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The Smart Bay Area Buyer 
 

Successfully Buying Real Estate in the East Bay 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Every real estate transaction is special depending on the Buyer, the Seller, the 
kind of home you are looking for and the Agent. Because of this, I have come 
up with a guideline to help you ease your way into the real estate world. 
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How to Become a Homebuyer 
Or 

The Homebuyers process 
 

You are about to embark on one of the most important and exciting decisions in your lifetime, the selection 
and purchase of your home. Yet, the idea of spending your free time evaluating homes and neighborhoods, 
figuring out your down payment and monthly costs, applying for a loan, and finalizing the purchase can be 
an overwhelming process. For some buyers, the process is tedious and confusing. This is why consulting a 
professional Realtor is a smart decision. 
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What Type of Home Do You Want? 
 

Unless you are building your home, it is always hard to find every feature on your wish list in a previously 
owned home. It is best to be flexible and just have a short list of absolute  needs. Once you make your wish 
list, it will help your Realtor streamline your search. 
 

Different Types of Real Estate 
Single family house 
Condominium 
Live-work (loft) 
Duplex 
2 houses-1 lot 
SFR with in-law 
Triplex 
Multiplex 
Commercial property 
TIC (Tenants in Common) 

 
 
Financing 

 
Before you begin a serious search for real estate it is essential to determine what you need in a house and 
to determine what you can afford. Getting your finances in order is the first step. Not everyone has a large 
amount of disposable income, so most of us have to get financing in order to purchase a home. A mortgage 
broker or a banker can help you with that. 

 
The Pre-approval Letter 
In the Bay Area Market, it is common that Buyers include a pre-approval letter from a lender with their 
offer.  When you are pre-approved for a mortgage, it means a lender has looked closely at both your credit 
report and your income and determined that you qualify for a loan. The lender will tell you the maximum 
loan it will make, which loan programs you qualify for and will discuss the interest rates it will offer for 
different types of loans.  When you're pre-approved you can go shopping for a home with confidence 
about your buying power, but it still isn't a guarantee that the lender will approve the loan.  A lender issues 
a loan commitment after it has approved both the house and you. A home appraisal must meet the lender's 
guidelines, which usually includes a stipulation that the home must appraise at or higher than the sales 
price. The appraisal is one of the contingencies you have when you purchase a home. 
 

Down Payment and Closing Costs 
You'll need to have funds for the down payment. FHA loans require as little as 3.5 % of the purchase price 
while conventional and other types of loans require a higher down payment. A mortgage broker can discuss 
the different loan options available. 
Closing costs (i.e. transfer taxes, title insurance, escrow charges, etc.) typically run between 1% and 3% of 
the purchase price.  
 
Property Taxes 
You have to remember that in addition to the price you pay for a home, you will also have to pay property 
taxes which currently run 1.00 to 1.5% of the purchase price on a yearly basis. 
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Choosing a Realtor 

“Your Realtor can make the difference!” 
 

Carefully consider who you trust to represent you in a real estate transaction.  There are many Realtors who 
haven't been in the business long enough and don't really know the market. Obtaining a real estate license 
is easy but it takes a lot more time and effort to really master the business. 
 

The reputation of your Realtor in the brokerage community will also potentially impact you in multiple 
offer situations.  A Realtor who doesn't appear to know what they are doing or who has a reputation of 
being unpleasant to deal with can put you at a disadvantage.  
 

Make sure your Realtor has the experience and reputation to represent you fairly. A professional  
Realtor will give you sound advice and will not hesitate to discourage you from purchasing property that is 
not a good investment. 

 
 

Finding Your Home 
The best source for up-to-date information is the local Multiple Listing Service (MLS). This is the home 

inventory database that feeds 
information to popular national websites. 
We are happy to set you up to receive 
automatic email alerts that inform you of 
listings that fit your criteria.  

 
Visiting properties 
When you are ready and finances are set-
up, your agent will make appointments 
to visit properties that fit your criteria.  
 
Sunday Opens 
It is always good for a Buyer to go out on 
Sunday afternoons and take a look at 
open houses to get a sense of the market. 
 That way, when you find something you 

like you'll be more educated and have a sense of market value.  And while awaiting financial clearance it is 
a fun and beneficial thing to do. 
 
