
Connecting industry peers is critical if 
we are to improve our credibility and 
enhance our voice for the future  
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›› Appraisal Forms Library 

›› Order Tracking 

›› Photo Management

›› Comps Database 

›› GPAR™ Forms Series

›› ACI Sketch™ 

›› Digital Signature (One) 

›› Free PDF Creator 

›› ChoiceCredits™ 
(250 to use for maps,  
flood, and more)

›› Premier eServices 
(One Year)

›› Concierge Service
Single user license

ACI is a division of Verisk Analytics (NASDAQ: VRSK), a leading provider of risk assessment solutions to professionals in insurance, healthcare, mortgage 
lending, government, risk management, and human resources. Verisk Analytics includes the holdings of Insurance Services Office, Inc. (ISO) and its 
subsidiaries, which provide essential solutions to the insurance, mortgage lending, and healthcare markets. For more information, visit www.verisk.com.

ACI2010™ SMARTER›Features›

FASTER›Reports

BETTER›Software
ACI2010™ offers advanced features and

tools designed to help make form filling easier 

and more complete. Save time with enhanced 

views and functionality to help improve your 

report writing capabilities.

Quality the industry has come to rely upon, 

coupled with unparalleled customer service, 

equals a superior offering appraisers rave 

about year after year.

Don’t just take our word for it; see for yourself. 

Get started with ACI2010™ today!
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$599 All Inclusive Package
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The Original, Easy-To-Use, 
Simple Appraisal Software.

Everything You Need To Do Your 
Appraisal, Nothing You Don’t.

“My 39 years of real appraisal experi-
ence has taught me what you do every 
day! I have designed Appraise-It to 
generate the most accurate appraisal 
report and get it out the door as fast as 
possible, with the least headaches!”
 - R. Wayne Pugh, MAI, CRE

So Simple! So Fast! So Reliable!   www.sfrep.com     800-523-0872

“My clients expect excellence, and we rely on SFREP’s Appraise-It product to provide just that. Given the pressure to deliver quick 
turn-arounds every day for ridiculously low fees, I need an efficient product that helps my appraisers write the most accurate ap-
praisal reports as fast as possible.  Appraise-It’s simple user interface and sophisticated analytics do this day after day. It’s obvious 
that an experienced appraiser had his hand in the development of Appraise-It.  It does what I need...the way I want it done.” 
-Frank J. Lucco, SRA, IRR-Residential Appraisers and Consultants

1. Appraiser Driven and Designed 
with Your Specific Needs in Mind:  
Software designed by an appraiser to 
work like an appraiser wants it to work, 
not like a computer geek thinks it should 
work! Our innovation has to always meet 
the following criteria: it must make the 
appraiser’s job easier, more profitable, 
or both. We will not create “bells and 
whistles” that sound good but in the long 
run actually rob you of your productivity. 

2. Consider Us Your Technology 
Partner: We consider it a privilege to 
call you our customer! We know that 

when you succeed, we both succeed.

3. FREE Live, Web-Based Instructor
 Training: Interact with our expert 
instructors and also with your peers in 
a unique learning experience while we 
teach you how to get the most out of 
Appraise-It. 

4. Keep Your Costs As Low As 
Possible:  We make it easy to get what 
you need for one low cost. We also work 
with your budget by offering very low 
monthly payments to give you options 
for purchasing our software. 

Software for Real Estate Professionals has been providing 
solid, reliable, and easy-to-use appraisal software for over 27 years. Our 
Appraise-It Software Suite was created with one goal in mind. Create com-
mon sense software that works the way an appraiser would expect it to work. 

 “Appraiser Friendly” is Our #1 Priority:

ATTENTION NEW SUBSCRIBERS!
USE OUR SOFTWARE FOR TWO 
MONTHS COMPLETELY FREE! THIS IS 
NOT A LIMITED VERSION DEMO!

Absolutely FREE For 60 Days! You 
Make MONEY with Our Software and 
Owe Us Nothing!

• Download Appraise-It

• Prepare As Many Appraisal 
  Reports As You Wish During 
  The 60 Day Trial Period 

• Try Our New Street Maps & 
  Flood Maps On Our Dime

• Freely Use Training & Technical 
  Support

You Read It Correctly. Try Appraise-
It For 60 Days And Pay Us Nothing! 
After 60 days, if you like Appraise-It, 
we will sign you up on an annual 
subscription plan for a full 
year forward for $299 per 
user. If you choose not 
to use our software, you 
owe us nothing. It’s as 
simple as that!
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“My 39 years of real appraisal experi-
ence has taught me what you do every 
day! I have designed Appraise-It to 
generate the most accurate appraisal 
report and get it out the door as fast as 
possible, with the least headaches!”
 - R. Wayne Pugh, MAI, CRE

So Simple! So Fast! So Reliable!   www.sfrep.com     800-523-0872

“My clients expect excellence, and we rely on SFREP’s Appraise-It product to provide just that. Given the pressure to deliver quick 
turn-arounds every day for ridiculously low fees, I need an efficient product that helps my appraisers write the most accurate ap-
praisal reports as fast as possible.  Appraise-It’s simple user interface and sophisticated analytics do this day after day. It’s obvious 
that an experienced appraiser had his hand in the development of Appraise-It.  It does what I need...the way I want it done.” 
-Frank J. Lucco, SRA, IRR-Residential Appraisers and Consultants
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work like an appraiser wants it to work, 
not like a computer geek thinks it should 
work! Our innovation has to always meet 
the following criteria: it must make the 
appraiser’s job easier, more profitable, 
or both. We will not create “bells and 
whistles” that sound good but in the long 
run actually rob you of your productivity. 

2. Consider Us Your Technology 
Partner: We consider it a privilege to 
call you our customer! We know that 

when you succeed, we both succeed.

3. FREE Live, Web-Based Instructor
 Training: Interact with our expert 
instructors and also with your peers in 
a unique learning experience while we 
teach you how to get the most out of 
Appraise-It. 

4. Keep Your Costs As Low As 
Possible:  We make it easy to get what 
you need for one low cost. We also work 
with your budget by offering very low 
monthly payments to give you options 
for purchasing our software. 

Software for Real Estate Professionals has been providing 
solid, reliable, and easy-to-use appraisal software for over 27 years. Our 
Appraise-It Software Suite was created with one goal in mind. Create com-
mon sense software that works the way an appraiser would expect it to work. 

 “Appraiser Friendly” is Our #1 Priority:

ATTENTION NEW SUBSCRIBERS!
USE OUR SOFTWARE FOR TWO 
MONTHS COMPLETELY FREE! THIS IS 
NOT A LIMITED VERSION DEMO!

Absolutely FREE For 60 Days! You 
Make MONEY with Our Software and 
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• Download Appraise-It

• Prepare As Many Appraisal 
  Reports As You Wish During 
  The 60 Day Trial Period 

• Try Our New Street Maps & 
  Flood Maps On Our Dime

• Freely Use Training & Technical 
  Support

You Read It Correctly. Try Appraise-
It For 60 Days And Pay Us Nothing! 
After 60 days, if you like Appraise-It, 
we will sign you up on an annual 
subscription plan for a full 
year forward for $299 per 
user. If you choose not 
to use our software, you 
owe us nothing. It’s as 
simple as that!

“The mortgage 
lending industry 

needs to adapt and 
acquire a voice 

to create positive 
change.” 

 



COME HOME  
TO THE E&O  
PROVIDER  
WHO REALLY 
MEASURES UP

To learn more, call 800-640-7601 or visit us at www.intercorpinc.net

•  The Disciplinary Endorsement to our Real Estate Appraisers Errors & Omissions 
policy provides reimbursement (up to $5,000) for defense expenses incurred in 
responding to complaints from regulatory bodies.

•  Our Special Purpose Program is designed specifically for appraisers having  
difficulty finding coverage due to claim issues or disciplinary actions and who may 
not qualify for standard program rates.

•  To help you deal with knotty problems before they become full-blown claims, 
appraisers insured through our program have access to a confidential Pre-Claim 
Assistance Hotline.

STRENGTH:  
A XV rated insurance company.

