
 

 

 

  

4.5 - Foreclosure activity slow to resume (pdf version) 
Bank processing continues to lag in wake of legal challenges 

(Foreclosure Monitor is an effort by MHP to help public officials determine how best to use their resources to help 

homeowners and neighborhoods hard-hit by foreclosure). 

By Tim H. Davis 

BOSTON, Feb xx, 2012 --- Despite predictions that foreclosure activities would increase once lenders put various 

legal challenges behind them, foreclosure distress has declined since a year ago and remains at less than half of 

what it was during its peak in 2010. Foreclosure Monitor's quarterly analysis of Warren Group data shows that the 

number of housing units in distress declined 8.6 percent in Massachusetts from Jan. 1, 2011 to Jan. 1, 2012, and 

6.0 percent from our last report in October. 

As Foreclosure Monitor explained last June, lenders slowed down their activities in the first 

half of last year due to the "robo-signing" scandal. When foreclosure petitions spiked 106 

percent from May to July, it appeared that lenders had resumed activities. That proved not 

to be the case as the average number of petitions filed in the last four months of 2011 was 

1,095, a 44 percent drop from June-Sept. 2010, the four-month period just before the robo-

signing scandal became national news. 

Reasons vary on why the slowdown has continued. Lack of lender capacity to process 

foreclosures and address title problems may be one reason. Another reason could be that 

the nation's top mortgage lenders have been waiting for a settlement with the U.S. government over charges of 

widespread mortgage fraud (a $25 billion settlement was announced earlier this month). 

In Massachusetts, an improving economic picture may also be a factor. As of Dec. 2011, unemployment in 

Massachusetts stood at 6.8 percent, lower than the national rate of 8.5 percent. In addition, in its latest report, 

Lender Processing Services, Inc. found that 10.2 percent of Massachusetts mortgages were non-current 

(delinquent or in the foreclosure process) as of Dec. 2011, down 3.5 percent from 2010 and below the national 

rate of 12.3 percent. Even with an improving economy, the backlog of properties remains significant. Unless 

lenders increase their activity, it will take years for all the foreclosures to work through the system and for the real 

estate market to recover. 

 

 

 

http://www.mhp.net/vision/news.php?page_function=detail&mhp_news_id=283
http://www.mhp.net/vision/resources.php?page_function=detail&resource_id=432
http://www.mass.gov/ago/news-and-updates/press-releases/2012/ma-homeowners-to-receive-318m-in-relief.html
http://lmi2.detma.org/lmi/Newsrelease/NewsLMI20120119.htm
http://lmi2.detma.org/lmi/Newsrelease/NewsLMI20120119.htm
http://www.lpsvcs.com/LPSCorporateInformation/CommunicationCenter/PressResources/MortgageMonitor/201112MortgageMonitor/LPSMortgageMonitorDecember2011.pdf


  

 

 

Communities: Springfield distress increase & other trends 

While the rate of distress continues to be higher in suburban/rural communities than in Boston and the state's 24 

Gateway cities, the shift appears to be stabilizing and two cities are showing renewed foreclosure activity from one 

year ago. 

 

Back in Oct. 2010, Foreclosure Monitor reported that for the first time, suburban/rural communities had a higher 

rate of distress than cities (50.6 to 49.4 percent). That gap has widened over the last 15 months to 52.3-47.7 as of 

Jan. 1, 2012. However, the shift appears to be stabilizing as the percentage of distress in cities is down 0.2 percent 

from Oct. 2011. 

http://www.mhp.net/uploads/resources/gateway_municipalities.pdf


  

 

 

What is concerning is that while most Massachusetts cities are showing year-over-year declines, Fitchburg (5.6 

percent) and Springfield (4.8 percent) are showing increases. Given the long-term distress experienced in both 

communities, this is a worrisome trend. 

