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Florida’s real estate woes a boon for GTA buyer

David Newman found a Florida vacation home bargain amid the ruins of the real estate market in the Sunshine state.

ﬂ By Ellen Roseman Contributing Columnist
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David Newman leaves on Friday to spend a week in his new vacation home in Florida. He closed the deal last
Dec. 31

While he found it nerve wracking to buy in a state with the highest foreclosure rate for property, he was excited
to save a significant amount on foreign exchange when converting Canadian to U.S. dollars.

Newman runs a company, Fiscal Agents Financial Services Group, set up in 1977 to help customers find the best
rates on term deposits and annuities. It also supplies interest rates to the Toronto Star.

"I had a friend who bought a place in Fort Myers for $40,000 (U.S.). I had the glib idea that I'd put my purchase

on a credit card,” he says.

His dreams of a $40,000 purchase vanished in a hurry, especially when he started looking on the Atlantic side
instead of the Gulf coast, where Fort Myers is located.

He learned that many low-cost properties had been rented out to short-term owners and needed major repairs.
That would be hard to do while living in Ontario.

After searching for several months, he bought a 2,700-square-foot detached house with three bedroomsina
gated community in Vero Beach for $224.,000.

"The value was irresistible,” he says, referring to the three tennis courts, pool, clubhouse and location backing
onto alake.

Most important, however, was the property’s history. Built in 2007 in a housing boom, it sold initially for
$563,000.

But as did many Florida homes, it contained defective Chinese drywall, which can cause metal to corrode and
lead to rotten egg smells (and possible sinus problems in residents).
The first owner couldn’t afford to take out the drywall, leading to foreclosure. Then, another builder did a full

remediation and decontaminated the house.

"To us, it's abrand new house,” Newman says. "My son bought a 35-year-old townhouse in Burlington, Ont. and
paid more money.”

‘When closing the deal, he used a specialized dealer, Knightsbridge Foreign Exchange in downtown Toronto,
that opened its doors last July.

"I saved a huge amount, about $3,000 over what the bank quoted for U.S. dollars,” Newman says. “Everything
went smooth as a dream.”

Rob Wittmann, the CEO of Knightsbridge. is a former managing director of RBC's foreign exchange sales and
trading group. His goal is to provide better-than-bank rates to small and medium-sized businesses and
individuals with more than $10,000 to invest.

Canada’s big banks have a 95 per cent market share of the foreign exchange market. But high currency margins
of up to 2.5 per cent hidden within the FX rate have created a niche for providers with more competitive pricing.

You give up some convenience in exchange for better rates, says Knightsbridge president and co-founder Rahim
Madhavji.

Suppose you plan to invest $200,000 in a U.S. property. You call to book a rate, then wire Canadian funds to the
firm. It wires back U.S. funds within a day through BMO, with which it has a banking relationship.

Cameron Roach, author of a guide to buying Florida real estate, says you're better off using companies that

specialize in the foreign exchange market.

They can advise you on how to change large amounts of money and get it down to the U.S. They can also let you
lock in a good exchange rate in advance by paying a deposit, say 10 per cent, so you don't have to tie up all your

money until closing the deal.

As for Newman, he plans to relax for a few days before starting work on the house - such as replacing the fire and
burglar alarms removed during the drywall remediation, so he can get a better deal on home insurance.

Ellen Roseman writes about personal finance and consumer issues. You can reach her at eroseman@thestar.ca
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