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		[image: Conference Season is Always a Great Window into What the Industry is Thinking]October and November always seem to be among the busiest seasons of the year, even as “seasonal” sales begin to decline. (Then again, thankfully, there’s not a whole lot of “seasonality” here in Florida!). You’ve probably seen that our own Aaron Davis and Mike LaRosa have been busy sharing their thoughts with a number of respected trade publications. Aaron spoke with The Title Report not long ago about the exploding insurance crisis in Florida while Mike was approached by Housing Wire in October to discuss one of the hottest topics there is right now—affiliated arrangements.

And then, of course, there’s conference season, and this year was no less busy than ever. Aaron and Mike have both made the rounds speaking on affiliated arrangements this year, thanks to RESPRO and ALTA.  In fact, Aaron also spoke on digital closings at ALTA ONE. We’ve also attended several shows too, and hope to see everyone at the FLTA Annual or Premier One’s TitleCON in November. Our own Amy Gregory will be presenting at FLTA and Andrea Somers will be discussing cyber insurance at TitleCON, so come hear what they have to share if you can!

Speaking of ABAs and joint ventures, expect a new video series from Aaron and Mike any time now. They’ll take a dive into the elements of building an ABA (or non-ABA operation) that don’t get talked about too often. We’ll keep you updated as to the launch of that series right here.

It’s conference season again!

As busy as we’ve been, it’s always great to take a breath and take in the annual industry gatherings, where the content, exhibit halls and cocktail hour conversations give us all a little perspective on what’s going on in our space.

Several members of the FAN leadership team headed out to Colorado Springs this October to take in ALTA ONE. In addition to being a spectacular venue, the trip was a great opportunity to network and share insights. You didn’t have to be there to know that building affiliated arrangements is one of the hottest topics in the industry right now, but we can confirm it remains hot and may get even hotter! Remember, title revenue can be captured in many ways, and although ABAs are certainly one approach, they’re not always or automatically the best approach.

We’re seeing a lot more interest in capturing revenue—anywhere, everywhere—as rates remain high as well. Aaron and Mike, in their Closingsuite.com roles, have been hearing from quite a few agents across the country seeking ways to enter new geographic markets or partner with lenders, builders and REALTORS to build new operations. That was true at the ALTA show as well.

Much like last year’s event, we can’t say that the attitude in the proverbial room was rosy. But many were guardedly optimistic that we’ve at least bottomed out when it comes to rates and order volume. By some accounts, the magic “turnaround” date will be sometime in April or May, 2024, but, by now, we know better than to make assumptions. Instead, we were impressed by the focus on building partnerships and optimizing processes to help ride out the current downturn. The Broadmoor is a great resort destination, but the folks we talked to were all business.

That’s a great approach to take these days.

Remember, we’re happy to help you consider your options—maybe even offer some you hadn’t thought of previously—if you’re seeking to grow your footprint or open a new title operation. That goes for title agents, real estate brokerages or teams, lenders or builders. Just drop us a note and let’s talk.

 

[image: ]The rapid shift to online transactions during the pandemic has opened up new avenues for fraudulent activities. According to FloridaRealtors.org, one such alarming trend seen among realtors in Florida is an increase in 'fake sellers'—scammers posing as property owners to dupe unsuspecting buyers. Below, we dive into this type of land fraud, how to spot it and what measures to take to avoid it. 

What is Land Fraud?

Land fraud is an illegal scheme in which scammers pose as property owners and attempt to sell properties they don't actually own. This deception can take various forms, from selling non-existent land to selling properties others own. The fraudsters can resort to several strategies to complete their ruse, like forging documents, making excuses for not providing proper identification, or claiming they are out of the country and cannot attend in-person meetings. With digital transactions making fully remote closings more common, these scammers have adapted their tactics to exploit the new opportunities. 

How to Avoid Land Fraud

Whether you are concerned over this growing predicament or not, you should always follow the advice below to ensure your transaction goes as smoothly as possible.

