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Homebuilding Still Rebounding —
With shortage of houses, some local firms 'can't build them fast enough.'
By Arielle Kass
akass@ajc.com

Still, it will be years before homebuilding levels are normal—
between 25,000 and 30,000 new homes a year in the metro
area, he said.
“There is no bubble,” he said. “Everything is looking really,
really good for the market at this point.”

The low supply of existing homes for sale is fueling metro
Atlanta’s homebuilding renaissance.
New homes are going up in almost every county in the region
—even some of the farthest-flung, where homebuilding was not
expected to return for many years.
In fact, new home construction in the Atlanta region outpaced
most of the nation in 2013. Metro Atlanta builders pulled
14,803 permits for single-family residences last year, second
only to Houston and Dallas.
“If l said that in most markets, they would be envious,” said
David Ellis, executive vice president of the Greater Atlanta
Homebuilders Association. “As of now, we are very low on
new homes. My guys can’t build them fast enough.”
New home construction fell off a cliff during the recession,
when the region went from a peak of 61,558 single-family
permits in 2005 to just 5,421 in 2009—a 91 percent drop.
With a glut of foreclosures on the market, and a large swath of
the region owing more on their homes than those houses were
worth, there was little demand for new construction.
Now, though, there are far fewer foreclosures on the market
and the inventory of for-sale homes is low. Rising home prices
have given people more wealth and allowed them more
mobility. Builders are luring home-shoppers frustrated by the
shallow pool of existing homes, and those who have time to
wait for a house to be built.
Permits are up an “astronomical amount,” said Eugene James,
Atlanta regional director of the housing information company
Metrostudy.

Builders who for years started construction only once they
had a buyer guaranteed, are again building speculative homes.
And they’re selling.
“We don’t have anything sitting there unsold,” said Kirstin
Hobday, chief operating officer of Thrive Homes. “When new
properties do pop up, we immediately align them with a
buyer.”
Thrive closed between 40 and 50 homes in 2013, Hobday said,
and plans to build between 75 and 100 homes this year. Half
those homes will be started before there is an owner in place.
The number of homes under construction is still lower than
demand, Hobday said. Labor is tight and her company could
build twice as many homes as they have planned, she said, if
only they had the land for them.
While the hottest new construction markets are close-in
counties and those up the Ga. 400 corridor, with good schools
and easy access to Atlanta, outlying counties that had little or
no new construction in 2012 saw permits pick up at the end of
2013, said John Hunt, a senior analyst with real estate analysis
firm Smart Numbers.
It’s significant , he said, that there is any growth in the outlying
areas.
“In 2009, you didn’t have to go to Paulding to buy a house for
$250,000, you could buy one off the square in Marietta,” he
said. “That’s changing pretty quickly.”
Hunt said he’s been “blown away” by the amount of new
construction. He expects a 20 percent increase in new homes
built in 2014.
(continued...)
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Though the housing market is still a long way from
pre-recession levels, Justice said, buyers are now more stable
than they were before the crash, and builders are no longer
euphoric.
“People aren’t buying with reckless abandon,” he said. “We’re
very optimistic. Last year, we were cautiously optimistic ... All
the numbers are going to continue to go up, but not crazily.”

Pulte Homes, a Michigan company that is moving its
headquarters to Atlanta this year, closed just under 500 homes
in the area in 2013. It has more than 20 communities in the
works and expects to close 700 houses in 2014, said Casey
Hill, division president of Pulte Group Georgia. Active adult
communities, those for people 55 years old and older, are
particularly strong.
The number of vacant lots in close-in areas has plummeted, Hill
said, and some builders are buying lots farther out. Others are
developing raw land - something that had been rare for many
years. Pulte recently acquired land for a 192-home subdivision
in Woodstock.
“The health of the housing market in Atlanta is pretty strong,”
Hill said.
Some people who lost homes to foreclosure are starting to
buy again, said Tom Justice, chief operating officer of Peachtree
Communities. Those boomerang buyers are some of his
clientele, Justice said.
Peachtree is building homes on spec in some areas, he said.
“What we don’t want to do is not have enough homes, and
lose people,” he said. “We don’t want to have too many,
either.”
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