cover
Flood insurance typically covers:
Structural damage
•
Electrical, HVAC, and plumbing repairs and replacement
•
Permanently installed ﬂooring, carpets, built-ins, and shuJers
•
Personal property such as clothing, furniture, appliances, and some valuables such as artwork
It typically does not cover:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Damage that happens in the ﬁrst 30 days of your policy
Landscaping
Hotels or living expenses if you’re displaced
Damage caused by mold and mildew
Valuable papers
Vehicles

Note that federal ﬂood insurance also has a cap of $350,000 for the structure and $100,000 in personal property. If you need
more than that to rebuild, you’ll need to take out addiRonal insurance from a private insurer.

MAKING SENSE OF FLOOD ZONES
Three Tips for Making Flood Insurance Your Friend
Flood insurance is your friend in the Lowcountry, but in high-risk zones, it can be expensive. To avoid nasty surprises before, at
or aser closing:
•
•
•

Educate yourself about what ﬂood insurance premiums and deducRbles mean to your budget before you fall in love with
a home
As you shop, keep the FEMA interacRve map handy on your phone or tablet so you can determine the ﬂood zone of the
neighborhoods and homes in which you’re interested
Call your insurance agent and ask for quotes on a house before you make an oﬀer

Be sure to read the policy, so you understand your deducRble and what is and isn’t covered. Hopefully, you’ll never need to
make a claim, but if you do – you’ll be glad you took Rme to get informed.

MAKING SENSE OF HURRICANE INSURANCE
If you’re new to the coast hurricane insurance isn’t something
you’ve had to worry about before. Even if you’re naRve to the coast
things have changed.
Insurance policies started to get less generous in 2006 aser seven
hurricanes hit the U.S. back-to-back between 2004 and 2005 –
including Hurricane Katrina. As storms began to have more ﬁnancial
impact on coastal areas, insurance companies began shising the
risk to consumers.
What Hurricane Insurance Covers: The Basics
There isn’t one insurance policy that covers hurricane damage.
You’ll need a mix of homeowner’s, wind and hail, and ﬂood
insurance. Keep in mind wind and hail and ﬂood insurance can be
riders to your homeowner’s policy.
•
•
•

Wind and hail policies cover damage from wind, hail, and rain,
such as downed trees, and roof and window damage.
Flooding policies cover damage from water that rises from the
ground.
Homeowner’s policies vary but usually cover damage from ﬁre
and thes, and living expenses if your home is destroyed.

The Named Storm Trigger
In South Carolina insurers can charge special (larger) deducRbles for
hurricane damage. Your “named storm” insurance deducRble can
be a ﬁxed amount, but it can also be a percentage of your property
value. This deducRble can kick in when a storm is named, not just
when it becomes a hurricane.

MAKING SENSE OF HURRICANE INSURANCE
When Tropical Storms are Worse Than Hurricanes
Even if Charleston isn’t hit by a major hurricane, you’ll sRll need wind and hail and ﬂood insurance because tropical storms
can be just as damaging as hurricanes. For example, in 2016 Hurricane Mathew, a Category 1 hurricane, had a peak storm
Rde in Charleston that was 3.5’ higher than normal. When Irma hit Charleston in 2017 as a tropical storm, the peak storm
Rde was 4.15’ higher than average and caused more ﬂooding than MaJhew.
There is logic to how this happens:
Most wind damage occurs in the right front quadrant of a storm that is moving north.
•
The most storm surge occurs on the les front quadrant
•
The right boJom les quadrant has the weakest winds.
Therefore storm damage has much to do with how a rotaRng storm hits, and when it hits in relaRon to high Rde.
•

Charleston’s Hurricane History
To put all of that into perspecRve there have been:
no Category 5 hurricanes to hit South Carolina since 1900
•
24 hurricanes, 10 of which were Category 2 – 4 since 1851
•
three Category 4 hurricanes: Hazel in 1954, Gracie in 1959, and Hugo in 1989
In recent history, coastal South Carolina has been hit by ﬁve weak storms: Tropical Storm Kyle (2002), Hurricanes Gaston and
Charlie in 2004, Tropical Storm Ana (2015) and Tropical Depression Bonnie (2016).
•

Most insurance policies have a 30-day delay, meaning if a named storm hits within 30 days of taking out the policy, you aren’t
eligible for beneﬁts.
Talking To Your Agent Before You Buy
While you’re the beginning stages of buying a home in the Charleston area, talk with your insurance agent about what
insurance premiums will cost. They’ll be a part of the cost of owning your home, and it’s beJer not to be surprised at the last
minute.

