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RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN PROPERTY TAX 
POLICY AND ADMINISTRATION, BY STATE 

Volume 2 presents descriptions, by States, of some of the recent 
developments in property tax policy and administration. An attempt 
has been made to recognize, at least briefly, what most of the States have 
been doing toward strengthening this tax. The following summaries of 
the 50 States are based on field interviews, correspondence, official re- 
ports, and other published information. In the main, these summaries 
are confined to steps undertaken in years through 1962, but in a few in- 
stances, they extend to developments in early 1963. 

While most of the States have undertaken to do something con- 
structive about the property tax in postwar years, their efforts have fol- 
lowed a number of different forms, have concentrated on different phases 
of the problem with varying emphasis, and have ranged from little more 
than exploratory stages to broad, vigorous programs. The great variety 
of this approach is of itself helpfully informative to public officials and 
civic leaders in any State who are interested in comparing their plans, 
methods, and progress with what is happening in other States. 

The general presentation of the subject in Volume 1 has permitted 
only limited illustrations of what the States are doing and often without 
adequate supporting details. Volume 2 permits amplification of these 
illustrations and expansion of the scope of the illustrative material to 
cover more of the wealth of interstate experience. 

Because of the limited nature of this exploratory study, a policy has 
been followed of selecting representative situations for special attention 
and of concentrating mainly on what appear to be especially significant 
features of the various State programs. Thus, in some instances the 
emphasis may be on a particularly effective tax study; in others, on 
pertinent policies or technical procedures; and in still others, on im- 
portant administrative features. The scope of the project has not per- 
mitted comprehensive study of the property tax in any State; thus some 
notable developments may have been omitted. 

The variation in length of the summaries is not necessarily indicative 
of the relative importance of the programs, but rather reflects the policy 
of selecting representative developments of particular interest for special 
attention. Nor does the mention of activities in one State and not in 
another necessarily mean that they are not carried on in the latter, since 
no attempt has been made to present uniform, all-inclusive reports. 



ALABAMA 
In 1955, following authorization by the legisla- 

ture, the State Department of Revenue initiated a 
program of technical assistance to local assessing 
agencies and this has become a permanent 
program. 

Also in 1955, the legislature provided for an 
Interim Committee on the Revision of State Tax 
Laws. This committee set up subcommittees in- 
cluding a Special Committee on Ad Valorem Taxes. 
This Special Committee's Report, published in 
June 1957 as part of the Interim Committee's Re- 
port, noted: ". . . In the view of the committee, 
improvement of the property tax and clarification 
of its status as a tax suitable to use by the localities 
provide the key to better State-local fiscal relations 
in Alabama. . . . Beyond any question, restoration 
of the property tax can not be considered as less 
than the most important tax reform the State can 
undertake." 

The Special Committee recommended reduction 
in the State property tax (contingent on an increase 
in other State taxes) ; relaxing of constitutional tax 
rate limits imposed on local units of government; 
continuation of the central assessment of public 
utilities; and- 
. . . that the assessment equalization program of the State 
Department of Revenue be broadened and strengthened 
to correct the accumulated inequities of years of faulty 
and irregular local assessments. County assessors and 

boards of equalization are now receiving for the first time 
the technical assistance and advice they need to improve 
the assessment picture. The rate at  which existing in- 
equities are corrected will depend largely upon the 
effectiveness of the State program.' 

The State Department of Revenue program 
which has been in operation since 1955 was de- 
signed to advise and assist the county tax assessors 
and the county boards of equalization by providing 
technical assistance. The State has a staff of 25 
valuation analysts including men trained in ap- 
praising real estate and those trained in the analysis 
of financial statements and accounting procedures. 
The analysts, assigned to various areas, actually 
make appraisals for the county boards and assist 
them in the preparation of maps, plats, etc. The 
State provides appraisal manuals to the local as- 
sessors and board members. 

The program appears to have become a per- 
manent part of the work of the Ad Valorem Divi- 
sion of the State Department of Revenue. The 
chief of this division points out that from 1954 
(the first year of the expanded program) to 1962, 
the State's assessed valuation has increased 59.6 Der- 
cent-results justifying the expense and effort on 
the part of the State Department of Revenue. 

'Current Tax Problems in Alabama, Report of the 
Committee on the Revision of State Tax Laws, Mont- 
gomery, 1957, p. 60. (Report of the Special Committee 
on Ad Valorem Taxes.) 



ALASKA 
The Alaska Constitution provides that "Stan- 

dards for appraisal of all property assessed by the 
State or its political subdivisions shall be prescribed 
by law" and a general State law on assessments, 
enacted in 1957 prior to statehood, requires that 
all assessments shall be equal and uniform and 
based on the actual value of the property assessed. 
The State director of the Local Affairs Agency re- 
ported in the spring of 1962 that there had not yet 
been enacted legislation providing standards for 
appraisal. An appropriation had been made, how- 
ever, for the agency to employ an assessor and to 
contract for the preparation and publication of an 
assessor's manual for use by the local assessors. 
During 1963-64 the agency plans to draft legisla- 
tion to provide standards for appraisal and revise 
the existing laws on property tax assessment and 
collection for presentation to the legislature in 
1964. This legislation will be part of the sub- 
stantive revision of the municipal code requested 
by the Third State Legislature. 

The assessors in Alaska, meeting early in 1962, 
agreed that standards for appraisal should be pre- 
scribed by statute. They also agreed that the 
standards for appraisal should be based: for land, 
on an average of sales of similar land; for struc- 
tures, on current cost of replacement less deprecia- 
tion; for personal property, on a self-appraisal by 
the property owner making a bona fide estimate 
of current market values. The assessors also advo- 
cated State provisions requiring use of such records 
as tax maps and record cards and agreed that the 
State assessor must have power to review the work 
of the local assessors.' 

There can be no long delay in developing a 
procedure for State determination of property 
values. A school foundation program enacted by 
the 1962 legislature provides for State aid and also 
for required local effort. The required local tax 
effort is the equivalent of an amount which would 
be raised by a 3.5 mill levy on the full and true 
value of ta~able  property. "In computing the 
required local tax effort, the district shall use the 
'full and true value of the taxable real and personal 

Art. IX, sec. 3. 
a This conference of assessors was reported briefly in 

Assessors News Letter, April 1962, p. 41. 

property within the district' as determined by the 
Local Affairs Agency." The law provides that 
the Local Affairs Agency shall determine the "full 
and true value" in consultation with the district 
assessor. Taxable property is defined in the schod 
foundation law as "all real and personal property 
taxable under the laws of Alaska, but does not in- 
clude household goods and personal effects."' 
While the local tax effort must be computed on 
the basis of a property tax, the amount required 
may be raised from any source available to the dis- 
trict and need not be derived from a property tax. 
The provisions of the 1962 law are to be used 
beginning with the appropriations for the year 
starting July 1, 1964, based on the budgets pre- 
pared and computed in the prior year. Full and 
true value, to be determined on or before Septem- 
ber 15 each year, would thus be required by that 
date in 1963. 

The responsibility of the State for determining 
"full and true value" (with quotation marks used 
in the law as indicated above) was established 
clearly in the school foundation law. The School 
Survey Report submitted in 1961 had specifically 
recommended that the legislature designate a State 
agency to supervise assessments and to determine 
annually the "full market value of taxable prop- 
erty" in each district, these values to be used by 
the commissioner of education in making calcula- 
tions of State school funds payable: The Alaska 
Legislative Council, in discussing the survey 
recommendations prior to enactment of the 1962 
law, pointed out that if State aid is based on 
assessed valuation, there must be State participa- 
tion in the equalization of assessments and noted 
that "Such state involvement in local tax assess- 
ment practices would seem to follow the intent of 
Article IX, Section 3, of the Constitution. . . ." 
Alaska does not use the general property tax as a 
source of State revenue at the present time. 

'Laws of Alaska 1962, chap. 164, art.' 11, sec. 2.05a, 
as amended. 
' Ibid., Art. IV, sec. 4.02 ( 1 1 ) .  
' A  Foundation for Alaska's Public Schools, a Survey 

Report prepared for Alaska State Board of Education, 
19861, p. 139. 

Revenue and Taxation in Alaska, Part 11, Alaska 
Legislative Council, 1962, p. 94. 



ARIZONA 
Serious concern for improving administration of 

the property tax in Arizona has been evident in 
recent years, but through 1962 the legislature had 
not acted on major recommendations. Early in 
1963, however, the Supreme Court of the State 
handed down a decision of major significance for 
the property tax and legislation subsequently en- 
acted provides for far reaching changes in the ad- 
ministration of the tax. 

State Tax Commission. The State Tax Commis- 
sion in Arizona is a three-member board function- 
ing under statutory authority. Its members are 
elected for 6-year, overlapping terms, and serve full 
time. The commission has extensive general prop- 
erty tax powers and is also responsible for adminis- 
tration of other major State taxes, including income, 
sales and use, tobacco and alcoholic beverage taxes. 

The commission's property tax duties and powers, 
as set forth in its 1960 Report, included: have gen- 
eral supervision and direction over county assessors 
and county boards of equalization; formulate and 
send to each county forms for listing, valuing, and 
assessing property; hold a meeting at least once 
a year with county assessors to consider tax- 
ation matters and to secure a uniform valu- 
ation of classes of property; appraise and assess all 
patented and unpatented producing mines and 
transmit to the boards of supervisors the assessed 
valuation thereof; make investigations of the prop- 
erties, income, etc., of public service corporations to 
ascertain a fair and equitable basis for making 
assessments. Furthermore- 

The Commission is constituted a state board of equali- 
zation with full power to equalize the valuation and 
assessment of property throughout the State, and to 
equalize the assessment of all property between persons 
of the same assessment district, between cities and towns 
of the same county, and between different counties of 
the state, and the property assessed by the Commission 
in the first instance. . . . 

The Commission shall examine and compare the ab- 
stracts of assessments of the property in the several coun- 
ties and equalize them so that all taxable property is 
assessed at  its full cash value.' 

Local assessing is the primary responsibility of 
county assessors, 1 in each of the 14 counties. They 
are elective officers, serving 2-year terms. Over- 
lapping assessment districts are optional for a few 
municipalities. 

Study Commission of 1957. Under 1957 legis- 
lation there was established a House Tax Study 

' 2 5 t h  Biennial Report of the State Tcx Commission of 
Arizona, Fiscal Years 1958-59 and 1959-60, Phoenix, 
1960, p. 7. 
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Committee to review the State tax structure. This 
committee, under the chairmanship of Representa 
tive Charles 0. Bloomquist, gave consideration to 
several . - aspects of the property tax. The report 
said : 

I t  has long been recognized that one of the major prob- 
lems of Arizona's tax structure has been the lack of uni- 
formity in assessment practices as between counties, as 
to classes of property within the respective counties, and 
as to individual parcels of property within classes. Ex- 
perience has proven that a direct approach to the problem 
of revaluation has been unsuccessful, due to  the cost 
involved and the temporary nature of the benefits derived 
from a revaluation program. I t  will, therefore, be the 
recommendation of the committee that legislation be 
considered to lay the ground work for a revaluation pro- 
gram and to provide the means to effectively maintain the 
beneficial results of such a revaluation p r ~ g r a m . ~  

The committee, while thus recognizing the need 
for revaluation, did not recommend immediate ac- 
tion but proposed, as groundwork for revaluation, 
the levy of a realty transaction tax which, in addi- 
tion to providing revenue, would provide detailed 
data on sales prices, assessed valuation, etc., to be 
filed with the State Tax Commission. Such data 
should serve as "an invaluable guide in the future 
for the Tax Commission acting in its statutory 
capacity as the State Board of Equalization, which 
function it has failed to perform principally due to 
the lack of facilities and information upon which to 
base its actions." 

Consideration by the committee of the effect on 
the property tax base of the several types of exemp- 
tion led to several proposals. As to the exemptions 
for veterans and their widows, the committee said 
the legislature should eliminate, or at least reduce 
the scope of, such exemptions. I t  proposed, in addi- 
tion to tightening the procedure for filing claims, 
two alternatives. Under one, the exemption would 
not apply to school district taxes; under the other, 
a specific limit would be set on the total amount 
of exemption allowable, and this amount, $250 to 
$1,000, would be a tax credit, which could be used 
by the veteran at his discretion, to apply to either 
property or income taxes, State or local. (Special 
provision would be made for disabled veterans.) 
The committee advocated clear-cut definition of 
"manufacturing" and "processing" to aid in ad- 
ministering the manufacturers' inventory exemp 
tion. I t  was also proposed that all counties adhere 
strictly to the policy of full reporting of the assessed 

Report of the House Tax Study Committee, Charles 0. 
Blonmquist, Chairman, not dated, p. 2. 
' Ibid., p. 4. 



ARIZONA 

valuation of property on which exemption has been 
allowed. 

Proposals for revaluation. The State Tax Com- 
mission did not share the committee's view that 
further groundwork was needed before revaluation. 
In its 24th and 25th Biennial Reports the commis- 
sion urged that the legislature appropriate funds 
for immediate revaluation, saying in 1960 : 

The Tax Commission for several years has recom- 
mended that the Legislature make appropriation to the 
Tax Commission to permit a property revaluation of the 
state. This appropriation should be sufficient to permit 
the employment of engineers and other technically skilled 
personnel needed to accomplish this task and appropria- 
tion should be made available proportionately over a five 
year period to the Commission so as to permit completion 
of the entire revaluation work in order to enable the 
several county assessors to enter the new tax basis uni- 
formly throughout the state for all property. The appro- 
priation is the only legislative action necessary as the 
Commission already has the necessary statutory authority 
to equalize property valuations. 

Governor Fannin has also recommended revalua- 
tion. In his message to the legislature early in 1962, 
he urged enactment of legislation to enable and 
compel the tax assessing authorities to value prop- 
erty for tax purposes on a uniform basis and there- 
after to maintain statewide uniformity in assess- 
ment procedures and practices. He said that with- 
out basically uniform property valuations and 
assessments, the State could not provide equitable 
school aid, stating: "Many of our school financing 
problems cannot be solved properly at the State 
level until we have greater uniformity in property 
valuation and property tax assessments in all of our 
counties." 

Reappraisal also became the subject of an ini- 
tiated petition in Arizona. This initiative measure, 
which proposed creation of a State board of 
appraisal standards to direct reappraisal of prop- 
erty and to provide for a system of uniform ap- 
praisal and assessment practices, was defeated by 
the voters in the election of November 1962. 

Judicial and Legislative Action in 1963 

Supreme Court ruling on equalization. On Jan- 
uary 9, 1963, the Arizona Supreme Court handed 
down a far-reaching property tax opinion in the 
case of Southern Pacific Company v. Cochise 
County et al. (The appellees included, in addition 
to Cochise County: 8 other counties named, 14 
persons named "individually and as County As- 
sessor of" their respective counties, and 3 persons 
named "individually and as members of" the State 
Tax Commission and State Board of Equalization.) 
The Southern Pacific Company charged that its 
properties, assessed by the Tax Commission, were 
assessed at a higher percentage than property 

'25th T a x  Commission Report? op. cit., p. 9. 
'Message of Gov. Paul Fannin to the 25th Arizona 

Legislature, Jan. 8, 1962, p. 11. 
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assessed locally. The decision noted that the law 
provided for assessment of all properties at full cash 
value without distinction as to assessment by the 
State Tax Commission or the county assessors. The 
Supreme Court remanded the case to the Maricopa 
County Superior Court and said that if the com- 
pany establishes the facts alleged as to the diver- 
gence of the assessment levels, the lower court must 
issue an order against such discrimination. How- 
ever, the Court ruled against a refund on taxes 
already paid, even though paid under protest, on 
the ground that such refund would be too disruptive 
of government finance. Some quotations from the 
opinion follow : 
. . . I t  (the appellant corporation) offered to show . . . 
that its property was assessed at  not less than 89 percent 
of full cash value but that other property subject to 
assessment by the respective county assessors was assessed 
a t  no more than 20 percent of full cash value on the 
average. The Board (of Equalization) was requested to 
equalize the assessment by either lowering it to the average 
of other properties or by raising other assessments to full 
cash value. Appellant alleged that the Board wilfully, 
intentionally and fraudulently rejected its request for 
equalization refusing to take any action. Thereafter the 
taxes assessed were paid to the respective county treasurers 
accompanied by written protests. In  January 1960, ap- 
pellant commenced suit seeking to recover a portion of the 
taxes paid and to enjoin defendants from making similar 
discriminatory assessments in the future. . . . 

A casual reading of the Articles of the Revised Statutes 
on taxation discloses a general legislative scheme that 
assessment on all species of property shall be at  full cash 
value. . . . 

There are admittedly some specific legislative exceptions 
from the uniform genera1 scheme. . . . RaiIroads have 
not, however, been excluded from the general uniform 
scheme of assessment. . . . . . . If appellant establishes that its property is being 
assessed at  a higher percentage of full cash value than 
other properties, then under the existing statutes discrim- 
ination within the 14th Amendment to the United States 
Constitution will have been shown. . . . 

. . . Hence, unless or until the legislature exercises its 
authority and establishes classifications of property which 
permit an assessment at  a different percentage of full cash 
value, courts have no alternative other than to prohibit 
officials from assessing appellant's properties at a different 
percentage of full cash value from other properties. 

As to the requested tax refund, the Court said, 
in part: 

We take judicial notice that the taxing subdivisions of 
the state have long predicated their fiscal affairs upon the 
practices alleged in appellant's complaint. For example, 
school districts have been organized and have issued bonds 
for capital improvements pursuant to the authority 
granted by the Constitution, Art. 9, Section 8, in anticipa- 
tion of continued revenues derived from the taxation prac- 
tices now complained of. The refund which appellant 
seeks together with other similar claims threatens the 
financial solvency of many taxing units of the state, par- 
ticularly those in rural and undeveloped areas. . . . 

. . . We . . . cannot countenance the wilful, system- 
atic and intentional violation of the law no matter how 
long continued. To  do otherwise would be to deny the 
equal protection of the law to appellant. We can, how- 
ever, make our decisions prospective in application where 
great hardship will result if caused from long continued 
failure to exert a legal right. 
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Legislative action. On January 14, 1963, Gover- 
nor Fannin, in a message to the legislature, called 
for immediate action to relieve the State's home- 
owners from "the crushing and unfair burden of 
property taxation . . ." He said: 

This burden stems primarily from three basic factors. 
The first of these is a lack of uniformity in property tax 
assessment practices. The second is the unequal geo- 
graphical distribution of taxable wealth. And the third 
is the ever-present need of additional revenue for educa- 
tional purposes. . . . 

The necessity of the situation has been highlighted by 
the decision which was handed down by the Arizona 
Supreme Court last Wednesday dealing with the matter 
of discriminatory tax assessment practices, one of the three 
factors just mentioned as being the basis for our present 
tax predicament. I t  is a momentous decision and one 
which places the problem of eliminating discrimination 
and its consequences squarely in the lap of the Legislature. 

What the Court has said, in effect, is that if discrimina- 
tion does, in fact, exist-and I think everyone who has 
gone into the subject at all will concede that it does- 
those who are being discriminated against are entitled 
to relief. The Court, fortunately, limited that relief to 
the future-therwise economic chaos to the State could 
have ensued. But the Court made it quite clear that such 
economic chaos can only be avoided for the future if some 
immediate action is taken . . . . 

Fortunately, the action taken in this regard, will, of 
necessity, go to the very roots of our over-all tax problem 
by eliminating the factor of discriminatory tax assessment 
practices. What the new formula for assessment is to be is 
for you to decide, but with it must come a revaluation of 
all property in the State for tax purposes. 

With regard to the problem of revaluation, these prin- 
ciples must be preserved : 

1. Responsibility for a complete reappraisal of all prop- 
erty in the State must be specifically fixed at  the State 
level. 

2. Responsibility for determining and maintaining uni- 
form standards for appraisal and assessment practices must 
be specifically fixed at the State level. 

3. There must be established a formula for the assess- 
ment of property for tax purposes to insure a minimum 
tax burden upon homeowners and an equitable scale of 
assessment values for all kinds of property uniform 
throughout the State. 

As to the State equalization fund for schools, 
the Governor said: 

This revaluation will afford the essential basis for the 
equalization of school costs at the State level on the basis 
of need, and, thus, at least, minimize the effect of the 
second basic factor in our problem, namely, the unequal 
geographic distribution of taxable wealth. . . . 

. . . We cannot continue to grant increases in state 
aid in all areas, including those where additional funds 
are not needed, in order to get them to the areas where 
they are badly needed. 

The Governor also recommended that the legis- " 
lature give consideration to the exemption features 
of the property tax, tightening the residence require- 
ments for widows' exemption, and taking steps to 
limit the veterans' exemption. 

The legislature took major action on the property 
tax. I t  provided for an immediate revaluation of 
all property in the State subject to ad valorem 
taxation; it created 26 different classes of property 
for assessment purposes; and it established a new 
agency to supervise the revaluation and to carry out 
extensive property tax functions. 

Under the 1963 legislation there was established 
an independent and continuing division of appraisal 
and assessment standards "within the state tax com- 
mission" but with a director appointed by the 
Governor, with the advice and unanimous consent 
of the president of the senate and the speaker of 
the house. for a 5-vear term. The director is 
charged with the continuous duty of: ascertaining 
the methods and procedures followed by the tax 
commission and each of the assessors of the counties 
in the classification, appraisal and assessment of 
property; ascertaining the percentage of full cash 
value at which the various types of property are 
assessed by the commission and each of the as- 
sessors; proceeding with preparation of uniform 
maps, assessment records, an appraisal manual and 
a training program for county assessors and their 
staffs; proceeding with the classification, revalua- 
tion and reassessment of property throughout the 
State and assisting the commission and the county 
assessors in the performance of their duties. On or 
before December 3 1, 1964, the director, in coopera- 
tion with the commission and each of the county 
assessors, shall have completed an appraisal of all 
property in the State subject to ad valorem taxation. 
The director is given extensive powers to carry out 
his duties and the law provides that- 

If the director and the commission fail to agree on any 
matter relating to the administration of this article or on 
any matter relating to ad valorem taxation, the final 
determination shall be made by the director, except that 
the commission shall continue to act as the state board 
of equalization. . . . 

For the purpose of determining the basis of valu- 
ation for assessments, property was divided into 26 
classes. The law does not presently set forth the 
basis to be used for each class but provision is made 
for a special session of the legislature before the 
close of 1963 which could take action based on in- 
formation gathered by that time by the director of 
the division of appraisal and assessment standards. 

The legislature provided an appropriation of 
$1,500,000 to be available for the Division of Ap- 
praisal and Assessment Standards. I t  provided also 
that each county assessor's office shall be responsible 
for the payment of the cost of permanent records, 
maps and supplies. 
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Arkansas has not levied a property tax for State 

purposes since 1947, but it has had an active pro- 
gram of State participation in local property tax 
administration since 1955. There have been sub- 
sequent amendments and changes, but the law of 
1955 remains basic. In that year the legislature 
provided for "a complete new appraisal and as- 
sessment as of January 1, 1957, of all property in 
the State of Arkansas, both real and personal, that 
is required by law to be assessed by county assessors." 
I t  also set up a new type of local equalization 
agency and directed the Arkansas Public Service 
Commission, through a newly created Division of 
Assessment Coordination, "to furnish guidance, in- 
struction and assistance to the county assessors" and 
"to exercise the duty and responsibility of coor- 
dinating and supervising the work of the county 
assessors and county equalization boards in such 
manner as to provide uniformity of methods, pro- 
cedures and results in the several counties of the 
State." l 

The county assessor thus continues the key figure 
in local assessing. He is elected for a 2-year term. 
The former boards of equalization, all members 
of which had been appointed by the county quorum 
court, were abolished in 1955 and new boards es- 
tablished with appointment planned "to remove . . . 
members from political influence as far as possible." 
The new boards, consisting of three members in 
most counties, are selected--one by the school 
directors of all school districts in the county, one 
by the members of the councils of all cities and in- 
corporated towns in the county, and one member 
appointed by the county judge. In larger coun- 
ties the boards of equalization may have five or 
nine members, appointed similarly 2-2-1 or 3-3-3. 
Members serve for 3 year overlapping terms. 

The 1955 law specified some of the duties of the 
Assessment Coordination Division including, in 
addition to the broad supervisory power: to visit, 
confer with, and advise the county assessors and 
county equalization boards; to hold and conduct 
such schools or instructional meetings for county 
assessors and their deputies as may be deemed neces- 
sary; to prescribe and furnish appraisal, assessment, 
and record forms for uniform use throughout the 
State; to prepare and promulgate Real Estate As- 
sessment Manuals and Personal Property Assess- 
ment Manuals; to perform such other duties and 

First Biennial Rejort  of the Arkansas Assessment Co- 
ordination Department for the years 1957-58, Little 
Rock, Ark., 1958, p. 4. 

furnish such other assistance as may be deemed nec- 
essary, including the furnishing of maps and aerial 
photographs. 