	Verify the Identity of the Seller: Check multiple versions of the Seller's ID and validate them independently. Be wary of sellers providing excuses for not showing their ID or those who present suspicious identification.
	Physically Inspect the Property: Never buy a property you have not seen in person. Insist on a physical visit to the property, and be cautious if the seller consistently avoids this.
	Talk to a Professional: If you're suspicious about a potential seller, tell a real estate professional about your concerns. Real estate attorneys or title agents can perform due diligence and help find inconsistencies that may indicate fraud.
	Be Wary of Rushed Transactions: Genuine sellers understand that property transactions take time. Anyone rushing you into making a payment or signing documents may have ulterior motives. 


By staying alert and following these guidelines, you can identify and avoid falling victim to land fraud and move into your dream home with peace of mind. Despite the growing complexity of these scams, constant vigilance can go a long way in protecting yourself and your investment.

If you'd like to learn more about these threats and how to combat them, we'd be happy to help. Give us a call at 866-259-4440. 

 

[image: Real-Estate-Agents-Avoiding-Fraud]A real estate professional must ensure that homebuyers find the home of their dreams and remain secure throughout the transaction process. Unfortunately, according to a recent Florida Realtors article, the threat of fraud is only increasing. As real estate scams become more sophisticated, adopting vigilant and proactive measures to safeguard your clients is essential. Below are some helpful tips from the article that you can use to ensure you are well-prepared to protect your clients from fraud.

Stay Informed: Stay updated on the latest fraud techniques targeting homebuyers. Sites like the U.S. Federal Trade Commission or AARP.org are reliable sources. The National Association of Realtors also offers a comprehensive data privacy and security toolkit that is instrumental in understanding your responsibilities around client data.

Educate Your Clients: Remember to warn your clients about potential scams like wire fraud or fake buyer text messages during your first meeting and throughout the homebuying process. Make them aware of the red flags, such as requests for personal information or payments via email or text. 

Implement Secure Practices: Use strong, unique passwords and two-factor authentication for all your accounts. Make sure to install timely computer updates and security patches.

Practice Email and Text Safety: Never click on links from an unknown or suspicious email or text message. Always verify the sender's identity before opening attachments or following links. If you receive a suspicious text message, report it as spam and block the number.

Secure Client Data: Handle your client's personal and financial data with extreme care. Ensure all information is stored securely and only share it with trusted contacts. 

The ever-evolving tactics of fraudsters can make the real estate transaction process seem daunting for clients. Realtors can feel like the only line of defense to provide a secure environment for your clients. Thankfully, you're not alone. 

Florida Agency Network can be by your side to help protect your clients through the closing process and beyond. We know how hard you work to protect your clients from these threats because we take the same precautions to assure homebuyers that their dream home is in safe hands. To learn more about how we can protect your clients from fraud, visit our website or call us at 866-259-4440.

 

Open houses can bring the perfect buyer to the negotiating table or attract enough interest in your home to spark a bidding war.





 

Valued Client,

[image: ]We’ve seen some confusion recently with regards to the requirements of Florida’s new Conveyances to Foreign Entities Act, which took effect on July 1, 2023. Foreign principals from “foreign countries of concern” (The People’s Republic of China, Russian Federation, Islamic Republic of Iran, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Republic of Cuba, Venezuelan regime of Nicolas Maduro, Syrian Arab Republic) are now prohibited from owning or acquiring any agricultural land or real property on or within 10 miles of any institution or “critical infrastructure” facility anywhere in Florida.

We’ve been fielding questions regarding the now-required Affidavit of Non-Applicability of Restriction on Foreign Ownership – Natural Person(s) and the Affidavit of Non-Applicability of Restriction on Foreign Ownership – Entity. Specifically, who needs to produce the documents and who needs to sign them? We are attaching copies of both for your convenience. Several of our underwriting partners are requiring all buyers to sign both documents at every closing.

We would be delighted to discuss these new requirements as we understand them at the present time, but since the law is so new we do not have any solid information on how it will be applied or enforced in the times to come except as contained in the attached notices. We will not, unfortunately, be able to advise individual buyers on their specific situations other than requiring that they sign and comply with the notices attached to this bulletin. We do, however, also strongly advise that foreign buyers that are citizens of one of the subject countries speak with independent legal counsel in Florida before entering into a contract to purchase real estate in Florida because the law may impact their ability to purchase the property and that inability may result in a breach of the purchase and sale agreement.

