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Distressed homeowners in San Joaquin County - at one point the nation's No. 1 foreclosure
market - are in line to receive nearly $600 million in benefits from a multistate settlement with
the nation's biggest banks.

  

"We've been at ground zero in this. We should get ground-zero-level money," Stockton City
Councilwoman Susan Eggman said of the settlement.

  

In 2011, San Joaquin County was the nation's second-hardest-hit real estate market, according
to Irvine-based RealtyTrac. And in the third quarter of 2011, 64 percent of all homes sold
involved "distressed" properties.

  

This "will slow down the foreclosure market, stop short sales," said mortgage broker Don Burns
of Residential Group in Stockton.

  

The settlement benefits will be spread over three years and include mortgage write-downs,
refinancing and restitution.

  

"California families will finally see substantial relief after experiencing so much pain from the
mortgage crisis," state Attorney General Kamala Harris said in announcing the settlement.

  

Harris and New York Attorney General Eric Schneiderman were the last of the 49 states to sign
off on the deal. Last fall, Harris pulled out of negotiations over her belief the lenders were being
offered too much immunity.
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The $18 billion deal for California - of the total $25 billion national settlement - is substantially
sweeter than the $4 billion offered in the fall. Immunity protections for banks also have been
reduced.

  

The settlement is with five banks: Bank of America, Wells Fargo, JPMorgan Chase, Citigroup
and Ally Financial.

  

Harris vowed to seek relief from other lenders, including Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, which
together own about 60 percent of the state's home mortgages.
Although the settlement won't help every "underwater" homeowner - the average mortgage
write-down will be about $20,000 - or even the majority, there was near-universal praise for the
deal.

  

Rep. Dennis Cardoza, D-Atwater, longtime critic of the Obama administration's seeming lack of
interest in the foreclosure crisis that has devastated the Valley, was one of them.

  

"This is a huge step for the state and will help hundreds of thousands of homeowners who have
been devastated by the housing crisis," he said.

  

Also praising the settlement, but more cautiously, was Rep. Jerry McNerney, D-Pleasanton.
"While this is welcome news, we still need to press for more," he said. "Not enough
homeowners will be served by this settlement."

  

Harris's office obtained separate, enforceable guarantees designed to hold the banks
accountable.

  

Banks must enact a minimum of $12 billion in principal reductions for California homeowners. If
they fail, they could face cash payments to the state of up to $800 million.
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Unlike the larger multistate agreement, which is enforceable in a federal court in Washington,
D.C., this payment provision empowers the officials to go after the banks in state court.

  

"I just hope it works out," Burns said.
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