In terms of Springfield, while the June 1 tornado caused damage to some 800 properties and did hit some areas 

with high levels of foreclosure, much of the tornado's track was in non-residential areas and areas where 

foreclosures were relatively few. While one cannot discount the tornado's impact on the real estate market, recent 

increases in foreclosure activity has largely been in neighborhoods that were not in the tornado's path. 

This is the 12
th

 consecutive quarter that Foreclosure Monitor has analyzed foreclosure data from The Warren 

Group by community, zip code and census tract. Through this research, we see some clear patterns emerging that 

are affecting three different types of regions/communities: 

• Low income, urban communities: Distress remains high due to weak local demand and the hangover from the 

sub-prime loan crises. Within this category, there are two types of communities; stable regional markets (e.g., 

Dorchester and Chelsea within Greater Boston) that will recover more quickly and weaker regional markets (e.g., 

Springfield and Fitchburg) that will take longer to recover. 

• Worcester County: Foreclosure activity remains high in both urban and rural areas. More research is needed to 

identify the problems in Worcester County, but my theory is that given the affordability of Worcester County 

compared to closer-in communities to Boston and the high-tech suburbs on both Route 128 (I-95) and I-495, the 

excess demand in the regional market flowed towards Worcester County. With overall regional (Greater Boston) 

demand down, current buyers are able to purchase closer to job sources, leaving Worcester County with 

weakened demand. 

• Southeastern Massachusetts: The concentration of top 20 towns in Plymouth County highlights the high levels of 

distress in this part of Massachusetts, though it is not limited to Plymouth County. High levels of distress can be 

found in adjacent towns in Bristol and Norfolk Counties. The weak market in Southeastern Massachusetts may be 

similar to the problems encountered in Worcester County. Until total demand increases in the Greater Boston 

region, Southeastern Massachusetts may continue to suffer. 

Here are some other highlights from our latest community analysis: 

• Cities showing strong year-over-year percentage declines include Lynn (-19.4), Everett (-23 percent) and Revere 

(-21 percent). 

• Boston ranked 144
th

 of the 293 municipalities in its rate of distress, but had the highest number of distressed 

units due to its sheer size. As of Jan. 1, 2012, Boston had 2,303 distressed units, an 18.9 percent decline from last 

year. 

• In a change from the third quarter of 2011, Springfield has passed Worcester and now has the second-highest 

number of distressed units (1,401 units) in the state, followed by Worcester (1,355 units) and Brockton (1,000).   

 



  

 

 

Zip codes: Worcester County zip codes improve 

The US Census Bureau has released 2010 Census data for zip codes. As a result, the distress rates for this report 

(and going forward) will be based on updated housing counts. Census tract and municipal data was released 

previously and have been used for previous reports. For the second quarter, Templeton's 01436 remained the 

most distressed zip code in Massachusetts. Brockton's 02302 was the most distressed zip code in July. 

 

In a shift from the Oct. 2011 Foreclosure Monitor report, Worcester County zip codes no longer dominate our list 

of most distressed zip codes. Worcester County zip codes continue to improve overall, with only four in the top 20 

as of Jan. 1, down from seven in Oct. 2011, and five in Jan. 2011. Hampden County now has the highest number of 

zip codes in the top 20 (five, of which four are in Springfield), and there was an increase in distress in all five of 

these zip codes. Plymouth County also has four zip codes in the top 20 as of Jan. 1, 2012. 



  

 

 

Census Tract: Top 20 most distressed in just six cities 

While the number of housing units in a zip code can range from dozens to more than 20,000, the number of units 

in a census tract generally ranges from a 1,000 to 3,000, providing a smaller area of analysis that shows us where 

the high levels of distress are in urban neighborhoods. 

 

For the second quarter in a row, Worcester's tract 7324 has the highest rate of distressed units, with a 12.5 

percent increase in distress over January 1, 2011. Worcester's tract 7319 also placed in the top 20, at number 

three, though this tract had a 2.2 percent decline over the year. Brockton has six of the 20 hardest hit census tracts 

(the same number as Oct. 2011), though four of these tracts had a decline in distress from the year before.   