STABILITY:  
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Appraisers are more disconnected than ever. With the majority of residential 
business going through appraisal management companies, appraisers seldom 
interact anymore with their clients. More and more appraisers work on their own, a 
result of the fee compression and the subsequent disintegration of many appraisal 
firms. Professional connectivity for appraisers seems to be at an all-time low. Our 
feature article by Chuck Mureddu addresses the connectivity issue head on. Chuck 
challenges appraisers to “come out of their bubble;” reestablish connections and 
join together with a strong voice as valuation experts.

Elaine Matternas, an expert in E&O loss prevention, draws our attention to 
credibility. Real estate appraisers are now providing more data and detail in their 
reports than ever before. Market conditions and third-party intermediaries (AMCs) 
are requiring appraisers to provide more information in less time. Nonetheless, 
Elaine points out the “devil is in the details.” She notes when defending appraisers 
against legal assaults, credibility is eroded when we don’t “sweat the small stuff.” 
In her article, Elaine provides practical advice for increasing credibility and 
reducing liability.

David Feldman discusses confidence in the appraiser as trusted advisor. Lenders 
utilize AVMs, summary products, and other analytic tools ultimately because 
they feel the need to second-guess the appraiser. Clearly, appraisers are not seen 
as “trusted advisors.” The quality of the appraisal report is the starting point for 
regaining confidence in the appraiser as “trusted advisor.” David argues that we 
have to go beyond saying “I used the best comps available.” Appraisers need to 
address why other properties were not elected as competing listings or comparable 
sales. Going to this level of detail is a step in the right direction toward restoring 
confidence in the appraiser as the expert in the marketplace.

Other topics in this issue center on the residential appraisal report. If our industry 
were to have a historian on the evolution of the residential appraisal form, it would 
be George Opelka. In his article, George shares his father’s instrumental role in 
the development of the original residential appraisal form, the “Green Hornet.” 
He goes on to detail the development of the URAR and our movement into the 
“Analytics Age of Valuation.” Mike Connolly provides his second article based on 
sections of the URAR in the series “Observations from a Home Inspector”.

Two new sections appear in this month’s issue, “Things Appraisers See” and 
“Stats.” CoreLogic provided the timely information for our stats section and 
subscribers uploaded unique photos taken by appraisers. We certainly would like 
to have many more photos for future issues. If you have interesting photos taken 
while on appraisal inspections, upload them at www.LiveValMag.com.

Ernie Durbin, SRA

Publisher
ernie@livevalmag.com

Publisher’s Note
{ Connectivity, Credibility, Confidence }



Stats
{ Highlights as of March 2010 }

-9.0%
Idaho

-7.8%
neVada

-6.2%
MIChIGan

-5.3%
W.VIrGInIa

-5.2%
fLorIda

Excluding distressed sales, the worst five states for 
year-over-year price declines changes slightly. [ ]

+3.8%
Montana

+7.7%
CaLIfornIa

+4.9%
n.daKota

+4.9%
VIrGInIa

+8.3%
MaIne

Top four cities forecasted to have most price 
depreciation in the next 12 months (distressed sales 
included):

detroit : -6.1%   Seattle : -4.1%
Nassau-Suffolk NY : -3.4% Baltimore : -3.3%

Top four cities predicted to increase in price over the 
next 12 months (distressed sales included):

San Jose : +6.8% Baffalo-Niagara Falls : +4.9%
Denver : +4.7%  San Diego : +4.4%

{ Forecast Highlights as of March 2010 }

[The five best states for year-over-year price
appreciation excluding distressed sales. ]



[ ]
Stats

{ CoreLogic* Data }

More than 11.2 million, or 24 percent, 

of all residential properties with 

mortgages, were in negative equity 

at the end of the first quarter of 2010, 

down slightly from 11.3 million and 

24 percent from the fourth quarter 

of 2009. An additional 2.3 million 

borrowers had less than five percent 

equity. Together, negative equity 

and near-negative equity mortgages 

accounted for over 28 percent of all 

residential properties with a mortgage 

nationwide.

{ National Data Highlights }

Las Vegas remains the top 

ranked CBSA with 75% of 

mortgaged properties being 

underwater, followed by 

Stockton (65%), Modesto (62%), 

Vallejo-Fairfield (60%) and 

Phoenix (58%). Phoenix had 

more than 550,000 underwater 

borrowers; the most households 

of any metropolitan market in 

the country. Riverside (463,000), 

Los Angeles (406,000) Atlanta 

(399,000) and Chicago (365,000) 

round out the top five markets.[ ]Negative equity continues to be concentrated in five 
states (mortgaged properties underwater).

34%
CaLIfornIa

70%
neVada

39%
MIChIGan

48%
fLorIda

51%
arIZona

5% or Less, Nearly Negative

24%Negative

28%Negative 
or Near Negative

72% Not Negative



{  Elaine 
Matternas } 

Elaine Matternas 

was instrumental in 

developing and now 

oversees Intercorp’s 

Real Estate Appraisers 

Errors & Omissions 

program, now in its 

17th year, and is a 

frequent speaker on 

E&O loss prevention 

at appraiser meetings.   

Intercorp is a national 

insurance program 

management firm 

specializing in 

professional  liability 

and environmental 

coverages.  

{  David 
Feldman } 

David Feldman is 

currently the 

Vice-President for 

Government Affairs of 

CoreLogic Valuation 

Services. He focuses on 

regulatory, compliance 

and industry issues. 

David is an attorney, 

an SRA, and a member 

of several industry 

organizations. He has 

worked in the appraisal 

profession since 1982. 

He has an extensive 

background as a writer, 

public speaker and 

teacher.  

Contributors

{  George 
Opelka } 

George Opelka is the 

senior vice president of 

sales and marketing for 

ACI, a Verisk Analytics 

Company. ACI is a 

pioneer in crafting 

technology whose client 

base features many 

of North America’s 

premier lenders, 

national appraisal 

companies, and real 

estate brokerage firms.

Mr. Opelka has 

more than 25 years 

of experience in the 

mortgage services 

industry and is a 

recognized authority in 

valuation technology. 

His personal ties to the 

valuation industry date 

back to his father, F. 

Gregory Opelka, former 

International President 

of the SREA (1980).

{  Chuck 
Mureddu } 

Chuck is currently EVP 

of business development 

for Quality Valuation 

Services, a national 

appraisal management 

company promoting 

quality, integrity, and 

transparency.  Chuck 

began his career in 

the early 80s and has 

been chief appraiser 

for 3 national lenders 

and  served as a 

Subject Matter Expert 

for the appraisal 

qualifications Board 

(AQB), participating 

in the development of 

the Certified General 

Appraiser exam. 

{ The Voice Powered By }



{  Bill Waltenbaugh } 

Bill Waltenbaugh is a certified appraiser with 20 years experience and holds the SRA designation with 

the Appraisal Institute. During these years, Bill witnessed and experienced first hand the many changes 

which occurred in the appraisal industry; from the advent of licensing to the implementation of HVCC. 

Recently, Bill joined AppraiserLoft, a nationwide Appraisal Management Company, as their Chief 

Appraiser and currently writes a weekly blog called, “For What It’s Worth”.

{  Michael Connolly } 
Michael Connolly has over 30 years’ experience in the real estate industry and is owner of Smart Move 

Inspections in Cincinnati, Ohio. He is a member of the American Society of Home Inspectors (ASHI) and 

holds their highest designation of Certified Home Inspector (CHI). He has evaluated over 8,000 residential 

homes for home-buyers, attorneys and lending institutions. He holds licenses for Radon testing, wood 

destroying organisms inspections and is a HUD fee inspector. 

Contributors
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ith the upcoming Appraisal Institute’s Appraisal Summit 

2010 conference on the horizon, I decided to review my notes 

from last year’s Appraisal Summit. The single most important 

takeaway from that conference was that it was necessary for 

the appraiser to be perceived as a trusted advisor from all 

industry players – including lenders, investors, borrowers, 

etc. – if the profession was to develop in a meaningful way. By 

development, I mean that the profession would attract new 

members, that these new members would be highly qualified, 

and that they would have a more than reasonable expectation 

of making a good living. 

Let’s see how far we have progressed (or not?) in the past year. 