Reappra i~~al .  Initially the division emphasized 
the ,organization of the reappraisal projects as the 
basic step in achieving "uniformity of methods, 
procedures and results." I t  instituted an educa- 
tional program which involved some 300 meetings 
in 75 counties, press releases, radio and television, 
and personal calls by field staff not only on county 
assessors and boards of equalization but also on 
county judges, other county officials, school district 
and municipal officials, and others interested in the 
reappraisal program. The division developed lists 
of firms and individuals qualified to do the reap- 
praisal work, and a 1957 law provided that ap- 
praisers for assessment evaluation must be registered 
with the State and that the division should pre- 
scribe standards, keep records, maintain a list of 
reputable appraisers and firms, and require them 
to comply with the procedures set by the division. 
All of the 75 counties completed their original re- 
appraisals in 1959 and there is now annual review. 

Educational and assistance programs. The other 
duties prescribed in 1955 are also carried on ac- 
tively. The division has held, under joint sponsor- 
ship with the Arkansas Assessors' Association, an 
annual Assessors' Institute for county assessors and 
deputies. The institute held in the fall of 1962 
was attended by 95 assessors, assessor nominees, and 
deputy assessors representing 57 counties-figures 
comparing with 91 and 55 for the 1961 institute 
and with 74 and 44 for the 1959 institute. A 
special seminar or 2-day course is held every 2 years 
especially for newly elected assessors, which con- 
centrates on the use of manuals and other funda- 
mentals. When county assessors or deputies at- 
tend such meetings, the expenses are paid by the 
State. The division also holds a series of regional 
meetings each year in about 10 centrally located 
cities, bringing together the county assessors, board 
of equalization members, and county judges of 
several counties to improve intercounty coordina- 
tion. 

By the fall of 1957 the division had four field 
men making frequent calls on county assessors. 
In the fall of 1961 there were 8 to 10 men always 
in the field-specialists in various classes of prop- 
erty as commercial, rural, industrial, residential, 
and personal. They are available to work with 
county offices on special problems, training new 
staff, etc. 
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The manuals prescribed in the 1955 law were 
completed and distributed to assessors in the fall 
of 1956 and have since been revised. The latest 
edition of the real estate manual was issued in 1960; 
the personal property manual is kept up to date 
with annual supplements. The State emphasizes 
the careful use of the manuals as an essential 
guide to uniform assessing. 

Rat io  studies. A basic tool of the State in its 
supervision of the assessing process is its continuing 
statewide ratio studies. The ratio study applies to 
both real and personal property. For real prop- 
erty it is based on a field appraisal of the true, full 
market, or actual value, in sampling by classifications 
such as commercial, residential, industrial, rural, 
and miscellaneous properties, to include not less 
than 3 percent of the total number of real properties 
in each classification in the county. The personal 
property ratio study is based on examination of the 
records in each assessor's office to determine the de- 
gree of compliance with the criteria established by 
the Personal Property Manual. The studies are 
broken down by taxing units, and ratios are fur- 
nished each year, by classes of property, for 422 
school districts and 377 municipalities as well as 
the 75 counties. In 1961 for the real estate project 
the division used 42,650 real estate calls on which 
it had made field appraisals. 

The ratio study is to be completed each year by 
August 1 when the division makes certification 
of its findings-"the average ratio of the assessed 
value to the true, full market, or actual value 
of all the property in such county"-to the 
county judge and county assessor in each county and 
also to specified State officials. If the county ratio 
shows the assessed valuation below 18 percent of the 
actual value, the county is to lose certain State aid 
or turnback funds (as described in the following 
section), but the county assessor and board of 
equalization have until the third Monday in 
November to review their assessment roll and make 
adjustments if they wish to do so. If there are 
any such adjustments the Assessment Coordination 
Division makes a new study to determine the 
ratio on the revised roll and certify the new 
ratio to the appropriate officials. 

Level  of assessment. The 1955 legislature set 
20 percent as the ratio of actual value at which 
assessments were to be made and provided means 
for enforcement on a countywide basis. From 1947 
it had been the duty of the Public Service Com- 
mission (or such other agency as was responsible 
for utility assessment) to set a ratio of actual value 
which it would use in assessing utilities, etc., and to 
certify this ratio to local officials of each county. 
The local officials were supposed to use the same 
standard, but there was no means of exerting pres- 
sure to make them do so. 

In accordance with the 1955 law the Public 
Service Commission certified that it would use 

20 percent of the true and full market or actual 
value of property assessed by it in 1957 and directed 
local officials to adopt the same basis for locally 
assessed property. This directive now became sig- 
nificant, since the 1955 law had provided that if, by 
1957, any county had assessed valuations below 90 
percent of the established standard (or 18 percent), 
that county would lose a proportionate share of 
its State aid. 

Subsequently the sanctions were eased by post- 
poning to 1958 the 18 percent requirement and to 
1959 a 20 percent requirement. The 20 percent re- 
quirement now has been dropped and the pro- 
vision is that no money will be withheld if the per 
centum of the assessed value to the true, full market, 
or actual value is 18 percent or more. This gives 
the county assessor a leeway of about 10 percent 
from the planned 20 percent. 

When the certifications were made on August 1, 
1961, the ratios ranged from 16 to 22 percent and 
there were four counties which had assessments less 
than 18 percent of full value, according to the ratio 
studies made by the Assessment Coordination Di- 
vision. By the third Monday in November, one 
county still had failed to bring its percentage up 
to 18 percent. Prior to this time, only one county 
had not made the necessary adjustment, in 1959, 
and this county had part of its turnback moneys 
withheld in 1960. Since school districts, county 
governments, and municipalities receive more than 
50 percent of their combined operating budgets 
from State aid or turnback funds, the possibility of 
any withholding is a potent stimulus to adjusting 
valuations so that the total reaches the minimum 
approved level. 

Current  appropriation. The Assessment Coor- 
dination Division had a budget appropriation of 
$212,100 for each of the fiscal years 1961 and 1962. 

S u m m a r y .  The 1955 legislation under which 
the current program was initiated was, in general, 
strengthened under 1957 legislation, but the pro- 
gram ran into serious opposition in 1959. In that 
year bills were introduced to reduce the assessment 
level to 10 percent of full value, to abandon the 
reappraisal program, and to abolish the Assessment 
Coordination Department. On the other hand, 
the Arkansas Assessors' Association sent a resolution 
to the legislature giving strong support and approval 
to the program and requesting that no legislation 
be passed to restrict or impede the department ac- 
tivities. The net result was legislation postponing 
the date at which loss of State aid would be en- 
forced if the 18 percent ratio were not met, initia- 
tion of a study on how compliance could be made 
easier for the counties, and realignment of the func- 
tions of the Department of Assessment Coordination 
and the Public Service Commission, roughly restor- 
ing the organization in effect in the 1955-57 period. 
The director of the department, speaking in 1961, 
summarized the developments as follows: 
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I fully realize that it  is practically impossible to have 
equalization between property owners for a tax assess- 
ment purpose, but we are closer to achieving this goal a t  
the present in Arkansas than at  any time in the history 
of our State. We are very proud of our program in 
Arkansas, and it  is functioning very efficiently, in our 
opinion, a t  this time even though the citizens of our State 
were reluctant to accept the program in the beginning. 
Evidence of this is that in 1959 the State Legislature 
frowned very much on our appropriation and, for a time, 
the appropriation and existence of the department was in 
doubt. But, the biennial appropriation for 1961 and 1962 
was passed through both houses of the Legislature with- 
out a voice being raised in regard to it. A majority 
of the county assessors accept the recommendations that 
we make through our manuals and use the recommended 
forms for evaluating certain properties. 

Since the existence of our department, the total assess- 
ments in the State (personal and real estate) have risen 
67 percent-personal 31 percent and real estate 87 
percent.' 

One very clear-cut effect of the program has 

'C. Jack Cato, "Improved State Assistance to Local 
Assessors," Assessment Administration, 1961, International 
Association of Assessing Officials, Chicago, 1962, p. 135. 

been the increase in valuations-especially in the 
real estate assessed by the county assessors. The 
comparative figures for 1954, the last year before 
the beginning of the equalization promgram, and 1961 
follow (in thousands) : 

Item I 1954 1 1961 1 Percent 
increase 

Local Assessment: 
Realty. . . . . . . . . . . . . . $406,013 $842,559 108 
PersonaIty . . . . . . . . . 226,988 308,656 1 36 

Grand Total. . . . . . . . . . 838,082 1,416,454 I I 

Total. . . . . . . . . . . 
State Assessment: 

Realty? utilities and 
carr~ers . . . . . . . . . . . 

Personalty, utilities 
and carriers. . . . . . . 

Total.. .. . . . . . . . 

633,001 

10,347 

194,734 

205,081 

1,151,215 

14,625 

250,615 

265,239 

82 
v 

41 

28 

29 - 
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Property tax administration in California has 

made noteworthy progress in postwar years, with 
the State conducting skillfully and effectively two 
Drograms to promote uniformity in local assessing. 
'A o establish and maintain statewide uniformity of 
average local assessment levels among county assess- 
ment districts, advanced techniques have been de- 
veloped. At the same time, an outstanding aid pro- 
gram has been carried on to improve the quality 
of assessing within the individual assessment dis- 
tricts. Failure to equalize the assessment levels of 
State assessed and locally assessed property has 
stirred a controversy that is still unresolved, but it 
involves administrative policy and does not reflect 
on the quality of property appraisal. 

Organization for Assessment 
Administration 

The general property tax, which applies broadly 
and uniformly to realty and most tangible per- 
sonalty; is administered jointly by the State and 
local governments. Its local administration is 
mainly a t  the county level. 

Local Organization 

While California is the largest State in popula- 
tion and third largest in area, it has only 58 local 
primary assessment districts; i.e., the State's 57 
counties and 1 city-county. The counties assess 
property and collect taxes for themselves, school dis- 
tricts, most special districts, and a large majority of 
the cities. Cities are permitted to do their own 
assessing and collecting, but quite generally they de- 
pend on the counties for these  service^.^ The great 

Exempt property includes growing crops; certain trees 
and vines; $100 of personal property of householders; 
and the more or less typical exemptions of the property of 
governments, religious, charitable, and educational insti- 
tutions; and veterans. There are special property taxes 
of 0.1 percent on solvent credits and baled cotton, of 1.5 
percent on aircraft other than those owned by common 
carriers, and an "in lieu" tax on motor vehicles. 

a T o  encourage the use of county assessment and collec- 
tion, with its economy and convenience, by the minority 
of municipalities that still performed this function in order 
to obtain more taxing power than they would have under 
the county level of assessment, a law of 1961 provided 
that "any statutory tax rate limitation to which a gen- 
eral-law city is subject is automatically increased, when 
the city transfers its assessment and collection functions 
to the county, in whatever proportion the assessed value 
of property on which city taxes were extended exceeded 
the assessed value of that property for county tax pur- 
poses in the last year for which the city collected its own 
property taxes." (California State Board of Equalization, 
Annual Report, 196041, p. 17.) 

majority of the counties have the requisite size and 
resources to maintain adequate assessment organi- 
zations-41 have populations over 20,000 and only 
7 under 10,000. 

County assessors are elected for 4-year terms. 
Under this method of selection some of the counties 
fail to get technically competent assessors, but in 
many counties the assessors have professional quali- 
fications and become career administrators through 
repeated reelection. In  some counties professional 
continuity is achieved by a procedure under which 
an assessor planning retirement retires before the 
end of his term, necessitating appointment of an 
assessor for the unexpired term by the board of 
supervisors, who almost invariably appoint some- 
one from the assessor's staff. In  a recent election 
only one successful candidate came from outside the 
fraternity. According to Cuthbert E. Reeves, who 
surveyed all the county assessment organizations in 
1958: 

Almost without exception, the elected assessors dis- 
play great interest in their tasks. Some have a back- 
ground which gives them special qualifications, but 
regardless of background, nearly all evince keen under- 
standing of the basic elements in appraising and a some- 
what surpnsing familiarity with the recommended 
techniques. Where the importance of assessing warrants 
having a considerable staff, the assessors seem to have been 
successful in recruiting very competent men for the key 
positions. As a generality, my staff confirms my own 
conviction that the quality of personnel in these offices 
definitely is superior to what is found in most states? 

State Organization 

The State's share of property tax administration 
is the responsibility of the Board of Equalization, a 
constitutional agency of four members elected by 
districts for 4-year terms and, ex officio, the State 
controller. This board, created in 1879, now ad- 
ministers State taxes yielding close to three-fifths 
of the State tax revenue in addition to its property 
tax responsibilities. The latter include ( 1 ) assess- 
ment of all railroad and public utility property for 
local taxation; (2 )  interdistrict equalization of 
assessments; and (3 )  provision of supervisory and 
technical aid to county assessors. 

The board's administrative organization, under 
an executive secretary, includes two major line 
divisions or departments, one to administer busi- 
ness taxes and the other to administer property 
taxes. The Property Tax Department, headed by 

' Cuthbert E. Reeves, "Local Assessment of Property," 
Consultants' Report No. 3, in Final Report of  the Joint 
Interim Committee on Assessment Practices to the Cali- 
fornia Legislature, May, 1959, p. 334. 
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an assistant executive secretary, operates through 
three divisions, each identified with one of the de- 
partment's functions-the Valuation Division, con- 
cerned with central assessment; the Intercounty 
Equalization Division; and the Assessment Stand- 
ards Division, concerned with aiding and improv- 
ing local assessing. The Property Tax Depart- 
ment's staff numbers about 160. 

For the State government's share of property 
tax administration, California's expenditure is 
rather modest. The Board of Equalization's total 
expenditure for this purpose in fiscal 1960-61, in- 
cluding the expenditures of the Property Tax De- 
partment and the department's share of central 
staff overhead and services of other State agencies, 
was $1,850,900, of which intercounty equalization 
accounted for 44 percent, central assessment of 
railroad and public utility property for 35 percent, 
and aid to county assessors for 21 percent. This 
expenditure amounted to 11 cents per capita and 
0.084 percent of the year's total local tax levies on 
tangible property of $2.196 billion. The amount 
was small, but, as will be shown, the benefits were 
large. 

Board of Equalization Expenditures, Projerty Tax Department, 
7960-67 1 

[In thousands of dollars] 

tures 
Division 

Assessment standards. . . . . 
Equalization.. . . . . . . . . . . 
Valuation.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Total . . . . . . . . . . . .  1 1 , 6 8 6 2  1 187.5 1 '1,850.9 

Board 
expendi- 

tures 
-- 

$371. 5 
737.0 
577.7 

1 Excludes $170, 000 of reimbursable costs for mapping. 
2 Excludes $22,641 of reimbursable costs for making 

timber appraisals for counties included in first two columns. 

Source: California Board of Equalization, Annual Re- 
port,  1960-61, table 3A. 

State Aid for Local Assessing 
California has not permitted its zeal for inter- 

area equalization of assessments to obscure the more 
basic need for equitable primary assessing. The 
Division of Assessment Standards was organized in 
1938 primarily to aid the elective county assessors 
in achieving high-quality assessment, and its ac- 
complishments have well justified its creation. 
While the State Board of Equalization lacks the 
broad supervisory powers possessed by the similar 
agencies of some  state^,^ the Standards Division 

The board's powers are largely advisory, though for 
purposes of intercounty equalization it may order uniform 
percentage increases or decreases in a county's total 
assessment roll. 

works closely with the Standards Committee of the 
State Association of County Assessors and its pro- 
fessional advice and aid are widely accepted. 

In  early postwar years the division created a 
broad foundation for a statewide program by a 
notable survey, authorized by legislation in 1947, 
of each county assessment district in the State, to 
determine the adequacy of the procedures and 
practices employed by the assessor; the nature and 
extent of the county's taxable resources; the volume 
of assessing work called for; and the requirements 
of the assessor, in equipment, personnel, and funds, 
to do an adequate job. The initial project in- 
volved several years of painstaking work, and simi- 
lar surveys, upon request, are a continuing feature 
of the division's program. 

Each survey, as completed, was published in 
attractive form with supporting maps, tables, charts, 
and diagrams. Given in precise form were the 
county's economic characteristics as they affected 
assessing, the special features of the assessment 
load and the assessing methods which they called 
for, the office space required, together with an 
efficient layout of furniture and equipment, specific 
map and record system requirements, an organi- 
zation chart with an explanation of personnel 
needs, and detailed annual budgets projected for 
5 years. The entire presentation violated the usual 
rules by being intelligible and interesting to lay- 
men as well as technicians. The reports went to 
the assessor, county officials, and leading citizens 
as a basis for education, discussion, and conference 
with State board representatives, and were influ- 
ential in upgrading the assessor's office in numerous 
counties. 

Functions of the Division of Assessment 
Standards 

The overall program of the Assessment Stand- 
ards Division includes general advisory services, 
compilation and publication of manuals, schedules, 
forms, etc., valuation research, review of claims 
of organizations for tax exemptions, and contract 
mapping and timber appraisal services. For the 
performance of these functions the division had 
an authorized technical staff of 23 in 1962 (with 5 
vacancies at the beginning of fiscal 1962-63), not 
including technicians in the contract services. This 
technical staff includes specialists in building 
costs, record systems, and appraisal of urban-type 
realty, rural-type realty, equipment, inventories, 
and other personal property, and industrial, water 
supply, mining, petroleum, gas, and timber 
property. 

The division's advis'ory services include, in addi- 
tion to the handling of innumerable inquiries, ex- 
tensive field services such as on-the-job training of 
assessors in specialized work and group training 
courses in a variety of fields throughout the State, 
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aid in solving technical appraisal problems, consul- 
tation on equipment, personnel and reappraisal 
problems, and conduct of special surveys for in- 
dividual counties. The division participates in 
numerous group and regional conferences and in 
the State board's annual conference with assessors. 
An inservice training program is maintained for the 
division's staff, including training in the instruction 
of assessors and use of instructional materials. 

The publications of the division for the guidance 
of assessors include an Assessors' Handbook, a series 
of appraisal manuals, numerous cost and price 
schedules, and various statistical reports. The hand- 
book, covering every phase of the assessor's job, is 
under constant revision, as are the division's other 
publications. Illustrating the annual publication 
schedule, the following material was revised and re- 
issued in fiscal 1961-62: Qualifications for Asses- 
sors, Machine Prepared Roll Procedure, Data Proc- 
essing Equipment and Procedure, Sales Ratio 
Studies, Building Cost Manual (Part V, Rural), 
Appraisal of Residential Personal Property, Farm 
Mobile Equipment Cost Data, Commercial Equip- 
ment Cost Data, Industrial Mobile Cost Data, Ves- 
sel and Boat Manual, Boat Cost Data, Airplane 
Valuation Data. Valuation research is carried on 
in conjunction with the preparation of publica- 
tions and in developing solutions for special ap- 
praisal problems. 

A mapping section of the division prepares tax 
maps for counties under contracts providing for 
actual reimbursement of costs to the State. While 
standard tax maps are not a legal requirement, 
a great majority of the counties have such maps, 
about half of them supplied by the division. The 
division also initiated a contract timber appraisal 
service in 1960 which was being used by four 
counties in 1962. 

Review of exemptions. The Board of Equali- 
zation is required by law to review all claims by 
organizations requesting exemption from taxation 
under the provisions of the welfare exemption sec- 
tion of the State constitution and to send its findings 
to the county assessors for their consideration. The 
Division of Assessment Standards, which performs 
this function, processed 3,092 claims in fiscal 1961- 
62, including 241 new claims. Of the new claims, 
the division recommended approval of 129 and 
denial of 1 12. 

One of the numerous usefully informative fea- 
tures of the annual reports of the Board of Equali- 
zation is the statement, by counties, of the number 
and assessed value of veterans', church, college, 
and welfare exemptions, and of the total value and 
its percentage relation to each county's taxable 
assessed valuation. In fiscal 1960-61 the total ex- 
emption for the State was $1.6 billion, or 5 percent 
of the taxable valuation, but the range for the 
58 counties was from 0.7 percent to 8.2 percent. 

12 

The Benefits of Supervision 

In 1958 a Joint Interim Committee on Assess- 
ment Practices of the California State Legislature 
retained Cuthbert E. Reeves, nationally known 
consultant on property appraisal, to investigate and 
report on the quality of local assessing in the State. 
Reeves and his staff reviewed the assessment ratio 
studies and other relevant data of the Board of 
Equalization, utilized the findings of the committee's 
statistical con~ultant,~ conducted independent 
assessment-sales ratio studies, and made field sur- 
veys of all county assessment districts to determine, 
firsthand, the methods, procedures, and capabilities 
of the county assessors and to evaluate the quality 
and effectiveness of the Assessment Standards Di- 
vision's supervisory services. 

In submitting his report, Reeves stated, "My 
statewide investigation of assessing procedures and 
assessments and of operations in the numerous 
county assessing departments has convinced me that 
the standard of uniformity being attained in Cali- 
fornia definitely is higher than I have found in other 
States." 

Reeves emphasized that this judgment was rela- 
tive, that assessing in some counties was substand- 
ard, and that there was some variation in the level 
of assessment among classes of property. There was 
a tendency, he found, for farm property to be as- 
sessed at the lowest level, for the assessment of com- 
mercial classes of personalty to be high, for higher 
assessing of higher valued property in the residential 
and commercial groups, and for less uniformity in 
the assessment of personalty. Summing up the sit- 
uation, however, he said that "it appears that there 
is a reasonable degree of uniformity as to intra- 
county assessing," and that the findings- 
. . . all warrant the conclusion that in most of the counties, 
reasonable consistency prevails in the assessing of individ- 
ual parcels within a class, and that the disparities between 
classes of property may be explainable if not fully justifi- 
able.7 

One important purpose of the field survey was 
to get the county assessors' appraisal of the services 
rendered by the Division of Assessment Standards. 
In  the words of the report: 

The great majority declared that it has been the chief 
factor in promoting notable progress throughout the State. 
The few reservations from enthusiastic, wholesale endorsc- 
ment were from some rural counties which find the tech- 
nique too detailed and generally beyond their require- 
ments. Another "complaint," if it can be so termed, 
is that solving of special problems sometimes has to wait 
because the DAS personnel available for advisory service 
are too few in number to meet the demand.' 

'See Dr. George M. Kuznets, Report No. 5, in Final 
Report of the Joint Interim Committee, 1959, op .  cit., 
ppd: 355-380. 

Reeves, o p .  cit., p. 295. 
Reeves, o p .  cit., p. 330 
Reeves, op .  cit., p. 336. 
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"The counties in which the greater degree of 
uniformity is found," the Reeves report continues, 
"are mostly those which have progressed furthest 
in the adoption of state-approved appraisal meth- 
ods and the intelligent application thereof and a 
few others where standardized procedures were 
evolved many years ago." I t  was also Reeves' 
observation that "The number and magnitude of 
inequities that arise from intracounty lack of equali- 
zation in assessment of ordinary property can be 
minimized by continuation and augmentation of the 
State Board of Equalization supervision and assist- 
ance program." 

Further evidence of the well-above-average qual- 
ity of local assessing in California was disclosed by 
the assessment-sales ratio study covering 1,263 se- 
lected assessment districts in 48 States conducted by 
the Census Bureau in conjunction with its 1957 
Census of Governments. The coefficients of dis- 
persion (or indexes of inequality) in the assess- 
ments of single-family houses were below 20, a 
range considered to indicate good to high-quality 
assessing, in only 20 percent of all districts, but were 
in this range in 38 percent of the 34 California dis- 
tricts included in the study. In the comparison of 
districts over 50,000 population, California made a 
still better showing. The study covered 395 such 
districts, 27 of them in California. Of the latter, 
13, or 48 percent, had coefficients of dispersion of 
20 or lower, while only 20 percent of the other 
districts were in this classification.ll 

Interdistrict Equalization 
Intercounty equalization and equalization be- 

tween State property assessment. and local property 
assessments have been continuing concerns of the 
State legislature, its interim committees on taxa- 
tion, and the State Board of Equalization in post- 
war years, both issues having taken on new im- 
portance. While the State had discontinued its 
use of the property tax in 1910, the equitable ad- 
ministration of a school foundation program en- 
acted in 1945 deoended on sound intercountv 
equalization of asse'ssments to prevent competitive 
underassessment. Tax and debt limits geared to 
assessed valuations also needed to be given uniform 
statewide value, as did tax exemptions for veterans 
and grants to the needy aged, blind, and children 
that had means tests related to assessed valuation. 

The central assessment of utilities, generator of 
the problem of equalizing State and local assess- 
ments, had its origin in a provision of the constitu- 
tion of 1879 for State assessment of certain kinds of 
intercounty railroad property. In 1910 the general 
property tax on public utilities was replaced by an 

Reeves, op. cit., p. 330. 
lo Ibid., p. 297. 
"The source of these data is U.S. Bureau of the Census, 

Taxable Property Values in the United States (I957 Cen- 
rus of Governments, vol. V ) ,  tables 19 and 22. 

"in lieu" gross receipts tax;" but a constitutional 
amendment of 1933 removed this tax, reimposed 
on public utilities a general property tax for local 
use, made the State Board of Equalization responsi- 
ble for assessing most classes of public utilities, and 
provided that: "All property so assessed by said 
board shall be subject to taxation to the same ex- 
tent and in the same manner as other property." 
(art. XIII, sec. 14.) 

