PRICED OUT ** With home prices skyrocketing, many Lehigh Valley professionals are struggling to affo
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A home for sale in Salisbury Township was nothing more than a converted double-wide trailer. Another had junk strewn across the front lawn.

Marc Telesha toured both homes earlier this year when he was looking for a house that cost $125,000 or less. In his words, they were ""semi-abandoned buildings.""

The 36-year-old college librarian and his wife, Susan, managed to buy a row house near Union and West End Cemetery in downtown Allentown for $135,000, or $10,000 above their hoped-for price limit. To do it, they needed help from Alliance for Building Communities, a local housing agency that provides grants and other assistance.

Since moving in with their 1-year-old daughter, Maggie, five months ago, the Teleshas learned that a man died in front of their house after a botched drug deal last year. This month, a drug dealer was shot and killed a block away.

""We thought, ""Oh my God, why did we move here?""' Susan Telesha, 30, said.

Homes in crime-ridden areas or in dire need of renovation -- that's what many prospective buyers say they find when they look for houses that cost less than $150,000.

This decade's real estate boom has left many professionals in the Lehigh Valley struggling to find a decent home they can afford. In the past five years, home prices have risen more than 55 percent, hitting a record high last year of $228,000. Prices are even higher now, with the average cost of an existing home up 3 percent from a year ago.

Median incomes in the Valley, meanwhile, have risen at less than a third of that rate in the same period, according to the U.S. census.

""The housing supply that's affordable is just not there anymore,"" said Karen Whitehill, a senior vice president at Keystone Nazareth Bank & Trust, who works with prospective buyers. ""We have to give up on some of the families.""

A substantial slide

Even the slowing market has not had a real impact on affordability because average home prices have not fallen.

Lehigh and Northampton counties deem the lack of affordable housing a growing issue and are planning to convene a first-ever summit on the issue.

""You have young professionals who are almost becoming the working poor,"" said Chris Bennick of Habitat for Humanity of the Lehigh Valley. ""It's a crisis.""

Some fear that the growing failure of people to make the jump from rental housing to owning a home will undermine the Valley's economic boom.

The dearth of affordable housing threatens to affect employers -- particularly hospitals and schools that may not be able to attract essential employees. A bi-county study published this year found teachers, policemen and others can no longer afford homes in the Valley that cost the median price.

On the heels of the report, the two counties have taken some steps to address the problem. Both counties have put aside money to pay for a regional housing coordinator to develop a strategy to boost the number of affordable units.

Lehigh County has re-established its housing trust fund, which will pay for the construction and rehabilitation of houses for low-to-moderate income families, and hopes to begin disbursing funds by the end of the year.

Other initiatives also provide a measure of hope. The Housing Association and Development Corp. announced last week an ambitious plan to build and repair 26 homes in Allentown, many of which will be sold for less than $100,000. In Bethlehem, Habitat plans to build 26 affordable homes near the top of South Mountain.

The number of people in the Valley who need help, however, is growing. And few assistance programs target people who are not low-income. For example, only families earning 80 percent of the median income or less will be eligible to buy homes in the HADC project.

For longtime residents, the change in the housing market has been shocking. Mary Caro, a 39-year-old administrative assistant, can't believe homes that once cost so little are now priced beyond her reach. She and her fiance, a bus driver, have set a price limit of $175,000, but hope to find a home that costs less.

""I knew prices were high, but I didn't know they were high all over, and in areas that you don't expect as well,"" said Caro, of Allentown.

Like many prospective buyers, Caro can tell horror stories about homes she's visited. For example, she toured a home in Bethlehem whose third-floor bedroom was defaced with graffiti.

""It was a disaster,"" Caro said. ""I thought, ""I will need $114,000 for the house and who knows how much to fix everything.""'

Caryn Fabiano also has seen her share of fixer-uppers. The Easton resident, who works for a Bethlehem steel fabricator, has spent a year looking at homes.

In September, Fabiano viewed two houses near downtown Bethlehem that she and her real estate agent quickly rejected. Touring one of the homes, Fabiano observed a stream of people stumbling out of a nearby bar while it was still daylight. The vacant home, listed for $125,000, was tiny and dark, with a new wood laminate floor that had been hastily installed.

That evening, she toured a home nearby where several dogs lived.

""It's smells!"" said Emily, Fabiano's 4-year-old daughter.

The cramped three-story attached home, with an asking price of $135,900, needed renovations and new carpets. And it didn't have a bathtub.