Since mid 2009, a majority (some now estimate 75% or more) of 

residential appraisal work now goes through AMCs (Appraisal 

Management Companies). HVCC of course is one reason 

for this, but the trend toward vendor management was well 

underway before the agreement took effect. The reason: lenders 

perceived the advantages of creating a firewall between loan 

officers and appraisers and understood the 

value-added services that AMCs provide: panel management, 

order placement, follow-up, quality control, payment 

management, warranties and technology. In a sense, it could be 

argued that AMCs are trusted advisors to the lender, but this 

was not the aim of the 2009 Appraisal Summit, nor should it be. 

The Appraiser as 
Trusted Advisor 
(Or Not?)
In order for the appraisal profession to 
develop positively, we need to develop 
a more trustworthy position



With the increase of work going through AMCs, a significant 

change has occurred in the appraiser community. The torrent 

of prior complaints coming from appraisers about being 

pressured to inflate values is now hardly a trickle. However, a 

new complaint has taken its place and that is the challenge of 

making a living in the profession. Since lenders for the most 

part are not paying higher AMC fees, the fees that AMCs 

negotiate with appraisers have remained stable. For appraisers 

who used to work for mortgage brokers or smaller lenders 

who went out of business, working with AMCs has brought 

with it a significant decrease in fees per assignment (on the 

other hand, it often brings more assignments and quicker 

payments). Since AMCs appear to be the prevailing business 

model, many appraisers are rethinking their career choice: 

witness the significant drop-off in appraisers renewing their 

licenses. In the states that I have looked at, a 20% decrease is 

not uncommon.

Regaining Confidence
There is no question in my mind that we are at an inflection 

point for our profession. We must regain the market’s 

confidence, acknowledge that consolidation within the lending 

community means that vendor management, in some form, 

is inevitable and focus on making our basic product more 

essential to our direct and indirect clients.

The starting point in this process, in my opinion, is appraisal 

quality, and for better or worse, that is measured in two ways: 

by the accuracy of our values over time, and the quality, 

thoroughness and defensibility of the reports we deliver. My 

assessment of the current quality of residential appraisal work 

performed throughout the country is that it is inconsistent and 

thus often suspect from a lender’s point of view. This puts the 

lender in the position of asking for more comparables, listings 

and additional information because they do not feel confident >>



that the report is correct. This same attitude has also settled 

in the investor community. It appears to me, after being in 

this industry for almost three decades, that confidence in the 

quality of the appraisal is quite low. 

Legal & Investment Professions vs. 
Appraisal Profession
In trying to come up with an analogy of some professions 

that are held in higher regard by their clients or that are 

changing the way they do business to regain confidence, two 

come to mind: lawyers and the financial advisors. Obviously, 

neither will be perfect analogies. I am well aware that the pay 

ranges in both fields are higher than the appraisal profession. 

However, the methodologies and principles are valid across 

professions and should be helpful to appraisers.

Education and Training 
The education requirements to be a lawyer include four years 

of college plus an additional three years of graduate work, and 

the passing of a very challenging exam. Within the financial 

advisor (FA) market, however, there is a less rigid criterion. 

Some FAs are registered reps, which means they have passed a 

Series-7 exam, others are accountants or lawyers, and some are 

certified FAs (though this is a smaller group). 

For the residential appraiser, until just this year, no college was 

required, no degree, simply the passing of a comparatively 

easy test. The Appraisal Foundation is in the process of 

systematically upgrading the educational and testing 

requirements, which is a step in the right direction.

There is an experience component for appraisers, but in 

practice that is almost always true with other professions as 

well. Beginning lawyers generally work for someone else 

AFTER they have received their degree even if they eventually 

go on their own. The appraiser gains experience BEFORE 

he or she gets a full license. Thus, the beginning appraiser is 

a “trainee” with some amount of coursework but little else. 

The beginning lawyer has a wealth of education and many 

beginning lawyers and FAs have also interned prior to getting 

their own clients or books of business. It is little wonder that 

lenders are very slow to permit trainees to do their work. This 

leads to the challenging position of how trainees can be trained 

properly if they are not permitted to do direct work for the 

lender. In addition, the opportunity for the trainee to make any 

type of respectable living during the two years of training is 

very limited. 

Opinion of Value 
The 2010-2011 version of USPAP defines appraisal as “the act 

or process of developing an opinion of value; an opinion of 

value.” However, when an appraiser is challenged, how often 

have we heard (or said) that this is just an opinion? While this 

may be helpful in warding off criticism or even a potential 

lawsuit, it goes directly against our aim of being a trusted 

advisor.

To the contrary, lawyers and FAs are also asked to give 

opinions on legal matters and investment decisions. Just like 

an appraisal, their opinions will be relied on by clients in 

important actions they will choose to take. Lawyers who write 

legal opinions make this a very serious part of their work. 

There is a weight and importance to their legal opinion and 

thus an appropriate cost attached to it. In the corporate world, 

when an internal or outside counsel is asked for their legal 

opinion, it can have dramatic consequences on the functioning 

of a business. Similarly, an FA advises on investment choices, 

such as stocks, bonds, partnerships, and the potential benefits 

and consequences.

Reporting
Lawyers often write legal briefs. The definition of a brief is a 

written, legal argument that conforms to specific court rules in 

which a lawyer advances the merits of his/her client’s case. A 

brief usually includes a statement of the questions the lawyer 

wants the court to consider, the law the court should apply to 

answer those questions, and an application of law to factual 

circumstances that the lawyer wants the court to adopt. A good 

legal brief will include not only the cases and interpretations 

the lawyer wants to advance but also a discussion of cases and 

arguments that the lawyer feels should not carry the day and 

why they shouldn’t. This is very significant in an adversary 

system because the opposing lawyer will be using cases that 

contradict. A legal brief is instructive of how a trusted advisor 

prepares a quality report. Not only are the cases utilized that 

prove your point, but the cases that disprove your point are 

also raised, analyzed and properly dealt with. This gives the 

client a great deal of confidence that the lawyer has done a 

highly competent and thorough job and is worth the fee.

An FA will make detailed recommendations on portfolio 

strategies, individual investments, and defend them in the 

context of the client’s stated goals: build wealth; plan for 

retirement or a child’s education; maximize tax or estate 

planning. Usually, they recommend a series of options, 

comparing and contrasting the upside and potential risks 

in each. Increasingly, they will also use new tools to recheck 

the soundness of their advice and to limit downside risk 

(investment insurance, hedging, stop losses, etc.).

The typical appraiser does not do this. Even a thorough 

appraiser who often presents additional comps and listings 



does not do so systematically on each appraisal. That is, the 

appraiser does not list the comps they did not use and explain 

why not. The current implication is that the appraiser is saying 

to the lender, “I am your trusted advisor and I am using the 

best comps available.” Clearly this is not a good strategy at this 

time in the history of the appraisal profession where there is so 

much lack of trust and confidence.

Because the typical appraiser has not acted like a trusted 

advisor, the client, the lender, has built in its own precautions 

to limit valuation risk. These include AVMs, summary 

products, and other data analysis and trending. It is becoming 

quite standard for some lenders to run a HistoryPro review or 

other similar products to produce sales that could be possible 

comps near the subject property. Some lenders are having 

this information or AVM information sent to them by their 

investors and having the appraiser explain why a particular 

sale was not used. So put yourself in the shoes of a lender. Do 

you think this would increase the confidence in that appraisal 

report and that particular appraiser?

But wait, you say, this will take more time and we are not 

being paid to do anything extra. In one sense, you are correct. 

Done well, it will take more time and true again, the lender 

is not going to pay for it at this time. However, from another 

perspective, it takes less time if you account for the fact 

that you will not receive a request later on to provide this 

information. The appraisal profession is in a hole and needs 

to dig itself out. How it got into that hole is multi-factored but 

when you are in the hole, does it really matter how you got 

there? You need to start climbing out.

With the technology currently available to appraisers, they 

would be able to do this activity (listing and commenting on 

the comps they did not use that could possibly be considered 

good comps by lenders) with relative ease. For appraisers who 

chose to do this, they would distinguish themselves to their 

clients as the more thorough and competent appraisers. It 

would also make it easier to underwrite the loan. 