HOW MUCH DOWNPAYMENT DO I NEED?
If you’ve been skimming headlines since the real estate market
crash you may be under the impression you need a 20% down
payment to buy a home. In Mount Pleasant, the median price
of sold homes is around $450,000 so you’d need $90,000 in
the bank, plus closing costs. No problem, right?
You Don’t Need a 20% Downpayment But You Do Need PMI
You actually don’t need a 20% down payment to buy a home,
even in today’s more conservaRve loan market. However, if
you put less than 20% down, you’ll need to pay private
mortgage insurance, or PMI. PMI is a fee that will cost you
between 0.3% – 1.5% of your loan amount per year unRl the
balance of your loan drops to 78% of the home’s original
appraised value.
How Much Do You Need?
How much cash you need for a down payment depends on
several factors:
Are You A Veteran?
If you’re a veteran you may qualify for a zero down payment
loan and you won’t have to pay PMI. You will have to pay a VA
funding fee (unless you are a disabled veteran), but you can
roll it into your mortgage. The VA loan limit in Charleston
County is $368,000,, plus the vet must pay closing costs, which
average between 3% to 5% of the loan. For a $368,000 home,
the VA funding fee is around $7,000.

HOW MUCH DOWNPAYMENT DO I NEED?
Is Your Household Low to Moderate Income?
In Charleston, if your household income is less than $74,500, and you have a credit score higher than 620, you may qualify
for a Fannie Mae or Freddie Mac loan. These loans only require 3% down, but they do require PMI.
Is Your Home Loan Less than $368,000?
If your buying a home in Charleston County and your loan is less than $368,000, you may qualify for a convenRonal FHA loan
that requires only 3.5% down (and that money can be gised to you). You’ll need a credit score of at least 500 and you’ll have
to pay PMI.
Is Your Loan Less Than $453,100?
If your prospecRve home is in Charleston County and the loan is less than $453,100, you may qualify for a ConvenRonal loan
that only requires 5% down, though you will have to pay PMI.
Is Your Loan More than $453,100?
The game changes signiﬁcantly when your home loan is over $453,100. Loans for more than this amount, called Jumbo loans,
are high risk for lenders, and they come with higher interest rates. The bank reasons that people who can aﬀord properRes at
this price can usually aﬀord even higher priced luxury properRes. Therefore, if someone defaults on a Jumbo loan, it’s nearly
impossible for the bank to sell the home and make money. There’s just too much sRﬀ compeRRon.
You can sRll get a Jumbo loan with just 5% down, but you’ll need a second mortgage. This kind of loan is called an 80/10,
80/15 or piggyback loan. For example, if your total loan is $700,000 you’ll have to get a convenRonal loan for $453,100 and a
second mortgage for $211,900. Your 5% down payment would be $35,000. To get a Jumbo loan with 5% down, you’ll need a
credit score of at least 700.
If you’ve got good credit, gerng a home loan with less than 20% is fairly simple. Talk to a mortgage lender to see what
programs you qualify for and you’ll know how much you can spend, and how much you’ll need to save.

CLOSING COSTS DEMYSTIFIED
In the excitement of house shopping, it’s easy to forget about
closing costs. However, closing costs can add anywhere
between 2% and 5% to the sale price, depending on your
lender. If you’re buying a $240,000 home, for example, you may
be required to come up with $4,800 to $12,000 before closing.
Where does the money go? Closing costs pay for all of the
research, legal eﬀort, and legal documents required for a real
estate transacRon. They also include prepaid taxes, insurance
policies and other expenses.
Here’s a breakdown of typical closing costs (with a bank or
mortgage broker involved):
Loan ApplicaLon Fee
Some banks charge a fee to process your loan applicaRon. This
fee is osen negoRable, so be sure to talk with your lender.
Escrow deposit for property taxes and homeowner’s
insurance
Typically the lender requires two months of property taxes and
homeowner’s insurance to be held in escrow. The lender will
then pay these bills on your behalf as they become due over the
course of the next year. In addiRon, your lender will likely
require that the enRre ﬁrst year of your homeowner’s insurance
premium is to be paid at closing.
OriginaLon fees
This is what the bank charges to create a loan for you. It’s
usually about 1% of the mortgage.

CLOSING COSTS DEMYSTIFIED
Credit report
The lender will pull your credit from the three major credit bureaus to ﬁnd out your credit score: This will help them
determine an interest rate on your loan.
Discount points
Buyers can pay the bank up front to reduce the interest rate on the loan. If you’ve bought points, they’ll be part of your
closing fees.
PMI
You may need private mortgage insurance if you are purng up less than a 20% down payment.
Prepaid interest
You won’t have a mortgage payment for the ﬁrst month aser you close, but the lender require you prepay interest that will
accrue on the loan between closing and the ﬁrst payment.
Title insurance
Title insurance protects the both you and the lender from hidden Rtle hazards that may threaten your investment in your
home.
Appraisal
Lenders typically require an appraisal to conﬁrm the market value of the property.
Title search
An abstractor will perform a Rtle search on the property. It is conducted to ensure the seller can convey clean Rtle at closing.
UnderwriLng fee
Paid to the lender to cover the costs of loan approval.

CLOSING COSTS DEMYSTIFIED
Aiorney fee
This is paid to the closing aJorney for reviewing the Rtle work and closing documents on the buyer’s behalf.
How and When You’ll Know the Total of Closing Costs
When serng your budget, esRmate closing costs on the high side to ensure you’ll have enough funds set aside for closing.
When you’ve chosen a property and are going through the ﬁnal approval process, your lender will be able to narrow down
your actual closing costs. In addiRon, our oﬃce is happy to run through an esRmate of closing costs well in advance of your
closing.
If you esRmate closing costs at 5% of the sale price and the costs are actually 2% or 3%, you’ll have a liJle surplus for
furnishings, a nice housewarming party, or a liJle more padding in your emergency fund.

