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Forecast: Some analysts fear housing supply won't keep up with “pent-up demand’

Continued from Page 1

appraisal and consulting firm.
“To start panicking and think we
have to start developing this sec-
ond is a little overzealous.”

Demand for single-family
building permits since 200S has
declined 65 percent in Douglas,
Sarpy and Pottawattamie Coun-
ties. The number of companies
and individuals who stayed in
the business likewise plummeted
to about half.

According to Whitney’s can-
vass, 12,223 lots currently are
platted and ready for home con-
struction in the three-county
area. A certain amount, perhaps
25 percent, he said, are in not-so-
desirable spots.

While 12,223 is an oversupply,
Whitney expects the economy
to improve and release “pent-up
demand.” If more lots are not
prepared, he estimates that pop-
ulation growth and other factors
could lead to an unmet need over
the next five years of 4,300 lots in
the three counties.

“We’ll still have lots,” Whitney
said, “but the majority of them
will be in areas people don’t want
to live in. That’s the problem: get-
ting lots in the right place.”

Already, supply is dwindling in
Sarpy County, Whitney said.

Pete Sabaliauskas of Castle-
bridge Homes was building this
week in Sarpy’s Shadow Lake
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area, which he said is one of the
busiest around. While volume
builders like Celebrity Homes
recently opened subdivisions for
construction, it’s been a while,
Sabaliauskas said, since he’s
seen a new neighborhood graded
and come open to custom build-
ers like himself.

“I am wondering where we're
going to go after this,” Sabaliaus-
kas said.

Based on early year sales,
Sabaliauskas expects 2012 to be
better than last. About half his
customers, he said, are active
military personnel or were trans-
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ferred for defense-related jobs.

Whitney talked about mar-
ket conditions when he met last

week with industry representa-
tives. The wine and appetizer
get-together organized by NP
Dodge Real Estate, those attend-
ing said, was meant to be as mo-
tivational as educational after a
tough year.

Outside the session at the
Champions Run clubhouse, other
participants shared their own
views on a recovery.

Walt Slobotski of NP Dodge
Builder Services anticipates a
“steady” revival in new home

construction and said his divi-
sion already has turned the cor-
ner. Last year, he said, his team
sold 174 lots, up from 88 in 2010,
67 in 2009 and 28 in 2008.

“A lot of individuals decided,
‘OK, the world isn’t coming
apart. I am going to wake up in
the morning with a job.” ” That
attitude, Slobotski said, com-
bined with low interest rates
and decent building prices, has
sparked activity.

Whitney said that, nationally,
buyers in the $300,000 range and
higher will lead the revival. But
Slobotski said his recent custom-
ers also include those looking to
build for $200,000.

National housing experts
also are counting on “pent-up
demand” — or households that
haven’t formed yet — to spur
the construction industry. The
National Association of Home
Builders reports that builder
confidence in the new, single-
family housing market climbed
for a fourth consecutive month
in January, rising to its highest
level since June 2007 after sink-
ing to near historic lows in the
first half of 2011.

“Builders are seeing greater
interest among potential buyers
as employment and consumer
confidence slowly improve in a
growing number of markets,”
noted NAHB Chief Economist
David Crowe.
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He said, however, that many
builders remain concerned about
clients not qualifying for an af-
fordable mortgage, appraisals
coming through below construc-
tion cost and a continuation of
foreclosed properties hitting the
market.

Wellsandt said there are many
unknowns.

Will interest rates remain low?
He said they’ve been at historical
levels for so long that when they
rise, people might wait on that
new home, thinking they’ll drop
again.

“The economy is a huge issue,”
Wellsandt said.

And gas prices? It may be
more attractive to buy an exist-
ing home closer to the city or to
a workplace than in a new subur-
ban subdivision.

Whitney told Omaha-area
builders and Realtors that they
shouldn’t expect a “whiplash”
from the recovery. He expects it
to be gradual.

Others in the industry ex-
pressed optimism about 2012.

Nick Zwiebel of First National
Bank said his employer is resum-
ing construction loans. “It looks
like it’s going to be a good year,”
Zwiebel said at the Champions
Run meeting. “New construction
is starting to come back.”

Mike Benker of the Home
Builders Association of Lincoln
said Lincoln’s number of de-

tached, single-family building
permits rose slightly in 2011 af-
ter a seven-year slide. “We have
interest rates, lots ... all the parts
and pieces to be successful,”
Benker said.

Builders who heed the chang-
ing market and demographics
will gain the most traction, said
Whitney and others.

Birchwood Homes owner
Jerry Torczon said that after
shifting to smaller and less-ex-
pensive floor plans, his business
increased last year, especially in
Sarpy County, after hitting lows
in 2008 and 2009. He expects
2012 to be as full as his peak year
of 2007. Then, “in 2013, it’s off to
the races.”

Keith Carson, owner of Car-
son Custom Homes, said he’s
stayed busy with 10 to 15 houses
a year by “staying in tune” with
consumer desires. Those include
smaller houses, bigger garages,
high-end finishes like covered
decks and granite counters. For-
get the “formal” dining space,
but finish the basement.

Other construction ideas Whit-
ney suggested might be profit-
able: entry-level homes on larger
lots; age-restricted communities;
and traditional single-family res-
idences that target renters.

Contact the writer:
402-444-1224, cindy.gonzalez@owh.com