The State constitution provides that "all prop- 
erty subject to taxation shall be assessed for taxa- 
tion at its full cash value" (art. XI, sec. 12) ; that 
State and county boards of equalization are em- 
powered to make the assessment roll conform to the 
"true value in money" of the property it contains 
(art. XIII, sec. 9) ; and that the State Board of 
Equalization shall assess property within its assess- 
ing jurisdiction "at the actual value" of such prop- 
erty (art. XIII, sec. 14). As in most other States, 
the assessing practice tends to be remote from the 
legal requirement, thereby complicating the prob- 
lem of equalization. 

In carrying out its new assessment responsibilities, 
the State Board of Equalization announced that it 
was assessing public utility property at 50 percent 
of its market value, and in each of the 3 years 1935- 
37 required percentage adjustments of many county 
assessment rolls for the purpose of intercounty and 
State-county assessment equalization. The result- 
ing uproar of complaint discouraged the board from 
issuing further equalization orders, and from 1938 
to 1949 it merely met the formal requirements of 
the constitution by declaring each year that dl 
property assessments were equalized as assessed. 

In the meantime, the new school foundation 
program had created an urgent need for inter- 
county equalization, the level of local assessments 
in many areas was failing to keep pace with rising 
wartime and postwar property values and appar- 
ently falling farther and farther below the 50- 
percent level at which the Board of Equalization 
stated it was assessing public utility property, and 
some local assessors were contending that the actual 
level of public utility assessment was materially 
lower than that stated by the board. "Perhaps the 
most significant element in the charges and 
countercharges during this period," according to 
one commentator, "was the absence of any large 
body of factual evidence to support one or the 
other argument." Is 

a Since there was supposed to be a relationship between 
the rates of this tax and the rates of local property taxes, 
the State continued to have an administrative interest in 
the latter, making studies from time to time to determine 
whether the proper relationships were being preserved. 

Is Leslie E. Carbert in Report of the Senate Interim 
Committee on State and Local Taxation, Part 6, Prop- 
erty Assessments and Equalization in California, 1953, 
p. 18. In  ch. 1 (pp. 1-20) Carbert reviewed the entire 
background of the State's problems of assessment adminis- 
tration. 



THE ROLE OF THE STATES IN STRENGTHENING THE PROPERTY TAX 

In  an attempt to solve these equalization prob- 
lems, the 1949 session of the legislature enacted a 
law giving specific administrative instructions to 
the State Board of Eaualization. The board was 

1 

to conduct annually a sample survey in each county 
to determine the relationship between the assessed 
and market values of locally assessed property, and 
was also to determine the statewide average ratio 
of assessed to market value for such property. For 
these determinations the board was directed to 
consider sales and other appraisal data "compiled 
by appraisers competent to determine accurately 
the market value of the property." The law in- 
cluded provisions for equalizing the assessment 
ratios of State assessed and locally assessed prop- 
erty in each county and for providing more equita- 
ble allocations of State aid where assessed valuation 
was a factor. 

The adoption of this 1949 legislation stirred 
widespread concern that the payment of large 
amounts of taxes would be shifted from the public 
utilities to other taxpayers, and the law never went 
into effect. The 1951 legislature postponed its 
application for 2 years, as did succeeding legisla- 
tive sessions, until it was repealed in 1959. Before 
the legislative action of 1951, however, the State 
Board of Equalization had completed the man- 
dated sample survey, thus laying the groundwork 
for what has become an outstanding intercounty 
equalization program. 

The Intercounty Equalization Program 

Under the State constitution (art. XIII,  sec. 9) : 
. . . State and county boards of equalization are hereby 
authorized and empowered . . . to increase or lower the 
entire assessment roll, or any assessment contained 
therein, so as to equalize the assessment of the property 
contained in said assessment roll, and make the assess- 
ment conform to the true value in money of the property 
contained in said roll; 

The courts have held that this section is to be read 
distributively, thus authorizing the State Board of 
Equalization to increase or lower the entire assess- 
ment roll of any county but not the individual 
assessments, and a county board of equalization to 
increase or lower individual assessments but not the 
entire roll. In  1959, while repealing the compre- 
hensive 1949 variable-ratio method of equalization, 
the legislature introduced a variable-ratio method 
of intercounty equalization for school purposes. 
The board is required to certify to the State De- 
partment of Education a factor for each county 
(the statewide average assessment ratio divided by 
the county ratio), which is used to adjust county 
assessed values to bases for distribution of State 
aid to school districts and repayment of school 
construction loans. 

The function of the Intercounty Equalization 
Division of the State Board of Equalization is to 
measure the average assessment level of each 

county annually, primarily to enable the board to 
take such action as is required to bring the assess- 
ment levels of the 58 counties into reasonable con- 
formity and to enable the State Department of 
Education to make an equitable distribution of 
school equalization aid. The division performs 
this function by means of sample assessment ratio 
surveys. The work is done by a staff of about 60, 
operating through 5 field offices, at  an overall 
annual cost of upward of $800,000. 

The first assessment ratio study was completed 
in 1951, but not until 1955 did the procedure be- 
come fully operative for issuance of equalization 
orders, and not until 1956 did it take the form in 
which it has since been continued and refined. 
The basic features of the procedure were written 
into the statutes in 1959. 

The board's painstaking efforts over a period of 
years to develop a reliable method of measuring 
assessment levels give significance to the special 
characteristics of the procedure that has evolved, 
particularly to the rigorous statistical techniques 
that are applied. The main features may be sum- 
marized as follows : l4 

Use of appraised aalues. In its sample surveys 
the board relies entirely on appraised values, rather 
than on sales prices or combinations of sales prices 
and appraised values, as is customary in most other 
States. The work is done by a carefully trained 
staff of appraisers, who use the best professional 
techniques. 

The board's objections to measuring assessment 
levels by comparing assessed values of real prop- 
erties with their sales prices are that (1)  sold 
properties do not constitute a true cross section of 
all locally assessable property; (2)  the practice 
ignores personal property; and ( 3 )  the sales price 
may not reflect the actual monetary value of the 
property, as when, for example, the seller takes as 
part of the purchase price a second mortgage worth 
considerably less than its face value. Ronald 
Welch, who directs the Property Tax Department, 
says : l5 
. . . of course our appraisals are necessarily subjective, and 
those who defend sales-assessment ratios are critical of 
our method for this reason. I can assure you, however, 
that our appraisers do a very professional job and that 
they are thoroughly dedicated to the proposition that 
sales prices are the best evidence of value. Each year 
as we go into a county to make a new appraisal survey, 

l4 There is little up-to-date published material on the 
procedures followed in California's assessment ratio 
studies. This summary is based mainly on the following 
unpublished papers presented by Ronald B. Welch, Assis- 
tant Executive Secretary, Property Taxes, California 
State Board of Equalization: Measuring County Assess- 
ment Leoels, November 1960; Sampling for Intercounty 
Equalization Purposej, December 1962; Expansion of the 
Intercounty Equalization Samples, January 1963; "Trend- 
zng" for Intercounty Equalization Purposes, September 
1961. - 

''Quoted from a letter dated Feb. 26, 1963. 
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we check to see which real properties that we ap- 
praised 3 years ago have changed hands and try to 
verify the terms of sales and the validity of sales ~ r i c e s  
as market value evidence. The ratios of the aggregate 
prices in acceptable transactions to aggregate appraised 
values are quite uniformly in the 90- to 95-percent range. 
These tests are not very reliable, since the number of 
sales is small, but the results are reassuring. A 90- to 
95-percent range is good in view of the fact that the 
sales have occurred up to 3 years after the appraisals 
were made and real property values advance rapidly 
and more or less continuously in California. 

T h e  sampling technique. The board uses a 
random, stratified sample designed to be truly rep- 
resentative of all locally assessable tangible prop- 
erty, real and personal. The size of the sample used 
for the several counties ranges from 87 to 492 
properties, with the number designed to obtain 
assessment ratios of equal accuracy in all counties.le 
All of the assessments on a county's local assessment 
roll are classified in 18 strata, 9 on the secured roll 
and 9 on the unsecured roll (property, the taxes 
on which are not a lien on real property sufficient, 
in the opinion of the assessor, to secure payment of 
the taxes), according to the size of the assessments, 
i.e., secured roll stratum No. 1, under $2,000, to 
No. 9, $5 million and over, and unsecured roll 
stratum No. 11, under $1,000, to stratum No. 19, 
$5 million and over. An additional stratum, No. 
10, is used in 17 counties for developed petroleum, 
mineral and water rights. With the total number 
of assessments in each stratum known, a number 
of assessments is selected at  random from each 
stratum-a very low percentage of the assessments 
in the low-value strata and a very high percentage 
in the high-value strata. The properties involved 
in this random selection are then identified and 
assigned to the appraisers for valuation. 

Among the States that regularly conduct assess- 
ment ratio studies, California appears to be the 
only State that uses a random stratified sample of 
the universe of locally assessed property. With 
respect to the size of the sample, Welch states that 
"We can demonstrate by standard statistical pro- 
cedures that this seemingly small sample produces 
highly accurate results, assuming, as we must, that 
the appraised values are accurate measures of mar- 
ket value," and suggests "that small, professionally 
designed samples and more careful measurement of 
market values will produce more reliable results 
than masses of unverified data of limited or dubi- 
ous accuracy." 

"The statistical tool used as a measure of sample 
adequacy is a confidence interval; namely, the distance 
on either side of the mean of a sample within which the 
means of other samples of equal size would fall if the 
universe were successively sampled an infinite number of 
times (the items in each sample being returned to the 
universe before the next sample is drawn). 

Ronald B. Welch, "Measuring Local Assessment 
Levels Between Survey Years," in Revenue Administra- 
tion, 1960, National Association of Tax Administrators, 
Chicago, p. 36. 

Stratification by assessed value size appears to 
serve well the primary purpose of finding the re- 
lation of the assessed value to the market value of 
all locally assessable property for intercounty equali- 
zation; but it is less helpful for intracounty equaliza- 
tion than would be stratification by property-use 
type, a classification which the county assessors' 
records do not now permit. The consultants to 
the legislature's Joint Interim Committee on As- 
sessment Practices in 1958 noted this limitation and 
recommended that the board require that the as- 
sessment rolls show suitable code numbers and 
amplify its sampling pattern to permit a determina- 
tion of assessment ratio for each property type.18 
This has not been done. 

Expanding the sample. Upon completion of the 
sample appraisals in a county, the sample for each 
stratum is-separately expanded to a tentative esti- 
mate of the market value for the stratum by mul- 
tiplying the average appraised value of the prop- 
erties in the sample by the total number of assess- 
ments in the stratum. Addition of these tentative 
estimates for the 18 strata gives a tentative esti- 
mate of market value for the entire local roll. This 
figure is then adjusted as follows. The average 
assessed value of the property in the sample is ex- 
panded in the same manner, and the expanded fig- 
ure is compared with the actual total assessed value. 
If it differs (and it usually does slightly), the tenta- 
tive market value figure is adjusted accordingly. 
For example, if it is 101 percent of the actual as- 
sessed value, the tentative market value figure is 
divided by 1.01. The result is an estimate of the 
market value of all locally assessable tangible prop- 
erty in the county.l9 

Trending. The market value estimate thus pro- 
duced relates to a lien date for which assessed values 
have already been fixed, since the staff always picks 
its sample from a roll that has been completed and 
appraises it as of that roll's lien date. The result- 
ing estimate is then projected, or "trended,'' to the 
current year. For example, in the 1962-63 fiscal 
year properties in a sample are appraised at their 
market value on the 1962 assessment date and the 
estimated 1962 market value is trended forward to 
the 1963 assessment date for comparison with the 
1963 assessed value. The current assessed value is 
related to the projected market value to determine 
the assessment ratio. 

The law requires that the board make appraisals 
in each county at least once in 3 years, and that be- 

Is Reeves, op.  cit., pp. 323-324. 
"This simplified summary of the expansion procedure 

disregards the special adjustments that are provided for- 
in counties with stratum 10 properties, in dealing with 
unsecured properties which are either unassessed or are as- 
sessed at less than $1,000, and in removing to a separate 
stratum 20 any property in the sample that is assessed at  
a ratio to its appraised value that is so high or so low 
as to make it seem unrepresentative of unappraised prop- 
erties in the same stratum. 
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tween appraisal survey years it project the esti- 
mated market value from the last prior survey. 
Thus in approximately one-third of the counties 
there is a 1-year projection, in another third there 
is a 2-year projection, and in the remaining third 
there is a 3-year projection. 

The projection is made by means of an equation 
that is derived by relating the most recent ap- 
praisal-based estimate of the market value of 
locally assessable property in each county to three 
economic indexes-public and parochial school en- 
rollment in grades 1 to 8, sales of retailers other 
than service station operators and automobile 
dealers, and wages of persons insured by the State 
against unempl~yment.~~ Since new appraisal sur- 
veys are made each year in one-third of the counties, 
appraisal-based estimates of market value and 3- 
year projections are available for comparison as of 
a single assessment date. Given overall perfection, 
the two estimates for a given county would be 
equal. In  practice there has been a reasonably 
satisfactory correlation, though with the new ap- 
praisal-based estimates tending to be higher than 
the projected estimates, particularly in the small 

The procedure followed by the board in its ap- 
praisal surveys recognizes explicitly that- 

Market values must be related to assessed values that 
were made prior to the time the market values became 
known to assessors if the assessment level is to be measured 
with any assurance of accuracy." 

By appraising property in a sample taken from a 
completed assessment roll and as of the preceding 
lien date, it also is possible, without danger of 
biasing the sample, to inform assessors of the prop- 
erties in the sample as soon as they are selected, and 
of the appraised values as soon as they are 
established. 

Disclosure of data. By board policy and by law, 
the assessor is given an opportunity to examine and 

*Additional adjustments are made in counties with 
ap reciable timber and petroleum resources. 

'Reporting on such comparison in September 1961, 
Ronald Welch said: "We have yet to get a perfect fit, 
but we have had many near misses and enough misfits 
to dispel any complacency that we might otherwise have 
acquired. In  our 5 years of experience we have estab- 
lished beyond doubt (a)  that our new appraisal surveys 
tend to produce higher full value estimates than were ob- 
tained by trending, which is to say that our trend lines are 
usually not steep enough; and ( b )  that the underestima- 
tion of full value by trending (hence, the overstatement 
of the assessment ratio) tends to be greater in small coun- 
ties than in large ones. . . . 

"The degree of misfit has been decreasing over the 
past several years, and we hope that it will continue to 
decrease for several more years. There is, of course, an 
irreducible minimum, and we have no idea now how 
small this may be. . . ." ("Trending" for Intercounty 
Equalization Purposes, op. cit.) 
" Welch, "Measuring Local Assessment Levels Between 

Suivey Years," 09. cit., p. 33. See, also, California State 
Board of Equalization, Annual Report, 1955-56, p. 5. 

discuss the appraisals with the board's appraisers, 
and the subsequent equalization procedures are sub- 
ject to check by the assessor at every stage and by 
the public at several stages. The board must trans- 
mit promptly to each county assessor the computed 
ratio of assessed to market value for his county, 
and also advises assessors in advance of the prob- 
able market value in order to aid them in con- 
forming to the reauired assessment level. - 

The board is required each year to prepare pre- 
liminary tabulations, open for public inspection, 
showing for each county the year's assessment ratio 
and specified data relating to its derivation (in 
such a way as to prevent identification of individ- 
ual parcels). Each assessor is then given an 
opportunity to discuss the tabulations as they re- 
late to his county. Following any adjustments 
deemed necessary as the result of such discussions, 
the board is required, not later than a specified 
date, to make the tabulations available for public 
inspection and to publish the assessment ratios for 
all counties. Publication of the ratios, authorized 
by the legislature in 1959, had been widely op- 
posed by the assessors on grounds that it would 
overstimulate appeals from assessments; but thus 
far there has been no such result. 

Equalization orders and the tolerance zone. 
When the State Board of Equalization made its 
first assessment ratio survey, in 1951, it found the 
statewide ratio of assessed to market value of locally 
assessed tangible property to be 28 percent and the 
range for the individual counties to be from 17 
percent to 32 percent. By 1955, when the board 
first issued county equalization orders on the basis 
of an assessment ratio survey, the statewide ratio 
had declined to 22.1 Dercent. With eaualization 
at market value imprakicable, the boar2 obtained 
the opinion of the State attorney general that it 
could equalize at the statewide average and decided 
that 25 percent would be a good standard. It 
decided, also, that a tolerance zone centered on 
the 25 percent standard, was desirable and issued 
equalization orders only to the 14 counties whose 
assessment ratios were below 20 percent. 

Subsequently, the board has centered the toler- 
ance zone, which it sets each year, on the statewide 
average. The averages in 195661 remained rela- 
tively constant, ranging from 22.6 percent to 24.0 
percent and standing at 23.5 percent in 1961. The 
tolerance zone has been narrowed. but the assessors 
have become highly sensitive to the results of the 
ratio studies and make special efforts to keep within 
zone limits. In no recent year, until 1962, when 
it issued two orders. has the board found it neces- 
sary to issue more than one equalization order. 
Considerable lenal formalitv surrounds the issuance " 
of such orders, including the right of a county to 
a hearing before the board at the State capitol. 
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State-Local Equalization 

In  the central assessment of railroad and public 
utility property, the board is responsible for deter- 
mining the market value of the properties, equal- 
izing their level of assessment with that for locally 
assessed property, and allocating the assessed val- 
uations of the unitarily assessed operating proper- 
ties among the local taxing districts. 

The technical work of appraisal and allocation 
is done by the board's Valuation Division, which 
has for this purpose what probably is the largest 
technical staff among the States. There are a 
total of 65 positions, 30 of which are concerned 
with allocation. According to expert evidence, 
the division has been functioning with notable 
competence. Two comprehensive independent 
surveys in recent years have made suggestions for 
improvements in certain techniques and proce- 
dures, but have recognized the good quality of the 
operation.= 

In the refinement of formulas for determina- 
tion of the unit valuation of operating property, 
the Valuation Division in recent years has evolved 
a productive method of deriving the income figure 
used in income capitalization as evidence of value. 
Instead of using the orthodox capitalization of a 
utility's net income after deduction of all expenses 
except interest charges, the division places its main 
emphasis on the results obtained by capitalizing 
income before interest charges, depreciation, and 
corporation income and property ta~es .~ '  Among 
other fields in which the Valuation Division has 
been doing distinguished utility valuation research 
is the perplexing one of allocating unitary valua- 
tions to the local taxing jurisdictions. In Cali- 
fornia this means over 5,000 taxing districts and 
over 16,000 code areas or tax rate areas. C. M. 
Chapman, in recommending further experimental 
studies of method by the division, observed that 
"Probably it would be far more logical to eliminate 
intrastate allocation and to tax state-assessed prop- 
erty on a statewide basis." " 

While the Valuation Division and the Inter- 
county Equalization Division have been producing 
reliable data that facilitate the equalization of 
assessments of State assessed and locally assessed 
property, the State Board of Equalization itself ap- 
parently has made little effort to equalize the two 
levels of assessment. For a number of years the 

"Leslie E. Carbert in Report of the Senate Interim 
Committee on State and Local Taxation, Part 6, 1953, 
Divisions I1 and 111, op .  cit. ,  and C. M .  Chapman, "A 
Survey of State Assessment of Property," Report No. 2 
in Final Report of Joint Interim Committee o n  Assess- 
ment  Practices, 1959, op .  cit.  

"For description and justification of this method, see 
Ronald B. Welch, "Refinements in the Capitalization-of- 
Earnings Approach to Valuation of Public Utilities Prop- 
erties," in National Tax Association, Proceedings of the 
48 th  Annual Conference, 1955, pp. 99-108. 

26 Chapman, op.  cit., p. 223.  

board has had the evidence of its Intercounty 
Equalization Division's surveys that the statewide 
assessment level for locally assessed property is be- 
low 25 percent of market value, but it has contin- 
ued to assess public utility property at close to twice 
the local assessment level. 

The Joint Interim Committee on Assessment 
Practices, reporting to the legislature in 1959, said: 

State-assessed property is being assessed a t  levels ap- 
proximately twice the statewide average for locally assessed 
property. I t  is appraised for assessment purposes in the 
manner generally accepted throughout the country for 
utilities and railroads. 

The present constitutional requirements that all tax- 
able property 'shall be taxed in proportion to its value' 
(art. XIII, sec. I ) ,  and that all state-assessed property 
'shall be subject to taxation to the same extent and in 
the same manner as other property' (art. XIII,  sec. 14) 
are clearly being violatedem 

Quite understandably, the board fell into this 
predicament in the postwar inflation when the mar- 
ket value of ordinary property was rising more rap- 
idly than that of utility property because of the reg- 
ulatory restraints imposed on the latter, and local 
assessors were doubting the validity of the soaring 
values of the former and failing to advance assess- 
ments accordingly. 

When the magnitude of the discrimination was 
disclosed by the board's first assessment ratio survey, 
it was clear that the law was being violated; but 
it was also clear that any abrupt rectification of the 
situation could have a disruptive effect on local 
governments that were materially dependent on 
taxes levied on public utility property or were al- 
ready pressing against their tax rate limits. There 
was no public enthusiasm for enforcing the law, 
a feature that might be expected to carry some 
weight with an elective regulatory board; and there 
was some feeling that for regulated monopoly en- 
terprises, entitled to earn a fair return on their in- 
vestments, no material harm was imposed as the 
tax was passed on to their customers. The rail- 
roads enjoyed no such advantage, however, and 
the electric and gas utilities were concerned over 
the unregulated competition of residual fuel oil and 
tax-exempt publicly owned enterprises. 

Interim study committees of the legislature, par- 
ticularly those reporting in 1953 and 1959, have 
given the problem searching attention and proposed 
solutions. In response to an inquiry addressed by 
the chairman of the Joint Interim Committee on 
Assessment Practices to the chairman of the State 
Board of Equalization in 1958, the latter explained 
the difficulties involved and suggested that- 

This corrective action might well follow the pattern under 
which the differences in assessment practices developed. 
As we have indicated, this seems to have been a matter 
of gradual change occurring for the most part during a 
10-year period beginning in 1939. If elimination of in- 
equity could be achieved on a gradual basis during a like 

28 Final Report ,  op .  cit. ,  p. 12.  
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period that would seem preferable to any drastic change. 
Reduction in the ratio of assessed value to market value 
of state-assessed property might be accomplished at  a 
rate not exceeding 2 percentage points in any year." 

This plan, similar to one carried to completion over 
a 10-year period by the Oregon Tax Commission, 
has had subsequent discussion but has not become 
an officially declared policy of the board. 

The Joint Interim Committee's technical con- 
sultants, Chapman and Reeves, concurred in rec- 
ommending the setting of a uniform standard of 
assessment above the existing statewide level of local 
assessments and below the level of State assessments, 
with gradual transition to the common level over a 
10-year period.28 The committee's own recommen- 
dation was for a constitutional amendment requir- 
ing the assessment and equalization of locally as- 
sessed property at 25 percent of full cash value, with 
equalization mandatory outside of a range from 
22.5 percent to 27.5 percent; and requiring the 
board to assess the property owned or used by rail- 
road, express, and specified types of car companies 
at 25 percent of full cash value, and to assess the 
property owned and used by telegraph, telephone, 
electric, and gas utilities at 50 percent of full cash 
value.29 None of the foregoing recommendations 
has been adopted and equalization of State and 
local assessments remains unfinished business. 

Review and Appeal 
The 1959 report of the Joint Interim Committee 

on Assessment Practices directed attention to the 
serious shortcomings of the State's provisions for 
the review and appeal of assessments. 

1. In the first place, the authority for adminis- 
trative review of primary assessments is deficient. 
The county boards of equalization can change in- 
dividual assessments on appeal, but they have no 
authority to bring the assessments of different classes 
of property into uniformity by ordering the increase 
or decrease of the level of assessment of all property 
of a class or type. The State Board of Equalization 
can uniformly raise or lower a county's entire locally 
assessed, secured roll, which has no effect one way 
or the other on intracounty uniformity of assess- 
ment. The board's assessment ratio surveys could 
be made highly effective tools for intracounty 
equalization if the board had more adequate super- 
visory authority. 

2. I n  the second place, the appellate facilities 
available to the aggrieved taxpayer fail to offer him 
a satisfactory remedy. The county board of super- 
visors is ex officio the county board of equalization, 
which is authorized to hear taxpayer appeals from 
their assessments. The committee characterized 
these boards as follows : 

The county boards of equalization, composed of mem- 
bers of the county boards of supervisors acting in an ex 
officio capacity, sometimes show little enthusiasm for their 
equalization work. I t  is at best an added, sometimes 
unpleasant duty. The problems are often complex and 
technical. In such a situation the board members are 
apt to support the assesssor on the grounds that he is 
supposed to be the authority. 'We have confidence in 
our assessor' is probably the most frequent response of 
equalization board members to questions about their work. 
Such confidence, of course, is complimentary and usually 
well deserved, but in many cases it covers a less than 
desirable amount of inquiry on the part of board mem- 
b e r ~ . ~ ~  

There has been increasing dissatisfaction with the 
ex officio county review boards, and in 1962 the 
voters approved a constitutional amendment em- 
powering the legislature to authorize boards of su- 
pervisors in counties of more than 400,000 popula- 
tion to create boards of tax appeals to assume the 
functions now performed by the ex officio boards. 
As of mid-1963, no action had been taken, or was 
in sight, under this amendment. 

