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Wisconsin, which is ex-
pected to be a battleground
state in the 2022 midterms
and 2024 presidential election,
has high-profile races this fall
with Republican U.S. Sen. Ron
Johnson and Democratic Gov.
Tony Evers seeking re-elec-
tion.

The court also ruled that no
one other than the voter may
hand-deliver a ballot, barring
in-person collection efforts by
third parties that critics often
call ballot harvesting. Demo-
crats and their allies argue
that such assistance can be a
needed service for voters who
face difficulties navigating the
election system.

Justice Ann Walsh Bradley,

writing in dissent, said drop
boxes represented a simple so-
lution to make voting easier.

“Although it pays lip service
to the import of the right to
vote, the majority/lead opinion
has the practical effect of mak-
ing it more difficult to exercise
it,” the justice wrote.

Wisconsin voters and con-
servative activists sued the
state election commission last
year, arguing that state offi-
cials overstepped their author-
ity by encouraging drop boxes
and that drop boxes are illegal
because state law requires a
voter to personally mail or de-
liver a ballot to the municipal
election clerk.

State election officials said

they didn’t require the use of
drop boxes in Wisconsin, but
advised clerks on best prac-
tices. Election clerks installed
more than 500 ballot drop
boxes across Wisconsin for the
fall 2020 election, state offi-
cials said.

Many states expanded the
use of ballot drop boxes dur-
ing the pandemic, prompting a
backlash from then-President
Donald Trump and other Re-
publicans who questioned the
security of drop boxes.

Government audits and
state investigations haven’t
found evidence of widespread
fraud that could have affected
the 2020 presidential out-
come.

The Wisconsin Supreme
Court barred absentee-ballot
drop boxes outside election of-
fices, handing a victory to con-
servatives who sought to roll
back the option many voters
chose during 2020 elections.

In a 4-3 ruling issued Fri-
day, the court’s majority said
that under state laws, an ab-
sentee ballot must be returned
by mail or the voter must per-
sonally deliver it to the local
election office.

The court’s ruling comes a
month before Wisconsin’s Aug.
9 primary. Clerks last month
started mailing absentee bal-
lots to voters for the primary.
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Record home prices and
higher mortgage rates in May
made it the most expensive
month since 2006 to buy a
home, prompting more buyers
to give up and pressuring sell-
ers to cut asking prices.

The National Association of
Realtors’ housing-affordability
index fell to 102.5 in May, the
association said Friday, the
lowest level since the index
fell to 100.5 in July 2006. It
was close to the lowest level
since July 1990, when the in-
dex stood at 100.2. The afford-
ability index incorporates me-
dian existing-home prices,
median family incomes and
average mortgage rates.

On a national basis, home
buying was relatively afford-
able in 2020 and last year,
thanks to record-low mortgage
rates even as strong demand
sent home prices skyrocketing.
But this year, mortgage rates
have moved up sharply and
house prices have climbed to
new highs nationwide.

“I don’t know that we’ll
ever see affordability again
like we saw in the last year or
two,” said Mark Fleming, chief
economist at First American
Financial Corp.

The decline in affordability
makes it especially difficult for
first-time home buyers to enter
the market, economists say.
Homeownership has long been
the key path to wealth-building
for the U.S. middle class.

The typical monthly mort-
gage payment rose to $1,842
in May, NAR said, up from
$1,297 in January and $1,220
in May 2021, assuming a 30-
year fixed-rate mortgage and a
20% down payment.

Mortgage rates have
slipped in the past two weeks.
But affordability is likely to
get worse in the coming
months because home-price
growth is expected to exceed
income growth, said Lawrence
Yun, NAR’s chief economist.

The housing market has
cooled significantly in recent

their budget as mortgage rates
climbed.

“We’re very excited,” Mr.
Lyons said. But “what’s really
disheartening is if we would
have been shopping six
months ago, the way rates
were, we would have been
looking at more like a
$700,000 home.”

The average rate on a 30-
year fixed-rate mortgage was
5.3% this past week, said mort-
gage-finance company Freddie
Mac. That was down sharply
from 5.7% the previous week
but up from 2.9% a year ago.

Mortgage-interest rates
have largely held below 5%
since the 2007-09 recession.
In recent years, many millen-
nials have aged into their
prime home buying years, and
the Covid-19 pandemic has up-
ended where many Americans
want to live. Second-home de-
mand has soared during the
pandemic, and investors have
flocked to the market to buy
houses to rent out as rent
prices have risen.

Nationwide, however, many
economists say home prices
can keep rising because the in-
ventory of homes for sale gen-
erally remains low. The num-
ber of active listings in June
was down 34% from June
2020 and down 53% from June
2019, according to Real-
tor.com. News Corp, parent of
The Wall Street Journal, oper-
ates Realtor.com.

