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United Way of Bergen County

By KATHLEEN LYNN
and DAVE SHEINGOLD
STAFF WRITERS *

Home foreclosure actions nearly
tripled in North Jersey’s wealthier com-
munities last year, as housing distress
continued to spread beyond the mod-
est neighborhoods that have been the
most afflicted.

In a sign of how rising unemploy-

ment, especially in the finance sector,
has hit higher-income residents, towns
from Englewood Cliffs to Saddle Riv-
er to Wyckoff saw large percentage in-
creases m the number of homeowners
facing possible loss of their propearjtl\-r -
although the numbers remain sm

An analysis of 2008 foreclosure ac-
tivity by The Record revealed that
lenders were at various stages of retak-
ing nearly 370 homes in upper-income

towns, where the typical single-family
home sold for more than $620,000 in
2007. That was up 177 percent from
about 130 cases in 2007 — at a time
when foreclosure activity overall
throughout Bergen and Passaic coun-
ties doubled. And rising jobless num-
bers means foreclosures are likely to in-
crease in the months to come.

To be sure, the majority of foreclo-
sure actions took place in lower-priced

areas, where job losses and other set-
backs can quickly lead to a crisis for
homeowners who live paycheck to
paycheck. Nearly three-quarters of the
8,900 North Jersey foreclosure filings in
2008 came in Paterson, Passaic, Hack-
ensack and other communities where
the typical home sells for less than

$400,000.
But the 2008 numbers show foreclo-
See HOUSING Page A-6

sures are a growing problem for
more affluent households, espe-
cially since Wall Street and corpo-
rate job losses have hit hard in the
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No shelter

Fven affluent towns see rise in foreclosures

wealthier neighborhoods of North
Jersey. The New York metropoli-
tan area, which includes North
Jersey, lost 35,100 finance jobs and
58,600 jobs in professional and
business services between Februi-
ary 2008 and February 2009.

“There’s an old adage — the big-
ger they are, the harder they fall,”
said- Robert Stemple, a Re/Max
agefit in Saddle River. “When you
have a million-dollar house, you
probably have a large monthly
payment.”

The trend continued in the first
quarter of 2009, with the biggest
percentage gains again in the high-
est-priced areas. Lenders filed
roughly 90 foreclosure proceed-
ings in those communities, out of
nearly 1,900 more in Bergen and
Passaic combined, according to
the analysis of data provided by
RealtyTrac, a California company
that monitors foreclosure activity.

Calls from Alpine

And with the unemployment
rate above 8 percent, North Jersey
social service agencies report get-
ting calls about housing crises
from places they rarely heard from
in the past.

“We're seeing calls from Alpine
and Tenafly,” said Tom Toronto,
head of Bergen County United

Way.
j%r many of these households,
there is a lag between a job loss
and missed mortgage payments.
After all. higher-income home-
owners are more likely to have
severance payments, savings or
even $01(k) plans they can tap for
several menths to pay the mort-
gage if they lose their jobs.
Sylvine Marabotto of Consumer
Credit Counseling Service in
Cedar Knolls said she recently
spoke with a homeowner who had
lost a well-paying job after 25

years. His severance is about to
end.

“We are certainly seeing people

who have been able to pay for six
or seven months, but they've run
out of places to look for money,”
Marabotto said. “They just can’t
do it anymore.”

Becausce of this lag, Lisa Fedder
of Jewish Family Services in Tea-
netk predicted that the number of
households that struggle to pay the
mortgage will continue to rise in
the months ahead.

“When their reserves run out
and they can’t find a job, or they
can't find a job at the same level
they were eamning, they won’t be
ab.lg to afford their homes,” Fedder
said.

Some of the biggest jumps in
foreclosure activity came in towns
such as Saddle River, where the
number of properties facing fore-
closure quadrupled, from 15 in
2007 to 60 in 2008, and Wyckoff,
where it rose from nine to 23. In
Closter, 55 homeowners got hit
with Toreclosure notices in 2008,
compared with 18 in 2007.

By year’s end, one in 108 homes
in high-end towns faced possible
foreclosure, compared with one in
300 during 2007.

In most of these foreclosure ac-
tions, the families manage to avoid
a sheriff's auction. They sometimes
arrange a short sale, in which the
lender accepts less than is owed on

the mortgage, or get the lender to
recast the mortgage so the month-
ly payments are affordable.

But about three dozen homes in
high-énd tdwhs were sold at Shér-
iffs auction last year, among the
577 sales overall. Bergen County
Sheriff Leo McGuire said he has
auctioned a number of homes
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