There is no provision for appeal from decisions of 
the county boards of equalization to a State board; 
appeals must be to the regular courts, whose con- 
cern is primarily with questions of law and which 
require the taxpayer to prove constructive fraud 
on the part of the assessor. Also, as the committee 
observed (in reference to the board's assessment of 
utility properties), "One criticism levied against 
the State Board of Equalization is that it takes ac- 
tions and then sits a s a n  appeal agency on its own 
actions." 31 

3. In the third place, until the legislature acted 
in 1959 to require regular publication of county 
assessment ratios by the State Board of Equaliza- 
tion, the taxpayer lacked reliable information as 
to the prevailing level of assessment in the county 
that he could use in evaluating the equity of his 
assessment and in preparing an appeal to the county 
board of equalization. Although the legislature did 
not adopt the recommendation of the Committee 
on Assessment Practices that the county average 
be made prima facie evidence in appeal cases, its 
provision for annual publication of the data was an  
important step in vitalizing the appeals machinery. 
The committee said: 
. . . that in all probability the appeals and review 
machinery will have to be strengthened in the future. 
We are recommending only that there be full disclosure 
of information at the present time, in order to give a 
real test of whether the present machinery is adequate 
when it is not stalled by ~ecrecy.~' 

California stands clearly among the leading 
States in the quality of its assessment administration 
and in the progress made in postwar years. Sharing 
the responsibility for this pro,gress, in a difficult 
period of soaring population and shifting land use, 

" F i n a l  Report ,  op.  cit., p. 127. 
* Ibid..  D. 169. 
29 ~ i n d  k e p o r t ,  op .  .cit., pp. 13-15. 

Ibid., p. 38. 
31 Ibid., p. 39. 
3a Ibid., p. 42. 
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have been the willingness of local governments to 
support reasonably adequate assessment staffs, the 
increasing professionalizati'on of the assessment 
function, the continuing attention given by the 
legislature and its interim study comittees to prop- 
erty tax problems, and the high quality of advisory 
service, technical aid, and research provided by the 
Property Tax Department of the State Board of 
Eaualization. 

That this progress has been uneven, that there are 
still problems of organization, equalization, devel- 

opment of adequate machinery for review and ap- 
peal, and raising the quality of assessing in some 
areas is evident from the foregoing summary. I t  
is evident, also, that these problems are quite soh- 
able and that they exist in large part through con- 
tinuance of some of the outmoded organization and 
procedures carried over from the last century. 
Thus, the State has a significant potential for ad- 
vancing its already relatively favorable position in 
the conduct of this highly technical administrative 
function. 
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Over the past few years Colorado has instituted 

a constructive program of State assistance to coun- 
ties as a major step toward improving equity and 
uniformity in assessment, and this program is mak- 
ing progress. In  1962 the voters approved a consti- 
tutional amendment to delete from the constitution 
the requirement for assessment at  full cash value, 
thus clearing the way for setting a legal base for 
assessing which would be both practical and con- 
stitutional. 

Assessment organization.' Assessing in Colo- 
rado is a joint State-local function with the State 
responsible for assessing public utility property and 
the counties responsible for assessing other taxable 
property. There are 63 counties, with 62 having 
an elective assessor serving a 4-year term, and 1, 
the city and county of Denver, having an appointive 
assessor. The 4-year term is relatively recent, as 
prior to 1954 the regular term was 2 years. Salaries 
are controlled by State legislation which approved 
an increase in 1954 and again in 1962. The office 
of county assessor is provided for in the State consti- 
tution, which provides also that the county board of 
commissioners shall serve as a county board of 
equalization to hear complaints of taxpayers, add 
omitted property to the rolls, and equalize assess- 
ments. 

There are two State aeencies involved in admin- " 
istration of the property tax, the State Board of 
Equalization and the State Tax Commission. The 
board is a constitutional agency consisting of the 
Governor and four other State officers-Auditor, 
Treasurer, Secretary of State, and Attorney General. 
The board is to adjust, equalize, raise, or lower the 
valuation of real and personal property, but this 
power is confined to equalization among counties 
and classes and does not extend to the property of 
individual taxpayers. The board also is responsible 
for setting the rate for the State property tax, but 
this has become of minor importance as the State 
has been reducing its own use of this tax. 

The State Tax Commission is a board of three 
members appointed by the Governor, but under civil 
service regulations and holding office under such 
regulations. The commission is directly re- 
sponsible for the assessment of public utility prop- 
erty and it has extensive supervisory power over 

The following two sections are based largely on Fi- 
nancing Government in Colorado, 1959, Report of the 
Governor's Tax Study Group. This comprehensive study 
includes a very helpful section on the property tax. 
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the assessment of other property. The commission 
prescribes forms and gives directions and assistance 
to local assessors. Also it reviews the assessment 
abstracts filed by the counties and makes recornmen- 
dations on the abstracts to the State Board of 
Equalization. The commission has other duties 
related to the property tax, including approval of 
tax levies in excess of statutory limits for various 
types of local units and approval of school bonds in 
excess of statutory limits. The commission does not 
have responsibility for taxes other than the property 
tax; such taxes are, in general, the responsibility of 
the State Department of Revenue under a director 
appointed by the Governor. 

Reappraisal program of 1947. The 1947 legis- 
lature directed the Tax Commission to undertake 
a reappraisal of all taxable property. The com- 
mission created a Department of Reappraisal to 
supervise and assist the county assessors who were 
to carry out the actual reappraisal. On the as- 
sumption that the rise in property values during 
the early 1940's was temporary, the commission 
determined that the reappraisal should use 1941 
values as a base. A real estate manual developed 
for use by the county assessors provided for: 
appraisal of buildings on the basis of reproduction 
at 1941 construction costs, adjusted for deprecia- 
tion, obsolescence, etc. ; appraisal of urban land 
largely on the basis of 1941 market value; and 
appraisal of agricultural land on the basis of pro- 
duction capabilities. 

The reappraisal was started in the 194749 bi- 
ennium and continued through 1949-51. The 
legislature directed the commission to make the 
new values effective for the 1952 assessment. Since 
the reappraisal was not yet complete, it was de- 
cided to compute the average percentage of in- 
crease which had been found in the appraisals 
completed by that time in a county and apply this 
same rate of increase to the property not yet ap- 
praised. The net result was a 1952 State valuation 
of $2,471 million compared with a 1951 total of 
$1,734 million. (The 1951 total, it may be noted, 
had been only 33 percent higher than that of 
1913.) 

Assessment methods study. While the 1947-52 
reappraisal aided materially in equalizing assess- 
ments, it also fixed attention on remaining dispari- 
ties and raised questions as to interclass problems- 
especially on the relationship of assessments on 
public utilities and on locally assessed property. 
One problem, that of equitable assessment of house- 
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hold goods, was eliminated when a constitutional 
amendment of 1956 authorized exemption of such 
property and the 1957 legislature provided the 
exemption. In 1957, also, the legislature provided 
for two important studies to be undertaken by 
the Colorado Legislative Council, one on assess- 
ment methods and one an  assessment sales ratio 
study. The assessment methods study was di- 
vided into two areas, general and public utility, 
and resulted in two reports of major significance 
for the Colorado property tax.' 

In its report on assessment methods, the Council 
Committee said "Equalization of property tax 
assessments does not exist in the State of Colorado 
among counties, among other taxing districts, with- 
in joint taxing districts, among classes of property 
or among properties within classes." After analyz- 
ing the causes of this situation, the committee made 
a series of corrective recommendations grouped as 
administrative, constitutional, statutory, and other. 
Pointing out that the Tax Commission, using its 
existing powers, could do much to improve assess- 
ing, the committee proposed changes including: 
development of a comprehensive and consistent 
assessment policy; delegation to a director of ap- 
praisals the responsibility for necessary research; 
reorganization of staff to afford direction of field 
men for a well-planned program of instruction, 
supervision, and inspection; provision of a thor- 
ough and properly graduated series of training 
courses for assessors and State staff, etc. 

There was one constitutional recommendation- 
for an amendment to eliminate the requirement that 
property "be assessed at its full cash value" and to 
provide instead that assessments "shall be just and 
equalized." An amendment to this effect was ap- 
proved by the voters at the election of November 
1962. 

Other recommendations, generally involving 
legislative action, included : creation of a division 
of appraisals under a director responsible to the 
Tax Commission for execution of its policies as to 
supervision of local assessment; clarification of 
duties and powers of the commission with specific 
recommendations for such legislation; a clear-cut 
requirement that county assessors assess in accord- 
ance with law and Tax Commission rules, manuals, 
etc.; change in basis for assessing merchandise and 
manufactures; repeal of obsolete statutes; elimina- 
tion of civil service requirements for members of 
the Tax Commission and provision for their 
appointment by the Governor for 6-year overlap- 
ping terms; elimination from the constitution of 
the provision for both State and county boards of 

' Colorado Property Assessment Methods, Research 
Publication No. 32, and Public Utility Assessments, Re- 
search publication No. 33, Colorado Legislative Council, 
1959. 

equalization, but provision by statute for reestab- 
lishment of the county boards, with appeal proce- 
dure from such boards to the Tax Commission, 
which would be the State agency having chief 
administrative authority in equalization. 

The utility assessment report analyzed methods 
used by the commission in assessing various types 
of utilities and compared results with those ob- 
tained by use of methods followed by the con- 
sultants. The committee recommended that the 
commission change some of its methods and that 
it develop a system to equalize assessments of 
various types of utilities and to equalize valuations 
of utility and locally assessed property. The 
Council Committee also proposed legislation to: 
redefine the term "public utility", repeal detailed 
instructions to taxpayers and provide that the com- 
mission issue reporting instructions, etc. 

The reports and recommendations of the Legis- 
lative Council had immediate and important re- 
sults. Conferences between the committee and 
the State Tax Commission led to various adminis- 
trative changes and the 1960 legislature enacted a 
number of recommended measures. Among the 
latter were: provision for a director of aawraisals 
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and equalization and for certain other new em- 
ployees; an annual school for assessors, with the 
cost of operation and instruction to be met bv the 
Tax Commission and the cost of travel expenses 
of assessors and deputies to be met by the counties; 
some reorganization of the commission; a new 
definition of "public utility" for tax purposes; 
changes in information required to be filed by 
public utilities; elimination of some of the obsolete 
provisions; and a substantially increased Tax Com- 
mission appropriation.' In 1962 the legislature 
approved for submission to the electorate the con- * .  

stitutional amendment on full value and it was 
voted in November. The 1963 legislature estab- 
lished an interim committee to work out legislation " 
to implement the amendment and a report is antici- 
pated for the 1964 session. 

Sales ratio studies. In  1957 the legislature di- 
rected the Legislative Council to conduct assess- 
ment sales ratio studies to cover real property other 
than public utilities, and such studies have been 
continued. The basic data are secured from con- 
veyance certificates prepared by county clerks, 
recorders, and assessors and reported by them to 
the Legislative Council under a realty recording act 
also enacted in 1957. After preliminary checking, 
most of the prospectively usable certificates are fol- 
lowed up by correspondence. The studies have 
been conducted for four separate periods, 1957- 

'The Tax Commission appropriation was increased 
from $144,638 in 1959 to $2 14,362 in 1960, and $282,000 
for 1962-63. 
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58, 1958-59, 1959-60, and 1961, with the first two 
periods covering fiscal years, the third covering the 
18 months through December 1960, and the fourth 
covering the calendar year 1961. While a continu- 
ation of the studies, to cover 1962, has been 
authorized by the 1963 legislature, the same legisla- 
ture repealed the realty recording act which pro- 
vided the raw material for the studies. 

The assessment sales ratio studies have been used 
for two major purposes. Resulting ratios were a 
factor in the formula for distribution of State school 
aid, but under 1963 legislation the sales ratio factor 
was eliminated from the State school aid formula. 
The ratio studies have also been used, as recom- 
mended by the Legislative Council assessments 
methods study, in the diagnosis of possible faults 
in methods of assessment and in application of 
methods. With the repeal of the realty recording 
act, it is not clear whether the assessors and the Tax 
Commission will continue to have this useful tosol. 

For 1961 the statewide ratio was found to be 25.7 
percent, with the urban figure 27.9 percent and the 
rural 21.1 percent. Further breakdown by classes 
of property showed an urban range from 36.0 per- 
cent for industrial buildings to 26.4 percent for one- 
family dwellings (with such dwellings ranging from 
29.9 percent for those 1 to 8 years old to 21.1 per- 
cent for those over 48 years old). For rural prop- 
erty, the classification "miscellaneous rural land with 
improvements" was the highest, at  24.0 percent, 
and "miscellaneous rural land without improve- 
ments" the lowest, at  17.7 percent, while agricul- 
tural land, improved, had a ratio of 21.2 percent 
and unimproved a ratio of 17.9 percent. On  a 
statewide basis there has been a slight decline over 
the period studied, with the ratio dropping from 
28.0 percent for 1957-58 to 25.7 percent for 1961. 

The county ratios for 1961 ranged from 15.0 per- 
cent to 38.2 percent, but with most counties toward 
the lower end of the range. Only 19 counties had 
ratios above the State figure, and for 36 of the 63 
counties, the county ratio was below 25. (Ratios 
were not computed for four counties because of in- 
sufficient data.) 

The ratio studies are published in two parts, 
summary and detailed. The summary, part 1, 
shows State ratios by classes of property and county 
ratios-total, urban and rural-for the current 
period and at least one prior period. The study uses 
the interquartile range to indicate dispersion, giving 
for each county, in percentage points, the "average 
range above and below the average sales ratio with- 
in which the middle half of the sales ratios fall 
when arranged from low to high." Part 2 gives 
details by counties by classes of property (nine urban 
and four rural classes), giving the number of sales 
in each ratio class, the average ratio and the meas- 
ure of variation. 

Appraisals and Equalization Division. I n  1960 
the legislature authorized the establishment, under 
the Tax Commission, of a new division to be headed 
by a director of appraisals and equalization. Ex- 
aminations were held by the civil service commis- 
sion and Hollis A. Swett, formerly of the staff of 
the California State Board of Equalization, was 
certified to the new position. He took office No- 
vember 1, 1960. Since then there has been notable 
action, including reorganization and development 
of a staff to provide assistance to assessors, produc- 
tion of a series of manuals, development of training 
schools, and other services. 

The division staff, late in 1962, included a group 
of consultant assessors working from field offices and 
a group of specialists working from the central 
office. The consultants are located around the 
State so that each man serves five to eight counties, 
and an attempt is made to group counties likely to 
have similar problems. Each consultant works with 
the county assessors, giving them aid and super- 
vision as needed, and contributing materially to 
uniformity of assessment in his territory. The cen- 
tral staff members may be called on to aid in solu- 
tion of special problems in their respective fields. 

The central staff includes specialists in rural 
property, urban property, personal property, an in- 
dustrial engineer, a utility and industrial appraiser, 
and a statistician. While these men are available 
to assist local assessors on specific problems, much 
of their time in 1961 and 1962 was spent 
in the development of manuals (with assist- 
ance of the Colorado Assessors' Association) and in 
the installation of ~rocedures for the use of the 
manuals. The industrial engineer has been work- 
ing on current cost manuals, but also has been aid- 
ing in the assessment of complex industrial p r o p  
erties, and the demand for this latter service has 
been greater than the time available for it. The 
statistician, in effect a systems and procedures an- 
alyst, is to make a study of workloads and man- 
Dower needs in each assessor's office. (The Tax 
Commission has a statutory duty to make such 
studies and see that each assessor's office is properly 
staffed.) Additional staff members are needed to 
meet other special requirements and to keep up 
with requests from local units. 

Inservice training is considered of major im- 
portance for local assessors and State staff members. 
Schools have been held regularly, as required by the 
law mentioned above, with emphasis recently placed 
on the new manuals and while the 
school is normally held at the University of Colo- 
rado in the fall, a-special training session was sched- 
uled for January in 1963 especially to meet the 
needs of the newly elected assessors. 

The Colorado program is still in its early stages, 
but much has been accomplished and further pro- 
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gress is in prospect. Mr. Swett, speaking at the 
1962 Conference of the International Association 
of Assessing Officers, said : 

Until recent years, budget limitations have limited the 
effectiveness of our Tax Commission in its assistance 
program. The need for concerted action is now well 
recognized a t  all levels of our State government. Our 

Holl is  A. Swett, "Technical Assistance to Local Asses- 
sors," Assessment Administration, 1962, International As- 
sociation of Assessing Officers, 1963, pp. 106, 107. 

legislature has made the necessary funds available; our 
program is taking shape. . . . 

I sometimes feel that the property taxpayer has become 
the 'forgotten man' in State government. I believe that 
many of our States have been derelict in their respon- 
sibilities to the taxpayer; that they have ignored their 
responsibility to maintain fair, equitable, and uniform 
assessments, as required by their constitutions. . . . 

Fair and equitable assessments do not happen by mere 
chance. Only a comprehensive training and assistance 
program, carefully administered at the State level, can 
produce such assessments. Surely every State owes this 
much to its taxpayers. 
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Connecticut levies no general property tax for 

State purposes and its share in the administration 
of this tax is relatively limited. The State does no 
actual assessing of property, and through 1962 it 
had no local fiscal aid programs that required state- 
wide equalization of assessments; but the State Tax 
Commissioner has general supervisory authority 
over local property tax administration. 

Organization for assessing. Assessing in Connect- 
icut is the function of the 169 local units. This 
total, frequently referred to as towns, includes 17 
cities consolidated with towns, 1 borough consoli- 
dated with a town, and 151 towns, with populations 
ranging (in 1960) from 162,178 for Hartford to 383 
for Union. These units may have a single assessor 
or a board of three or five assessors, elected or ap- 
pointed, and serving terms of 1 to 6 years, but with 
some indefinite terms. A compilation made by the 
Institute of Public Service of the University of 
Connecticut in 1959,' based on reports from 149 of 
the 169 units, including all but 1 of the 52 units 
then having a population of 10,000 or more, showed 
the smaller units generally using part-time boards 
and the larger units full-time assessors, but a num- 
ber of the smaller units also had full-time assessors. 
The smaller towns, for the most part, elected their 
assessing officials, while all but 1 of the 25 units 
over 25,000 population appointed them. The com- 
bined total for the 149 reporting units was 97 elect- 
ing and 52 appointing their assessing officials in 
1959, but since then a few other towns have shifted 
from election to appointment. In 1959 a 4-year 
term was most common for the group as a whole. 

The institute study listed 19 separate assessment 
tools and inquired about their use by local units. 
Included in the list were maps, records of various 
kinds, forms for special purposes, building cost 
schedules, land appraisal schedules, and other aids 
in determining value. None of these tools is re- 
quired, or supplied, by the State, but most of the 
larger Connecticut units used a good percentage of 
them. The survey found that as population in- 
creases, assessors use more of the assessment tools. 
In 61 of the 149 towns and cities reporting, asses- 
sors used 15 or more of the 19 tools listed, and 45 
units used 10 or fewer. In the major item of tax 
maps, the institute found 96 of the 149 units using 
them, including all but one of the units over 10,000 
population. 

l Patricia Stuart, Assessment Administration in Con- 
necticut Towns  and Cities, Institute of Public Service, The 
University of Connecticut, 1959. 

The ad valorem tax base includes real property 
and several classes of tangible personal property. 
Included is the property of utilities, except for the 
operating properties of railroads, street railways, 
and common carrier motor buses, and the tangible 
personal property of communication companies 
(these exceptions being subject to State gross re- 
ceipts taxes). Intangibles have been removed 
from the tax base and many items of tangible prop- 
erty have been eliminated over the years, with the 
result that a special commission, authorized by 1957 
legislation to study the tax system, said in 1959: 

Erosion of the personal property tax base through ac- 
cumulated exemptions has caused owners of motor ve- 
hicles and business personal property to carry the major 
load of personal property taxes in Connecticut. 

The cost of property tax administration, includ- 
ing assessment and collection, was analyzed for 
1957 by the Tax Study Commission and was found 
to range from 0.84 percent of collections in the 4 
largest cities to 2.73 percent in 52 towns with pop- 
ulations under 2,500. In this latter group, how- 
ever, costs in individual units ranged up to 4.93 
percent. Of 12 units with costs under 1 percent, 
only 1 had a population under 3,000 and 10 had 
populations of 16,000 or higher. The commission 
concluded that attention should be given to con- 
solidating units for assessment and collection func- 
tions with a view to economy. 

State law requires complete reassessment once in 
each 10-year period, but this regulation is not con- 
strued to mean only 10 years may elapse between 
revaluations. When there is a revaluation, it is 
the general practice for the municipality to employ 
a private appraisal firm to do the work. 

There is no State assessment of property and no 
State tax on property, but the State has supervisory 
powers as discussed below. 

State supervision and assistance. Since 1923 
there has been a Municipal Division in the office of 
the State Tax Commissioner. While one function 
of the division was described as "to be as helpful as 
possible to local assessing and collecting officials," 
until recently other demands on the staff took prece- 
dence. The 1959 Tax Study Commission quoted a 
1948 tax survey, which said: 

Supervision by the State in the assessment process is 
negligible. . . the Tax Commissioner has the responsi- 
bility to supervise local assessment practices and to compel 
compliance with the law. In practice, the Tax Commis- 
sioner's activities in this field have been confined largely 

'Property Taxes in Connecticut, Report of the Con- 
necticut Tax Study Commission, 1959, p. 37. 
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to the establishment of procedures, the interpretation of 
laws, and the collection of assessment data: They appear 
to have had little direct effect upon the assessment pro- 
cedures as such. 

I t  noted "The present Commission finds that 10 
years of property tax growth have brought little 
change in basic conditions as found by the 1948 

U 

Commission." 
The functions of the Municipal Division in 1961, 

as summarized in a study by the Institute of Public 
Service; included: auditing the accounts of some 
municipalities and reviewing audits of all other 
towns and cities; administering State grants in lieu 
of taxes to units where there is State owned prop 
erty; granting approval for local bond issues when 
debt would exceed 5 percent of the grand list (up 
to the statutory limit, for specified purposes, of 15 
percent) ; preparing and publishing reports on as- 
sessment and colIection of local taxes, receipts and 
expenditures, and exempt property; preparing spe- 
cial reports for other State agencies; and generally 
answering questions and giving advice on various 
aspects of assessment and collection of taxes. 

In 1961, however, a new position was created in 
the Municipal Division-Municipal Assessment 
Agent. I t  was anticipated that this would result in 
a substantial increase in the advisory and technical 
aid available for assessors, with the agent giving 
supervision as well as assistance in solving special 
problems. The agent was temporarily assigned to 
work on the assessment ratio study authorized in 
1961, but has returned to his primary function. He 
visits local units, at their request, to aid in solving 
any special problems, and serves as a roving trouble- 
shooter. 

Despite the limited activity of the division in 
work with assessors, the division, the State Univer- 
sity, and the Motor Vehicle Department have pro- 
vided some notable aids. The &vision furnishes 
basic forms for reporting property; after each legis- 
lative session it issues to each assessor copies of acts 
affecting assessing and tax collecting and surn- 
marizes such acts; in 1959 it compiled in one volume 
"Statutes Pertaining to the Assessment and Collec- 
tion of Property Taxes." The University Institute 
of Public Service, under the sponsorship of the 
State Tax Department, the Connecticut Associa- 
tion of Assessing Officers, and the Institute of 
Public Service, published a " H a n d b k  for Con- 
necticut Assessors" in 1950; this was revised in 1957 
and another revision is to be issued in 1963.5 The 

Property Taxes in Connecticut, op.  cit., p. 75 .  
'Rosaline Levenson, Improving State Assistance to 

Local Assessors, Institute of Public Service, The Uni- 
versity of Connecticut, 1962, p. 54 ff. This very informa- 
tive report is the basis for most of the remainder of this 
section and part of the following section on "Training." 
' Besides publishing the Assessors' Handbook and the 

two studies referred to above, the Institute of Public 
Service has published Handbook for Connecticut Boards 
of Tax Review, A Guide to Property Revaluations, and 
other studies. 

handbook has information on basic principles of 
assessment practices, factors involved in assessing 
real and personal property, determination of de- 
preciation and obsblescence, methods of revaluation 
and other matters, but it is not regarded as a sub- 
stitute for a manual. The State Motor Vehicle De- 
partment has for some years supplied assessors with 
lists of motor vehicle owners in their towns and a 
description of their vehicles, but until recently the 
assessors set the values. In  1961 the Motor Vehicle 
Department initiated a new system in which it dis- 
tributes toeach assessor cards giving name of 
owner, motor vehicle description and price 
(punched cards where the assessor has equipment 
for their use), and the department prepared instruc- 
tions for the use of the cards. 

lnseruice training. As early as 1934 it was re- 
ported that the Tax Commissioner periodically 
conducted roundtable discussions and conferences 
throughout the State to discuss property tax prob- 
lems and to assist assessors, tax review boards, and 
collectors. In 1944 the first statewide school for 
assessors was undertaken as a joint project of the 
Institute of Public Service of The University of 
Connecticut, the State Tax Department, the Con- 
necticut Association of Assessing Officers, and the 
International Association bf Assessing Officers, and 
the school has been held annually since then. Re- 
cent schools have been 4-day sessions with elemen- 
tary and advanced courses. Certificates are 
awarded to those who satisfactorily complete a 2- 
year course. The school is accredited by the IAAO 
and its courses satisfy partial requirements for CAE 
certification. The courses also count as credit 
toward the CCA (Connecticut Certified Assessor), 
a designation awarded by the Connecticut Associa- 
tion of Assessing Officers to qualified assessors. 