Dalton and Lacy Lyons saw
the market slowdown firsthand
as they shopped for a home
near Denver. They started
house hunting in April and
made five offers over list price
but lost out to other bidders.
By the time they found a three-
bedroom home with an unfin-
ished basement in Castle Rock,
Colo., in June, the market com-
petition had cooled off. The
seller accepted their offer at
the $555,000 asking price and
agreed to pay $2,500 toward
their closing costs.

But a less-competitive mar-
ket didn’t mean a cheaper one.
The Lyonses had to reduce

weeks as would-be buyers
have stepped back. Sales of
previously owned homes slid
in May for the fourth straight
month. Some buyers can no
longer qualify for mortgages,
while others are unwilling to
pay hundreds of dollars more
a month compared with what
they budgeted just a few
months ago, real-estate agents
say.

The sudden drop in demand
is expected to lead to slower
home-price growth by the end
of the year. Some economists
are forecasting price declines.

“We’re in a housing-afford-
ability crisis right now,” said
Robert Dietz, chief economist
at the National Association of
Home Builders.

More sellers have cut ask-
ing prices in recent weeks, es-
pecially in housing markets
that posted some of the sharp-
est price growth in recent
years, including Boise, Idaho;
Phoenix; and Austin, Texas, ac-
cording to real-estate broker-
age Redfin Corp.

BY NICOLE FRIEDMAN

Housing Affordability Sinks

Average rate on a 30-year fixedmortgage

Housing affordability index*

Sources: National Association of Realtors (index, median sale price); Freddie Mac (rate)

*Assuming 20% down payment and 30-year fixed-rate mortgage for existing median-priced
home with median family income for the corresponding year. Monthly data, through May

Note: World Health Organization declared
Covid-19 a pandemic in March 2020.
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the past two years today, be-
cause of pressure at the pump.

“It was actually a fortunate
time to get a little road trip
under our belt,” said the New
York resident. “We couldn’t do
that now.”

Tom Kloza, global head of
energy analysis for OPIS, said
he expects demand to pick up
later this month, bolstered by
lower gasoline prices and re-
cent disruptions in domestic
air travel. OPIS is part of Dow
Jones & Co., which publishes
The Wall Street Journal.

Tayannah Schonenberg, a
26-year-old chef from Easton,
Pa., drove to New York City
this week for vacation. Higher-
than-average prices didn’t pre-
vent her from making the trip,
she said. She’s working more
hours to help cover costs, in-
cluding traveling with higher
gas prices.

“It’s not really helping be-
cause gas is still high,” Ms.
Schonenberg said.

Mr. Kloza said consumers
shouldn’t expect the respite to
be long-lived. Increased de-
mand could contribute to driv-
ing prices back up, he said.

“There are more upside
risks than downside risks,”
said Mr. Kloza. “It’ll be all
about supply next month, and
whether supply is threatened.”

The price of gasoline in the
U.S. has fallen for 24 consecu-
tive days after hitting a record
last month. But analysts said
prices may rise again if de-
mand from drivers increases
and supplies are constrained.

The average cost of a gallon
of unleaded gas was $4.72 on
Friday. That is down about 6%
since prices hit their highest
point, $5.02, on June 14, ac-
cording to data from OPIS, an
energy-data and analytics
provider.

The drop is primarily be-
cause of diminished demand at
the pump, according to an
AAA report released this week.
An increased supply of gas
and lower oil prices have also
contributed to the recent price
drop, AAA said. Crude oil fu-
tures were at nearly $105 a
barrel Friday afternoon, down
about 14% in the past month.

Gasoline sales leading up to
Independence Day trailed pre-
vious years. Same-store gaso-
line demand by volume fell
about 7% for the week ended
July 2, compared with the
same period last year, accord-
ing to OPIS data. Demand that
week was down about 13%
compared with the same period
in 2019. In mid-to-late May,
gasoline demand fell to its low-
est levels in nearly a decade,
according to government data.

Gas prices may continue to
fall if the trends continue, the
AAA report said. However,
“July is typically the heaviest
month for demand as more
Americans hit the road, so this
trend of easing prices could be
short-lived,” AAA spokesman
Andrew Gross said in a state-
ment.

Some Americans are chang-
ing their driving habits as the
cost of gas and many goods
and services have risen.

Marc Pellegrino said he
wouldn’t take the cross-country
trip he and his family did over

BY OMAR ABDEL-BAQUI
AND LAURYN AZU

Gasoline Prices Fall
As Demand Eases

U.S. average price for gasoline

Source: OPIS
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Wisconsin Justices Ban Drop Boxes for Absentee Ballots

The Wisconsin Supreme Court ruled that absentee ballots must
be returned by mail or to election offices and not drop boxes.
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