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By ELSA BRENNER

THE thought of holding a
public open house makes
Paul A. Falla wince: stran-

gers traipsing through his five-
bedroom contemporary in White
Plains, peering into his closets,
opening the kitchen cabinets and
checking out the equipment in his
home theater. 

What is more, some of those
strangers won’t be potential buy-
ers, but rather the curious —
among them, nosy neighbors —
who like looking inside other peo-
ple’s homes, especially the ex-
pensive ones.

Even so, Mr. Falla, a retired
New York City firefighter, and his
partner, Lisa Rizzi, a court offi-
cer, have agreed that a public
open house might increase the
prospects for a sale. 

The 28-year-old house, which
Mr. Falla bought eight years ago
and fully renovated, is listed for
$949,000. It came on the market
five weeks ago, after an unsuc-
cessful stint a year ago without a
public open house. 

“This may or may not work,”
Mr. Falla said of his open house,
which is to take place Sunday.
“I’m generally against having
someone walk through my beau-
tiful home unless they’re really
interested in buying. But we’re
going to try it anyway.” 

Not all brokers, however, be-
lieve that inviting the public is
worth the time and trouble, pre-
ferring instead to restrict open
houses to other agents. 

“I am the antithesis of the pub-
lic open house,” said Mark Sei-
den, who owns a real estate office
in Briarcliff Manor. “I’ve done
that — invited all the neighbors,
put up balloons and signs, and
given people tours of the house.
But in a year of more than 100
public open houses, all I got was
a ton of what we call ‘looky-loos’
in the trade, and only one prop-
erty sold.”

As a result, these days Mr. Sei-
den sticks to brokers-only open
houses, and doesn’t offer lunch or
a drawing for a bottle of wine as
an enticement, as some agents
do. If a house is priced right, he
said, the other brokers will come. 

Loretta Rapisardi of Julia B.

Fee Sotheby’s International Real-
ty in Rye, sees it differently. “The
idea is to get as much exposure
as you can,” she said. “There
have been a couple of cases just
within the past few weeks when
someone walked into a public
open house and purchased it on
the spot.”

That is not to say that Ms.
Rapisardi doesn’t also ply her
trade using broker-only open
houses and advertising heavily.
But she has become partial to the
public open houses. “You can
never have enough exposure,”
she insisted.

Bradley and Kathy Brammer,
associate brokers for Keller Wil-
liams Realty in White Plains, spe-
cialize in open houses. They rou-
tinely send out postcards to an-
nounce events and knock on
doors to remind neighbors that a
house near them is for sale. Mr.
Brammer’s rationale is that
neighbors often refer friends and
relatives. Typically, their open

houses attract about 15 people,
often in groups: couples with
children and sometimes even
grandparents.

Using the open house in a more
limited fashion, Sona Davidian, a
broker-owner at McClellan Soth-
eby’s International Realty in Pel-
ham, sees it as a way to gain ex-
posure for languishing or less de-
sirable properties, like homes on
main roads or near highways.
And in a community like Pelham,
which does not allow “for sale”
signs, the public event is a kind of
public announcement.

As for the inherent security
risks, brokers urge caution but
say that incidents of riffled or
stolen belongings are few and far
between.

“Over the years, there have
been allegations of things miss-
ing after a public open house,”
said P. Gilbert Mercurio, the chief
executive officer of the Westches-
ter Putnam Association of Real-

tors and the Westchester-Put-
nam Multiple Listing Service.
“We’ve heard of that from time to
time, but it’s rare.”

Leah Caro, a Bronxville broker
who is president of the realtors’
association, said that visitors at
virtually all open houses are re-
quired to present photo identifi-
cation and to sign in. Then, if
something turns out to be miss-
ing, the police have the names of
those who attended and the time
of day they were in the house.

“We’ve never had a problem in
Pelham,” Ms. Davidian said. “But
I still tell my clients it wouldn’t be
wise to leave their Rolex on the
dining-room table.”

Nancy and Steven Zang, who
are selling a four-bedroom three-
story colonial in West Harrison
for $1.325 million, opened their
house to the public last week. The
couple are moving closer to Man-
hattan, where Mr. Zang works in
the finance industry.