The 18th annual school, held in July 1962, on the 
campus of The University of Connecticut, had two 
courses in Assessment Principles and Procedures 
and an Advanced Course. Students must complete 
A.P.P. I before taking A.P.P. 11, and must com- 
plete both before enrolling in the Advanced Course. 
There is thus a 3-year program of instruction. In  
1962 there were 172 assessors enrolled, including 41 
in the first year course, 33 in A.P.P. 11, and 98 in 
the Advanced Course. A total of 95 cities and towns 
was represented. In  addition, 16 members of 
boards of review attended a special session on their 
work. Classes start at 8:30 and run through the 
day, with some evening sessions and some assigned 
evening reading. The course content has been de- 
veloped to provide theory and practice of sound as- 
sessment administration under Connecticut Iaw. 
Instructors, drawn largely from Connecticut's ex- 
perienced assessors (notably from its group of 16 
who have the CAE designation) and from the staff 
of the institute and the Tax Department, are chosen 
for teaching ability as well as technical competence. 
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Proceedings are not published, but those attending 
the school receive a comprehensive notebook con- 
taining the lectures, special papers, and other useful 
material. The fee for the school, including instruc- 
tional material and room and board from Sunday 
afternoon through Thursday afternoon, is $60. 

An analysis of attendance at the school through 
1961, made by the Institute of Public Service," in- 
dicated that some municipalities made no use of the 
facilities. Through 1961, 25 towns had never 
sent their assessors to a school and 22 had sent 
them only once, most of these towns being the 
smaller units with part-time non-professional as- 
sessors. Only 1 of the units over 20,000 popula- 
tion had never used the school, but 3 had used it 
only once. On the other hand, seven units in this 
population group had sent their assessors to the 
school each year, 1944 through 1961. 

Level of assessment. Prior to 1957 the law re- 
quired assessment of taxable property at fair 
market value, but "the courts had countenanced 
assessed values below fair market values so long 
as all property within the municipality was uni- 
formly assessed." In 1957, however, the Con- 
necticut Supreme Court, in its decision in the case 
of E. Ingraham Co. v. Town and City of Bristol 
(144 Conn. 374), held this longstanding practice 
to be illegal. 

In  the Bristol case a taxpayer sought relief on 
the ground that his personal property was assessed 
at 90 percent of full value and his real property at 
50 percent. The court, while not granting the re- 
lief sought, ruled that the underassessment was in- 
valid and contrary to the provisions of the State 
statutes. The court said, among other things: 

Nor can we overlook a further matter in demonstrating 
the impropriety of pursuing a rule of fractional valuation. 
When assessors adopt such rule, they indirectly assume a 
role which rightfully is not theirs to plan. For if such a 
rule is applied, the assessment roll will obviously be 
smaller in amount than it would be if the mandate was 
carried out. Under such circumstances the borrowing 
power of the municipality is affected, since its indebted- 
ness may not exceed specified percentages of the grand list. 
Assessors who use fractional valuations to determine their 
assessments therefore interfere, perhaps unwittingly but 
nevertheless effectively, with a power that belongs to 
others. 

Following the supreme court decision, legislation 
was enacted to permit assessment at below market 
value. State law still requires valuation at fair 
market value, but the ratio to be used for assess- 
ment is to be determined for each unit by the 
assessor. When the 1957 law was enacted, it was 
described as stopgap, to permit study of the prob- 
lem, and the 1959 Tax Study Commission recom- 
mended that the base for all units be set by law 
at a uniform 65 percent of fair market value, with 
a tolerance zone of 10 percent either way. Through 

Rosaline Levenson, op. cit., pp. 45-46. 
Property Taxes in Connecticut, 09. cit., p. 30. 

1962, the legislature had taken no action to estab- 
lish a uniform assessment ratio. 

Assessed valuation is the basis for local borrow- 
ing limits and is also the measure for exemptions 
for veterans and the blind. There are no tax rate 
limitations in Connecticut. Through 1962 State 
school aid was not affected by assessed valuations, 
but several bills proposing use of equalized valua- 
tions as a factor in school aid were before the legis- 
lature in 1963. Under the present system, with 
the assessment ratio to be determined by the asses- 
sor, the legislature has, in effect, delegated to local 
officials, often elective, the authority to determine 
such matters as the borrowing power of the munic- 
ipality and the value of partial exemptions. 

The Tax Study Commission, in recommending a 
uniform ratio in 1959, said: 

The wisdom of permitting municipalities to establish 
assessment levels is a t  least questionable. While theo- 
retically, a low level of assessment produces a correspond- 
ingly higher tax rate resulting in the same dollar tax for 
taxpayers in any given town, it is well known that in- 
equities thrive in 'low ratio' climates. Moreover, there 
is much to be said in support of a uniform basis of 
property assessment throughout the State from the 
standpoint of administrative and fiscal control, and fair 
competition among municipalities for business enterprise. 

Sales ratio study. In  1961 the legislature pro- 
vided that the Tax Commissioner should deter- 
mine for each town the relationship of the assessed 
valuation of properties to the fair market value of 
such properties as determined from sales or other 
evidences of value. The study was made under 
the direction of John F. Tarrant, Director of Re- 
search in the Tax Department. 

The law had prescribed the use of the last com- 
pleted grand list which, with the varying assessment 
dates used by the local units in Connecticut, led to 
the study of all real estate transfers in the 7-month 
period October 1, 1960-May 1, 1961. After elim- 
ination of clearly unusable sales, questionnaires 
were sent to the parties to the remaining transac- 
tions to secure data to supplement available rec- 
ords and to check on the inclusion of the sale in 
the study. The result was the comparison of sales 
price and assessed valuation for about 15,000 prop- 
erties in the 169 towns. As pointed out in the 
study, the sales were heavily weighted with single- 
family houses and vacant building lots-the source 
of the active market in most jurisdictions and also 
a significant factor in the school aid problem. The 
school aid problem was probably the major factor 
in the decision to undertake the study. 

The study found that the ratio of the net grand 
list at assessed value to the net grand list at fair 
market value ranged among the towns from 23.17 
percent to 88.23 percent. Of the 169 towns, 108, 
or almost two-thirds, had ratios between 40 and 
60 percent, with 4 towns below 30 and 6 over 70 
percent. 

Ibid.,  p. 30. 
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The report on the study noted that when it was 
submitted, in May 1962, it was already somewhat 
obsolete because 10 towns had had complete prop- 
erty revaluations, and said "Surveys of this nature 
to be validly useful must be continuous." 

Tax Study Commission, 1959. In 1957 the leg- 
islature authorized a Tax Study Commission to 
report in 1959. The six members were to be chosen, 
two by the Governor, two by the president pro 
tempore of the senate, and two by the speaker of 
the house of representatives, and selected for 
"their experience and knowledge in the field of 
taxation." The commission members were all 
nationally known tax specialists, including some 
from nearby States as well as Connecticut. While 
the commission had authority for a broad tax 
study, it decided the most pressing need was a 
study of the property tax and it concentrated on 
this area, producing in its discussion and recom- 
mendations one of the most interesting and useful 
of the recent tax studies. 

The commission report presented clear-cut con- 
clusions and recommendations providing a far- 
reaching and practical guide for strengthening the 
property tax in Connecticut. Among its conclu- 
sions, it said : lo 

Now is the time to place the property tax in order so 
as to be in a position to allocate equitably the growing 
demands upon it and to facilitate such future adjust- 
ments as may become necessary in the interests of con- 
tinuing equity. 

There were 36 specific recommendations, includ- 
ing: place first priority on accomplishing greater 
uniformity of property reassessment throughout the 
State; retain as the standard for valuation of real 
property the true and actual or fair market value; 
establish by law the requirement that real property 
be assessed uniformly at  65 percent of its fair 
market value, with this requirement applying uni- 
formly to all classes of real property in every juris- 
diction; establish a zone of tolerance in estimating 
fair market value under a uniform system of assess- 
ment, with no basis for appeals against assessments 
where they fall within this tolerance zone; provide 
that assessment appeals will not be sustained when 
the assessment is within 10 percent of the statutory 
65 percent standard of assessment (58.5 to 71.5 
percent of fair market value). 

The commission recommended regular revalua- 
tion at 5-year intervals, with no change between 
revaluations except to reflect new construction, etc., 
and with the local units required to appropriate 
annually to a reserve fund to finance the reassess- 
ment at 5-year intervals. In  addition, the com- 
mission proposed that the State Tax Commissioner, 

'Certificate of  the Tax Commissioner pursuant to S.A. 
368 of 1961 to the Interim Committee on Education and 
the Legislative Council, 1962, p. 9. 

lo Property Taxes in Connecticut, op. cit., p. 22. 

in any year, should order a reassessment in any town 
where he finds a lack of uniformity of assessment 
and that the commissioner be able to enforce such 
an order. 

As to personal property, the c~mmission advo- 
cated continuing the taxation of tangible business 
property, with a separate statutory bass for as- 
sessment-65 percent of adjusted book value-with 
returns filed by business enterprises and with per- 
sonal property information schedules to be included 
with the State corporation income tax returns. For 
motor vehicles, assessments should be made under 
uniform schedules of value provided by the State 
Tax Commissioner. 

A major recommendation involved the creation 
of a local property tax unit in the Tax Commis- 
sioner's office. Recognizing that adoption of assess- 
ment standards and procedures was only one step 
and that there was also needed "an adequate system 
of state guidance in their application and methods 
for measuring results obtained," the commission rec- 
ommended that- 

Connecticut establish within the office of the State Tax 
Commissioner, a local property tax unit properly staffed 
and equipped to interpret statutory assessment require- 
ments, to assist local assessors in the application of such 
requirements, and to compile, regularly, statistical infor- 
mation sufficient to measure assessment results obtained 
within each local taxing jurisdiction. 

Specific duties of such a unit should include: pre- 
pare and keep up to date an assessors' manual and 
instruct assessors in its use; maintain a staff com- 
petent for consultation and assistance to local as- 
sessors including aid in assessing special properties; 
encourage towns too small to maintain adequate 
staffs to consolidate with other towns for assessing 
or to arrange with the State unit to assess for them 
on a cost or fee basis; review exemptions; compile 
and publish annually a table showing average 
ratios of assessed to market values for samples 
of taxable property of all classes in each local taxing 
jurisdiction; enforce local compliance with State 
laws and regulations bn assessing property. The 
commission stressed the importance of a carefully 
prepared equalization table, saying: 

. . . Even the limited tabulation prepared by the 
commission in the course of its study, has been of invalu- 
able assistance in throwing light upon the darkness of 
hunch and impression with which Connecticut assessment 
results are traditionally appraised. A more carefully 
prepared table, available on an annual basis, would repre- 
sent one of the strongest forces for improved assessment 
equality which Connecticut could hope to develop at this 
time. 

To  aid in providing the necessary data, the com- 
mission proposed a realty transfer tax and required 
reporting by town clerks to the Tax Commissioner 
of all real property transfers. 

l1 Ibid., p. 76. 



DELAWARE 
The State of Delaware has no part in the admin- cedures." I t  might be noted, however, that in 

istration of the property tax. The tax is used for "A Fiscal Survey of the Public School System of 
local purposes only and assessment of property is Delaware" made by Paul R. Mort for the Delaware 
handled by the three counties. The State Tax De- School Study Council in 1960, some recommenda- 
partment reports that there have been no proposals tions involved the use of equalized value of taxable 
for the State "to interfere with the counties' pro- property. 



FLORIDA 
The property tax has received a great deal of 

attention in Florida since the mid-1950's and con- 
structive steps toward improvement have been 
%ken. Particularly notable have been detailed 
study and analysis of the tax as part of the overall 
tax system and legislative concern with the tax base, 
improved State aid to local assessors, encourage- 
ment of revaluation, and marked increases in many 
counties in the ratio of assessed to full value. 

Organization for assessing. Primary assessing is 
the function of the county assessor, a constitutional 
official elected for a 4-year term in each of the 67 
counties. The county assessor values real and tan- 
gible personal property for local taxation, and in- 
tangible property for State taxation. An exception 
is that railroad and telegraph property is assessed 
by the State. Incorporated cities and towns are also 
required by the constitution to maintain an office 
for the assessment of property. In some counties 
municipal offices have been consolidated with the 
county offices, in others the municipalities use the 
county figures directly or indirectly, but in a large 
number of counties there is duplication of assess- 
ment organization. 

County assessing is financed by a "commission" 
allocated to the assessor's office on the basis of a 
percentage of the assessed valuation of real and 
tangible personal property and a percentage of the 
State tax collected on intangible property. The 
county assessor receives as his compensation the 
difference between the total commissions allocated 
and budgeted expenses, but under general law not 
in excess of $7,500 annually. Many counties have 
special acts fixing a different salary or maximum 
salary and the State Comptroller's Report of County 
Finances for the year ending September 30, 1961, 
shows compensation allowed county tax assessors 
ranging from $2,575 to $14,600, with 52 of the 67 
at  $7,500 or more, 44 over $7,500, and 21 at $10,000 
or more. Over half the counties had "excess fees" 
above total expenses and compensation allowed to 
revert to the county general fund. Four county 
assessors were on a straight salary basis in 1961432. 

The State Comptroller has general supervision of 
the assessment and valuation of property under the 
supervision of the State Budget Commission. 
The law requires that he prescribe and furnish 
forms for use in assessment work, and that he 
promulgate standard measures of value for use in 
assessing property. The State Railroad Assessment 
Board assesses railroad and telegraph property, 
which is certified by the board and placed on county 
and municipal rolls. Other utilities are assessed 
locally. 

Becommendations of Study Commissions 
Citizens T a x  Council. Early in 1955 the Gov- 

ernor appointed a five-member Tax Equalization 
Committee to study property taxation, but after a 
review of the problem the committee recommended 
that the legislature set up an agency to carry on 
continuous research on ad valorem taxation. The 
legislature established the Florida Citizens Tax 
Council of 16 members to make a broad study of 
the tax structure of Florida. While the council 
was not set up as a continuing agency, it was given 
wide latitude in its work, including local as well as 
State taxes, and it was given an appropriation which 
provided for professional staff work. 

A substantial part of the council's work was 
directed to the property tax. A series of informa- 
tive studies were made in this field and recommen- 
dations resulting constituted a notable part of the 
council's conclusions. One of the projects was a 
ratio study, limited in the number of areas covered 
but detailed in character, which disclosed "varia- 
tion and discrimination instead of uniformity and 
equity." * 

The council's conclusions included, first, the 
statement that "The need is urgent for the equali- 
zation of county assessments" and then a series 
of recommendations. Recommendations included 
creation of a State-local Board of Property Assess- 
ments-to include the Governor, State ComptroI- 
ler, Superintendent of Public Instruction, and At- 
torney General, and five county assessors to be 
named by the Governor-this board to be respon- 
sible for general supervision over administration of 
the property tax, including: promulgation of rules 

'Summary of Studies of the Florida Citizens Tax  
Council 1956-1 957, Bureau of Governmental Research 
and Service, School of Public Administration, Florida 
State University, Tallahassee, 1958, p. 50. In  addition 
to this excellent summary, several of the studies of special 
pertinence are: Ernest E. Means and W. M. Martin, 
County Property Tax  Assessment in Florida, 19.57 ; 
William M. Griffin, State Supervision of Local Assess- 
ments, 1957; William P. Dillingham and William M. 
Griffin, Taxation of Intangible Personal Property in 
Florida, 1956; Merrill J .  Roberts, Taxation of Railroad 
and Other State-Assessed Companies in Florida, 1957; 
all published by the Bureau of Governmental Research 
and Service at  FSU. Other significant publications re- 
sulting from the council's work were: Report and Recom- 
mendations of the Florida Citizens Tax  Council; LeRoy 
Qualls and Wylie Kilpatrick, Fact Book of Taxation in 
Florida; Wylie Kilpatrick, Financing State and Local 
Governments in Florida. These three published by the 
Florida Citizens Tax Council, State Capitol Building, 
Tallahassee, in 1957. 
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and orders for the guidance of local assessors; con- 
duct of continuous investigation and analysis of 
levels of assessment in each of the counties in each 
class of property; issuance of equalization orders 
based on the objective results of the ratio studies; 
publication of statistics showing average level of as- 
sessment for each class of property and for the 
county as a whole; ordering complete reassessment 
if deemed necessary; provision of all possible tech- 
nical assistance to local assessors with the intent of 
upgrading the quality of assessment throughout the 
State. The council also recommended continua- 
tion of the existing statutory requirement that prop- 
erty be assessed at full cash or market value (but 
in the process of reaching full value, control of tax 
rates to protect the taxpayer against a sharp rise in 
taxes resulting from administrative action in raising 
levels of assessment), and consolidation of county 
and municipal assessing functions to end duplica- 
tion. Without recommendation, the council de- 
scribed Florida's homestead exemption of the first 
$5,000 of assessed value, applicable to all local levies, 
as follows: 

. . . the homestead exemption, has been unfortunate 
and inequitable in effect. T h e  exemption seriously ag- 
gravates discriminations that result from imperfections 
in the assessing process. This result, combined with the 
effect of widely varying levels of assessment among coun- 
ties, causes radical dislocations in the distribution of the 
ad valoiem property tax burden among the various seg- 
ments of the population and among counties.' 

The council recommendations followed rather 
closely those of the staff, but the staff recommenda- 
tions included: a State board without local repre- 
sentation to have the power and duties indicated 
above; the appointment of county assessors by 
boards of county commissioners for 4-year terms 
from lists of qualified persons certified by the State 
board on the basis of examinations; assumption by 
the new board of duties exercised by the Railroad 
Assessment Board; arrangements under which the 
board might handle all local assessing if desired by 
a county; provision for periodic, independent, pro- 
fessional review of the statistical work carried on by 
the staff of the State board: and reueal of the 
homestead exemption provision of the constitu- 
tion. Both staff and council recommended con- 
tinuing tax study and research. 

The 1957 legislature, faced with various major 
problems, made use of some of the Tax Council's 
revenue recommendations. but took no direct action -- 

on its property tax proposals. I t  did, however ap- 
propriate $125,000 to the Railroad Assessment 
Board to conduct county assessment ratio studies 
and instructed the board to eaualize State assessed 
railroad property with locally assessed property on 

'Summary of Studies of the Florida Citizens Tax  Coun- 
cil, 1956-1957, op.  cit., p. 54. 

the basis of the ratio studies? As the following 
sections indicate, the recommendations made by 
the council in 1957 have continued to affect prop- 
erty tax development. 

Joint Legislative Interim Committee. The 1959 
legislature revived the tax study idea, providing 
a Legislative Interim Committee on Finance and 
Taxation. This group, reporting to the 1961 leg- 
islaturej4 also made notable recommendations on 
the property tax. 

I n  contrast to the Tax Council recommendation 
for retention of full cash value as a basis for assess- 
ing, the Interim Committee recommended adop- 
tion of "just value" for real and personal property. 
T h e  meaning of the prescription of "full cash 
value" has been seriously questioned in the absence 
of statutory definition and judicial interpretation. 
To  many, full cash value has been taken as the 
equivalent of market value, which provides an ob- 
jective standard in ascertaining cash value. The 
Interim Committee's proposed legislation specified 
that in arriving at a "just valuation," the assessor 
should take into consideration the following factors: 
present cash value, highest and best use but also 
present use, location, quantity or size, cost and re- 
placement value of improvements, condition, in- 
come from the property, and such other factors as 
may be applicable and which affect the value of the 
property. Contributing to the defeat of this pro- 
posal was the reaction that the very multiplicity of 
factors, coupled with the vague meaning of "such 
other factors," would undermine objective valua- 
tion standards instead of strengthening them. 

The committee renewed the recommendation for 
a State-local advisory board, but with a member- 
ship, under chairmanship of the State Comptroller, 
including the attorney general, a senator, a member 
of the house, and five assessors appointed by the 
Governor. Unlike the council's proposal for the 
annual and plenary State equalization of county 
assessments, the principal duties of the proposed 
board would be the continuous conduct of ratio 
studies and assistance to assessors in revaluation, 
reassessment, and equalization. The report noted: 
"The current law provides that the Comptroller 
shall have many of the duties suggested for the 
State-local board. I t  is felt that the increased in- 
terest generated by a board having widespread 
membership will further effectuate the purpose 
sought to be accomplished under the existing law." 

The committee~recommended a tightening of 
exemption provisions, to remove exemptions on real 

' Ibid., p. 98. The report noted that (previous to 
1957) "Complete statewide information on assessment 
ratios has never been available before in Florida. Nor 
have railroad property assessments been equalized with 
other property assessments. 

Report and Recommendations of the Joint Legislatius 
Copzmittee on Finance and Taxation, 1959-61. 

Ibid., p. 35.  
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and personal property used for profitmaking, to 
limit the educational exemption to institutions offer- 
ing general educational programs, etc. Also rec- 
ommended, and approved by legislative enactment, 
was repeal of a 1.2-mill tax on wholesalers from 
which retailers were exempt. 

A proposal was made that for the tangible per- 
sonal property tax on stock in trade, inventories be 
returned, under oath, at average annual cost value, 
and assessed for tax purposes at 25 percent of such 
value. Such a measure was enacted by the 1961 
legislature, but was declared unconstitutional by 
the Florida Supreme Court on June 27, 1962.(j 

For the intangible tax the proposal was a reduc- 
tion in rate on class B (stocks and bonds) from 2 
mills to 1 mill per dollar, provision that foreign and 
domestic corporations register their stockholders 
with the State Comptroller annually, and an in- 
crease in penalty from 10 to 25 percent for failure 
to return intangibles. The 196 1 legislature, 
though substantially accepting the committee's 
recommendation, staggered the intangible tax rate 
reduction for class B from 2 mills prior to January 
1, 1962, to 1 5  mills in 1962 and 1963, and to 1 mill 
on and after January 1, 1964. 

Changes in assessment, the committee proposed, 
should be reported. Written notice of increase 
should be given the affected taxpayer to give him 
time to appeal if desired. A list of real estate assess- 
ment reductions shouId be filed with the clerk of 
the circuit court and open to public inspection-as 
a deterrent to gradual reduction in assessments after 
countywide reassessment projects. 

The committee also recommended continuing 
study of tax problems to avoid patchwork changes 
and to preclude the creation in one area of the prob- 
lem sought to be corrected in another area. 

Some Indications of Progress 

Level of assessment. Under legislation enacted 
in 1941, property is required to be assessed at full 
cash value. The Tax Council staff ratio study 
showed that for the seven counties studied, none 
"conformed, even substantially, to the statutory re- 
quirement . . . ." While the council recommen- 
dation for continuing ratio studies to provide full 
details on assessment levels was not enacted, the 
1957 legislature appropriated funds to the Railroad 
Assessment Board for a sales ratio study-primarily 
as an aid in equalizing railroad and locally assessed 
property. This study, done for the board by a 
private research agency, disclosed that in 1958 only 
one of the 67 counties was assessing at full value 
and that the assessment levels for the others ranged 

'Franks v. Davis, 145 so. 2d 228. The law was held to 
violate the constitutional uniformity provision that all 
property except intangibles be taxed a t  a uniform and 
equal rate. 

from 26 percent to 85 percent, with the assessment 
levels for only nine counties exceeding 60 percent. 

No official statewide ratio study has been done 
since, but the State Comptroller has reported county 
ratios through 1961 that are based on special 
studies made by him in some counties and on com- 
plete reappraisals made in a number of others. 
These data indicate an increase in assessment level 
in about one-half the counties and a very material 
increase in about one-third of the counties, with 23 
counties showing ratios of over 60 percent in 1961. 
That 35 of the 67 counties, according to the Comp- 
troller, had revaluations in 1957-61, would appear 
to account largely for this upward trend in assess- 
ment level. 

While the substantial number of recent revalua- 
tions is probably due primarily to the pressure for 
additional local revenues, another probable factor 
in the trend toward higher ratios is the strong sup- 
port given this policy by Governor Collins during 
his term of office. At the annual assessors' meeting 
in the fall of 1957, Governor Collins, concerned 
with the full value requirement, warned that he 
was obligated to enforce the laws. Opposition was 
very strong and in 1959 legislation to change the 
full value requirement was introduced but failed 
of passage. In  the fall of 1959 Governor Collins 
suspended one of the assessors "who not only failed 
to comply with the State's 61-year-old statutory re- 
quirement that real property be assessed at Lfull cash 
value' but also refused to give the Governor assur- 
ances that henceforth a 'competent' tax roll 
would be prepared for the county." The same 
assessor was back in office in 1961, it may be noted, 
but in 1959 there was a revaluation and the new 
valuation was almost three times that of 1958. 