My best guess is that appraisers will be asked to do this 

anyway by lenders or AMCs in the near future, so we might 

as well lead the charge. This is only one aspect of quality 

that would help build confidence in the lender. There are 

others and appraisers can clearly know what they are by 

the corrections they are constantly asked for. All proactive 

appraisers that are answering lender / underwriter / investor 

questions go a long way in being perceived as trusted advisors. 



Proofreading. Ugh! It probably conjures up images of college 

term papers or maybe that fussy eighth grade English teacher 

who valiantly tried to teach you the appropriate place to put 

the comma. 

Surely your professional reputation and opportunities 

with clients couldn’t hinge on something so mundane as 

proofreading? Think again. Proofreading is just one skill 

that is a “best practice” and should be a part of every real 

estate appraiser’s business. You have all heard the old saying 

that “the devil is in the details.” With real estate appraisals, 

the devil very definitely resides in the details. Just ask any 

appraiser who has had one of his or her appraisals scrutinized 

by a state board or a hard-nosed review appraiser. 

However, I’m not going to focus on the technical knowledge 

and skills you need to perform your work. Instead, this article 

will take a look at some common or perhaps not-so-common 

skills and business management practices that need to be 

an integral part of your appraisal business. Good business 

management practices and procedures help you avoid or 

mitigate E&O claims. A well-managed business generally 

operates more efficiently and thus is more profitable. Attention 

to detail really does translate into hard dollars.

Proofread Your Work (No Exceptions)
I began my professional career as a magazine editor, and 

learned about the disastrous impact of failing to proofread by 

doing the unpardonable – misspelling a person’s name. I was 

mortified, and duly apologized to the individual involved. 

But I was also fortunate enough to have a mentor who wisely 

pointed out to me that while one typographical error might 

not end my budding editorial career, such errors—or especially 

a series of such errors—will eventually create in the mind of 

your reader, the question: If she wasn’t careful enough about 

this, what else was she careless about? As this applies to your 

appraisals, are the facts correct? Are the photos mismatched? Is 

the analysis and methodology solid? 

Here is a case in point from a recent lawsuit filed against 

an appraiser: “The XXX appraisal had typographical errors 

and information missing. . . which significantly affected the 

appraisal, which in the aggregate affected the credibility of the 

appraisal, all of which rendered it misleading. . . “ (Emphasis 

added).

Proofreading encompasses checking for typographical errors, 

the use of boilerplate language without adjusting it to fit the 

specific situation, or using a template, but forgetting to delete 

information from a previous appraisal that was still in it. 

Document Your File
Feedback from our claims examiners constantly reinforces 

the need for a well-documented appraisal file. This is perhaps 

most evident with the selection of comps, because there is a 

great deal of subjectivity involved. Why did you select the 

ones used in the report? If you gathered information on others 

that you did not use in the report, why did you reject them? 

Be specific. The majority of the claims filed against appraisers 

do not materialize until about two years after the appraisal is 

done, and it is not likely that you will remember every detail of 

every appraisal you’ve completed two years after the fact. File 

documentation is key.

If changes were made in the scope of work after the initial 

assignment, did you document and confirm this with the 

client? 

Here is what happened to one appraiser who was sued 

in regard to an appraisal of an apartment complex. The 

engagement letter required the appraiser to inspect a certain 

percentage of the units in the complex; however, he was 

Sweat the Small 
Stuff (So You Don’t 
End Up With Big 
Problems)
Check, recheck, document, and 
supervise; these simple tasks can 
be crucial to your reputation and 
opportunities



denied access needed to perform this task. He consulted with 

the client via cell phone, and the client advised the appraiser 

to proceed, despite the limited access available to him. 

Fast forward two or three years, when the mortgage on the 

property went into default, and the appraiser is drawn into the 

ensuing lawsuit—in part, because of failure to properly inspect 

as required by the contract. To complicate matters even more, 

the lender in this case did not survive the housing market 

crash and is now a part of another financial institution, and the 

individual who authorized the change in scope is long gone!

With all of the mobile electronic gadgetry available these days, 

there is no excuse for failing to document such conversations 

and preserving all such information in your work file. 

The attorneys who defend appraisers build their case based on 

the information in your file. If it is orderly and complete, they 

are in a much better position to defend you than if you have to 

scramble to translate random notes and try to turn them into 

meaningful documentation.

Along with file documentation is the importance of having a 

record retention policy that preserves access to your completed 

appraisals, either in electronic or paper form, for the length of 

time required by state laws or any contractual obligations.

Supervision Protects Your Reputation
Policies and procedures take on an important role where you 

have office staff, trainee appraisers, or even fully licensed staff 

appraisers. Are authorities clearly defined? How are electronic 

signatures guarded? Who has access to passwords, and under 

what circumstances? How is internal work reviewed before 

reports are released?

Consider this case involving a 30-year veteran appraiser 

who received a complaint from his state board involving an 

appraisal that had been typed up by his long-time assistant 

(but not double-checked by the appraiser before it was sent 

out). The complaint alleged numerous discrepancies and 

inaccuracies in the comps, where sales prices did not match 

the information in the Multiple Listing Service. He started 

reviewing more files, and discovered some 100 files where 

his assistant had changed numbers. At last report, it was not 

known whether the errors were deliberate or careless, but the 

damage was done, and the appraiser ended up retiring from 

the profession – most likely not in the way he might have 

envisioned ending his career.

Even when you think your system is foolproof, and even if 

you have trusted employees, implicit trust should not be a 

substitute for solid procedures. 

Another very serious errors & omissions claim involved a 

commercial appraisal trainee who appraised several parcels 

for development. In this case, the appraisal was reviewed 

by a supervisory appraiser within the firm, who discovered 

significant errors in the appraisal, and directed the trainee to 

make the appropriate edits and corrections. Without making 

the changes, the trainee released it to the client. The result: 

A claim for negligent supervision as well as the necessity of 

defending a flawed appraisal. 

Ironclad rules for sign-offs in large firms are essential. If you 

are a staff of one, make sure you give your work a final review 

before it is released.

Loose Business Arrangements
If you use subcontractors, or if you do subcontracted work for 

another entity, clarify the arrangement in writing at the outset. 

Who is responsible for what? What is the fee split? Who is 

responsible for maintaining the file? Check with your errors 

& omissions insurance carrier to confirm how coverage for 

independent contractors is handled. Loose arrangements can 

only cause problems.

In one recent situation, an appraiser did occasional work as 

a subcontractor for a real estate appraisal firm, splitting fees 

with the firm. The principal of the firm assumed that the 

subcontractor had his own errors & omissions insurance, but 

did not verify this for a fact. The principal of the firm also did 

not review or contribute to these appraisals, even though they 

were “running them through his system” and going out under 

his company’s name. 

Both the subcontractor and the appraisal firm were sued over 

one of the appraisals, and because the firm’s name was on the 

appraisal, and the firm had split the fee with subcontractor, 

both were on the hook for the resulting claim. The 

subcontractor had no insurance coverage, leaving the appraisal 

firm with an unpleasant and substantial claim settlement.

If your name is on an appraisal, and if you have received a 

financial consideration for performing a professional service, 

you are most likely going to be considered liable for whatever 

results from that service.

Small Stuff. . .
. . . may not be so small after all. Precision. Policies. Procedures. 

Processes. All of the technical knowledge you have — how 

to perform an appraisal, how to analyze and review the data, 

how to write a good report — can be for naught if you don’t 

pay special attention to the devil in the details.
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I was given free reign, so I thought I would just write from 

the heart. Of course, challenges will always continue to face 

appraisers but what really stands out to me is how clearly our 

industry is seriously disconnected. Sure, there are software 

providers, appraisal and lending organizations, regulatory 

agencies, and others discussing how we can do a better job 

appraising, but what about the appraisers in the trenches; what 

about those who actually provide the end product? We need 

to somehow reach out to those appraisers and engage them 

in the decision making process. After all, they are the experts, 

are they not? Several publications help keep us all up-to-date 

on issues, but it’s very refreshing to see the launch of a new 

magazine with the intention of reaching a broad audience. I 

only hope that LiveValuation Magazine is able to reach most of 

the appraisers who are actively appraising in the field. 