“We need as much exposure as
possible to sell in this market,”
Ms. Zang said, “so we agreed to
do it, despite our concerns.”

Their open house on May 8
drew about a dozen lookers, in-
cluding a couple with children, a
small group of people who ar-
rived with a broker, and of course
a curious neighbor, said Ms.
Rapisardi, their broker. Although
no one offered to buy the house
on the spot, one couple asked for
a tour of the neighborhood.

Ms. Zang, who left out a small
bench in the kitchen where the
children of prospective buyers
could play, returned home to find
everything in order. She is host-
ing another open house Sunday,
part of a countywide event held
by Sothebys offices in Westches-
ter.

Information on dates and loca-
tions of public open houses can
be found at the Web site of West-
chester-Putnam Multiple Listing
Service: wpmls.rapmls.com
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Where the Curious Meet the Serious 

SOCK HOP
Presiding at an open

house in West
Harrison, N.Y.,

Loretta Rapisardi, left,
provides a guest,

Robyn Chapman, with
information about the

neighborhood. 
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Open house? For
agents, yes; the

public, maybe not.

Exclusive Rights
To Common Space

Q We would like to buy or lease
some of the common space in
our condominium, specifically
the end of the hallway where
we have connected two apart-
ments. Is this possible?

A Marc Luxemburg, a Man-
hattan co-op and condomini-
um lawyer, said that under
the state’s Condominium Act,
it is not possible for the condo-
minium to sell common area
to a unit owner — or anyone
else — without all unit own-
ers’ consenting to divide and
reallocate the common ele-
ments of the building. 

But it is possible for the
condo board to give a unit
owner the exclusive use of the
common space without unani-
mous consent of all unit own-
ers.

“The board of managers
can grant a unit owner a revo-
cable license to use the space
in exchange for a fee,” Mr.
Luxemburg said. Enclosing
the end of the hallway would
be permitted, because a revo-
cable right does not alter the
common interest allocated to
the unit owner — and all the
other unit owners. 

The Sponsor’s Voice
Is Heard the Loudest

Q My 75-unit Manhattan co-op
recently adopted an amend-
ment to our proprietary lease
banning smoking throughout
the building. The change re-
quired approval of owners
holding two-thirds of the out-
standing shares. The sponsor
— who converted the building
25 years ago — owns about a
third of all shares and voted
for the amendment. Fewer
than half of the shareholders
who are not board members
voted for it, so the sponsor’s

vote was necessary to adopt
the amendment. Isn’t this a
case of a sponsor improperly
controlling a co-op after its
conversion?

A “The sponsor can vote his
shares as he wishes,” said Da-
vid A. Kaminsky, a Manhattan
co-op and condominium law-
yer. The fact that the amend-
ment might not have been
adopted without the sponsor’s
votes, Mr. Kaminsky said,
does not constitute evidence
of the sponsor’s exercising
“control” over the building. 

When a Bank
Loses Documents

Q While refinancing the share
loan on our co-op apartment,
we discovered that the bank
holding our stock certificate
and proprietary lease had lost
those documents. I under-
stand that the bank is respon-
sible for the cost of getting the
documents reissued, but in our
case, there are more signifi-
cant costs. The delay meant
that refinancing fell through
just as rates went up. Do we
have any legal recourse
against the bank that lost the
documents?

A “With co-op loans, lenders
must take physical possession
of the stock certificate and
proprietary lease,” said Mary
L. Kosmark, a Manhattan co-
op and condo lawyer. “And it
is not uncommon for a bank to
be unable to locate the stock
and lease securing a co-op
loan.”

She said that borrowers de-
ciding to refinance would be
wise to notify their lender as
soon as possible. “The com-
mon practice is for banks to
require 30 days to search for
the stock and lease before
they will agree to issue an af-
fidavit of loss and pay the as-
sociated fee to the co-opera-
tive corporation,” Ms. Kos-
mark said. “If the writer’s
lender did not egregiously ex-
ceed this time line, it is doubt-
ful that a court would find li-
ability for the loss of a favor-
able interest rate.”

