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Still a major issue: Foreclosure task force
members say the problem isn't going away
soon
By Sandy Reed Citizen Correspondent

Friday, June 29, 2012

Many people thought the foreclosure nightmare was over. But according to some
members of the Collier County Foreclosure Task Force, the economic downtown that
led to a glutton of abandoned homes and owners unable to pay their mortgages is not
over just yet.

They say Collier County's foreclosure climate is heating up. The task force gathered
last week for a three-hour public forum. About 150 people showed up at the Naples
Area Board of Realtors (NABOR) offices to listen to its members - local professionals
and legal experts - provide a wealth of information for the second wave of real estate
woes.

"We see a whole new train coming down the track here," said task force panelist and
local attorney Pat Neale. "You have a lot of people trying to keep their houses, going
through their savings, running out of resources, and now they're falling into the
foreclosure area.

"Foreclosure statistics have gone up in the last couple of months because the banks
stopped their foreclosure process when they were negotiating with the attorneys
general to take care of the previous bad foreclosures, and now a lot of those are
starting back up again," Neale continued.

From a couple hundred Collier County foreclosure filings prior to the onset of the
recession, foreclosure statistics spiked to 3,267 just for 2007. Statistics peaked in
2009, and by the end of 2011, the five-year total rung up 26,007 filings.

Local contractor and builder Stuart Kaye, Realtor Keith Sipnik, and Diane Flagg,
director of the county's Code Enforcement Department, discussed these statistics,
saying home sales are moving but not clearing out of inventory. Sales include more
than 11,000 homes from 2007 to 2011. As of July 2011, thousands of cases were still
backlogged.

Michael Puchalla with the Housing Development Corporation of Southwest Florida
talked about federal programs like the Home Affordable Foreclosure Alternative
Program (HAFA), Home Affordable Modification Program (HAMP) and the Home



Affordable Refinance Program (HARP). Attorney Francesca Passeri and local Realtor
Toni Stout discussed short sales and reminded real estate agents that they become
liable if they offer legal advice to any of their clients.

Earlier this year, the U.S. District Court in Washington, D.C., passed a federal
foreclosure settlement for $25 billion. Supported by the Obama administration, the
settlement includes an agreement signed by major banks, state attorneys general and
federal agencies. The $25 billion in relief funds will be distributed to all states except
Oklahoma, which signed a separate agreement with the banks.

Florida's share of this settlement is about $8.4 billion. Florida is one of the states
hardest hit by the foreclosure market.

"There's a whole lot that's involved in this," said state Rep. Kathleen Passidomo, R-
Naples, who co-chairs the task force. "(The funds) should be a big boon to the state
and should help us get back on track, but I don't know when we'll see it happen."

Attorneys Ed Larsen and Neale spoke about the "end game," what happens after
foreclosure. Neale added, "You can't do nothing. You have to do something. Hoping
things will get better is not a strategy. Modification, short sale, foreclosure, bankruptcy
or debt relief - every aspect needs to be considered." Neale also said that residents
are still responsible for paying dues to their homeowner or condo associations. These
associations face their own issues when dues continue to remain unpaid.

Jeff Ahren heads Legal Aid Service of Collier County, an organization that offers pro
bono legal services to those who cannot afford to hire an attorney. Ahren said, "Over
50,000 people in the county meet or exceed the federal poverty guidelines. During the
past two years, we've handled a record number of cases-more than 3,600."

Ahren co-chairs the task force with Passidomo. Every task force member volunteers
his or her time and expertise to help educate the public about their rights and
responsibilities about foreclosure. In collaboration with the Collier County Bar
Association and Legal Aid, the grassroots initiative began in 2008, and has grown to
more than 100 members who work closely with a variety of local professionals.

"We've been working on this problem in Collier County since 2008," Passidomo said.
"We're not looking at it from an individual perspective but as a community. This type of
coming together is what made the community the way it is now, and it was like that
when I moved here 33 years ago. We want to keep that sense of pride."

Chief Jim Bloom of the Collier County Sheriffs Office discussed blight prevention and
the progress the county continues to make crediting code enforcement and heavy
community involvement. A Community Safety Team is in place that includes more than
25 organizations. He encouraged all community members to continue helping by
calling 775- TIPS to report rundown properties. The reports help deter criminal activity
and stabilize neighborhood and property values for long-term care.



Passidomo is certain Collier County residents have what it takes to improve their own
situations.

"We're not asking the government to take care of this problem. What we're saying is
we all want to participate personally and as a community, and that is the way it should
be," she said.