Changes and More Changes
Appraisers are constantly experiencing change, and now more 

than ever, they will need to adapt quickly to respond to the 

industry’s new guidelines. The mortgage lending industry has 

become data hungry and will expect the appraiser to provide 

more analytics with regression techniques in the appraisal. 

Users of valuation products are constantly looking for new 

solutions that help mitigate collateral risk. With change, 

appraisers will have the opportunity to deliver a higher level 

of professional services, but appraisers will need to dial in and 

stay connected. 

New Resources
I wonder how many appraisers visited the new Appraisal 

Subcommittee website or even know it exists. The new site 

was redesigned to be more user friendly and it provides a 

quick resource for appraisers, mortgage lending industry 

professionals, and the public. 

MISMO
Ask an appraiser in the field about MISMO and see what the 

reaction is—my guess is that only a few really know what it 

is and how it will affect them. I will go even further and say 

some have never even heard of MISMO. I know this because 

I have spoken with appraisers who had no idea this was 

coming. I actually think some appraisers will only discover it 

through their software providers, when new versions suddenly 

limit their options to standard answers for each line item. The 

appraiser’s own standard answers that he or she has used for 

the past 20 years may simply not be an option anymore. They 

may wonder why they were not surveyed before the change, 

or were they? 

HVCC
When HVCC was introduced, many appraisers were 

blind-sided, and some did not realize how it would influence 

their business; they did not find out until it was a done deal. 

Although HVCC had very good intentions (in my opinion, it 

was overdue), appraisers have focused on the negative impact 

rather than embracing the firewall it creates between them and 

client pressure. Much of this could have been avoided if the 

appraisers themselves had a large enough voice to be involved. 

It would seem that changes in the appraisal industry are more 

often outlined and implemented by users of our services, 

rather than the appraisers, who should be the experts. In some 

cases, the users are still looking for the cheapest solution and 

for products prepared by non-appraisal professionals. These 

individuals are making bad decisions, and now think they are 

experts. Go figure. Ernest J. Gaines, an American author, once 

said in an interview “There will always be men struggling 

to change, and there will always be those who are controlled 

by the past.” If we want to improve our profession, we need 

to take a pro-active position and become more involved. 

Otherwise, being controlled by our past will eventually spell 

disaster. 

The Rogue Appraiser
When I started appraising back in the early 80s, I worked in 

a shop owned and operated by a designated member of the 

Appraisal Institute and the Society of Real Estate Appraisers. 

At that time, most of us who entered the profession were 

encouraged, and in my case required, to take both entry 

and advanced level classes from the very start. In addition, 

the designated member provided extensive guidance and 

mentored the staff, constantly reviewing our work and 

spending personal time training us both in the field and in the 

office. Everyone was involved in several industry trade groups 

and shared all the latest information affecting our business. 

The early 1990s proved to be a very busy time and there was 

so much work available, that we saw an increase in appraiser 

trainees entering the profession. This filled a huge >> 

{ It would seem that changes in the appraisal industry are more often 
outlined and implemented by users of our services, rather than the 

appraisers, who should be the experts. }



production void but the problem was that some of those 

trainees were unfortunately hired to churn and burn product 

without a lot of supervision. I remember appraisals that were 

actually being signed off by the supervisor living in another 

state. A supervisor lacking local knowledge, signing off for 

a trainee “learning” the craft without real supervision was a 

disservice to the profession and the client or intended user. 

Now that is scary, but I assure you, it was in fact happening. 

Many of these trainees obtained just enough education and 

experience (not necessarily of quality) to sit for the exam at the 

earliest opportunity, go on their own, and make more money. 

In some cases, the trainee would work in the profession and 

have their own shop within an 18 month period. I call these 

individuals the rogue appraisers. Some have, in fact, worked 

hard to learn the business by networking, joining trade 

groups, and taking additional classes, however I believe the 

majority of them are still lost and continue to practice in their 

own bubble without guidance from their peers. 

So, whose responsibility is it to re-connect our profession and 

strengthen our voice? I believe if appraisers want to control 

their own destiny, professionalize their industry, and restore 

respect and confidence as experts in their field, the bulk of 

the responsibility lies on the appraisers themselves. Most 

importantly, the appraisal industry must maintain a strong 

voice by coming together. 

Appraiser’s Responsibility
What percentage of appraisers are involved with a 

respected professional organization? In my opinion, not 

enough. I believe every appraiser needs to be associated 

with a respected appraisal organization that promotes 

professionalism, education, ethics, and communication. Every 

appraisal organization should advocate for all appraisers, 

understanding that they will provide exclusive benefits 

for their members. I am not here to promote one particular 

organization, but again, if an appraiser is going to continue 

to work in this field, they should align themselves with one. 

It is just another demonstration that he/she takes his/her 

profession seriously. 

We as appraisers are all required to take continued education. 

Recently, one of my state credentials was up for renewal and 

I was scrambling to find a USPAP class to complete my CE 

requirement. Yes, I admit, I waited until the last minute. I 

went on-line and researched to see what was available and 

got lucky to find an on-site class 50 miles away. My state did 

not approve any of the on-line USPAP classes at the time, 

but that got me to thinking about how many appraisers take 

the majority of their continuing education classes on-line. 

Looking back, I have taken about 50% of my classes on-line 

during the past three years, and all were very well designed 

and exceeded my expectations. In fact, there are new offerings 

becoming available almost every month and, yes, I will 

continue to take them. However, I think as appraisers we all 

should make an effort to take at least half of the classes on-site. 

Attending on-site classes gives us the opportunity to network 

and discuss our profession with our peers. In my case, it gave 

me the opportunity to gain personal understanding as to 

what is going on in the market by talking to appraisers who 

are in the field everyday, and discussing the challenges they 

face. Those field appraisers also get the opportunity to discuss 

market trends and compare notes. Overall, these classes are an 

opportunity to gather information on industry changes, either 

from the instructors who seem to be pretty dialed in or from 

the students themselves.

Appraisers should find every opportunity to get out of the 

daily bubble periodically and network not only with other 

appraisers, but realtors, mortgage brokers, investors, servicers, 

and anyone who either produces or uses their products and 

services. This includes attending on-site classes, conferences, 

and chapter meetings. The appraiser is responsible for his or 

her own education, peer-to-peer networking, and pro-active 

commitment to stay involved and provide input on important 

issues. 

The AMC
Appraisal Management Companies are nothing new. They 

have been around for the past 25 years and I see no reason 

why you will not see them around for the next 25. Not all 



AMCs are created equal and all have their own nuances, but 

one thing is for sure: they have a place in our industry. Real 

estate is local but over the years, mortgage lending has become 

global. I remember when the credit committee of a bank would 

go out, look at a property, and decide on the spot if they would 

lend on it. Now an underwriter 3,000 miles away is making 

that decision. Lenders are finding that AMCs can provide 

a valuable service by offering a national footprint vendor 

selection, acting as a liaison between lender and appraiser, 

providing the appraiser with specific client requirements, 

managing the quality control process, providing a delivery 

platform, and acting as a firewall promoting independence. 

Appraisers who understood the valuation space started most 

of the first AMCs, but today, mortgage brokers, realtors, 

technology professionals, and individuals who simply see a 

new opportunity have even started them. Some AMCs have 

hired appraisers to write and implement policy and manage 

the process. Either way, the AMC has a responsibility to 

promote quality, transparency, integrity, and ethics. The idea 

is not just a “churn and burn” low cost service that focuses on 

turn-time and the lowest fee (or at least to the appraiser) over 

quality. As an AMC, I would rather pay for the best and the 

brightest. An AMC has the responsibility to advocate for the 

appraiser. Some appraisers tell me how much of a nightmare 

it is to work for an AMC, while others have found a partner in 

success. 

I had the opportunity this week to listen to one of our 

coordinators discuss an assignment with an appraiser. Now, I 

have always known that we take the position that the appraiser 

is in fact an extension of QVS and our partner. Nevertheless, 

I got a first hand taste of that. The coordinator was respectful, 

obviously built a relationship with the appraiser over time, 

and you could tell they were working together to provide 

a solution for the client. Now that is a partnership, but 

it goes way beyond just the day-to-day contact with the 

appraiser. Appraisers who are currently members of several 

organizations started Quality Valuation Services. 