                                                            
                                                                            Submitting your Offer 

 
There it is! The home of your dreams and you want it! The next step is writing an offer. 
An offer includes, among other things, the offered price, Terms and Conditions, pre-approval letter and an 
earnest money deposit of usually about 1-3 % of the purchase price. 
 
What to Offer 

Naturally, Sellers are most interested in the offer price.  How much you decide to offer will depend on how 
much you want the property, if there are other offers, how long the property has been on the market and 
the comparable sales in the area. 
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Terms 
Beyond price there are other things you can do to make your offer stand out, many of which do not cost you 
anything.  Terms are often very important to Sellers and the more you can meet their terms the more 
appealing your offer will be.   
 

The Other Major Terms of an Offer Can Include: 
 

Escrow Time Period   
These typically range from 10 to 45 days.  It makes sense to find out what escrow term works best for the 
Seller and then assess if it works for you too. In some cases you may offer to close early but give the Seller 
more time in the home via a lease back.  In especially competitive situations Buyers have allowed the Seller 
to occupy the property for free for a certain period of time after the close.   

 

Contingencies.   
The standard language in the contracts provides the Buyer 17 days to complete physical inspections, secure 
a loan and complete the appraisal.  Very often, offers are written shortening or even eliminating some of 
these contingencies.  Sellers always want to know sooner than later if the deal will stick.  In most cases, one 
can complete inspections much quicker than the standard 17 days.  As far as the loan and appraisal 
contingency, it is possible to coordinate with the lender that these be completed quickly as well.  When 
you are competing with other offers it may be appropriate to remove the loan contingency completely if 
you are confident that you won't have a problem securing a loan.  On the flip side, if there is no 
competition, you could extend any contingency.  
 

Termite Work.   
Although this is usually the responsibility of the Seller, in really competitive situations the Buyer will assume 
this cost or even eliminate it from the contract. 
 
Home Warranty  
A Home Warranty is a service contract that covers the repair and replacement costs of home appliances. 
The warranty generally covers equipment and appliances such as dishwashers, plumbing systems, electrical 
systems etc. that fail due to normal wear and tear. Coverage varies significantly across warranty companies. 
Home warranty contracts do not cover all home repairs. I always buy a year prescription for the Buyer's 
home as a ‘housewarming’ gift.   
 
Personal letter 
Including a letter that tells the Seller why you are a good candidate such as a solid employment history, 
high credit score and let them know how much you love their home. Sellers want to choose a Buyer who 
they believe will close the deal. A buyer who loves the home and takes the time to write the Seller and give 
the offer a face and a personality, always seems more committed than an offer without a personal letter.   

 
Verification of Funds 
The contract stipulates that the Buyer will provide 
verification of funds (proof that you have the money on hand 
for the down payment and closing costs) within 7 days.  It is 
smart to provide this with your offer because it shows you are 
ready and able to buy the house. Further, a pre-approval 
letter from a lender should always be submitted with your 
offer.   
 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contract
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Home_appliance
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dishwasher
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plumbing
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Contingencies Explained 

 

Real estate is purchased contingent upon certain events. The Buyers are given the opportunity to inspect 
the property and satisfy themselves as to the condition before they finalize the deal. The Buyer is also 
granted the right to secure final loan approval which includes an appraisal of the property by the lender. 
The purchase contract provides for a 17 day contingency period for each of these, however, savvy Buyers 
who want their offer to stand out will often shorten these contingencies and in highly competitive 
situations, they will remove some of them altogether. It is to your discretion how you write your offer. I will 
consult with you as to what makes sense. Obviously, you do not want to agree to anything that you are not 
comfortable with or that you know you cannot do. Once a purchase contract is accepted and has signatures 
by all Buyers and Sellers you are bound by the terms of the contract. Subsequent changes are only possible 
if both the Buyer and Seller agree in writing. If you decide you do not want to proceed, make that decision 
within your contingency period so you don't risk losing your deposit. Once you remove all your 
contingencies in writing, you would likely forfeit your deposit if you don't proceed with the deal.  Another 
important point regarding contingencies is that they remain open until you remove them in writing. The 
Seller may provide you with a notice to perform. Once you receive a notice to perform you must either 
remove the contingency or make a request from the Seller. If you do not respond to the notice, the Seller 
can cancel escrow and sell the house to another Buyer. 
 