The problems of revaluation and raising the level 
of assessments are especially difficult in a State 
where homestead exemption is based on assessed 
valuation. A telling illustration is Dade County, as 
described by Prof. Thomas J. Wood of the Univer- 
sity of MiamL8 The new Dade County Metro- 
politan Commission charter had provided for a re- 
assessment of all real property by 1961, a provision 
probably designed to afford a broader tax base and 
"to bring about some equalization of tax burden be- 
tween commercial and residential properties." 
But- 

The opening of the new tax rolls . . . precipitated a 
storm which nearly wrecked Metro and which has made 
future assessment adjustments much more difficult. . . . 
- - 

' Paul J. Piccard, "Florida's Tax Assessment Battle Con- 
tinues," National Civic Review, November 1959, pp. 540- 
541. For a very interesting series of short pieces on the 
Florida developments in this field in the 1957-59 period, 
see National Municipal Review, April 1958, p. 187, De- 
cember 1958, p. 578; and National Civic Review, April 
19:9, p. 207, November 1959, p. 540. 

Thomas J. Wood, "Metro's Financial Squeeze," ad- 
dress before the 20th Annual Short Course for Municipal 
Clerks and Finance Officers, University of Florida, Mar. 
11-14, 1962. 
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There was no across-the-board increase; increase and 
equalization went hand in hand, a process which involved 
increasing the assessments on most residences more drasti- 
cally than the assessments on commercial properties and 
the largest homes. The most revolutionary element in 
this reassessment was the tax suddenly imposed upon some 
42,000 families whose residences to this time had been 
assessed below $5,000 and were accordingly tax free. 

At a referendum, repeal of the charter section on 
reassessment was approved by a heavy vote-espe- 
cially heavy in precincts where the assessed valua- 
tions of homes were lowest. I t  was subsequently 
reported that the assessor had devised a plan for 
equalization, but Professor Wood indicates that this 
is likely to be a matter of leveling down rather than 
up-with a start in this direction resulting from the 
success of several Miami Beach hotels which 
brought suit for lower assessments. 
Aid t o  assessors. The Tax Council recom- 

mended a State-local board with a staff to super- 
vise and aid county assessors and to equalize county 
assessments. A bill to create such an agency was 
introduced in 1957 but died in committee. A pro- 
posal by the Interim Committee in 1961 for an ad- 
visory State-local board received considerable sup- 
port, including that of the Assessors' Association, 
but failed of enactment. There has now been es- 
tablished, however, in the Office of the Comptrol- 
ler, a new Assessment Standards Division, providing 
some of the services recommended by the two study 
groups. 

The Assessment Standards Division has been op- 
erating with a small staff and a "minimal" budget 
on an experimental basis, but its operations have 
apparently received good support and it was an- 

ticipated that its budget would be increased to per- 
mit expansion of services. The division has the 
responsibility of furnishing technical assistance to 
county assessors, upon their request, on specific 
problems and it aids in the appraisal of difficult or 
unusual properties. There have been steadily in- 
creasing demands for such help. 

Other aids to assessors have been provided in re- 
cent years. A new Manual for Assessors was pub- 
lished in 1959, the first since 1945. In 1961 the 
manual was supplemented by a guide which fur- 
nishes schedules for valuation of certain special 
types of property as well as a consolidation of laws 
governing taxation of real and personal property 
and interpretations by the Attorney General's ofice. 
I t  is planned to keep the material up to date with 
revisions when necessary. The Assessment Stand- 
ards Division is working on a revision of the manual 
to provide representative replacement costs of vari- 
ous types of structures to improve uniformity 
throughout the State. 

A monthly newsletter, "Tax Assessor's News," 
was initiated in 1961. This carries articles of gen- 
eral interest, plans for meetings, discussion of vari- 
ous aspects of assessing, information on revaluation 
projects, and personal news notes. 

The State Comptroller's Office, through the 
Assessment Standards Division, cooperates with the 
Assessors' Association in planning and administer- 
ing an annual seminar. This meeting, of about 3 
days, is planned to cover problems of special current 
interest to the assessors. The State also holds a 
special quadrennial conference for new assessors 
soon after they have taken the oath of office. 



GEORGIA 
Georgia's current contribution to strengthening 

the property tax consists mainly of encouraging 
counties to initiate revaluation programs and raise 
the generally low level of assessments through State 
loans for this purpose. In  1961 the legislature ap- 
propriated $1 million to be loaned to the counties to 
finance a property revaluation and equalization pro- 
gram, and in 1962 the appropriation was increased 
to $3 million. Under this program a county en- 
gages a private appraisal firm to do the revaluation 
under contract, borrowing the necessary funds inter- 
est free from the State, and repays to the State the 
amount of the loan in five annual installments. 

The State, operating through the Property Tax 
Division of the Department of Revenue, developed 
a series of regulations governing the loans. A sam- 
ple contract was worked out, including specifica- 
tions for the work to be done, qualifications of staff 
to be employed, and other details including special 
services (public relations work for example) to be 
given by the firm. The State maintains a list of 
approved firms. 

The recommended contract includes provision 
for: mapping and indexing all real property; 
appraisal and valuation of all taxable real prop- 
erty and appraisal of personal property of all indus- 
trial, commercial, and professional firms, etc., but 
excluding household personal property and intan- 
gible personalty; provision of an appropriate 
appraisal manual; instruction and training of des- 
ignated county employees to enable them to main- 
tain the records and conduct appraisals after com- 
pletion of the contract, etc. All contracts must be 
approved by the State Revenue Department and 
payments to the contracting finns are made directly 
by the State. 

A standard agreement between the State Depart- 
ment of Revenue and the counties receiving the 
loans has also been prepared. I t  provides among 

other things that if the county does not repay the 
loan as scheduled, the State Revenue Commissioner 
may direct the State Treasurer to pay to him 
amounts due the county for road aid until the loan 
is paid. The agreement also provides that on com- 
pletion of the evaluation and equalization program, 
the county will adopt and use a county tax equaliza- 
tion rate of not less than 30 percent nor more than 
40 percent of the appraised values until such tax 
equalization rate level is further adjusted by the 
State Revenue Commissioner. 

The 1962 legislature, besides increasing the 
appropriation, provided that repayments by the 
counties should be placed in a revolving fund to 
permit continuation of the program. The legisla- 
ture also approved a proposed constitutional 
amendment which would permit the counties to 
borrow from private lending institutions with loans 
to be repaid in up to 7 years, provided such loans 
were approved by the State and the work super- 
vised by the State. This amendment was a p  
moved bv the voters in November 1962. 

Within approximately 1 year from the time the 
program began in August 1961, 27 of the 159 coun- 
ties in the State had come into the equalization 
program and applications from 6 more were on 
file, a rate of acceptance far greater than had been 
anticipated. The cost of the program ranges from 
$23,000 to $100,000, with an average of $65,000 
per county. With costs at this level and the evident 
interest of the counties in the program, it was clear 
that appropriations would have tobe increased very 
substantially or some other means of financing 
found. The constitutional amendment on borrow- 
ing from private institutions was advocated as a 
solution, and by early in 1963 one county had 
applied to the banks for funds to aid in its tax 
equalization program. 
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The State of Hawaii is blessed with a deficiency 

in some of the institutions and appurtenances that 
complicate State-local government finance on the 
mainland. I t  has no overlapping local govern- 
ments, its one metropolitan area has a single gov- 
ernment and a nonexpandable boundary, it has no 
ad valorem tax on personal property, and it lacks 
the jumble of ineffective machinery for property 
tax administration that is cherished by so many 
States. The tax on real property is used exclusively 
by the local governments, but it is administered ex- 
clusively by the State government. 

The property tax is a long-established institution 
in Hawaii, with continuity as a major source of 
revenue for over 100 years under the governments of 
the Kingdom, the Republic, the Territory, and the 
State. The tax developed as a centrally ad- 
ministered tax, and although it has been dedicated 
to the financing of local government since 191 1, its 
administration has been continued under the central 
government. The local governments are free to de- 
termine their own property tax rates, subject to 
limits imposed by the State legislature, but the 
State is responsible for the assessment of property 
and collection of the tax. 

Local government in Hawaii means the State's 
four counties-Hawaii, Kauai, Maui, and city and 
county of Honolulu. There are no underlying po- 
litical subdivisions with taxing power; the counties 
are responsible for all local government functions 
and these functions are less extensive than in most 
States because the State government conducts and 
largely finances such functions as public education, 
health and welfare, and administration of the pub- 
lic schools and instructional program. The local 
property tax structure is as simple as the govern- 
mental structure-with single county tax rates in- 
stead of the usual composite local rates; but the 
State's geography and economy do create complex 
problems of assessment administration. The four 
counties include eight principal islands. Most of 
the urban development and population are centered 
in the city and county of Honolulu, which covers 
the island of Oahu, while the other three counties, 
embracing one, two, and four islands, are pri- 
marily rural in character; but in each county there 
is some representation of all classes of taxable prop- 
erty, ranging from commercial and industrial 
through various types of residential development 
and various kinds-of agricultural land to areas of 
wasteland of negligible value. 

Prior to the 1930's depression, property taxes sup- 
plied a major portion of Hawaii's total tax revenue; 

but with the Territory's adoption of a gross income 
or general excise tax, motor fuel tax, and other new 
taxes, the relative importance of the property tax 
declined markedly and in 1961 this tax accounted 
for only 12.6 percent of all State-local tax revenue. 
In that year Hawaii's property tax revenue was 
the third lowest among the States on a per capita 
basis and lowest in relation to personal income. Al- 
though the real property tax is used exclusively by 
the counties, its contribution to county revenues 
is overshadowed by county sharing of the State's 
major taxes. In  1959 it accounted for 36 percent 
of the revenues of the city and county of Honolulu, 
but for only 16-18 percent of the revenues of the 
other three c0unties.l 

Nature of the Present Property Tax 

For many years the property tax in Hawaii was 
levied broadly on realty and personalty, but by 1938 
the tax on personalty had been narrowed to cover 
little more than industrial equipment and business 
inventories, and in 1948 this remainder was re- 
pealed.= One reason cited for this final step was its 
removal of a possible deterrent to the steady main- 
tenance of stores and supplies sufficient to safe- 
guard an area heavily dependent on outside sources 
against possible interruptions in transportation. 
The State also follows a narrow concept of taxable 
real property. The statutory definition specifically 
excludes "all machinery and other mechanical or 
allied equipment and the foundations thereof9'-a 
class of property which at least in part is taxed as 
real property in a number of States. 

The tax law also undertakes to minimize for ad- 
ministration the borderline questions of what prop- 
erty is taxable that are inevitable when some classes 
are exempt. I t  does this by defining real property 
as "all land and appurtenances thereof and the 
buildings, structures, fences and improvements 
erected on or affixed to the same," and then includ- 
ing in the definition a lengthy list of items declared 
not to be real property. The Public Administra- 
tion Service, in its survey of real property assess- 
ment in Hawaii in 1958, declared that "The effect 
has been to force the assessor to interpret an am- 
biguous law in the light of what he believes public 

' The data are derived from U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
Governmental Finances in 1961, tables 14, 19 and 21, 
and Tax Foundation of Hawaii, Government in Hawaii, 
19c1, pp. 14-15. 

For an interesting summary of the history of the prop- 
erty tax in Hawaii, see Y. S. Leong and p b e r t  M. 
Kamins, "Property Taxation in the 50th State, National 
Tax Journal, March 1961. 
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policy to be." 8 The assessment authorities have 
been able to do this without undue controversy by 
following the distinctions that existed between real 
and personal property before repeal of the tax on 
the latter. 

T h e  level of assessment. A widespread policy 
among the States is to permit assessors to arrogate 
to themselves legislative powers by setting the level 
of assessed valuations that determines the magnitude 
of statutory and constitutional tax rate limits, debt 
limits, homestead and veterans' tax exemptions, 
and the like. In Hawaii, however, the assessor is 
accorded these legislative powers, with the excep- 
tion that the legislature has attempted, by an un- 
usual device, to safeguard the intent of the tax rate 
limits which it imposes on the counties. 

The tax law undertakes to gear the tax rate limit 
to the assessment level, thus the two must be con- 
sidered together. The law requires that all taxable 
real property shall be subject to a tax upon its fair 
market value, but permits the State Director of 
Taxation (who administers the property tax) to use 
as the tax base a percentage of fair market value. 
He is required, however, to certify to the county 
authorities each year the percentage that he uses, 
and the tax rate limit is then adjusted for this per- 
centage so that a county's taxing power is no more 
and no less than the relation to fair market value 
determined by the legislature. The law assumes a 
certified percentage of 70 percent in specifying rates 
of $16 per $1,000 (plus $2 for urban redevelop- 
ment) for the city and county of Honolulu and $18 
Der $1.000 for the other three counties. These 
I . '  
amounts must be adjusted proportionately for cer- 
tifications of assessment level above or below 70 per- 
cent to keep the effective limit consistently at what 
amounts to 1.12 percent of full value (plus the re- 
develo~ment tax) for Honolulu and 1.26 Dercent 
for the'other cou*ties. There is no appeal from the 
director's certification? 

a Public Administration Service, Real Property Assess- 
ment in Hawaii, Chicago, 1958, p. 61. This agency sug- 
gested that the title of this section of the law be changed 
from "Property defined" to "Taxable property"; the text 
shortened to read, "Property subject to tax under this 
chapter means and includes all land and the appur- 
tenances thereof and the buildings, structures and im- 
provements erected on or affixed to the same and any 
fixtures expressly required by law to be assessed and taxed 
as personal property"; and the list of exclusions re- 
phrased as exemptions, to make it clear that the legis- 
lature has power to tax any property it chooses and to 
make all exceptions and exclusions more specifically 
definable. 

Adopted in 1957, this plan is too new for an evalua- 
tion of its effectiveness. However, the Public Adminis- 
tration Service determined that assessments averaged 
about 50 percent of full value in 1957 (apparently the 
level had been much lower in early postwar years), and a 
complete reassessment in 1959-60 increased the assessed 
valuation 58 percent, some of the increase representing 
increases in the value of existing properties and addition 
of new properties. 

Even if the Director of Taxation makes his cer- 
tification with all of the precision that the vagaries 
of the assessing function permit, he still can decide 
legislative and constitutional policy by determining, 
through his power to set the level of assessment, the 
value of tax exemption to a homestead owner and 
the amount of long-term debt that the State and 
the counties may incur under the prevailing con- 
stitutional limitations based on percentages of as- 
sessed valuation. The legislature could regain its 
authority, and also simplify regulatory procedure, by 
requiring that property be appraised at full value, 
specifying the percentage of this figure-100 per- 
cent or less-to be used as the tax base, and then 
relating tax limits and other items controlled by 
the assessment level to this specified base. Neither 
the present method nor this possible alternative for 
determination of the assessment level is self-enforc- 
ing. The significant point is that in Hawaii these 
instructions go to a responsible department of the 
State government, not to a host of often untrained 
and unsupervised local assessors. 

Real property tax exemptions. Hawaii's prop- 
erty tax base is limited not only by its restriction to 
real property rather narrowly defined but by an un- 
usually large amount of tax-exempt realty. The law 
requires that the value of tax-exempt real property 
shall be determined and assessed "for informative 
and statistical purposes," and of a reported assessed 
valuation of $3.2 billion in 1960, $1.3 billion, or 41 
percent, comprised exempt property. The actual 
exemption may have been considerably larger. Of 
the reported total, the extensive property holdings 
of the U.S. Government accounted for over 44 per- 
cent and the properties of the State and county gov- 
ernments for 30 percent, leaving only one-fourth of 
the total to be accounted for by legislative exemp- 
tion of private property. 

These statutory exemptions include public 
utilities, which are subject to a more productive 
special tax on their gross operating revenues. 
Otherwise they represent a long accretion of mainly 
familiar types of exemptions that continue to ex- 
pand as in other States. The main classes are: 
property used by religious, educational, and char- 
itable institutions and various nonprofit organiza- 
tions; homesteads and the homes of blind persons, 
sufferers from Hansen's disease, and totally disabled 
veterans; privately owned land dedicated for a 
period of years to public use in State forest and 
water reserves; temporary exemptions, usually for 
5 years, for property used in the manufacture of 
specific products; and temporary exemptions for 
urban renewal purposes. 

Homestead exemptions, which represent more 
than one-half of all statutory exemptions, are a 
long-established institution. Owner-occupied 
dwellings are completely exempt on that portion 
of their assessed valuations up to $1,500 and 
partially exempt according to a schedule on that por- 
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tion between $1,500 and $5,000 permitting a maxi- 
mum exemption of $3,250. With the sharp rise 
in the level of assessment in recent years, the value 
of this exemption has been subject to substantial 
administrative erosion. The grant of temporary 
tax exemption to encourage new industry has been 
limited to property used in the production of a few 
kinds of products, such as the manufacture of pulp 
and paper from bagasse fiber. This incentive ap- 
parently has offered little attraction, as there have 
been very few applications for industrial develop- 
ment exemption in recent years. 

While the legislative trend has been for more, 
rather than less, exemption, the legislature became 
increasingly aware in recent years that exemptions 
needed more orderly development and more sys- 
tematic supervision. By 1960, for example, one 
section of the law provided exemptions for some 50 
specifically named institutions and organizations. 
In  that year the House of Representatives requested 
the Legislative Reference Bureau to study the situa- 
tion, and the bureau recommended in its report, 
among other things : that the legislature, instead of 
its piecemeal granting of specific exemptions, pro- 
vide general exemptions for desirable categories of 
institutional uses that would promote uniform treat- 
ment, discourage pressure, and improve exemption 
administration; eliminate exemptions for govern- 
ment property that is being put to private use; and 
give statutory authority to the Director of Taxation 
to formulate administrative regulations to supple- 
ment the statutory  provision^.^ Legislation enacted 
in 1961 went far in adopting these recommenda- 
tions, but failed to provide for taxing public property 
in private use and broadened further the exemptions 
for nonprofit organizations by including the prop- 
erty of labor unions and associations of government 
employees. 

Central Administration of the Real Property 
Tax 

Administration of Hawaii's real property tax, 
including all of its components of appraisal, assess- 
ment, collection, enforcement of tax liens, and tech- 
nical research, comprises one of the main functions 
of the Department of Taxation, which is responsi- 
ble for administering the bulk of the State's taxes. 
One of the State's 18 major administrative depart- 
ments, it is headed by a Director of Taxation ap- 
pointed by the  overn nor with the consent of the 
Senate for a 4-year term. Supplementing this 
organization for tax administration are county 
boards of review and a tax appeal court, the mem- 
bers of which are appointed by the Governor. 

The department itself is organized both on a 
functional and a geographical basis. In  addition 

'Tom Dinell, Real  Property T a x  Exemption in Hawaii, 
Legislative Reference Bureau, University of Hawaii, 
Report No. 3,1961, pp. 23-29. 
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to the central office in Honolulu, with its staff and 
line agencies, district offices are maintained, directly 
under the supervision of the Director of Taxation, 
in the three outlying island counties. These dis- 
trict offices, each organized under a county tax 
administrator, represent the department in admin- 
istering within their respective districts the taxes 
for which the department is responsible. The city 
and county of Honolulu (island of Oahu) contains 
four-fifths of the State's population, but only 604 
of the 6,435 square miles of the 8 principal islands. 

Within this general structure the organization for 
property tax administration has certain features 
that give it an appearance of complexity but actu- 
ally contribute to its effectiveness. In the first 
place, it follows the geographical basis of the depart- 
ment. In the second place, because of the avail- 
ability of the services of the department's staff agen- 
cies and the ability to integrate certain procedures 
common to all taxes administered by the depart- 
ment, it is not an entirely self-contained organiza- 
tion. 

Organization for assessment administration. 
One of the department's line agencies is a Real 
Property Assessment Division, headed by a real 
property tax director. This division, according to 
the department's program and organization man- 
ual, "Plans and administers a comprehensive sys- 
tem of appraisal and assessment of all real property 
in the state. . . ." "his division includes an 
appraisal branch, a tax maps branch, and a tech- 
nical services unit. The appraisal branch is 
responsible for all appraisal and assessment in the 
city and county of Honolulu, which accounts for 
over four-fifths of the State's taxable valuation. 
The tax maps branch performs a statewide func- 
tion in preparing and maintaining maps of all 
parcels of property throughout the State for the 
use of assessors, and also duplicates maps for other 
public and private uses. The technical services 
unit, a quite recent addition, has the responsibility 
for developing and maintaining uniform methods, 
procedures, and techniques to be used in real prop- 
erty assessment throughout the State. Its work 
includes valuation research, providing a classifica- 
tion system for appraising land and improvements, 
preparing appraisal manuals and guides, recom- 
mending values for agricultural lands, helping to 
appraise complex structures and difficult rural 
areas, and conducting staff training programs. 

Property in the counties of Hawaii, Kauai, and 
Maui is assessed by the real property tax branches 
in the department's self-contained district tax offices 
that serve these counties, subject to the standards 
and supervision provided by the central office. A 
collection branch in each district office handles the 

' This 40-page manual, as of September 1961, covers 
with text and charts the organization, programs, and func- 
tions of the department's staff and line agencies and dis- 
trict offices. 
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collection of all taxes, including property taxes, 
under the district's jurisdiction. 

Other  features of property tax  administration. 
In making administration of the property tax one 
of the functions of the State's comprehensive De- 
partment of Taxation, it has been possible to use 
certain general facilities and services of the depart- 
ment, thus avoiding duplication and minimizing 
overhead. The Collection Division, which is in 
charge of all of the department's collections and 
accounting, provides electronic data processing for 
the department that includes, for property tax ad- 
ministration, preparation of assessment lists and 
notices and tax rolls and bills, etc., for all islands, 
and programing and processing cards for statistical 
and research projects. The real property tax col- 
lection record shows current collections in recent 
years of 98.5 percent or more of the annual levies, 
with a negligible accumulation of delinquent taxes. 
The services of the department's staff agencies also 
play some part in the conduct of property tax ad- 
ministration, namely, the personnel, technical, and 
administrative services offices, the last of which is 
concerned with budgeting, study of operations and 
management methods and procedures, and tax and 
economic research and analysis. 

The Quality of Assessment Administration 

The law requires that all property shall be valued 
by appropriate systematic methods selected and ap- 
plied to obtain, as far as possible, uniform and 
equalized assessment throughout the State, and that 
all land shall be assessed in accordance with its 
highest and best use regardless of whether the land 
concerned is put to such use or not. Meeting these 
requirements depends not only on satisfactory ad- 
ministrative organization but on the competence of 
the staff and its utilization, and the quality of the 
appraisal standards and procedures and their appli- 
cation. 

The general lines of the present organization date 
from 1932, when the Territory drastically amended 
its property tax law following a professional survey 
of the tax and its administration and a complete 
reassessment. Incorporated in the law, apparently 
to assure permanence for the most approved assess- 
ment methods of that time, was a veritable assessor's 
manual of procedures. In subsequent years assess- 
ment administration adhered routinely to the meth- 
ods established in 1932, but with the postwar land 
and building boom, assessment problems began to 
get out of hand. In Oahu much rural land was 
shifting to urban use or influence and there were 
spectacular increases in land values, while efforts by 
tax commissioners and conference committees of 
taxpayers were only partially solving the problems 
of rural land valuation. 

The legislature authorized a special study of the 
situation, and the Territorial tax commissioner re- 

tained the Public Administration Service in 1957 to 
survey real property assessment practices. Sub- 
mitting its report in December 1958, the Public Ad- 
ministration Service observed that writing detailed 
technical methods into the law in 1932 had not 
proved entirely successful-that it had "tended to 
arrest the development of assessment administra- 
tion at the 1932 level when surely Hawaii must 
have had one of the world's best systems. In the 
meantime, however, assessing theory and practice 
have been moving rapidly forward." 

The survey staff made a thorough technical 
analysis of the law, organization, personnel, methods 
and procedures for assessment, and where it found 
substandard policy or performance it recommended 
specific remedies. The staff findings were, in brief: 
Simplification and clarification of the law would 
facilitate high-standard assessing. The organiza- 
tion was basically sound, but could be made more 
effective by certain internal adjustments and the 
addition of a technical division to carry on research 
and develop standards for the guidance of assessors. 
The personnel, bogged down in routine work and in- 
cluding some persons who had advanced in rank 
mainly on the basis of seniority, needed better utili- 
zation and professionalization. No major change 
was required in the size of the staff except for 
additional technicians. While some progress was 
being made in methods and procedures and a sales 
ratio study by the survey st& disclosed that "Gen- 
erally speaking, the data reflect credit upon the 
assessing operation, particularly in the relatively low 
degree of dispersion that exists," an adequate prop- 
erty classification system was lacking and there was 
inadequate valuation re~earch.~ To develop these 
two basic procedures, which, it was pointed out, 
would faditate equitable mass appraisal by a rela- 
tively small staff of trained people, the report pre- 
sented comprehensive recommendations. 