We attend conferences throughout the year and work 

hard keeping up to date with important changes, industry 

challenges, and opportunities to improve the profession. Most 

importantly, we communicate and share what we learned with 

our colleagues in the field and ask for feedback. After all, we 

consider our appraiser partners the experts in their field; that is 

why we partnered with them in the first place.

In conclusion, I encourage every appraiser to get out of their 

bubble and use every resource available. Research, learn, 

and communicate. After all, that is what appraisers do best, 

right? Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, FHA, and VA all provide 

excellent information regarding their specific requirements. 

The Appraisal Subcommittee and association websites are 

all great resources. As for the AMC, if we are to market and 

sell valuation products and services, then we should fully 

understand them. Every AMC should at the least have a chief 

appraiser who manages policy and continues to promote 

on-going communication with both the AMC staff and the 

appraisers who work for them. Communication should not be 

limited to barking out SLA requirements and/or deficiencies, 

but focus on how to improve them with constructive dialog 

through a strong partnership. I fully understand the appraisal 

organizations’ mission; the importance of representing and 

supporting their own membership and the costs associated 

with it. I would love to see these organizations join forces to 

strengthen our voice, reach out to those appraisers who are 

struggling on their own, and invite them to join. I truly believe 

this would in fact create the voice we need and allow us to 

produce the necessary change more effectively and at a much 

faster rate. Lastly, I think the appraisal software providers have 

more of an opportunity to reach the independent residential 

appraisers better than anyone else does. Most of the residential 

appraisers use these providers—what a great communication 

platform! Connecting industry peers is critical if we are to 

improve our credibility and enhance our voice for the future. 

Let’s all make an effort to connect and stay connected. Henry 

Ford once wrote, “Coming together is the beginning. Keeping 

together is progress. Working together is success.”





          n the fall of 1962, like many real estate appraisers,  

          I was born into the appraisal profession. My   

          father, F. Gregory Opelka, MAI, SREA, SRA logged 

          fifty years of industry service between 1952 and 

          2002. He spent 48 of those years with Fairfield 

            Savings & Loan where he served in the capacity 

    as Chief Appraiser, Executive Vice President, 

and director, before retiring in 2002. With those credentials, you 

can appreciate that growing up Opelka meant that we learned the 

definition of “market value” and then we learned to walk. 

By the time I was seven, I was tagging along on inspections 

with my Dad. I quickly realized that holding one end of the 

measuring tape against the house or peeling the positive film 

layer away from the negative produced from the Polaroid 

camera was a lot of fun, and while my participation didn’t 

necessarily make me an integral part of the lending process, 

the experience introduced me to the fascinating tools of the 

trade at an early age. 

The next 10 summers of my life were spent attending the 

Annual Appraisal Convention hosted by the Society of Real 

Estate Appraisers (SREA). As kids, we spent most of the 

time at the pool, but it was at those conferences that I forged 

friendships with many of my baby boomer peers who were on 

vacation with Mom and Dad as well. Little did we know our 

professional fate had already been pre-determined!

It was in the early 1980s at the SREA Summer Conference 

where I first started to recognize the important role my 

Dad played in the development of standardized appraisal 

reporting. At the encouragement of John Cirincione, SRA, I’d 

like to share a brief but important slice of appraisal history 

that you probably won’t hear or read about in any appraisal 

classroom or seminar. 

 
Introducing Form #17-PRA
In the late 1950s, my Dad taught real estate appraisal courses 

in the evenings at the Savings and Loan Institute in downtown 

Chicago. Through his teaching ventures, he was invited to 

serve as an appraisal consultant to the U.S. League of Savings 

and Loan Associations. Additionally, he wrote a monthly 

appraisal column for publication in the Savings and Loan 

News, a trade magazine -- a division of the U.S. League. As a 

result of an early consulting-writing assignment with the U.S. 

League, my Dad created appraisal form “#17-PRA” in 1962. 

The appraisal report form was presented to the Appraisal 

Committee of the U.S. League for review and consideration for 

adoption and use by savings and loan associations across the 

United States. The form was initially presented on green paper 

with green ink strictly for marketing spin. It was eventually 

approved for nationwide members’ use by the U.S. League’s 

Appraisal Committee and was numbered form #17-PRA, 

Professional Residential Appraisal by the U.S. League staff. 

Form #17-PRA was then printed and sold by the Accounting 

Division of the U.S. League. Remember, this occurred in 1962 

(pre-ACI), so the completion of this form was intended to be a 

handwritten field report, and submitted accordingly. 

It wasn’t until after the form was released and in production, 

when the appraisal staff of the First Federal Savings and Loan 

Association of Indianapolis submitted a report critiquing 

the new form. This critique was published in a monthly 

professional trade magazine of the Society of Residential 

Appraisers. Of historical note, it was this local Indianapolis 

S&L appraisal committee that affectionately dubbed the new 

form The Green Hornet! Logically, the name stuck and even 

today, almost fifty years later, the Green Hornet continues to 

charm and identify with the residential appraisal process.

 

{ Logically the name stuck and even 
today, almost fifty years later, the 
Green Hornet continues to charm 
and identify with the residential 

appraisal process. }

The URAR ERA
In 1984, twenty-two years after the birth of The Green 

Hornet, a new initiative to create a standard appraisal form 

was spearheaded by the Society of Real Estate Appraisers. 

A committee was formed out of this initiative, wherein the 

Society of Real Estate Appraisers appointed F. Gregory Opelka, 

MAI, SREA, SRA, as Chairman of a new Uniform Appraisal 

Form committee. He was directed by the SREA to select 

and work with appraisal representatives from the Appraisal 

Institute and several various government agencies. Howard 

Sears, acting President of the SREA called for the development 

of a new common form. Aside from the SREA, the Institute, 

Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, FHA and the VA, there were a few 

other government agencies, and all were actively involved in 

the development of this new form. >>



The advent of the personal computer provided better tools to 

develop the successor to The Green Hornet—an appraisal form 

using spreadsheet-like software. Initially, my Dad designed 

the new form in Visi-Calc and then shifted to developing it in 

Lotus 1-2-3. 

The new form committee meetings were all held at the SREA 

Washington Headquarters Offices in the Watergate Office 

Building. The form development, given changing updates from 

meeting to meeting, took approximately two years to perfect 

a version acceptable to the committee and all the various 

agencies represented. 

When the design was finalized and approved by the appraisal 

committee and the various organizations they represented, 

the form was adopted and called the Uniform Residential 

Appraisal Report…the URAR (named by Fannie Mae). The 

URAR, like its forerunner, The Green Hornet, twenty-two years 

its senior, featured Market Data Approach to Value sections in 

the form, wherein current and local timely comparable sales 

were included and processed through to Indicated Opinions of 

Value. Various modifications to the original URAR form have 

taken place since its inception, but, by-and-large, the original 

basic URAR style and form continues its mission serving the 

appraisal profession—in short, the URAR has stood the test of 

time. 

The Analytics Age of Valuation
Fast forward twenty-six years to 2010 and it’s déjà vu all over 

again. Only this time, there is an industry collaborative effort 

to standardize the data within the appraisal report. On May 

24, 2010, the Federal Housing Finance Agency announced 

an initiative by Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae to improve the 

consistency and quality of data for appraisals and other loan 

information. 

According to the Uniform Mortgage Data Program Overview 

published by Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac (available at 

eFannieMae.com or freddiemac.com), a Uniform Appraisal 

Dataset that “standardizes appraisal data definitions for a key 

subset of field on the uniform residential appraisal reports” 

will be available in September 2010. Additionally, a Uniform 

Collateral Data Portal for the electronic collection of appraisal 

data is currently in development. 

As a result of these initiatives, any loans eligible for sale to 

Fannie Mae or Freddie Mac must include appraisals that 

conform to the standards outlined in the Uniform Appraisal 

Dataset. For loans with an application date on or after January 

1, 2011, lenders will be “required to deliver electronic appraisal 

data to Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac.” In order to increase the 

number of data elements, the delivery formats will leverage 

the MISMO Version 3.0 industry standard. 