Springfield and Lynn had four tracts each in the top 20 while two each were located in New Bedford and the 

Mattapan section of Boston. The biggest increase in distress  was New Bedford's tract 6511, where distress 



  

 

 

increased 68 percent since a year ago, bringing this tract from 140
th

 to 12
th

. While it is not immediately clear the 

reasons for this increase in distress, 23 percent of the distressed units in this tract are located on one short 

section of Weld Street. 

More information 

The following links are provided for readers to directly access regular sources of foreclosure and real estate trends, 

some of which are mentioned in the proceeding analysis: 

• Foreclosure data: The Warren Group released 2011 year-end foreclosure deed and petition data for 

Massachusetts, showing a 30.3 percent decline in the number of foreclosure deeds from 2010 to 2011 and a 47.2 

percent decline in the number of foreclosure petitions. Much of this decline can be attributed to lenders reducing 

their foreclosure efforts in wake of the fall 2010 "robo-signing scandal." Foreclosure activity did pick up during the 

second half of 2011, as there were 56.1 percent more foreclosure deeds and 37.7 percent more foreclosure 

petitions in Dec. 2011 than in Dec. 2010. Even with this increase, foreclosure activity has not returned to the peaks 

in activity from earlier in 2010. Dec. 2011 foreclosure deeds were 45.6 below the Mar. 2010 peak; Dec. 2011 

petitions were 65.9 percent below the Aug. 2010 peak. 

Nationally, foreclosure activity (as reported by RealtyTrac) was down 34 percent from 2010 to 2011. Despite this 

annual decline (similar to Massachusetts), there was an increase in activity during the second half of 2011, leading 

RealtyTrac officials to state, "We expect that trend [the increase in activity] to continue this year, boosting 

foreclosure activity for 2012 higher than it was in 2011, though still below the peak of 2010."  According to 

RealtyTrac's Dec. 2011 data, Massachusetts ranked 20
th

 in foreclosure activity, and while foreclosure activity in 

Massachusetts increased from Dec. 2010 to Dec. 2011, this is counter to the national monthly data; national 

foreclosure activity declined 20 percent from Dec. 2010 to Dec. 2011. 

• Real estate sales data:  The Warren Group and the Massachusetts Association of Realtors (MAR) recently 

released their monthly and annual real estate sales figures. The two use somewhat different data sets for analysis. 

The Warren Group reported a 5.0 percent decline in the number of single family sales from Dec. 2010 to Dec. 

2011, and a 4.2 percent decline in single family sales prices, while the Mass. Association of Realtors reported a 0.3 

percent decline in single family sales and a 4.0 percent decline in single family sales prices. 

As for 2010 compared to 2011, The Warren Group reported a 5.8 percent decline in the number of single-family 

homes sales and a 3.1 percent decline in the median sales price. For the same period, MAR reported a 1.7 percent 

decline in the sales volume and a 3.3 percent decline in the median sales price for single family homes.    

The S&P/Case-Schiller Price Index will not release year-end data until the end of February, but in its most recent 

release, it is clear that housing markets across the country remain weak, with annual price declines from Nov. 2010 

to Nov. 2011 in every metro measured except Detroit and Washington, D.C. While sales prices declined 1.6 percent 

in Boston from 2010 to 2011, Cleveland, Dallas, Denver, Detroit and Washington D.C., performed better. Prices 

have declined in metro Boston each of the last four months. November prices were only 0.8 percent higher than 

the trough of the recession, in April 2009, and current price levels are the same as February 2003. 

http://www.thewarrengroup.com/portal/
http://www.realtytrac.com/content/news-and-opinion/2011-year-end-foreclosure-market-report-6984
http://www.thewarrengroup.com/portal/Solutions/PressReleases/tabid/190/newsid751/2510/Default.aspx
http://www.marealtor.org/content/NewsTicker.htm?view=38&news_id=1758&news=31
http://www.standardandpoors.com/spf/docs/case-shiller/CSHomePrice_Release_013118.pdf