We understand that this is new to everyone in our industry. With this bulletin, we are hoping that it helps provide some guidelines to the new process. Please note, we are unable to guide you, or your client, on whether they should enter a contract to purchase. If you have  questions or would like to discuss the statute in greater detail, we are always happy to hear from you to try and help as much as we can. Simply give us a call or email us, and we’ll set a time to discuss.

Regards,

Florida Agency Network 

Bulletin PDF Notice to Buyer PDF Affidavit of Compliance PDF

FLTA Notice on Affidavit(s) for Interests of Foreign Countries

 

[image: Technology is the Fulcrum for Change in the Title Industry]We’ve talked here before about the huge potential impact of Chat GPT. It’s since become the talk of our industry (and every other industry for that matter). The conversation has now shifted to “how can we best use Chat GPT in our business? 

Of course, Chat GPT was quite the popular topic at our recent visit to the National Settlement Services Summit in early June. And it reminded us that the title industry has come to rely on technology more than ever. That’s a far cry from where we were not too long ago! But the days of paper files, faxes and couriers are now behind us. It’s no longer a question of whether the best title agents are automated. Instead, it’s “are they automated effectively?”

It only starts with tech.

If anything, we’ve long believed that “new” technology and “effective” technology don’t always have to be the same thing. New tech can be effective, but so can previously existing technology, used properly. The real trick is determining whether a technological investment addresses a real need in one’s operation, and whether it cost-effectively performs what it was advertised to be capable of. Our title agencies, for example, make use of a great AI technology that came on the scene two or three years ago, called Alanna. Alanna is an AI technology that has conversations—not just blasts or broadcasts—with customers, which allows our team to address more complex challenges or move their closings along the line more efficiently. Alanna is what you might call a “sexy” technology.

People and strategy still make the difference.

And yet, it takes more than the shiny new technology to create a world-class operation. We’ve long been focused on using scalable resources at FAN—which has been to our great benefit throughout this ever-changing market cycle. We were among the first title firms to make use of centralized resources and eliminate true redundancies. For some of those efficiencies, we used new tech. For others, we used proprietary or existing tech. But just as important to the centralized resources approach is the team we built along with their skills, experience and talent. Today, for example, PDS isn’t just our top flight IT team. It has also become one of the top managed IT services and cyber defense firms in the industry!

It was quite interesting to see how other title firms are combining strategy, technology and other resources for improved efficiency and performance. In talking to a number of other professionals at NS3, we were amazed at how far the title industry—perhaps from necessity—has come in just a few short years. We’re seeing agents becoming increasingly open minded when it comes to JVs or affiliated arrangements. We’re seeing more and more new technology coming into the market—and it’s not all growing out of other title agents’ proprietary solutions. All of this is to the betterment of our industry. Mortgage lending is changing. It will be our duty to change and evolve along with our clients.

We at FAN, PDS and the entire FAN family will only continue to look ahead; to ask ourselves “how can we do this better?” And we welcome your ideas, input and questions as well!

 

[image: 5 Secrets to Captivate Website Visitors and Reduce Your Bounce Rate]Regarding your business’s website, it’s often said that we must keep our conversions high and bounce rates low, but what does that mean? How do we go about it in the real estate and title industry? 

If you’re getting plenty of traffic without a good conversion rate, ask yourself this question: Is your bounce rate too high? Your bounce rate is the percentage of visitors who land on your website, then leave, or “bounce” off, after viewing a single page. For example, if sixty people visit your website and thirty leave after viewing the first page, your bounce rate would be 50%. Google Analytics is the most common helpful tool for gathering site data, including your bounce rate.  

Why do visitors bounce? Could it be that they found everything they were looking for and didn’t need to linger? It’s possible but unlikely. Even if they did get the answer they were searching for, you still want to keep them engaged in hopes they’ll check out more of your content. After all, you want their business, right?