Thanks to fifty years of innovation, the appraisal report 

has evolved from a paper-driven standard to a data-driven 

standard. The PC revolution, the advent of digital cameras, 

the maturation of appraisal software, a little thing called the 

Internet, and an industry working in concert were all major 

contributors to the “Analytics Age of Valuation” that we are 

about to enter. 

The Green Hornet may not have been designed to standardize 

appraisal data and delivery protocols, however; I believe 

the standard, paper-based, handwritten appraisal report 

evolved over time and served as the foundation and catalyst 

for the Analytics Age of Valuation. And while a few industry 

visionaries are of the mind-set that appraisal forms disappear 

as a result of our newly appointed direction, I believe both 

data and forms exist side by side to ensure that visibility and 

transparency remain an integral component of the valuation 

process.

{ The Original Green Hornet }





ast month’s installment touched on how a 

home inspector might address sections of 

the Uniform Residential Appraisal Report 

(URAR). Having already addressed the Subject 

Property, we will continue on into the Contract 

and Neighborhood sections of the form in this 

installment.

Contract
In a perfect world and from a home inspectors view, it is 

advisable to review the purchase contract. However, it goes 

without saying, the real estate transaction world is not a 

perfect one, so it is not surprising that it is uncommon for the 

home inspector to obtain a copy of the purchase contract. It is 

even uncommon for the inspector to know the contract price 

of the home. However, it is important that the inspector know 

some details, which are relevant to the inspection. Sellers 

sometimes agree to complete repairs based on disclosed defects 

as a part of the purchase agreement. For instance, the seller 

may agree to repair a crack in the basement wall or replace an 

Observations From a Home 
Inspector (Part II)

Sections of the URAR: Neighborhood and Contract



old roof. The presence of any deed restrictions on the property 

may also provide valuable information to the inspector. For 

example, neighbors may have a maintenance agreement on 

a shared driveway. Some properties may also have sewage 

ejection stations to pump sewage up to a main public sewer. 

While many of these items would be excluded from a typical 

home inspection, it is necessary to list these items in the 

inspection report as limitations (items not evaluated during the 

inspection). 

 

Seller concessions listed in the purchase agreement may 

include items relating to the inspection. Sometimes Sellers 

agree to pay for the home inspection, WDI (wood destroying 

insect inspection), Radon testing, etc. It is important that the 

inspector clearly define the client (usually the buyer) and 

should stay away from accepting payment from anyone other 

than the client. You cannot serve two masters! >>



Neighborhood & 
Site Sections
 

Neighborhood Characteristics 
Urban properties, generally speaking, are required to comply 

with local zoning and building codes. They can span a wide 

spectrum related to condition, with some homes displaying 

deferred maintenance, usage changes over the years, and 

structural failures and/or repairs, while others are well 

maintained and professionally remodeled in the more 

desirable neighborhoods. For this reason, it is difficult for an 

inspector to anticipate conditions in urban neighborhoods.

 

Suburban homes are usually more uniform in building design, 

construction, age and condition, and as such are the easier 

properties to inspect. Often these are grouped in subdivisions 

consisting of homes of comparable age, size and quality of 

construction.

Rural Properties can be (and often are) a wild card because 

they are less likely to conform to zoning and building codes. 

In my service area, some counties have not adopted building 

codes, and if they do have them, they are not compliant and 

there is no enforcement thereof. In these areas, the quality of 

construction will vary. Rural properties may also have hidden 

issues such as underground fuel oil storage tanks and private 

waste disposal systems.

 

The characteristics of the neighborhood can provide clues 

about the age and condition of the subject property. In some 

urban areas and in many suburban subdivisions, the homes 

are of similar age, price range and may have even been built 

by the same builder. When driving into the subject property’s 

neighborhood, I observe closely. Are the neighboring houses in 

good general condition or displaying deferred maintenance? 

Are there any promotional signs in the yards from contractors 

(siding, windows, roof, remodeling)? If many of the houses 

in the neighborhood have newer looking roofs, perhaps the 

subject property will have a new roof or will need one soon. 

It is not uncommon for a neighborhood to have suffered a 

weather event such as hail or high winds, which warranted 

widespread replacement or repair of the other roofs. 

The observation of recent repairs to neighboring homes can 

be applied to many of the exterior items on a home such as air 

conditioners, painting, siding and windows. Like an appraiser, 

I can use these observations and other homes as “comparable” 

and contrast them against my subject. If the subject property 

has old wood single pane windows, which are rotting, and 

most of the neighbors have new replacement thermopane 

windows, I will point this out to the client when explaining 

the condition of the windows. Conversely, if the windows are 

older and have some issues (fogging between the glass, broken 

sash balances, etc.), I might mention that these are common in 

the neighborhood and many neighbors have similar windows 

(comparable). In my service area, there are entire subdivisions 

plumbed with a polybutylene yard pipe commonly known 

as “Blue Max”. There was a class action lawsuit concerning 

this material, as it has a history of rupturing or failing in the 

yard between the street and the home. If I see that many of 

the yards in a subject property’s neighborhood have recently 

been excavated (dirt, straw, newer grass or a dip in the yard) 

in a straight line between the street and the house, I know that 

can be an indication of Blue Max replacement. I will evaluate 

the subject property to determine if the yard pipe has been 

replaced or is Blue Max and advise the client accordingly. 

 

The topography of a neighborhood can significantly affect 

the probability of moisture intrusion into a home. If the 

neighboring homes are higher in elevation than the subject 

property, there exists a higher probability of water intrusion 

into below grade areas. When driving into a neighborhood, if 

the street drops in elevation for several blocks before arriving 

at the subject property at the bottom of the street, it begs the 

question, “where will the water draining off the neighboring 

yards and streets go?” Adversely, if you drive into the 

neighborhood and go up and up in elevation to the subject 

property, then there will be less surface water for the subject 

property lot to deal with, therefore less chance of an issue with 

moisture intrusion into the below grade areas of the structure. 

Within my service area, there are several neighborhoods in 

a bowl: surrounding neighborhoods and topography are all 

higher in elevation (on the rim of the bowl). Whenever there 

are flash floods or prolonged rains, the surface water runs 

{ If many of the houses in the neighborhood have newer looking roofs, 
perhaps the subject property will have a new roof or will need one soon. 
It is not uncommon for a neighborhood to have suffered a weather event 
such as hail or high winds, which warranted widespread replacement or 

repair of the other roofs. }



down into the bottom of the bowl, the city storm sewers cannot 

handle the load, and water backs up into the basements of 

the homes in the bottom of the bowl. Is the subject property 

on the rim or the bottom of the bowl? Searching the internet 

for the subject street and neighborhood may yield articles 

concerning drainage issues or flooding in such neighborhoods. 

Additionally, when at the street in front of the subject property, 

look at the elevation of the home in contrast to the elevation 

of the street. Is the street higher in elevation than the home? If 

so, where does the water draining off the street and the front 

yard go? Does the grading of the yard allow for management 

of such water flow? If not, a diligent look for signs of moisture 

penetration in the below grade areas is advisable. Remember 

the King’s castle was always placed high on the hill and for 

good reason.

 

But, Kings have their problems too... Homes that are higher 

in elevation than the surrounding homes can be subject to 

weather exposure (sun, wind, rain, lightning and hail) as they 

are unprotected by the topography, trees and neighboring 

homes. This is also true for more rural homes, where there 

are large expanses between homes and little vegetation or 

topography changes (such as farms). 

 

Topography can play an important role in structural concerns 

with the home. If a house is on a hillside, it may be more 

subject to movement and forces on the uphill side of the home, 

which can have a significant effect on the structure. Cracks or 

bowing in the foundation walls that face the uphill side of the 

property may warrant further evaluation by an engineer. If 

there is differential separation between the walkways, porches 

and decks, and the home, this could be a sign of slippage and 

warrants further evaluation by a professional. I inspected a 

home on a very steep hill with numerous structural cracks 

and bowing of the foundation wall, however the most glaring 

sign of something going terribly wrong was the rear deck (on 

the downhill side of the house). It had moved away from the 

house by twelve inches out and ten inches down you had to 

jump from the patio door out onto the deck! 

 

Trees are another indicator of soil slippage or movement. 