The Inspection Contingency  
You should always inspect a property you are going to purchase, even if it is brand new construction. 
 Purchasing a home is a big investment, particularly in the Bay Area so you should proceed with caution.   
 

Loan and Appraisal Contingency.   
If you are getting a loan, the lender will send out an appraiser to make sure the property is worth what you 
have agreed to pay for it. Naturally, they want to protect their interest in the property. 
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Inspections 
 
Important Inspections 
The purchase agreement gives the Buyer the right to inspect the property during the contingency period. 
Do your best to schedule multiple inspections to happen all in the same day to make it as minimally 
invasive as possible. I recommend you obtain a copy of the Transfer Disclosure Statement (in which the 
Seller discloses everything they know to be wrong with the house) prior to the inspection so you can have 
those items specifically addressed by the inspector. Ultimately, you don't just want to identify problems - 
you also want to know what the costs will be to remedy them. Below is a list of recommended inspections: 
 Sellers don't always know there are problems with their property so don't just assume everything is okay if 
the Seller hasn't experienced any problems. On another note, you will be required to pay the inspector the 
day of the inspection. If you do not move forward with the transaction you will still be required to cover 
these costs. 
 
 

General Home Inspection 
Most Buyers have at the very least a general inspection. Make sure the inspector you hire is licensed and 
has a good track record. I have worked with many inspectors over the years and can provide you with a list 
of inspectors we have had good experiences with. The inspector will look at all the major elements of the 
house:  the roof, plumbing, foundation, electrical, appliances and overall condition of the house and he or 
she will point out any potential problems they notice. These inspections can run anywhere from $350 and 
up, depending on the size of the property. Because the inspection is general in nature it is advisable to have 
specialists further inspect major systems if there appears to be a problem. Although it is not necessary for 
you to be there during the entire inspection (they can take hours) it is advisable that you are there to talk to 
the inspector at the end of the inspection to make sure you are clear on all the findings. Usually inspectors 
can provide a written report on the spot or within 24 hours. The inspector will recommend further 
inspections if necessary. 
 

Termite Inspection 
A termite inspector inspects the entire structure; this includes the exterior, interior, attic, substructure 
crawl space and/or basement for the presence of wood destroying pests and organisms. They do not only 
look for termites. The inspector also looks for dry-rot, fungus damage, excessive moisture conditions and 
any other conditions that could lead to infection and/or infestation from wood destroying pests and 
organisms.  
 

Termite Work 
Termite treatment is not required unless it has been included in the contracts. Sometimes the Seller 
provides a report by their company of choice and sometimes pays for section 1 items (current termite 
infestation and damage). When termite work is part of the contract, most lenders will not fund the loan 
until a completion report is issued by the termite company. Even if the Seller has 
provided an inspection, it is always recommended to have another inspection 
done, sometimes re-hiring an inspector will save some money. 
 

Roof Inspection 
If the roof is the old wood shingle style it is probably at the point of needing 
replacement.  Wood shingle roofs are no longer to code. If you know the roof 
likely needs to be replaced, get a roofer out to give you an estimate of the cost.  
  

 



   
Nicolette Sommer 

Realtor, Cal BRE# 01265945 
Direct: 510-847-1659    

 

Chimney Inspection 
After the 1989 Pieta Loma earthquake many chimneys were damaged and repaired without the proper 
permits.  Even though these chimneys appear okay visually and even if the Seller says they have been using 
it without any problems, you should have the chimney inspected by a company that does a video scope. It 
costs about $175 or more for this but is well worth the expense.  We have negotiated thousands of dollars 
in credits for clients because chimneys were not in safe, working condition. Remember some day you may 
be selling the house so you want to address these issues with the Seller.  There is no guarantee they will 
offer you a credit but at least you will know what you are getting into. Rebuilding a chimney on a home can 
run from $7500 to $12,000. 
 
