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Buying in a planned community: what to know, expect and ask

By JOHN R. MATH
President/Associated Property Manage-
ment of the Palm Beaches Inc.

In Palm Beach County, planned
communities range from town-
houses to quadraplexes, single fam-
ily subdivisions to multi-faceted
developments, such as PGA Na-
tional and Wellington.

Planned communities can offer
vesidents land planning, recre-
ational facilities, amenities, ser-
vices, maintenance, security, de-
sign and a lifestyle not usuaily
found in older, unstructured subdi-
visions.

The entity that governs, man-
ages and perpetuates the planned
community is a property owners’
association (POA).

A POA is owned and operated
ty the homeowners within a com-
munity or subdivision. Usually,
there is one vote per home. A board
of directors, selected by the home-
owners, manages the POA or hires
a property management company.
In either case, the homeowners
have a direct voice in the governing
of their community.
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A POA assesses and collects
fees from the homeowners which
are used for maintenance, repairs
and making improvements to com-
mon areas. The POA also creates
and enforces rules, gives approval
for resales and rentals, and grants

or denies approvals for architec-
tural plans or exterior improve-
ments.

This structure may sound con-
fining, but these rules are made
and enforced to protect the appear-
ance of the community as well as
maintain and increase the value of
the homes.

A professional property man-
agement company can guide the
association's daily operation and
perform the functions required by
the board of directors.

When purchasing in a communi-
ty governed by a POA, there is a
recorded set of documents that a
buyer needs to read prior to signing
the sales contract. These docu-
ments include:

1. The Declaration of Protec-
tive Covenants and Restrictions

2. Articles of Incorporation

3. By-Laws of the Association

These documents set forth the
purpose of the association, prohib-
ited and permitted uses, architec-
tural guidelines and deed restric-
tions. The documents outline the
mechanics of how the association is
managed. They affect almost every

aspect of the community’s opera-
tions, as well as your lifestyle im-
mediately outside the confines of
your home.

It is important to thoroughly
understand them. If the documents
are too bulky or difficult to under-
stand, have a real estate attorney
review and interpret them for you.

Another factor is how the asso-
ciation is presently being managed
and how it will be managed in the
future. In a new community, the
POA is usually under the develop-
er's control. Determine how long
the developer will retain control
and if, in the interim, the developer
will allow homeowners on the
board.

Gradually, the homeowners
need to learn about the POA’s oper-
ations and take control of the man-
agement.

The transition from developer
to homeowner is an excellent time
for the homeowners to decide if
they want to manage the associa-
tion or have a professional proper-
ty management company handle
the day-to-day operations.

Find out from the developer

how this transition is to be handled
as well as the time frame for the
turnover.

Determine if the developer is
subsidizing the maintenance fees.
If so, that usually means higher
fees after the project is completed.

Find out if the community is
currently being managed hy the
developer or by a professional
management company. In many
cases, the developer runs the asso-
ciation with his own staff — these
costs may not be fully represented
in their budget.

When the owners take over,
these costs need to be added to the
budget in order to maintain the
present level of services. If a pro-
fessional property management
company is employed, then these
costs are already in the budget.

It makes sense to investigate all
of the ramifications of living in a
planned community. Look for a
developer with a proven track re-
cord in your area. Talk to home-
owners in the builder’s other devel-
opments. If there is a management
company involved, investigate
their track record.

A final comment about turn-
overs of a POA from the developer
to the homeowners: Prior to the
sellout of a community, homeown-
ers need to investigate the manage-
ment, operations and finances of
the association they will inherit
from the developer. A full-service
property managmenet company
can guide both sides to a smooth,
successful transition.
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