JAY ROMANO

Q & A

Address questions to Real
Estate Q&A, The New York
Times, 620 Eighth Avenue,
New York, N.Y. 10018, or by
e-mail to realestateqa
@nytimes.com. Answers can
be given only through the
column.

By BOB TEDESCHI

MOST borrowers are fac-
ing a much tougher
mortgage environment

than a few years ago, but for
those who are self-employed or
own small businesses, maneuver-
ing through a loan application
can be even more arduous.

Before 2008 these borrowers,
many of whom have difficulty
documenting their income, often
used what are known as stated-
income loans. Lenders focused
on credit histories and earnings
estimates, circumventing the
need for pay stubs or W-2s. 

But during the mortgage crisis,
stated-income loans became
known as “liar’s loans,” because
some borrowers falsely inflated
their incomes, and qualified for
more than they could afford.

Today, stated-income loans
have nearly disappeared. Those
still available through regional
lenders like Hudson City Savings
Bank come at a cost: interest
rates around a quarter of a per-
centage point higher than con-
ventional loans and down pay-
ments of at least 30 percent.

The self-employed borrower’s
only choice, mortgage brokers
say, is to submit two years’ tax
returns and hope that they qual-
ify for a conventional loan.

That would not be a problem,
the brokers said, if all self-em-
ployed people filled out their tax
returns conservatively. But in
this economic climate, the self-
employed have been more likely

to lighten their tax liabilities by
taking business deductions,
thereby lowering their official in-
come levels, as well as the likeli-
hood of qualifying for a loan.

“You have to be more con-
servative about how you claim
your deductions, or how you ap-
proach unnecessary purchases
for the business,” said Robert
Duquette, the president of the
New York Association of Mort-
gage Brokers. 

Mr. Duquette says that self-
employed borrowers will have no
trouble qualifying for loans if
they have significant cash, as
well as credit scores of at least
700, and stable and significant
profit for the previous two years. 

But many small-business own-
ers, hit by the recession, are
showing losses on their income
tax statements. 

“Of course, a borrower can
make an argument for extenuat-
ing circumstances, like reserve
duty for a few months, or a tem-
porary hospitalization,” said Re-
gina Mincey-Garlin, the presi-
dent of RCG Mortgage Solutions
in Montclair, N.J.

Mr. Duquette of the New York
Mortgage Brokers Association
said the mortgage crisis had hurt
small-business owners more than
others. “Everyone who’s getting
income from places other than
salary and wages is getting hit
harder than everyone else,” he
said, “because they’re being
scrutinized more carefully.”

And those who have only re-

cently started a business — per-
haps after a layoff — may face
even greater difficulties, he add-
ed. During the recession, many
companies laid off workers, hir-
ing them back on a contractual
basis. Because these people have
no long-term history of stable
earnings, Mr. Duquette said,
lenders often reject their applica-
tions or impose higher rates.

Still, self-employed applicants
shouldn’t give up hope, said Deb-
ra Killian, the president of Char-
ter Oak Lending, a mortgage bro-
ker in Danbury, Conn. Many peo-
ple wrongly assume they cannot
qualify for a loan at all, she said,
“but 30 percent of the time —
maybe 40 — they’ll qualify. They
may be frustrated at all the docu-
mentation we ask them to pro-
vide, but they can still qualify.”

Small-business owners consid-
ering whether to qualify a pur-
chase as a business or personal
expense on their taxes, Ms. Kil-
lian said, should do the math. 

If a business owner shows too
little net income to qualify, say,
for a $300,000 mortgage at 5 per-
cent, and instead qualifies for a
5.25 percent loan, the monthly
payments add up to an extra
$5,520, roughly, for the first 10
years of the more expensive loan.

“If you save yourself a few
thousand dollars in taxes in a
year by taking those extra de-
ductions,” Ms. Killian said, “how
much will that cost you on your
mortgage, or your ability to even
get a loan?”
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Snags for the Self-Employed 
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Rates shown are for the New York region.
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