Plumbing 
If the home has older galvanized pipes you can assume they are near the end of their life. The cost to re-
pipe a typical 3 bedroom, 2,000 square foot house is about $5,000 to $6,000. Damage due to water 
intrusion is very serious and can lead a host of other issues as well. 
 

Mold Inspection 
Mold exists naturally. However, there are certain forms of mold that can make some people sick. If a home 
smells musty or has had past water intrusion it may make sense to have this inspection. I can provide you 
with the names of several reputable companies. Because it can take time to get the results back from the 
lab, schedule this inspection early. They can be costly and usually start around $200 and up. 
 

Foundation 
Over time most homes will develop some cracks in the foundation due to natural settling. It is important to 
know if you have any issues beyond the typical settling. Foundations that are bolted for additional 
earthquake safety can lower your insurance. 
 

Geological 
Geological inspections are commonly conducted when there is concern about the stability of the soil the 
home was built on. Hillside homes are often inspected by a geologist. You don’t want your new home to 
collapse during the heavy rains.   
  

You Can Do Some Inspections Too! 
Because neighbors don't have as much invested in the transaction as the Seller does, they will often be 
more forthcoming about issues in the neighborhood such as loud barking dogs or problem neighbors, etc. 
Drive by the property at different times of the day to examine activity in the area.  You may also want to 
check crime statistics with the police department. It is also a good idea to do a test drive from the property 
to your work to know what your commute will be like if that is a concern.   
 

Permits 
If the Seller has done any significant remodeling or additions, you should ask to see permits.  If work was 
done without permits the Seller must disclose that to the Buyer. Be aware that work done without the 
necessary permits may not have been to code. You can check with the city to see what permits were issued. 
Another thing to be aware of is that sometimes people apply for permits but do not complete the process 
and get the final sign off - this means the work is not permitted! 
 
Remodeling Plans 
In case you have plans to remodel the property or add square footage it is wise to check with the city to 
make sure you are allowed to do what you are planning. We suggest you bring your architect out to the 
property.  Zoning and historical preservation areas all play into this. It is difficult to get complete answers 
within the typical timeframe of a contingency, but you don't want to assume something and find out later 
you can't do what you planned when you purchased the property. 
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Sewer lateral Compliance Certificate 
A home seller in the East Bay Area  is obligated to conduct a sewer lateral scope inspection, and upon 
transfer of the home to a new Buyer, someone will be obligated to make any repairs needed to comply with 
the new city of Oakland sewer lateral ordinance and the EBMUD waste water ordinance.  If you are a Buyer 
considering a home built prior to January 1, 2011 you would be well advised to perform your own camera 
inspection to make sure that you are not unwittingly assuming someone else’s very expensive problem.   

 

A number of East Bay cities and sanitary districts require 
that sewer laterals be inspected and brought into 
conformance as a part of the sale of property.  A recent 
court order will require the cities of Oakland, Emeryville, 
Piedmont, Berkeley, Alameda, Albany, Kensington, El 
Cerrito and the Richmond Annex of the City of 
Richmond to require homeowners to fix or upgrade 
their sewer lines when a home is sold or upgraded.  The 
East Bay Municipal Utility District (EBMUD) Wastewater 
Control Ordinance will require property owners in 
certain areas of the EBMUD wastewater service area to 
obtain a compliance certificate that shows their private 
sewer laterals are without defects and have proper 
connections. The private sewer lateral program 
requirements for property owners will be in effect on 
January 1, 2011. The ordinance specifies three 
conditions which require property owners to test and, if 
needed, repair or replace their private sewer laterals: 

 
1) Prior to selling the property 
2) When obtaining any permit from the construction or modification of the property estimated to be 
greater than $100,000 
3) When increasing or decreasing EBMUD water service that requires a change in meter size. 
 
These EBMUD requirements will only affect properties in the EBMUD wastewater service area in 
Emeryville, Oakland, and Piedmont. The cities of Alameda, Albany, Berkeley and the Stege Sanitary District 
(which serves Kensington, the City of El Cerrito and a portion of the City of Richmond) have local private 
sewer lateral ordinances already in effect. It is not known whether existing requirements in several cities 
which already have such requirements will be strengthened. Sellers and Buyers are advised to check with 
the local Building Inspection Department or Sanitary District for more information. 
 