If many of the trees surrounding a steeply sloped lot are 

pointing downhill (that is they are not growing straight up), 

the soil is shifting. If grass or landscaping shows signs of 

scarps (differential soil movement and soil erosion), these are 

also signs of soil movement and/or erosion. I note any such 

observations, evaluate the home closely for any cracks or 

movement and advise accordingly. 

Not all homes that have settlement or structural failures will 

show obvious cracks in walls or foundations. Some homes 

will settle or shift without a single crack. The entire structure 

simply moves down hill. I always walk around the exterior 

of the house at least twice. Once at close range to the home, 

approximately three feet and once at least 20 feet or more away. 

The later provides a much larger survey of the structure and 

its placement on the lot. This view often yields observations 

of structural movement, which is not readily evident close up. 

One home I inspected was on a steep sloped lot with the rear 

elevation overlooking a deep ravine and the front elevation 

overlooking a relatively level front yard. The home had no 

common signs of structural issues. All the foundation walls 

were free of cracks and bowing, and all the floors were level 

and the doors closed without binding. However, there was a 

gap over four inches wide and four inches deep between the 

front walkway, porch and the entry into the house. There was 

similar displacement of the driveway. From the initial walk 

around at three feet, the gaps were noted, however it was not 

until I viewed the home from twenty feet away and walked all 

the way around that I discovered the entire house was sliding 

down the hill, leaving the porch, front walkway and driveway 

in its original position. If I had not viewed the structure from a 

distance, this may have been missed in the inspection!

 

As with many things, one’s perspective is crucial. It is always 

prudent to step back and look at the big picture as well as the 

details. In the next installment, we will take a look at the site 

and improvements section of the report.

{ Topography can play an important role in structural concerns with 
the home.  If a house is on a hillside, it may be more subject to movement 

and forces on the uphill side of the home, which can have a significant 
effect on the structure. }



Commitment to REENGINEERING the appraisal process

Forum

Strategy
Meetings

The CRN is a group of dedicated chief appraisers, collateral risk managers, regulators, and valuation experts who 
are focused on resolving the many challenges facing our profession. The Collateral Risk Network is represented by 
Lending Institutions, Wall Street, Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, Veteran’s Administration, the Federal Housing 
Administration, and Appraisers.

With the inclusion of all stakeholders in the collateral valuation space to an open dialogue, we intend to find 
solutions to the current crises. Through our quarterly meetings and private email network the “thought leaders” 
within the appraisal profession act as counsel to each other, share experiences, and assist each other in solving within the appraisal profession act as counsel to each other, share experiences, and assist each other in solving 
mutual problems. 

                                                         www.collateralrisknetwork.com      Join
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Things Appraisers See

Think you can top them?  Go to 
www.livevalmag.com and upload your 

photo(s) to be considered for our next issue.

Here are some funny, interesting,
and unique pictures of things 

appraisers saw over the last month. 
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What Is Becoming an NAR Designated Appraiser Worth to You?

• The opportunity to build a more selective client base

• Marketplace positioning as an appraisal expert 

•  Sound credentials backed by the strength and tradition 

of the National Association of REALTORS®

•  Access to information via the largest concentration  

of real estate material in the country

•  More referrals from an expanded network of colleagues

Earn Your Residential Accredited Appraiser (RAA) or  

General Accredited Appraiser (GAA) Designation and  

Show Your Customers Exactly What Your Worth.

Residential Accredited Appraisers (RAA)  

and General Accredited Appraisers (GAA)  

are the only designated appraisers backed  

by the strength and tradition of the  

National Association of REALTORS®. 

To find out how to become a RAA or GAA  

designated appraiser, visit realtor.org/appraisal. 
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{ Get Connected }

PRIDE. 
PASSION. 

PROFESSIONALISM.

Relocation Appraisers & Consultants

RAC is a nationwide organization of 
Independent Appraisers who are trained 
professionals in relocation appraising.

What distinguishes RAC from all other 
appraisal organizations 
l  Our exclusive focus on relocation 

appraising and consulting. 

l  The majority of our organizational 
activities are devoted to education, 
research, and client outreach. 

l  Each of our select group of members 
is considered the relocation appraisal 
experts in their respective markets.

For more information 
visit our web site at:

www.RAC.net



They say there are only two guarantees in life: death and taxes. However, without a doubt, making mistakes can 
easily be added to the list. If you think about it, most successes are the result of trial and error. However, we prefer 
to label other people’s mistakes as stupidity and chalk our own up as experience.

If you watched any news over the past month, you’ve probably heard about the “imperfect” game. If you don’t 
know what I’m talking about, I’m referring to the baseball game between the Detroit Tigers and the Cleveland 
Indians and Armando Galarraga’s near “perfect game”. For those of you who may not know, a “perfect game” is 
when a pitcher faces and retires 27 consecutive batters at the end of nine innings. No one from the opposing team 
ever reaches base because there are no hits, no walks and no batters hit by pitches. This accomplishment is not very 
common and only 20 pitchers in all of Major League history can claim title to this outstanding achievement. 

On June 2nd 2010, Galarraga was on track to become the twenty-first such pitcher. Galarraga was in the ninth 
inning with 26 batters down and only one more between him and the record books. To make a long story short, 
the 27th batter, Jason Donald, hit a routine ground ball between first and second base and was thrown out with 
Galarraga himself covering the bag. But hold on! The first base umpire, Jim Joyce, called Donald safe and ended 
what clearly should be recorded as a “perfect game” in the annals of history. Simply put, Jim Joyce blew the call and 
when all was said and done, despite your loyalties, this game was a real heart breaker. 

So, what does an umpire do? In my opinion, he witnesses, assesses and makes a judgment on a play. If you think 
about it, he isn’t doing anything different than anyone else watching the game. Each spectator has an opinion 
with respect to what happened, however, the distinction lies in authority. The umpire is the expert, the one trained 
and paid to get it right and at the end of the day it’s their judgment and verdict that’s relied upon to determine 
the outcome of the play. At times, these decisions even determine the result of the game, and in the case of last 
Wednesday’s game, sometimes history.

Funny thing about umpires, no one really pays much attention to them until they make a mistake. It’s my 
understanding that Jim Joyce is well known around the league and revered by many in the game as a good and fair 
umpire. Think about it, he has literally made hundreds, if not thousands of calls during his umpiring career and yet, 
before Wednesday night, the vast majority of us had never heard of him. 

Like umpires, appraisers are typically unappreciated and go unnoticed unless something goes wrong. Most of the 
time, when an appraiser’s judgment is questioned, they are correct and the only thing needed to clear things up is 
additional information. However, we all make mistakes. Teachers make mistakes, parents make mistakes, umpires 
make mistakes and yes, even appraisers make mistakes. Making mistakes is unavoidable and even made by the 
best in the business. It’s a difficult pill to swallow because most appraisers work hard and put a lot of effort into 
their assignments. As such, it’s no surprise when they become a little defensive when someone questions their call. 
After all, what do laymen know about valuing real property?

However, in today’s climate, mistakes are the last thing the appraisal industry needs. The appraiser’s image as 
the “trusted advisor” has taken a beating and many have placed the profession under a microscope. As such, even 
the smallest inaccuracy seems to be magnified when discovered. So, the question becomes, how should appraisers 
handle mistakes when they are realized? Taking responsibility and the appropriate steps to correct things speaks 
volumes when it comes to character. In short, what you do after you make a mistake is what matters most and 
separates the good appraiser from the outstanding appraiser.

When Jim Joyce realized he was wrong, he apologized to Galarraga, and if he could, I’m sure he would change his 
call in an instant. However, after the game was over, Jim Joyce was stuck with his ruling. At that point, he lost all 
his authority to do anything about changing this decision. In contrast, if caught early enough, appraisers still have a 
chance to make wrong things right. It might be a little embarrassing, but it’s the right thing to do. 

I realize that real property appraisal isn’t the same as baseball and umpires are much different from appraisers. 
However, I think there is a lot we can learn from the actions of both Joyce and Galarraga. Both were extremely 
respectful to each other and both kept things in perspective. 

We all make mistakes, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t respect one another and do everything we can to correct 
those mistakes and learn from them for the future. The late Ronald Reagan put it this way, “What should happen 
when you make a mistake is this: you take your knocks, you learn your lessons, and then you move on.”
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