The Department of Taxation adopted the find- 
ings as a guide to strengthening assessment admin- 
tration and took steps to effectuate a number of the 
recommendations. While slome of them involved 
long-range programs, the department made sub- 
stantial progress in their development in the first 
3 years following the submission of the report. 
While there was some difficulty in recruiting quali- 
fied people, a newly created technical services sec- 
tion had been staffed with its quota of five specialists 

Real Propsrty Assessment in Hawaii, op. cit., p. 4. 
' I n  emphasizing the need for better classification as 

an aid to the assessment of rural land, a basic factor 
in Hawaii's economy, the Public Administration Service 
commented in its report (p. 42): "It is no doubt more 
than a coincidence that the two American jurisdictions 
that take rural land assessment most seriously are also the 
only two that have centralized assessment organizations, 
almost the only two where there are no elected assessors, 
and perhaps the only two where 'city limits' mean nothing 
for tax purposes. These jurisdictions are Hawaii and 
Puerto Rico." 
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by June 1959. A revaluation of real property 
throughout the State, started in 1959 and com- 
pleted in 1960, raised net taxable value by 58 
percent. 

With the aid of a technical staff that could con- 
centrate continuously on scientific classification of 
property, valuation research, and training of as- 
sessors, and also undertake specialized appraisal 
work, the Real Property Assessment Division has 
been enhancing the professional quality of its work. 
A review of the division's programs early in 1962 dis- 
closed that the classification of improvements had 
been refined, unit values assigned to the several 
groups, and the system applied to mass appraisal 
of 125,000 buildings in Oahu. A comprehensive 
though still tentative land use classification had 
been developed under 7 major categories and 20 
subcategories, with identifying definitions, while 
more detailed classification within categories was 
under w a ~ . ~  --. -. - I 

The valuation analysis required to make classifi- 
cation an effective tool of assessment has been and 
is being carried on along a number of lines, among 
them developing cost factors related to the building 
classification, improving the formula for computing 
depreciation, analysis of various kinds of leases as a 
means of appraising the large leaseholds that are so 
prevalent in Hawaii, and determining standards, in 
compliance with the requirement that land be 
assessed in accordance with its highest and best use, 
for assessing undeveloped or underdeveloped land 
classified as urban. Aiding in the solution of this 
last, and very difficult, problem is the recent 
"greenbelt" provision under statewide zoning that 
permits the dedication of land for specified use for 
10-year periods, subject to retroactive taxation if 
land is withdrawn for higher use during this period. 
Sales ratio studies are made regularly for checking 
purposes, but with due regard for speculative price 
distortions.1° 

As more systematic methods of assessment evolve 
from classification and valuation research, the tech- 
nical services staff has the responsibility for educat- 
ing assessors in their use. This is done by preparing 
reports, memoranda, manuals, etc., for instruction 
and guidance, holding briefing sessions on how to 
apply new criteria, and checking on performance 
to determine possible need for further instruction. 

'For example, cropland is one of five categories of 
agricultural land and it, in turn, is subdivided into pine- 
apple, sugarcane, and diversified cropland. Under 
further subclassification that permits equitable refinements 
of valuation, pineapple land is placed in five classes 
ranging from class A, prime land for pineapple culture, 
to class E, submarginal land that is used for this purpose. 
Identifying characteristics have been specified for each 
class, based mainly on soil, topographic, climatic, and 
utility characteristics. 

10 For example, the mail-order sales prices of lots in sub- 
divided lava beds on outlying islands may range upward 
of $1,500, although the division can find a nominal value 
of no more than $100. 

With appropriations available to pay part of the 
tuition cost, encouragement is given to assessors to 
take special courses in appraisal. Communication 
with district offices has been improved to some ex- 
tent, but is a continuing problem. Valuation 
schedules for pineapple, sugar, and ranch land are 
prepared by the technical services staff and sent to 
the districts for use in assessment; district assessors 
come to the central office one or more times a year 
for conferences; members of the central staff make 
frequent visits to the districts, sometimes upon re- 
quest; and professional libraries are being devel- 
oped in the district offices. 

Personnel, Salaries, Overall Costs 

The staff for assessment administration is under 
the State's civil service system, classified as to func- 
tion and responsibility and with provision for regu- 
lar salary increments and opportunity for advance- 
ment. I t  constitutes a professional working organi- 
zation with no political or sinecure jobs. A total of 
81 persons was employed in September 1961, in- 
cluding, in addition to the real property tax direc- 
tor, 52 persons in professional and technical posi- 
tions and 28 in clerical and minor technical posi- 
tions. The former group included 5 research and 
appraisal specialists, 34 appraisers ( 18 in the Hono- 
lulu office and 16 in the 3 outlying district offices), 
and 13 tax maps recorders and draftsmen (this 
branch including 7 other employees). 

For the 52 professional and technical positions, 
salaries range upward through 11 grades, and with- 
in each grade there is provision for 7 incremental 
steps and 3 additional longevity steps.ll For ex- 
ample, there are four grades for building apprais- 
ers, with salaries in 1962 ranging from a starting 
figure of $5,076 for grade I to a top figure of $9,096 

"The  following table shows for this group, position 
titles, number of employees, and salary range in 1962. 
The maximum figures indicated may be increased about 
14 percent by longevity increases. 

Salary range Position and number of employees 
$10,032-$13,440. . . . . Real property tax director. 
$9,096-$12,192. . . . . . Real property valuation engineer (1) 
$8,256-$11,064. . . . . . Supervisory real property appraiser 

(1); tax maps recorder (1). 
$7,488-$10,032. . . . . . Agricultural land valuation specialist 

(1 ) ; county real property appraiser 
I T  r l \  
11 ( A ] .  

$6,792-$9,096. . . . . . . Improvement valuation specialist 
(1); County real property a p  
praiser I (1); building appraiser 
IV (1); land appraiser I11 (1). 

$6,156-$8,256. . . . . . . Building appraiser I11 (7); land 
appraiser I1 (8); assistant tax 
maps recorder (1). 

$5,59247,488.. . . . . . Building appraiser I1 (3); land 
appraiser I (4). 

$5,328-$7,128. . . . . . . Research analyst I1 (1). 
$5,076-$6,792. . . . . . . Building appraiser I (6); tax maps 

draftsman I1 (4). * 7.. .&I 

$4,836-$6,468. . . . . . . Research analyst I (1). 
$4,392-$5,868. . . . . . . Tax maps draftsman I (7). 
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($10,392 including longevity steps) for grade IV. 
In  addition to the maximum for the director, 
$13,440 ($15,348) and for the head of the technical 
services unit, $12,192 ($13,920), there are five 
other supervisory or research positions that pay 
maximums of over $10,000. Department officials 
state that they have had no serious problem of turn- 
over in personnel. (According to some observers, 
there tends to be a problem of inbreeding and lon- 
gevity.) 

The cost of property tax administration is borne 
entirely by the State; no charge is made to the 
counties for this service. The overall expense is 
higher in relation to taxes collected than for other 
taxes administered by the State. In the biennium 
ended in 1959 the budgeted cost of assessment (in- 
cluding boards of review) was $740,000, approxi- 
mately 2.1 percent of property taxes collected, while 
this cost plus the estimated allocable expense of 
department administration, collection services, etc., 
and the tax appeal court, $1,117,000, approximated 
3.3 percent of taxes ~ollected.'~ These percent- 
ages are influenced, it should be emphasized, by 
Hawaii's relatively modest use of the property tax 
($31.51 per capita in 1961, compared with an 
average of $98.35 for the United States). A more 
nearly average use of the property tax would reduce 
them markedly, since the cost of administration is 
not greatly influenced by the size of the tax rate. 

Provision for Review of Assessments 

The assessment process must include, in addition 
to the original assessment, some provision for ad- 
ministrative or judicial review and it frequently 
includes provision for interarea equalization. In 
Hawaii reasonable intercounty equalization is a 
by-product of centralized assessing that follows uni- 
form methods and standards throughout the State. 
T o  preserve for the taxpayers their right to an 
opportunity to be heard, the State has established 
special agencies. 

In  each of the four county tax divisions there is 
a board of review composed of five residents ap- 
pointed by the Governor for overlapping 4-year 
terms. There is also a tax appeal court, with 
statewide original and appellate jurisdiction, that 
consists of three members appointed by the Gov- 
ernor for overlapping 4-year terms, one of whom 
must be a lawyer and be designated as judge of the 
court. A distinguishing feature of the review 
boards and the court is that their jurisdiction ex- 
tends to appeals from all State administered taxes. 
A taxpayer may appeal his assessment to the board 
of review in the tax division in which his property 
is located, or directly to the tax appeal court. Both 

"These figures are derived by relating budget amounts 
computed and estimated by Public Administration Service 
(see Report, p. 9)  to tax collections (adjusted for delayed 
collections) of $M,2 18,000 in the biennium. 

the taxpayer and the assessor may appeal from 
decisions of the board of review to the tax appeal 
court, and either may carry an appeal to the State 
supreme court. The procedure for boards of 
review is primarily that of appeal rather than 
review; but they are required to submit annual 
reports to the Governor covering features of their 
work that they believe pertinent to good assessing 
and noting additionally any instances in which in 
their opinion there have been assessing errors on 
properties not brought before them on appeal. 

This plan is superior to the familiar ex officio 
review board in many States and to the cumber- 
some pyramidal machinery that some States have 
evolved, but it has been subject to some criticism. 
Under the law, for example, the level of assess- 
ment, of itself, does not appear to provide a ground 
for appeal unless it exceeds 100 percent of full 
value. There is, additionally, the problem of find- 
ing five citizens in each county, willing to serve for 
a small per diem compensation, who are well versed 
not only in property valuation but in all of the 
State administered taxes. I t  has been said, also, 
that by their power to change individual assess- 
ments, boards of review can distort the systematic 
work of the central assessing agency. That agency, 
however, has the right to apped review board deci- 
sions. 

A few proposals have been made for modifica- 
tion of the plan. One has been to give the counties 
authority to appeal the level of assessment, appar- 
ently indicating distrust of the present method of 
assuring them their full statutory taxing power.l3 
The Public Administration Service suggested re- 
placement of the present boards of review by county- 
controlled boards of equalization, with powers re- 
stricted largely to referring assessed valuations of 
individual properties or classes of property to assess- 
ors for further study. As an alternative to diffu- 
sion of administrative responsibility, it might be 
more fruitful to reinforce the central arrencv's facili- " J 

ties for reviewing its own work and to require that 
the agency make regularly available an adequate 
statistical evaluation of its assessment performance. 

Centralization vs. Decentralization 

Since central administration of the property tax 
is traditional procedure in Hawaii, the State's citi- 
zens probablv-are not so fullv aware of its advan- 
tages, actual and potential, as they would be if the 
system were a new product of progressive civic 
effort. These advantages become obvious, how- 
ever, when comparison is made with the various 
arrangements in the other States. 

" A  bill empowering the counties to appeal State as- 
sessments was passed by the last session of the Territorial 
Legislature in May 1959, but was vetoed by the Governor. 
It was reintroduced in the first session of the State legisla- 
ture, later in that year, but failed to pass. 
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Under Hawaii's system of State assessment, a 
reasonable degree of statewide equity among classes 
and within classes of property is being worked for 
through a professional assessing staff following uni- 
form methods and procedures under central super- 
vision, reinforced by the valuation research work 
of a central technical st&. These professional and 
technical resources are just as available to rural areas 
as to urban areas. Decentralization of assessment 
would require an expensive duplication of some of 
these facilities, or their downgrading in rural coun- 
ties that might find it difficult to meet the expense. 
This system also can obtain intercounty equaliza- 
tion without the creation of a special State organi- 
zation for this purpose. Not to be overlooked are 
the economies and efficiencies resulting from the 
availability of the resources of a large central tax 
department, among them electronic data processing 
facilities for preparation of assessment rolls, tax 
bills, etc., recordkeeping, accounting, and statistical 
research. 

As a support for a well-integrated State-local rev- 
enue system, as an aid to unified State economic 
development, and as a useful factor in maintaining 
an uncomplicated government structure, the im- 
portance of a sound system of central assessment 
can hardly be overemphasized. I t  removes local 
fiscal capacity from obscurity, avoids the economic 
and fiscal weaknesses of competitive underassess- 
ment, and obviates the need for the complex and 
costly regulatory organization and machinery to 
which other States are turning in order to salvage 
the property tax. 

That there should be some sentiment in Hawaii 
for transferring property tax administration to the 

county governments is not surprising. The tax is 
used entirely for local purposes, it is in large part 
locally administered in the other States, the local 
administrative organizations would be expanded 
and have more jobs available, the impersonal, pro- 
fessional character of State assessing could be re- 
placed by a more flexible local approach, and it 
might seem to mark progress toward more fiscal 
autonomy. Actually, if the counties are interested 
in more fiscal autonomy, their concern must be with 
policy matters such as the relaxing of tax rate and 
debt limits and restrictions on what they can spend 
money for. The assessment of property and collec- 
tion of taxes are properly matters of fiscal adminis- 
tration, and so long as the State provides these ad- 
ministrative services efficiently and in accordance 
with statutory requirements, it does not interfere 
with county determination of fiscal policy within 
the range permitted by law. 

If the advantages of central administration were 
being vitiated by failure of the legislature to appro- 
priate the money necessary to maintain good-quality 
administration, or by a lack of competence and zeal 
on the part of the Department of Taxation to do 
a good administrative job, or by department assess- 
ing policies that were shortchanging the taxing and 
borrowing powers of the counties, there might be 
strong grounds for considering decentralization. 
In  practice, however, the legislature has been mak- 
ing fairly adequate appropriations, the quality of 
assessment administration has been improving under 
a well-defined and constructive program. I t  would 
appear, in fact, that the 50th State already has, or 
is close to having, what the others might like to 
have if they knew how to get it. 
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Idaho is approaching the end of a reappraisal 

program undertaken cooperatively by the State and 
the counties. The statutes required that the pro- 
gram be commenced in all counties by 1961. In 
December of that year work was begun in the last 
of the 44 counties and it is anticipated that it will 
be some time in 1964 before the entire project is 
completed. The work of appraisal was divided, 
with part to be done by the State, part by the coun- 
ties under State supervision. The State Tax Com- 
mission staff appraises all commercial buildings and, 
jointly with the county assessors, urban land. For 
appraisal of rural land, buildings, and residences, 
a special staff of about 12 appraisers was employed 
by the State to train and instruct personnel hired 
bv the countv commissioners and the assessors. 
when apprai&l is finished, the records and infor- 
mation become county records. 

After com~letion of the amraisal the State Tax 
A 

Commission exercises continuing supervision over 
appraisal of new commercial structures, additions 

The Tax Commission also continues its full respon- 
sibility for assessing railroad, electric transmission, 
telephone, telegraph, and pipeline companies as it 
had in the past. 

When the appraisal project was undertaken it 
was anticipated that on its completion in all coun- 
ties, assessments would be at 100 percent of the a p  
praised value. I t  is now anticipated that when the 
entire project is complete, assessments will be set at 
a uniform level, below 100 percent, but at a ratio 
adeauate to ~rovide for the Doorest countv. 

p;operty &es in Idaho ire levied on 'real and 
tangible personal property. A relatively minor but 
not insignificant change in the base was made re- 
cently with the removal of household furnishings. 
The Tax Structure Committee, reporting in 1956, 
said: "The tax on household furnishings is not 
levied in all counties, and does not produce signif- 
icant revenue." l The committee, the State Tax 
Commission, and the assessors all joined in securing 
removal of this tax. 

and improvements and appraisals in urban and 
lakeshore areas which are subject to rapid change. 

Report of the Tax Structure Committee, Boise, Idaho, 
1956, pp. 7-8. 
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With the adoption of its full valuation act in 

1945, Illinois initiated systematic intercounty equal- 
ization of assessments. In  1949 the legislature en- 
acted a county assessment supervisor law, designed 
to improve the quality of assessing produced by the 
State's antiquated township assessor system. This 
law promptly was declared unconstitutional, but 
under permissive legislation passed in 1953 and 
1957 some progress has been made in strengthening 
the local organization for assessment administration. 
Repeated attempts to amend the broad and con- 
fusing uniformity provisions in the State constitu- 
tion have failed, however. 

Under the strict uniformity provisions of the 
Illinois constitution of 1870, the general property 
tax is commonly regarded as applying uniformly to 
all classes of property, real and personal, unless 
specifically exempted in accordance with the enu- 
merated exemptions permitted by the constitution 
(public property, property used for religious, chari- 
table, and educational purposes, etc.) . The statutes 
call for the assessment of all taxable property at fair 
cash value and its taxation at a uniform rate in any 
taxing district. In  practice, a de facto classified 
eneral property tax has developed, with variations 

for different classes in the level of assessment. This 
policy has led to endless litigation, with the result, 
as one commentator has said, "that one is often 
faced with a developing hodgepodge of conflicting 
interpretations of an already confusing constitu- 
tional limitation." l 

Organization for Assessment Administration 
Property taxes in Illinois produce about $1.4 bil- 

lion per year as the primary source of revenue for 
over 5,400 local taxing units, a figure as large as 
the aggregate of all other State taxes. While the 
State has made only negligible use of the property 
tax for its own purposes for many years, it is, of 
course, responsible for determining the form of the 
tax, such ceilings on the use of the tax as it deems 
necessary, and the method of administering the tax. 
Under the organization which the State has created, 
responsibility for the function of assessment admin- 
istration is shared by a large number of township as- 
sessment districts, various county officers and agen- 
cies, and the State Department of Revenue. Some 
understanding of the general features of this or- 
ganization is needed to evaluate the State's recent 
efforts to improve it.2 

l Wade J. Newhouse, Jr., Constitutional Uniformity 
and Equality i n  State Taxation, University of Michigan, 
1929, p. 166. 

For fuller discussion of the organization, see Robert 
H. Pealy, A Comparative Study of Property T a x  Adminis- 
tration in Illinois and Michigan, Institute of Public Ad- 
ministration, University of Michigan, 1956, pp. 34-87. 

Local assessment organization. As the result of 
permissive legislation in 1953 and 1957, the local 
machinery for assessment administration is experi- 
encing a gradual transition. Prior to 1953 it was 
substantially as follows. Of the State's 102 counties, 
17 in the southern part of the State are so-called 
commission counties having no township organiza- 
tion. In  these counties the elective county treas- 
urer was ex officio the assessor. In  83 of the other 
85 counties, all of which have township organiza- 
tion, the primary assessment district was the town- 
ship, with an assessor elected for a 4-year term.8 
St. Clair County had an elective county board of 
assessors and Cook County had an elective assessor, 
but there also were elective township assessors in 
these two counties except in the eight townships of 
Chicago and Belleville and East St. Louis in St. 
Clair County. The total of primary assessment dis- 
tricts in the State was close to 1,500. In the town- 
ship counties (except Cook and St. Clair) the 
county treasurer was ex officio supervisor of as- 
sessments. In  all counties there were, and are, 
county boards of review or their equivalent. 

A proposal was considered in the 1945 legisla- 
ture, but defeated, to establish the office of county 
assessment supervisor in all counties except Cook 
and St. Clair Counties and require the use of mod- 
ern appraisal methods in assessment. In 1949 a 
similar proposal was adopted. Full-time county 
assessment supervisors were to be appointed for 4- 
year terms by county governing boards from names 
chosen and certified by the State Department of 
Revenue from lists of persons submitted by the 
county boards. Elective township assessors were to 
become deputy assessors and the supervisors would 
be, in effect, the assessors. The courts quickly 
found this notably progressive step unconstitutional. 

The legislature tried again in 1953, for counties 
with populations under 150,000, by authorizing 
commission counties to change to appointive asses- 
sors, and authorizing board-of-supervisor counties 
to change to appointive supervisors of assessments. 
I n  1957 the legislature extended these authoriza- 
tions to all of the larger counties except Cook and 
St. Clair, which already had special arrangements 
for county assessing. A county board may adopt 
this plan by resolution; but by petition signed by 5 
percent of the registered voters, a referendum can 
be required on such action or on the question of re- 
quiring the board to take such action. The plan 
also can be abandoned by referendum; but in 1961 
the legislature raised the petition-signature require- 
ment to 10 percent to discourage the activities of 

'With no municipal assessors, each municipality de- 
pends for its assessment on the township districts that lie 
within or overlap it. 
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small pressure groups. Forty counties have 
changed to appointive county assessment supervisors 
or appointive assessors. 

I n  appointing such officers, the county boards 
are required to choose, on the basis of competitive 
examination, persons of experience and training in 
property appraisal and property tax administratlon 
or in work of an "equivalent nature." Appoint- 
ment is for a 4-year term. The legislature has set 
minimum annual salaries for such officers, ranging 
from $3,600 in counties with populations under 
10,000 to $7,200 in counties with populations of 
150,000 or more. I t  has provided, also, that maxi- 
mum salaries may not exceed these minima by more 
than $2,400. In 1959 the legislature authorized the 
State to reimburse counties for 50 percent of the 
salaries of such officers. 

An appointive county supervisor of assessments 
is, for practical purposes, a county assessor. While 
the elective township assessors continue, they are, 
in effect, deputy assessors. He is required to in- 
struct them in methods designed to produce uni- 
form assessing in the county and there are penalties 
for willful violation of instructions. He has the 
same authority as the township assessor to assess 
property and make changes in assessments, can 
make changes in the latter's valuations, and is clerk 
of the county board of review. He is required, also, 
to set up in his office, in accordance with specifica- 
tions by the State Department of Revenue, tax 
maps, property record cards, etc., for all real estate 
in the county, with the qualification that he may 
maintain copies of, but not duplicate, the work of 
full-time township assessors that meets the specified 
standards. The 1957 legislature also required the 
installation and maintenance of property record sys- 
tems in all counties except Cook and St. Clair. 

Boards of review are all at the county level. In  
commission counties the three county commission- 
ers comprise the board. In board-of-supervisor 
counties the board consists of the chairman of the 
board of supervisors as ex officio chairman and 
two members appointed by the county judge. 
(Cook and St. Clair Counties have special pro- 
visions.) These boards are responsible for intra- 
county equalization and adjustments of individual 
assessments on complaint or on their own motion. 
Appeals from the county review boards are to the 
State courts. 

State organization. The State Department of 
Revenue, headed by a director appointed by the 
Governor with the advice and consent of the senate 
for a 2-year term, has as its major responsibilities the 
collection of about three-fourths of the revenue 
from State taxes and fees, and the conduct of the 
State's share of property tax administration, the 
latter mainly through its Property Tax Division. 

'The county board may designate a member other than 
the chairman to serve if the chairman so wishes. 

Created in 1943, this department succeeded a three- 
member State Tax Commission which had been 
responsible, among other things, for property tax 
administration and which had, in turn, replaced in 
1919 a State Board of Equalization established in 
1867. The State has had nearly a hundred years 
of experience, therefore, in joint administration of 
the property tax. 

The Department of Revenue has three major 
duties respecting the property tax. (1) I t  is re- 
quired to assess all railroad property except non- 
carrier real estate, the capital stock of certain classes 
of companies organized under the laws of I l l in~is ,~  
and the operating personalty of private car line 
companies doing business within the State. (2 )  It 
is required to direct and supervise the assessment 
for taxation of all real and personal property in the 
State; advise and assist local assessing officers; pre- 
scribe general rules and regulations for assessing, 
which shall be binding on local assessment officers; 
prescribe or approve forms, files, and records au- 
thorized or required for the use of local assessment 
officers; and review exemptions of property ap- 
proved by local boards of review or the board of 
appeals. ( 3 )  I t  is required to equalize the assess- 
ment of property among the counties of the State. 

T o  carry out these duties the department has been 
given extensive powers, among them powers of fact- 
finding and investigation, the right to require from 
local officers all needed information, and the right 
to order in any year, in any county or assessment 
district, a reassessment of all real and personal 
property, or real or personal property, or any class 
of personal property, to be made by the local assess- 
ment officers, and cause it to be substituted for the 
original assessment. 

The Property Tax Division, which is responsible 
for most of the property tax work of the department, 
operates, as do the department's other major line 
divisions, through two offices, one in Springfield 
and one in Chicago. The supervisors of these offices 
are career specialists in property tax administration. 
The technical appraisal staff engaged in central 
assessment is concentrated almost entirely in the 
Chicago office. While the duties of the department 
respecting the property tax have a vital relation to 
the efficient and eauitable administration of this 
major source of tax revenue in the State, only about 
5 percent of the budget appropriation of the depart- 
ment goes to support the Property Tax Division. 
Some observers attribute the seeming shortchanging 
of this function to its inclusion in a department 
whose chief concern is State tax 

The capital stock of the following kinds of companies 
is locally assessed: manufacturing and mercantile, mining 
and selling of coal, printing, newspaper publishing, for 
improving and breeding of stock, banking, mutual build- 
ing, loan and homestead associations. 

See, for example, Pealy, op. cit., pp. 63-64, 72. 
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Equalization of Assessments 

In 1945 the legislature enacted a law designed to 
produce intercounty equalization of assessments at 
full value, the purpose being to remove inequities 
arising from the varying levels of underassessment 
that prevailed throughout the State. These inequi- 
ties included lack of uniformity in the application 
of debt and tax rate limits, distortion in the dis- 
tribution of equalizing State grants, and nonuni- 
formity of taxation in intercounty taxing districts 
and of State assessed property. 