""I thought it would be a lot bigger,"" Fabiano said, looking around. ""In this price range, you just see all kinds of things.""

Fabiano sighed, realizing this was one more house to cross off the list.

Getting creative

Some of the professionals who have managed to buy decent, affordable homes have been forced to find creative solutions.

John Greth, for example, lived with his grandmother rent-free for two years to save money. The English teacher at Parkland High School knew he would never be able to save enough for a down payment if he had to pay rent.

He and his girlfriend, Andrea Johnsen, a fellow teacher, decided to pool their money and buy a home together. They spent $160,000 for a fixer-upper townhouse in South Whitehall Township.

To save money, Greth and Johnsen bought the house directly from a teacher they knew, eliminating real estate commissions. And to furnish the house, they borrowed furniture from family.

""We would never have been able to buy a house alone,"" Greth, 25, said.

Until recently, it wasn't hard to find reasonably priced homes in the Lehigh Valley. Families from New York and New Jersey flocked here to flee high home prices there.

""New York and New Jersey's affordable housing program is called Pennsylvania,"" said Alan Jennings, executive director of Community Action Committee of the Lehigh Valley, an anti-poverty agency.

Ironically, the influx created an affordable housing problem in the Lehigh Valley by sending local home prices skyrocketing.

During the boom years of 2004 and 2005, many affluent New York and New Jersey arrivals offered to buy homes for more than the asking prices to win the bids. Some even paid cash for homes, particularly twin homes and row houses they considered cheap, according to real estate agents.

Two other factors played a role in higher local prices: investors and the arrival of more national home builders. Investors looking for a quick profit snapped up dilapidated urban properties that groups such as Habitat for Humanity once bought for modest sums. Habitat and other organizations that build housing for people with low-to-moderate incomes say land prices have also risen sharply, in part because of national home builders who paid much higher prices for lots. That's left fewer affordable parcels.

Seeking stability

There are solutions within reach of the Lehigh Valley. The HADC's plan to build new town homes and buy and repair old houses will boost the number of affordable homes in Allentown, the region's largest city.

Rather than buying and rehabilitating individual properties, the project takes a more stable block-based approach. All of the homes will be owner-occupied for 10 years after the project is complete, creating an oasis of stability, said the HADC's executive director, Dave Evans. Today, 61 percent of the homes in the 24-block area are rental units.

Participants in the Valley's recent study on affordable housing, completed in May, recommended creating a revolving loan pool to provide financing to nonprofit developers of low-cost housing.

They also recommended waiving some fees and providing incentives for private developers that commit to building affordable housing. That's an idea embraced by housing advocates across the country.

""In order to meet the demand for affordable housing, we have to mobilize the private sector,"" Pam Patenaude of the Urban Land Institute, a Washington, D.C., advocacy group.

Florida is addressing the problem aggressively after a housing summit galvanized the state, Patenaude said. The state has created a pilot program to build ""work force"" housing for those making between 60 to 120 percent of the area's median income. Florida is also using density bonuses to encourage private developers to build more affordable units.

The Valley's bi-county advisory committee has taken steps to make affordable housing a permanent issue. It will meet at least four times a year, organize an annual summit and produce annual progress reports.

Experts say it's wise for the two counties to take the long view because the availability of affordable homes in the Valley is unlikely to change soon. The last time the Valley saw a housing boom, in the late 1980s, home prices fell only slightly when the boom subsided.

""When they dropped, they did not go back to where they were in 1984 or 1985,"" Bethlehem economist Kamran Afshar said.

Local housing advocates are desperate to convey the gravity of the situation to elected officials, employers and others. They are discouraged that President Bush has threatened to veto a congressional bill that would create a national trust fund to build and rehabilitate 1.5 million homes.

Evans, the head of HADC, says the issue should alarm -- and galvanize -- anyone running for public office, and any elected official.

""This is where the trend is going,"" Evans said. ""What in the world are we going to do about it?""
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HELPFUL HINTS

While skyrocketing home prices have left few nice houses under $150,000, there are still ways to find something affordable. Here are some tips:

Obtain information from community groups such as Alliance for Building Communities that sell rehabilitated homes and provide information about grants for down payments, closing costs and renovations.

Look for homes in the Valley's three cities; that's where many of the desirable, affordable homes are.

Consider buying a home that includes a rental unit; the monthly rent will help pay the mortgage.

If possible, obtain a mortgage from a conventional bank rather than a mortgage broker.
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