Condominiums

FA HERS

Peter Smagorinsky

With inflation an everpresent problem, people
concerned with financial security are always
looking for reliable investments so that their
fortunes will stay ahead of i increasing costs. Any
business venture is a risk, since one cannot
positively predict what endeaver will return
capital and what will not. Putting money in the
bank is unwise, because interest rates do not
accrue enough to keep up with inflation. The
soundest investment is in real estate, for land will
never become obsolete and is not subject to
trends and whims. Land always has been and
always will be in demand, for man lives and
conducts all of his affairs on it. Whoever owns
various sections, then, has a commodity that can
only increase in value, because something neces-
sary and of a finite quantity will be in bigger
demand than anything else.

The object of a business concern is to get the
greatest return from the smallest amount of land.
For this reason we have the skyscrapers! in our
cities, because land in concentrated business
areas is the most valuable, and therefore most
expensive. Thus the logical architectural task is
to construct tall buildings that do not require
much land.

The outlying and rural districts used to be
aloof from such concerns, but with the cities
constantly expanding outward, they have had to
become concerned with consefvation of land.
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Farms are being sold to make way for housing
developments and shopping centers. The incen-
tive for selling is not merely the huge profit that
can be made; many large landowners simply
cannot afford to pay the taxes on their land
when it has been reassessed at a higher value.

All of this has spawned? a revolution in the
housing industry. Most new houses are built on
small pieces of property; stately houses on
spacious tracts of¥land are now available only to
the wealthy. New suburban neighborhoods® all
tend to look the same because it is too expensive
for a contractor to make each house unique.
Thus, a modern development® will be full of
identical streets; if one is not familiar with the
area he might find himself easily lost unless he
has a map or guide. These areas lack the charm of
older neighborhoods with their oddly shaped
yards, individual designs and unique materials
and colors. In order to keep costs down, how-
ever, it is necessary for contractors to work from
a limited number of blueprints.

One method of dealing with the outrageous
housing costs is the new phenomenon known as
condominiums.® They come from the same
concept that gave the world townhouses:® a
number of people live in one housing unit.
Townhouses have been a necessity in cities,
where space is limited, for years. They are a
series of individual residences, several stories
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high, that are side by side in one block-long
edifice. Space limitations have necessitated the
construction of townhouses recently in the sub-
urbs, generally grouped in one large development
owned by one merchant or group. The town-
house blocks are all the same, and often an
artificial lake is included to give the area some
semblance of character.

A condominium is somewhat different. Essen-
tially, it is an apartment that is owned by its
inhabitor, rather than rented. The idea for
condominiums arose because a housing alter-
native was needed for those who wanted to own
their domiciles, but could not afford land.
Renting is considered unwise, for one pays out
quite a bit of money and realizes nothing from it.
Ownership requires a considerable down pay-
ment, but after that the costs of renting and
owning are roughly the same. Some crafty
homeowners equip the second floors of their
homes with kitchen and bathrooms and rent
them out; the income covers a good portion of
the mortgage payments. For one whose location
is stable, then, home ownership is the only
logical living alternative.

Condominiums have low construction costs
because they are already built: they are simply
apartments that have been converted. The pros-
pect is thus alluring to owners of large apart-
ment complexes.” Indeed, there is probably
greater advantage to owners in converting them
than there is to the buyer for picking up an
inexpensive home. The costs of operating a large

apartment complex are terrific, from taxes to
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maintenance of electrical and plumbing facilities.
Unless an owner intends to run a shabby com-
plex, he must invest a great deal of money in his
property. Rather than relying on the monthly
rent for income, he can sell each unit for
$40,000 — $60,000, and make a nifty® profit.
This money can then be reinvested in some more
stable business venture.

The problem with converting to condos’® is
that it forces renters to either buy or move out,
and with so many buildings being converted, it is
often difficult to relocate without the danger of
the new complex being converted. The people
who are most hurt are those on the extremes: the
young and the old. A young couple may not have
the economic and professional security that it
takes to purchase a permanent abode. Oldsters,
on the other hand, may be able to handle the
down payment, but may be unable, if they live
on a fixed income, to keep up with the mortgage
payments. They are thus forced to move out, a
difficult matter if they have lived in their
apartment for a great number of years and have a
sentimental attachment to the place. There is no
room for sentiment in business, however: profits
are what count.

For established couples, however, con-
dominiums are quite desirable, especially if the
couple seeks to live in the city. They are
considerably less expensive than houses, and do
not include the bothers of lawn mowing,'®
garbage disposal, etc., that plague the house
owner. They also provide something that is
missing in the transient world of apartment
dwellers: neighborhood stability. People tend to
establish roots and socialize more if they know
that they and their neighbors are permanent
residents. Thus, tenants of condos tend to feel
more “at home” than they would if they were
merely renters.

A person contemplating buying a condo
should take several factors into consideration.
Most important is that the building be in good
condition. An owner might not be completely
honest in discussing this, so it is wise for
prospective buyers to form a committee and hire
an inspector to look the building over for
deficiencies.

Such financial matters as taxes, monthly
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installment, downpayments, and insurance are
also important. With the abundance of con-
dominiums available, one must shop around for
the best deal.

Other considerations, such as proximity to
work, friends, shopping area, recreational facili-
ties, etc., and affinity with neighbors figure in,! !
but no more so than in purchasing a house. The
real question is: is condo living desirable? People
who are brought up in traditional houses often
cannot picture themselves buying an apartment
as if it were a home; they need the security of
having their own property, with no immediate
neighbors. Other people are accustomed to apart-
ment life, and find the transition easy. It is
strictly a matter of personal preference.

Homeowning, then is taking a new look. The
exorbitant costs of building and buying houses
have forced new alternatives on prospective
owners; people who once would never have
considered living permanently in an apartment
are re-examining their values, and deciding that
concessions must be made to economics. Wheth-
er that choice will make them happy is not yet
known; only when they have dwelt in con-
dominiums for a number of years will they be
sure.
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