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Thank you for giving me the opportunity to address you today on the important
subject of residential foreclosutes. My name is Tanisha Bramwell and T am an attorney at
the Western New York Law Center, a not for profit law and technology firm. I reptresent
homeowners in Western New York whose homes are in foreclosure. Before I began
working at the Law Center, I was an Associate Attorney and then the Lead Attorney in the
Loss Mitigation Department at a major law firm that represented banks who were
foreclosing on homes.

Because of my experience on both sides of the foreclosure issue, I am familiar with
the depth of the foreclosure problem in New York State. There were nearly 34,000 new
foreclosure filings in 2016 and there are 72,000 pending foreclosute cases in out coutts.
Foreclosures comprise 26% of the Supreme Coutts' civil caseload. In Erie County alone,
through September of last yeat, there wete 1008 new filings against residences, making Erie
County the 7th highest County in the state with foreclosure filings. Most of the other
Counties ahead of Erie are downstate and more densely populated than is Erie. In the five
Counties we setve (Etie, Niagara, Genesee, Otleans, and Wyoming), there were 1517 new
toreclosure filings against homeowners through the first 9 months of 2016. And there are
thousands of older cases still making their way through the judicial process.

Our office currently receives funds administered through the Attorney General’s
office, and we subcontract funds to the Center for Elder Law and Justice in Buffalo and the
Legal Aid Bureau of Buffalo. From September 2012 to November 30, 2016, the three
offices handled 2,820 cases and prevented foreclosures in neatly half the cases, 1,247. In
the cases where we could not prevent foreclosures, we helped homeowners transition to
other housing, often through short sales or private sales.

The people we help atre not people who have overextended themselves by buying
expensive homes they cannot afford. The median listing price of a home in the Buffalo
area is $110,000, (http:/ /www.tealtor.com/local/Buffalo_NY) and home prices wete lower
in previous years when the homes that are being foreclosed upon were purchased.
According to statistics we keep on our cases, people fall behind on their mozrtgages for
three main reasons: illness, divorce, and unemployment. Illnesses and unemployment are
often temporary, and divorce settlements get worked out. But when a homeowner falls 90
days behind in mortgage payments, banks have the right, which they exercise in the
majority of cases, to refuse any partial payments. The homeowner must pay the entire




amount of atrears, plus any additional fees, including any legal fees. This is something that
-most homeowners cannot do, and they then get caught up in the spiral of foreclosure.

I know from my experience on both sides of this issue that homeowners cannot get
themselves out of this spiral without assistance. When a foreclosure case is filed, they need
an attorney, but most homeowners cannot afford one. An attorney makes a dramatic
difference. Homeowners cannot negotiate the bureaucracy of lenders, loan servicers, and
the court system to save their homes. We’ve seen again and again that homeowners
without legal representation lose their homes. Homeowners with an attorney have a great
chance of keeping their home.

In testimony offered before a hearing held by then Chief Judge Lippman, one of our
clients, a Vietnam veteran from Cotfu, NY, in Genesee County, testified that after he was
injured on a construction job, his bank refused to negotiate with him while he was waiting
for disability payments. After his home was put into foreclosure, our office helped him
negotiate a new payment rate on his home loan at a lower interest. He was able to remain
in his home and his bank was able to continue to receive payments on his mortgage.

This is a typical case for us. Homeownets fall behind in their payments, cannot come
up with the huge sum of past mottgage payments, interest and fees in one check, and have
N0 success in negotiating with the lender ot setvicetr. Our representation makes a difference
in these cases. We keep people in their homes.

This representation is important to communities as well as to individual
homeowners. Foreclosed homes vaty in appearance. Many are not able to be returned to
the matket quickly. If a lender has a large inventory of foteclosed homes, the home may sit
for years and not receive attention. A foreclosed home might be boarded up and have large
signs advertising it as a bank-owned ot REO propetty. One propetty in a neighborhood
that is going through the foreclosute process can negatively affect the entire neighborhood,
because properties in foreclosure bting property values down. Studies have also associated
foreclosed properties with an increase in neighbothood ctime, further affecting property
values in a neighborhood. (The Impact of Foreclosures on Neighborhood Crime
https:/ /www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/248653.pdf).

Keeping homeowners in their homes avoids these problems. Families who have
raised their children in a neighborhood ate able to stay; family life is not disrupted; and
homeowners who care about the property they own ate able to keep their property and
maintain it. Representation duting the foreclosute process is crucial for homeowners and
for the stability of neighbothoods.

I hope that you can help ensure that our representation of homeowners can
continue. Thank you.




