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An increasing number of homeowners are accessing Web sites that offer
estimates of current values for individual homes - sites such as
Zillow.com.

Sellers use the sites to help them establish an asking price. Buyers
access the sites to give them peace of mind, assuring them they are not
offering too much for a home, or to help determine how much to offer. But
how reliable are these sites?

The advantage of using the sites is it's quick and easy. The reliability is
guestionable. Many home sellers claim the estimated amounts are much -
too low, considering all factors in their local market. VIDEQ ::

"Any time the value of real estate is used to make a significant financial decision, a profess
Baldassarre, senior vice president of Fox Chase Bank. "Determining the value of property
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listings in an area. That is what most Web sites use. Each property has
unique characteristics that only an independent appraisal can account for
when determining an equitable price or value," he said.

In some cases, the use of value-estimating Web sites, coupled with a
local study of recent sales prices of comparable properties in the area
(data often provided by brokers), might be enough to help determine a
realistic asking price. But if you want a credible valuation report that will
be accepted by potential buyers, it's best to use a seasoned professional
appraiser. It could be well worth the appraiser's fee.
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A recent column suggested home buyers check out several local title,
escrow and mortgage companies on their own before committing
themselves to one - not relying entirely on firms recommended by their
sales associate. | noted that companies suggested by agents are often
affiliated with their brokerage firm.

Predictably, that didn't sit well with some brokers. Here's part of a long
letter | received from Jeff Haring, a regional manager for Coldwell Banker
Residential Brokerage:

"The client should consult their Realtor for assistance in evaluating the
different title policies that are available in order to make an informed
decision on the best policy to fit their needs. | have a hard time believing
that a buyer could collect the necessary information on their own without
a tremendous expenditure of effort and time on their part.

"And why should they, when they have resources that will assist them in
getting the necessary answers - namely, their Realtor. But what you are
stating in your column is that they should not rely on their Realtor for
advice because they may be directed to an affiliated service which has a
‘cozy relationship' with that broker.

"Our industry is not alone in offering responsible advice of this nature to
our clients. Many industries that offer professional services to their
customers also offer ancillary products or services that complement their
offering. In the highly competitive business world that we live in, you must
offer a variety of competitive, ancillary products and services or you will
not survive."
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