Requesting Repairs/Credits 
If you discover problems with the property that need to be addressed, it makes sense to approach the 
Seller to take corrective action or provide a credit. The Seller may not be willing to give you anything but 
you should ask for what is reasonable. Any problems that were discovered in your inspections must be 
disclosed to future Buyers. Therefore many Sellers would rather work with the present Buyer than put the 
home back on the market and start the process all over again. Depending on the situation, it usually makes 
more sense to request a credit from the Seller rather than having the Seller make the repairs. That way you 
have control over the workmanship and can hire who you want. Also, it is more convenient to the Seller if 
they don't have to deal with the repairs and you take care of it after the transaction closes. Most lenders 
will have caps on how much of a credit you can receive. If the credit exceeds that cap, the other option is to 
have the Seller reduce the purchase price accordingly.  
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Escrow 
 

Escrow begins when the contracts are fully executed (signed by all Buyers and Sellers) and ends when the 
transaction closes (title of property is transferred to the Buyer) or when both parties agree to cancel the 
deal in writing. Always be careful in reviewing the paperwork you are signing and be sure you fully 
understand what you are signing BEFORE YOU SIGN! Also, get copies of everything you sign. In real estate 
transactions, a handshake or verbal communication is not sufficient - everything must be in writing with 
signatures by all Sellers and Buyers.     
 

The escrow period is typically 10, 30 or 45 days depending upon what you negotiate in the contract. The 
Escrow officer is a neutral third party who holds the deposit and coordinates the events in the contract 
through the close. Because an escrow officer plays a very important role, we only work with escrow offices 
who we know are reliable and professional. During the escrow period you will receive lots of paperwork 
including a number of very important documents, some of which come with a three day right of rescission 
(meaning you can cancel the deal within three days of receiving these documents). 

 
 

Preliminary Title Report  
This report is prepared by the Title Company and should be reviewed to make sure there is clear title to the 
property (no liens, etc.).  Make sure that everyone listed as an owner on the Title Report is named as one of 
the Sellers on the purchase agreement. The Title Report will also indicate if there are any easements, 
encroachments etc. 
 

Natural Hazard Disclosure Report 
This report is prepared by an outside company and indicates what potential hazards can affect the 
property, such as earthquakes, floods, methane gas, etc. It will also indicate if you are closely located near 
an airport or military base. 
 
Transfer Disclosure Statement 
This is one of the most important documents because it is where the Seller discloses any issues that could 
materially impact your decision to purchase the property. Beyond the obvious disclosures like a leak in the 
plumbing or a crack in the stucco, the Seller must also disclose issues such as loud, barking dogs next door 
or the death of someone in the house in the past 3 years. You should review this report before you have 
inspections so you can alert your inspector to any issues disclosed in the report. 
 

Insurance 
As soon as your offer is accepted, contact insurance providers to make sure the property is insurable. Check 
with your lender to see what requirements they have. If the Seller has made an insurance claim in the past 5 
years (which must be disclosed) it can be more difficult to obtain insurance.   
 
Retrofitting 
Some State and City governments mandate certain requirements that must be completed prior to the close 
of escrow, including the installation of low flow toilets, bracing of the foundation, automatic gas shut off 
valves, smoke detectors and water heater strapping. 
 
Final Walk Through 
The Buyer has the opportunity to briefly inspect the property one more time just prior to close. The purpose 
is to verify that the property is in the same condition it was when you agreed to purchase it and also to 
make sure the Seller has completed any work agreed to. 
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Transfer of Title (Recording)  
About a week before close of escrow you will sign your loan documents and wire the balance of your down 
payment and closing fees to escrow. The lender will review the documents before funding the loan. 
Typically a day after the loan is funded the County Recorder officially records change of ownership. The 
Buyer typically gets possession of the property upon confirmation of the recording unless you negotiated 
something else in the contracts. Be prepared for delays. Lenders at times move slower than expected and 
last minute issues often arise. Keep this in mind when scheduling a moving company.   

 
Short Sales Explained 

 

A short sale is the process by which a homeowner can sell a house for less money than is actually owed on 
the mortgage(s).  
 

