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Tips to fend off foreclosure

Seminar aids troubled homeowners

By NICK CLUNN
STAFF WRITER

HACKENSACK - Government
programs and icreased flexibly
among lenders are making it easier
for troubled borrowers to keep their
homes, fair-housing advocates told a
small crowd that gathered Saturday
for tips about how to avoid foreclo-

sure.
A $75 billion federal plan an-

nounced Wednesday to help home-
owners refinance their m(‘)’ﬁages is
one of the latest options available to
homeowners who are behind on
their payments, said David Whrite-
nour, a representative with the Fair
Housing Council of Northern New
Jersey.

Borrowers also can take advan-
tage of a state program created last
month to connect them with media-
tors who will work on their behalf,
Whritenour said.

But despite the help that’s avail-
able, a fear of foreclosure and bank-
ruptcy is deterring many from seek-
ing assistance, he said.

“You need to overcome that,”
Whritenour told a dozen peopleat 1
Bergen County Plaza. “You need to
ask for help. It's the top story in
every newscast. There is no shame
mit”

Mary Coleman of Teaneck want-
ed to find out how she could keep
her home of 34 years.

See HOME Page L-6

Coleman, a 71-year-old retiree, said she un-
knowingly refinanced her home with a variable-
rate mortgage following the death of her husband,
Robert, five years ago. She kept up the payments
for several years but ran into trouble when her
husband’s death benefits ran out.

“I probably should have sold when he died, but
I'm attached to my house,” Coleman said.

Faced with a choice this month of paying a
property tax bill or a $1,240 mortgage payment,
Coleman chose the former.

Her entire income is the $2,100 she receives
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each month from a federal government pension.

Despite her age, Coleman said she would go
back to work if she had a way to get there. She has
a car, but hasn’t been able to afford an expensive
repair. Her son drove to Teaneck from East Or-
ange before 9 a.m. this morning to take her to the
foreclosure prevention seminar.

Coleman left with a folder full of information
and with the intent of calling a counselor.

Homeowners who need help should first seek
the assistance of a counselor who is certified by
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban De-
velopment, Whritenour said.

Solicitations received in the mail or seen on tel-
evision should be viewed skeptically, he said.
While some offers are legitimate, others are scams
designed by predatory lenders only interested in
making a quick buck for themselves, he said.

Counselors working in a homeowner’s best in-
terest can persuade lenders to reduce interest
rates, fix variable rates, extend repayment terms
or, in rare cases, reduce the amount owed, he said.

“We are having good results in working with
homeowners and banks to lower interest rates,”
Whritenour said.

His organization employs HUD-certified coun-
selors, he added.

Julie Ferenczi, a city housing inspector, said she
planned to share the council’s advice with the
some of the people to whom she issues violations.

Inspectors come across troubled borrowers
when pipes break and other violations occur at
their abandoned homes, she said.

Homeowners who can no longer afford the
payments sometimes “leave their house like
they’re foing on vacation, and they never return,”
she said.

Organizers from the county Homeownership

Center did not know why only a dozen people at-
tended the seminar. A similar program in Decem-
ber attracted 60 people.

NJ211.o0rg, a clearinghouse for information on
foreclosure prevention and other financial assis-
tance programs, has seen a 60 percent surge in
Web traffic since last year, said Thomas Toronto,
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president of the Bergen County United Way,
whose parent organization manages the site.

“In September, when Lehman [Brothers] went
bankrupt, that’s when everything hit the fan,” he
said. “You could really see the spikes in visits.”

Sales of properties at sheriff auctions more than
doubled in Bergen and Passaic counties last year.
The number of sales increased by 68 percent in
Bergen and 72 percent in Passaic from 2007.
E-mail: clunn@northjersey.com

What’s next

Ancother free seminar
on avoiding foreclosure
is scheduled for March
21 from 9 a.m. to noon.
it is open to all.

To register, call the
Bergen County Home-
ownership Center at
201-336-7200.

Thomas Toronto, president of the Bergen
County United Way, speaking to seminar par-
ticipants Saturday in Hackensack,
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