It can be tough to determine why visitors leave; is the content irrelevant to what they’re searching for? Are they struggling to navigate your landing page? Are there functionality issues? Whatever the reason for their abrupt departure, the good news is there are strategies to reduce your bounce rate and keep users returning for more.

What’s a “good” bounce rate? This is tricky to pinpoint because it’s relative. It depends on your industry and where your traffic comes from. What matters most is how your bounce rate compares to your industry average. It’s more about understanding what your average means within the context of your business and ensuring that it aligns with your goals. The average real estate and title industry bounce rate hovers around 41%. 

Tips for reducing your bounce rate to keep visitors coming back for more:

	Feel the need, the need for speed. A quick way for visitors to bounce is to keep them waiting. If your site is sluggish, they’ll likely go elsewhere. A simple tool to check the speed of your pages is Google’s PageSpeed Insights. You especially want your landing page to load as smoothly and quickly as possible.
	Balance functionality across all platforms. With more and more people using their mobile devices to browse, failing to optimize for smartphone screens is a mistake. However, most folks aren’t ditching their desktops anytime soon. The key here is balance. Optimize your website to run smoothly on mobile devices, but don’t neglect your desktop users’ experiences. 
	Ensure readability. Your content must be valuable to your viewers, but it should also be clear and concise. Few people have the patience to endure long paragraphs of text on landing pages. Keep paragraphs short. Use bullet points, lists, quotes or images to break up the text flow. Write conclusions that summarize and offer something actionable. Make an effort to keep your content readable and attractive. 
	Check for (and fix) broken links. No matter how readable your content is across multiple platforms, a surefire way to frustrate and steer visitors away is with broken links. Google doesn’t like them, which could negatively affect your search ranking. Fortunately, there are free tools, like this online broken link checker. This tool makes checking for non-functioning links quite easy, saving you the time to scour every page and blog post to check every last link.
	Choose your (key)words wisely. Most people hope to find what they’re looking for quickly. They’ll likely move on if they search using a specific keyword only to navigate to your site and see nothing relevant. So, keyword optimization is about more than just ranking. Prioritize keywords that give your visitors what they want and transfer them to sales. Use keywords that will direct visitors to content that helps them or convinces them they need to choose you for their services.


These are just a few practical tips for engaging visitors to keep them coming back for more. While it might seem overwhelming to consider everything - start small when trying to maximize your website to reduce bounce rates and, in turn, boost conversions. Above all else, know your audience while focusing on the big picture.  

 




[image: What-to-Know-About-Condo-Association-Powers]Your client is looking forward to owning a home without the hassle of lawn care, and you found a new condo they’re dying to move into. The Condominium Association handed over a thick stack of papers that covered rules and regulations. Maybe your clients just skimmed through them, but it’s time to look closer.

Understanding rights and responsibilities before signing the dotted line is essential for clients to enter their homes with peace of mind. Condo association agreements cover…

	Rules and regulations: Condo associations may have the power to set rules that all residents must abide by, such as quiet hours, parking rules or pet restrictions.
	Fees: The association agreement may cover an array of costs, such as fees to the association itself or fees to cover utilities. 
	Maintenance responsibilities: The agreement may outline which parts of the building and grounds are the responsibility of the association to maintain and which are the responsibility of individual unit owners.
	Capital improvement projects: If the association must undertake large-scale projects, such as replacing the roof or repaving the parking lot, the agreement may describe how the decisions are made and who pays for them.
	Board of Directors: The board members own units in the building and are usually voted into their position by other unit owners annually. The association agreement will describe how they're voted in and their powers and responsibilities.
	Enforcement measures: The agreement may describe the association's measures if a unit owner violates the rules or fails to pay association fees.


Condo associations have many powers spelled out in this paperwork, but they are not unlimited. Knowing their limits is crucial, so knowing condo owner rights is critical. (Check out this condo owner’s dilemma.) 

So before closing on condos, encourage clients to read the association agreement thoroughly so they can live happily ever after in their beautiful new home!
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