HOME INSPECTIONS 101
Home inspecRons are exciRng and nerve-wracking at the same
Rme. It’s exciRng because aser stressful weeks or months of
searching for a home and negoRaRng a price, the ﬁnish line is
in sight. It’s nerve-wracking because this is the day you ﬁnd out
the true condiRon of the home you’ve fallen in love with.
Choosing an Inspector
Home inspecRons cost between $300 and $500 depending on
the size of the house. Your Realtor will probably have
recommendaRons, but it’s a good idea to invesRgate his or her
recommendaRons on your own.
•

•

•

•

•

In South Carolina, a home inspector has to have a license
unless they are a licensed homebuilder, general
contractor, engineer, or architect. Ask to see a copy of the
license.
Check out reviews on Angie’s List, Yelp, Google, or
Facebook. Ask for a sample report to get an idea of how
thorough they are. Reports that come with photos or
videos are ideal.
Charleston area homes have speciﬁc trouble zones that an
inspector new to the area could easily overlook. Choose a
seasoned local inspector.
Ask the inspector if they plan to inspect the roof from a
ladder. (A visual inspecRon from street level isn’t
adequate.)
Read the inspector’s contract to ﬁnd out how they limit
their liability if they miss an important issue in their
inspecRon.

HOME INSPECTIONS 101
Do Your Homework
Before the inspecRon, you should know the age of the home, the roof, HVAC systems. Do an Internet search to ﬁnd a sample
home inspecRon checklist so you are familiar with the kinds of things an inspector will look for. While you’re in the house,
you should be acRvely looking for problems as well. Here are a few of the nearly 1,600 things an inspector should evaluate:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

FoundaRon, walls, or ceilings
Drainage around the house
Termite damage
Roof
Exterior siding, brick, or stucco
Stair railings
Driveway, sidewalks, paRo
Appliances
HVAC systems and air ﬂow
Plumbing
Electrical systems
Evidence of mold
Doorframes and windows
Evidence of water damage
Fireplace
Ground Fault Interrupters (GFI) in kitchens and bathrooms
Smoke and carbon monoxide detectors
Garage door stops for obstacles
Electrical panel
Crawl space
Arc

HOME INSPECTIONS 101
Plan to Be There
Home inspecRons take from two to four hours, and you should be present the enRre Rme. Follow the inspector as he or she
moves from room to room. You’re excused from entering crawlspaces or climbing on the roof, but ask the inspector to take
photos so you can see these areas for yourself. If you plan to use this opportunity to measure for window coverings and
furniture, do it aser the inspecRon so you’re not distracted.
Reading the Report
Some inspectors write reports as they move through the home. In this case, you’ll have a report before they leave. Most will
compile the report, and any relevant photos or videos and send them to you within two days. Real estate contracts specify
how long the buyer has to complete the inspecRon and inform the seller of any problems, and it’s usually a Rght Rmeline. Be
sure you keep the process moving along.
Your Realtor will help you determine if the inspecRon reveals any problems that the seller needs to address. You can ask
sellers to ﬁx issues before closing or reduce the price of the home appropriately.
Be ObjecLve
Maintaining objecRvity is the hardest part of the home inspecRon process. If the inspector ﬁnds expensive problems and you
can’t negoRate a mutually agreeable soluRon with the seller, you have a diﬃcult decision to make.
For example, if the inspector ﬁnds windows that need to be replaced, you’ll want to ask the seller to replace them or lower
the price of the house accordingly. If they refuse, you can terminate the contract (provided you wrote your oﬀer as
conRngent on results of the home inspecRon), and start the process all over again.
EmoRon and faRgue may make you consider just accepRng the house as-is in order just to be done with the process.
However, consider what a few thousand dollars of new windows mean to your budget. A hasty decision can have ﬁnancial
repercussions for months or years down the road.
Check Out the Repairs
If you have agreed that the seller will ﬁx issues before closing, walk through the house before you head to the real estate

HOME INSPECTIONS 101
Check Out the Repairs
If you have agreed that the seller will ﬁx issues before closing, walk through the house before you head to the real estate
aJorney’s oﬃce to sign the papers. It’s up to you to make sure the seller followed through with repairs to your saRsfacRon,
so it’s worth the money to have your inspector to return with you.
When you’re ready for an inspecRon, you’re in the home stretch of the buying process. Choose a seasoned home inspector,
go through the house slowly and carefully with them, and stay objecRve about any problems or repairs you might ﬁnd. If the
seller agrees to make repairs before you see us for closing do a ﬁnal walk-through to make sure they’ve been done – and
done correctly.

ABOUT US

At Donaldson Law Firm, we assist both Charleston-area newcomers
and long-Rme residents with their legal real estate needs by helping
our clients buy and sell houses, reﬁnance, change deed informaRon
and more.
Donaldson Law Firm
317 Wingo Way, Suite 305
Mt. Pleasant, SC 29464
843-881-8400