These are alternatives to bankruptcy or foreclosure proceedings for homeowners/borrowers who can no 
longer afford to keep mortgage payments current. One of those options is called a "short sale". Sometimes, 
to avoid going through the costs of foreclosure, a lender will sanction a short sale by allowing a homeowner 
to sell (allowing a Buyer to purchase) the home for less than the mortgage balance while the home is in 
pre-foreclosure stage. 

 
Foreclosures  

 

Home Buyers who want a good deal in real estate invariably think first about pursuing foreclosures. Buyers 
have this picture in their mind of a cute little house, surrounded by a white picket fence that is owned by a 
widowed mom who fell on hard times, but that scenario is generally far from reality.  
 
Sellers stop making payments for a host of reasons. Few choose to go into foreclosure voluntarily. It's often 
an unpredictable result from one of the following:  

 Laid-off, fired or quit job  
 Inability to continue working due to medical conditions  
 Excessive debt and mounting bill obligations  
 Squabbles with co-owner, divorce  
 Job transfer to another state  

 

Buying a Home at the Trustee's Sale 

Buying a home on the court house steps is a whole other animal, check with your local county office to find 
out how sales in your area are handled, but common threads among those I see in the Bay Area are: 
 

 No loan contingency  
 Sealed bids  
 Proof of financial qualifications  
 Sizeable earnest money deposits  
 Purchase property "as is" 

 

Sometimes Buyers are not allowed to inspect the house before 
making an offer. The problem with buying a house sight unseen is 
you can't calculate how much it will cost to improve the structure or 
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bring it up to habitable standards. Nor do you know if the occupant will retaliate and destroy the interior. 
On top of that, you may need to evict the tenant or owner from the premises after you receive title, and 
eviction processes can be costly. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

REO Properties 
 

An REO (Real Estate Owned) is a 
property that goes back to the 
mortgage company after an 
unsuccessful foreclosure auction. You 
see, most foreclosure auctions do not 
even result in bids. After all, if there 
was enough equity in the property to 
satisfy the loan, the owner would 
have probably sold the property and 
paid off the bank. That is why the 
property ends up at a foreclosure or 
trustee sale. A REO follows the same 
procedure as a regular sale, this time 
the Seller is an institution. 
Negotiating credit backs and repairs 
to the home will be more difficult but 
it has been done.  
 

 
 

 
Probate sale 

 

A home is sold in probate court when someone dies intestate (without bequeathing their property). When 
that happens, the state takes over and administers the property’s sale.  One would write an offer subject to 
having to have it confirmed in court by a judge. Besides the process taking a longer escrow time the sale 
could, at that point be contested by another party.  
 
 
 
 

 

http://www.realestateabc.com/homeguide/reo.htm##
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About Nicolette 

Nicolette was born in Amsterdam and raised in both The Netherlands and Portugal. She has a background 
in Art History and Museum Studies and managed a successful tribal art gallery in Amsterdam before 
moving to the Bay Area in 1998. She enjoys the diversity and active lifestyle the Bay Area offers. After living 
in San Francisco for 4 years, she fell in love with the East Bay and lived in Berkeley for years before moving 
to the Oakland Hills in 2008. 

Nicolette treats every client as if they were her only one. She understand how buying or selling a home can 
be challenging, especially when your busy life already includes a career, family and social activities.    
Resourcefulness, professionalism, honesty and sincerity are the hallmarks of her practice and she has spent 
years developing relationships with other Realtors, key executives, business owners and tradesmen.  
Nicolette draws on all of these resources for each of her clients. 

"In my view, successful management of a real estate transaction requires looking at the transaction as more 
than just a sale. Rather it is a chance to participate in my client’s life changes. I guide my clients through 
every aspect of a real estate transaction while going the extra mile, caring for each and every need.  
Building personal relationships and providing special care for my client’s largest asset is my priority."  

- Nicolette Sommer    

Note: 

When Nicolette is not helping people with their homes, she volunteers at EBAC as a volunteer grief and 
living with illness counselor and plays an active role as VP of the APT at her sons' school, Oakland School for 
the Arts. She enjoys her time at Burningman every year where she volunteers at her husbands' radio station. 
Does her yoga class and tries to swim at least once a week. 
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