US Home-Builder Trade Group Predicts Tax-Credit Extension 
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NEW YORK (Dow Jones)--Officials at the National Association of Home Builders are confident that the first-time home-buyer tax credit will live beyond its looming expiration, though it remains unclear whether it will be expanded to include all home buyers.

Any such deal would be good news for the nation's fragile housing market, which is struggling to recover as unemployment remains stubbornly high - a problem only fueling the foreclosure crisis.

The federal government is dangling a credit of up to $8,000 for first-timers closing before Nov. 30, an offer the NAHB says has been responsible for more than 200,000 additional home sales since January. Home builders and real-estate agents report a flurry of deals as buyers rush to take advantage - whittling bloated inventory in some markets - while shares of home-building companies have risen recently as investors anticipate an extension.

Jerry Howard, president and chief executive of the Washington-based trade group that has lobbied feverishly for the extension, told Dow Jones Newswires he feels more optimistic "than any tax provision I've ever done" in more than two decades as a lobbyist. He said he didn't know when an extension, for which he sees bipartisan government support, could be final.

Wednesday, Howard said he didn't know whether the income limits, which currently phase out for individuals earning more than $75,000 a year and $150,000 for couples, will be boosted, or if it could be extended beyond first-time purchasers, a move that would likely increase sales of higher-priced units. Extending the credit for another year and making it available to all buyers - excluding investors and vacation-home purchasers - would spark an additional 383,000 home sales, the NAHB estimates.

But this comes with a price: A U.S. Senate measure to extend and expand the credit to all buyers through June 30 would cost $16.7 billion, congressional analysts said recently. The NAHB's figure for one year tops $30 billion.

That's one reason why not everyone favors keeping it going. Critics say the government is spending billions of dollars to artificially inflate home prices. They also complain that some of the deals came from buyers who would have purchased anyway and the program pulled demand from the future.

"The whole point is, by definition, it's supposed to be a temporary program," said Christopher Thornberg, principal at Beacon Economics, a Los Angeles-based research firm. "Why should the taxpayers be picking up the cost of buying a home?"