This law, effective in 1946, requires the Depart- 
ment of Revenue, through analysis of property 
transfers, property appraisals, and such other means 
as it deems proper and reasonable, to determine for 
each county the ratio of the assessed valuation as 
revised by the county board of review to the esti- 
mated full, fair cash value, and then to certify to 
each county clerk the percentage to be added to or 
deducted from the assessed valuation to bring it to 
full value. The department uses a "multiplier" to 
make these adjustments. The law called originally 
for annual equalization, but in 1959 this was 
changed to equalization only in quadrennial assess- 
ment years, with the same equalization factor to be 
used in the 3 succeeding years. The equalized 
assessments are the basis for taxes, tax rate limits, 
debt limits, and formulas for distributing State aid. 

The program has not accomplished its purpose of 
equalization at full value, but has produced a 
reasonable degree of intercounty uniformity in the 
average level of assessment. The immediate effect 
was to raise the equalized value of assessed property 
in the State from $9.14 billion in 1945 to $20.76 
billion in 1946. The latter figure was fairly close 
to full value, but the ratio declined in subsequent 
years to around 50 percent in the mid-1950's and 
currently is close to this level. According to the 
Department of Revenue in 1962, "the current 
equalization factors of the department result in 
equalized assessed values that would approximate 
50 percent of the value indicated by the average of 
the adjusted weighted average real estate sales 
assessment ratios for the three most current years 
for which such studies are available." 

Accounting largely for the department's failure 
to equalize assessments at full value was the same 
distrust of postwar market values that influenced 
the policies of assessors throughout the country. 
Use as the equalization factor of the average assess- 
ment ratio determined for each county by a ratio 
study based on recent property transfers would have 
raised the county assessments to approximate mar- 
ket value; but in view of the prevailing inflation the 
department in its judgment discounted the market 
value. Consequently, by means of averaging for- 

' Department of Revenue Equalization 1962 (Depart- 
ment bulletin). 

mulas employing the ratios of several past years and 
the application of various "deflationary factors," 
the department was able to produce equalization 
factors that tended to discount what was believed 
to be temporary inflation. There appears to have 
been a tendency for these devices to lessen the de- 
gree of intercounty uniformity that was ~b ta ined .~  

The Illinois Legislative Council, reviewing in 
1957 the accomplishments of the program, found 
it moderately successful in accomplishing inter- 
county equalization, but noted that the level was 
only about 50 percent of full value and that fairly 
substantial variations still existed among the coun- 
ties.9 The Census Bureau's assessment-sales ratio 
study of 1956, however, found a relatively high de- 
gree of intercounty assessment uniformity in Illi- 
nois. The assessment ratios of two-thirds of the 
counties in the sample were in the 40-49.9 percent 
bracket, with the remainder in adjoining brackets. 

Another factor that influenced department pol- 
icy respecting equalization at  full value was the ef- 
fect of the assessment level on taxes under existing 
statutory tax rate limits, debt limits, and formulas 
for distributing State aid that were related to 
assessed values. In  conjunction with adoption of 
the "full valuation act" in 1945, the legislature un- 
dertook a compensatory adjustment of these meas- 
urement formulas over a transitional period through 
1950, later extended to 1952. Numerous changes 
in tax rate limits have been enacted since. AC- 

cording to the Department of Revenue, "The tax- 
rate limitation legislation since 1945 makes it diffi- " 
cult to determine the exact rate limitation for any 
particular fund or district." lo Instead of carrying 
but the statutory mandate to equalize assessmkn6 
a t  full value and leaving to the legislature the func- 
tion of adiusting its measurement formulas to the " 
base it had mandated, the department, by inter- 
posing its interpretation (influenced by public, eco- 
nomic, and political considerations) of the 
equalization base, appears to have assumed some of 
this legislative responsibility. 

While the Department of Revenue now equalizes 
assessments only in years of quadrennial assessment, 
it conducts assessment ratiostudies in each county 
for each year. The general property tax applies to 
tangible and intangible property as well as to real 
property, but the real estate ratio studies are the 
primary basis for equalization. Cited in support 
of this ~rocedure are the difficultv and exDense of 
covering personal property and the fact that real 

'For a good analysis of these procedures and their ef- 
fect, see Rolf A. Weil, "Property Tax Equalization in Illi- 
nois," in National Tax  Journal, June 1953, pp. 157-167. 
' Illinois Legislative Council, Equalization o f  Property 

Tax  Assessments, Springfield, June 1957. (Bulletin 
3-g18.) 

Department of Revenue, Preface to July 1959 edition 
of the Revenue Act of 1939, p. VI. 
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property represents 70 percent to 80 percent of the 
assessed valuation. The studies are based mostly 
on sales, all usable, bona fide sales being used, ex- 
cept in Cook County, where a sample is used. Al- 
though it may be questioned that sold properties 
constitute a satisfactory sample of all real estate, the 
department lacks the financial resources to do much 
supplementing of sales data with sample appraisals. 
The department stratifies its sales sample both geo- 
graphically and by classes of property to the extent 
that this is feasible. In Cook County the assess- 
ment records permit the use of 17 classes of prop- 
erty, but in other counties the classification is lim- 
ited mainly to rural and urban property. Policy 
respecting publication of assessment ratio study data 
has varied in the past but was liberalized by 1961 
legislation. The department now publishes not 
only the equalization factors and multipliers for the 
several counties, but also has available, by counties, 
median assessment ratios, measures of dispersion, 
and frequency distributions. 

Intracounty equalization. Since the State equal- 
ization program is intercounty in its application, it 
affects intracounty equalization only indirectly. 
The Legislative Council commented in 1957 that 
"among the townships within any county there has 
been no effective equalization system and no known 
attempt on any considerable scale to measure recent 
variations in assessment levels." l1 I n  its session of 
1957, however, the legislature made it mandatory 
on countv boards of review in townshir, counties to 
equalize assessments among township districts an- 
nually. The county judges were directed, in mak- 
ing appointments to boards of review, to choose 
persons of experience and training in property ap- 
praisal, and boards in counties not having appoint- 
ive supervisors of assessments were required in 
counties over 25,000 population (authorized in 
smaller counties) to appoint a clerk to aid in gather- 
ing and analyzing sales and appraisal data needed 
to determine the level of assessments in each assess- 
ment district. Each board is required to report the 
results of its work annually to the Department of 
Revenue. If a board fails to report, or its report 
shows failure to make an adequate equalization, the 
department is required to "direct, determine, and 
supervise7' the local assessment. 

State Supervision of Local Assessment 

The State has recognized the importance of su- 
pervising local assessment administration by mak- 
ing this function one of the chief responsibilities of 
a major division of the Department of Revenue, the 
Property Tax Division, and giving this division 
broad supervisory duties and powers. Because of 
the inclusive character of the general property tax 
and the large number of township assessment dis- 
tricts, adequate supervision has been a monumental 

Illinois Legislative Council, op .  cit. 

problem; but legislation over the past several years, 
previously described, has been making the ~roblem 
potentially more manageable. 

The Property Tax Division's opportunities for 
effective supervision have been increased materially 
by the knowledge of local assessment performance 
obtained through annual assessment ratio studies 
designed primarily for intercounty equalization, by 
the conversion in two-fifths of the counties to ap- 
pointive county assessors or county supervisors of 
assessments, by requirements for local installation 
of tax maps and record systems in conformity with 
standards set by the division, and by the intracounty 
equalization work now required of the county 
boards of review and subject to division approval. 
The division lacks an adequate supervisory staff, 
however, to take proper advantage of these oppor- 
tunities. With the division's limited resources ab- 
sorbed mainly in the central assessment of property 
and in the conduct of the intercounty equalization 
program, the financial support for which appears 
to be inadequate, there is little leeway for develop- 
ing a program of field supervision to effectuate the 
measures taken by the legislature to improve pri- 
mary assessing. As Pealy observed in his study of 
the situation, "The most glaring fiscal need is for 
additional funds for advice and service functions." 

The supervisory work of the Property Tax Divi- 
sion, however, has been of very considerable value 
in such ways as the publication of manuals and 
guides, provision of numerous schedules and forms, 
holding of conferences, answering inquiries and giv- 
ing advice on all kinds of assessing problems, and 
furnishing technical aid within the range of staff 
resources. Among the important publications are 
periodic editions of the property tax laws and the 
rules and regulations of the Department of Revenue 
relating to the property tax; the Illinois AssessorsJ 
Manual, a clear, comprehensive textbook for as- 
sessors; a standard real property assessment man- 
ual, compiled with the aid of outside appraisal 
specialists and revised periodically, most recently 
in 1958; and various supplementary manuals and 
price schedules. A personal property assessment 
manual is in the process of compilation. For many 
years annual conferences have been held for as- 
sessors and members of boards of review. 

Over the past 15 years Illinois has made con- 
siderable progress in improving assessment adminis- 
tration. The intercounty equalization program has 
minimized many previously existing inequities, and 
recent legislation provides a good opportunity for 
raising the quality of primary assessing, particularly 
if the Department of Revenue is given the resources 
to develop adequate supervision. Civic Ieaders in 
the State, however, recognize the need for further 
simplification and professionalization of the locd 
assessment organization and for amendment of the 
uniformity provisions of the State constitution to 
make the property tax more administrable. 
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In 1959 Indiana enacted notable property tax 

legislation which has had significant results. Impor- 
tant legislation was enacted in 196 1, also, but some 
of this has been declared unconstitutional. The 
1959 legislation, described as "a milestone in the 
improvement of Indiana's property tax structure," 
provided that all real property be reassessed in 1961 
and every 8 years after 1961; that a personal prop- 
erty manual be prepared as a guide for assessors; 
and that real and personal property be taxed at 
one-third of true cash value. In 1961 the general 
assembly sought to change the personal property tax 
base by providing that household goods be assessed 
uniformly at 5 percent of the value of the improve- 
ment in which the goods were maintained and that 
motor vehicles be subject to an excise tax in lieu 
of a property tax, but both these measures were 
declared unconstitutional. Also, in 1961 it was 
provided that the laws governing assessment be 
codified as an aid to officials and to taxDavers. 

1 ,  

Organization for assessment administration. The 
primary unit for general property assessment in 
Indiana is the township, of which there are 1,009 in 
the State. For townships of more than 5,000 pop- 
ulation, an assessor is elected for a 4-year term; for 
smaller townships, assessing is one of the functions 
of the township trustee. There is also a county 
assessor, elected for a 4-year term in each of the 
92 counties, who has all the rights and powers given 
to assessors for the examination of persons and 
property, the discovery and assessment of property, 
and making lists and returns. While the county 
assessors have no direct supervision over the town- 
ship assessors, in most counties the local assessing 
officials look to the county assessor for assistance 
and guidance. The township assessors receive their 
State prescribed forms, etc., from the county auditor 
and they file their completed rolls with the same 
official. 

Each county has a county board of review con- 
sisting of the county assessor as president, the county 
auditor as secretary, the county treasurer, and two 
freeholders of opposite political parties to be ap- 
pointed by the judge of the circuit court. The 
county auditor submits to the board the assessment 
list as returned by the assessors and added to and 
returned by the county assessor, and the county 
assessor makes recommendations for corrections and 
changes. The board shall, on its own motion or on 

- -- 

' Current Studies of Indiana T a x  Policy, Indiana Com- 
mission on State Tax and Financing Policy, 1961, Indian- 
apolis, 1961, p. 39. 

sufficient cause being shown by any person, "reduce 
or increase the assessment of any particular property 
in order to attain a just and equal basis of assessment 
as between the taxpayers of the county." (Property 
Assessment Law of 1961, ch. 319, sec. 905.) 

The State Board of Tax Commissioners is the 
State agency responsible for administration of the 
property tax. This responsibility includes super- 
vision of local assessing, equalization, and the hear- 
ing of appeals. The board is also responsible for the 
assessment of railroad and other utility property. 
The three members of the board are appointed by 
the Governor. The board has a bipartisan staff of 
30 field representatives, including 2 assigned to 
utilities, etc., 1 a supervisor of the Division of Tax 
Review, 2 field supervisors, and 25 general field 
representatives serving the counties. 

Reassessment. The real property reassessment di- 
rected by the 1959 general assembly has been com- 
pleted. It became effective March 1, 1962, as the 
base for 1962 taxes payable in 1963. This was the 
first general reassessment since that of 1949-50 
which became effective March 1, 1950, but the law 
now requires reassessment every 8 years. The re- 
assessment was completed in all counties as sched- 
uled, but many appeals were still pending early in 
1963. 

The work was carried out by local officials for 
the most part, but 17 of the 92 counties employed 
professional appraisal firms. Assessments were re- 
quired to be made in accordance with "Real Es- 
tate Assessment Guide No. 2" which was adopted 
by the State Board of Tax Commissioners. The 
board and its field staff assisted local officials. 

Manuals. A real estate manual has been in use 
for some time and this was revised and brought 
up to date for use in the recent reassessment. In- 
structions for assessing personal property have been 
incorporated in a new personal property manual 
prepared at the direction of the 1959 legislature. 
This replaced various bulletins, instruction sheets, 
and other data which had formerly been distrib- 
uted as a guide for assessors. 

Level of assessment. A significant part of the 
1959 legislation, applying to both reassessment of 
real property and assessment of personal property 
under the new manual, was the provision that all 
taxable property, both real estate and personal, 
be assessed at one-third of its true cash value ef- 
fective January 1, 1962. While the 33v3-percent 
level had been the official basis for real estate since 
the reassessment of 1949-50, personal property had 
been legally assessed at true cash value. 
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In addition to using 33fi percent as a basis 
for all locally assessed real and personal property, 
the State uses this ratio for State assessed utility 
property. Mr. Richard Worley, chairman, State 
Board of Tax Commissioners, says "Utility and rail- 
road assessments were equalized as of March 1, 
1962, to the assessment ratio of one-third of true 
cash value. Therefore, all property in the State of 
Indiana is now assessed on that ratio." 

Ratio studies. Indiana has been making real 
estate assessment-sales ratio studies since 1947. The 
Iaw requires such studies to be made quadrennially 
under the auspices of the State Board of Tax Com- 
missioners, as an aid in the distribution of State 
school funds. A sales ratio study was in progress 
early in 1963, scheduled for completion during the 
year. 

The two most recently completed studies show a 
State ratio of 25.62 for 1955 and 23.17 for 1959. 
The range of county ratios was 19.27 to 31.34 for 
1955, and 1 7.21 to 28.94 for 1959. The State ratio 
at 23 for 1959 compares with 33 ten years earlier, 
an example of "creeping underassessment" sug- 
gesting the need of steps "to prevent further rela- 

' In a letter dated Mar. 14, 1963. 

tive decline of the property tax base." ti The cur- 
rent ratio study, following closely after the reassess- 
ment, should show a State ratio of close to 33, but 
students of the Indiana property tax will probably 
be more concerned about the ratio in 1967. 

Dr. James Kessler, after referring to the 1959 
legislation as a milestone in the improvement of the 
property tax structure, noted: "Legislation alone 
cannot guarantee uniformity of taxation," and 
said : 

The Board of Tax Commissioners does not have the 
staff nor the funds with which to supervise assessing in 
1,009 townships, and at the same time to review the 
budget of every unit of local government in Indiana, 
serve at the apex of the State's property tax appellate 
system, assess one-eighth of the total property tax valua- 
tion in Indiana, and perform the chores associated with 
these responsibilities.' 

' Howard L. Hoag, "Indiana's Property Tax," in Staff 
Reports to the Indiana Commission on State Tax  and 
Financing Policy, Indianapolis, 1959, p. 92. This study 
has an interesting analysis of the sales ratio studies, baaed 
on both intercounty and intracounty data. 

'James B. Kessler, "Aspects of Indiana's Local Tax 
Structure" in Current Studies of Indiana T a x  Policy, op. 
cit., p. 39. 
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Under its county assessor act of 1947 and subse- 

quent legislation, Iowa has reduced the number of 
its local assessing districts from around 2,500 to 120; 
replaced its elective, largely part-time local assessors 
with appointive full-time assessors selected on the 
basis of qualifying examinations; improved its 
system of assessment review and appeal; and in- 
creased the power of the State Tax Commission to 
supervise local assessment administration. While, 
for various reasons, these forthright innovations 
have not produced the full professionalization of 
the assessment function and uniformly high quality 
of assessment administration that were originally 
anticipated, they appear to have improved mate- 
rially the quality of local assessing and to offer 
marked opportunities for further progress if the 
State wishes to take advantage of them. 

One obstacle to progress is the complexity of the 
State's property tax system. Taxes are levied at 
the full ad valorem rate on realty and virtually all 
classes of tangible personalty, but with many ex- 
emptions and partial exemptions. Some of the 

1 partial exemptions for personal property, which 
i have been accumulating for over a century, the 
J State Tax Commission has branded at one time or 

another as "ridiculous" or "vague and indefinite of 
determination." Special property taxes are levied 
on moneys and credits, also with partial exemp- 
tions, at a fixed rate of 6 mills on actual value, with 
the exception that shares of building and loan 
associations are taxed at 2 mills. There are special 
exemptions, designated "tax credits," for home- 
steads, military service, and agricultural lands, the 
last applying in school districts when the general 
school fund tax rate rises above 15 mills. Under 
the tax credit device, most of the cost of these ex- 
emptions, instead of being imposed on the local 
property taxpayers, is paid by the State from State 
revenues. While property taxes supply a higher 
percentage of State-local tax revenues in Iowa than 
in the average State, their use for State purposes 
for a number of years has been limited to the pay- 
ment of debt service on veterans' bonus bonds. 

Provisions of the Assessment and Assessor 
Law 

Iowa's assessment and assessor law, as revised and 
consolidated in 1959 creates the office of assessor in 
each of the ~ t a e  counties and in each city of 
more than 125,000 population (Des Moines only), 
and makes it owtional for other cities of 10.000 
population and more to provide by ordinance for 

assessors. I t  centers the responsibility for appoint- 
ing assessors and for certain related functions in 
ex officio conference boards, one in each county 
a=ch'ldity ha~f'fig*aXis<essor, and assigns im- 
portant participation in the procedure to the State 
Tax Commission. Each board's responsibilities 
include, in addition to appointment of the assessor, 
appointment of an examining board to screen ap- 
plicants, appointment of a local board of review, 
determination of the personnel and facility require- 
ments of the assessor's office, setting the compensa- 
tion of the assessor, his staff, and the board of 
review, employment of special appraisers as needed, 
and planning and adoption of inclusive annual 
budgets for the entire local 0peration.l 

The conference board device permits representa- 
tion in decisions by all local governments in a single 
assessing jurisdiction. A county board consists of 
the mayors of all incorporated cities and towns in 
the county whose property is assessed by the county 
assessor, members of the county board of educa- 
tion and members of the county board of supervi- 
sors; a city board, of the members of the city 
council, board of education, and board of super- 
visors. In  actions taken by the board, voting is by 
group units, each of the three governmental groups 
having one vote. Decisions of each group are by 
majority vote of the members present; decisions of 
the board, by at  least two unit votes. In the estab- 
lishment of the examining board-a key adjunct of 
each conference board--each voting unit appoints 
one "qualified" person. The three members serve, 
without compensation, for 6-year terms; but a voting 
unit may remove its member after filing specific 
charges and, at  the member's request, holding a 
public hearing. 

Procedure for appointment of assessors and depu- 
ties. Applicants for the office of assessor must first 
pass a written examination given by the State Tax 

Budgeting authority of conference boards is restricted 
financially by tax rate limits: 1% mills in assessing areas 
where the taxable valuation does not exceed $25 million, 
1% mills in areas where the valuation is in the $25-$30 
million range, and 1 mill in areas where the valuation 
exceeds $30 million. The revenues received must be kept 
in a separate "assessment expense fund." Also, a board 
may levy annually up to 1 % mills to establish a fund for 
the employment of special appraisers (to be used only for 
that purpose except that the board may transfer unex- 
pended balances to the assessment expense fund). Many 
conference boards use this authorization to finance the 
employment of outside appraisers to conduct the quad- 
rennial reassessment of real property required by law. 
The taxing power under these limitations appears to be 
ample. 
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Commission at the request of an examining board. 
This e _ a _ t i q n  must cover the laws pertaining to 
property assessment and tax exemption, fundarnen- 
tal principles and practices of real estate appraisal 
and valuation, assessment of personal property and 
moneys and credits, and the duties of an assessor. 
Only qualified electors of the county or city in which 
the appointment is to be made are eligible to take 
an examination, but passing of the examination es- 
tablishes eligibility for appointment for a period of 
2 years. After applicants have been certified by the 
State Tax Commission, the examining board is re- 
quired to "conduct such further examination, either 
written or oral, necessary to determine the execu- 
tive ability, experience, general reputation, and 
physical fitness of each applicant" and make a writ- 
ten report to the conference board. The board 
may appoint an assessor from the eligible list or, 
if it finds none of the approved applicants satis- 
factory, may require the holding of another 
examination. 

All assessors are appointed for 6-year terms on 
a full-time basis. The conference board may reap- 
point an assessor without reexamination, but also 
may remove him by majority vote for "misconduct, 
nonfeasance, malfeasance, or misfeasance," subject 
to substantiation at a public hearing if demanded 
by the assessor. To emphasize further the pro- 
fessional and nonpolitical character of the job, the 
law prohibits for the assessor or any employee of 
his office all political activity, "except to cast his 
vote, or express his personal opinion," with any 
violation punishable as a misdemeanor and by 
immediate dismissal from office. 

For the qualification of deputy assessors, similar 
examination and certification procedure is required, 
but the examining board must indicate to the State 
Tax Commission whether the examination to be 
given shall relate to the assessment of real property, 
personal property, or both. The assessor appoints 
from the list certified by the examining board such 
deputy assessors as have been authorized by the 
conference board. He has power to suspend or 
discharge any deputy upon written charges, but 
the employee has a right of appeal to the examining 
board. 

Review and appeal. As a further means of as- 
suring equitable assessment, the law replaced the 
old system of review of assessments by township 
trustees and county boards of supervisors with a 
specially constituted board of review for each county 
and for each city having its own assessor, defined 
conditions for appeal to the courts, and constituted 
the State Tax Commission as a State board of re- 
view. Each conference board has as one of its 
functions the appointment of a board of review 
of three or five members, including a licensed real 
estate broker, a registered architect or experienced 
builder and, in county jurisdictions, a farmer. The 
members serve for overlapping 6-year terms, but 

any member may be removed by the conference 
board, subject to public hearing on specified charges 
if he so requests. The well-defined powers of these 
boards include not only hearing protests of assess- 
ments but equalizing assessments by raising or 
lowering individual assessments of all classes of tax- 
able property. Protests may be filed with a board, 
on specified grounds and by specified means, by 
local officials and taxpayers on behalf of the public 
as well as by aggrieved individual property owners. 
The assessor is required, at  the time of making an 
assessment, to inform the person assessed, in writ- 
ing, of the valuation placed on his property and of 
his right, if he feels aggrieved, to appear before the 
board of review and show why the assessment should 
be changed. 

Obstacles to full success. The ingenious mecha- 
nism evolved in Iowa to obtain high-standard local 
assessment administration recognizes ( 1 ) that this 
function must be professional and nonpolitical, and 
(2) that it needs central coordination and supervi- 
sion. Supporting the first essential are the 
qualifying examinations that are prerequisite for ap- 
pointment as assessors and deputies, 6-year terms 
for assessors, upgrading of provisions for assessment 
review, and integration of the entire local operation 
under autonomous boards with full budgeting au- 
thority. Supporting the second essential are the 
broad powers given the State Tax Commission to 
equalize assessments and supervise the assessment 
process. Nevertheless, the overall quality of assess- 
ing in Iowa has not ye$-g-bved the d i s t j n g b  that 
the drastic innovations in the assessment system 
would seem to promise. Equalization of assess- 
ment among the 120 assessment jurisdictions and 
among classes of property has been inadequate, and 
the sales ratio study made in connection with the 
1957 Census of Governments gave evidence that 
equality in the assessment of at least one large class 
of property, nonfarm houses, was still below average 
for the Nation in a majority of the 29 Iowa assessing 
districts included in the s u r ~ e y . ~  The three main 
deterrents-to greater progress have been t h ~  
&iebuirement for assessor examinatio~s, the in- 
sufficient size of some assessing units to cope with 
thc complex tax structure, and Sme 
su~?e&ion of assessing, Efforts have been and con- 
tinue to be made to remove them. 

Because of the residence requirement, Iowa's 
plan for professionalizing the assessment function 
has not been as successful on a statewide basis as it 
might have been in attracting and holding qualified 
personnel. Removal of this requirement would 
open the examinations to a wider group of qualified - - 
applicants and permit assessors to progress to larger 
and better paying posts according to their abilities 

T a x a b l e  Property Values in the United States, op.  cit., 
table 19, p. 88. The 1962 Census indicates substantial 
improvement, however. Taxable Property Values (1962 
Census of Governments, vol. 11), table 19. 



THE ROLE OF THE STATES IN STRENGTHENING THE PROPERTY TAX 

in the same manner as such other professional pub- 
lic officers as engineers and school superintendents. 
The many low-salaried positions hold little attrac- 
tion for trained, career-minded persons unless they 
include opportunity for professional advancement. 
Assessors' salaries range up to $1 1,000 in Iowa, but 
many are less than half this amount and some fall 
below $4,000.3 A Taxation Study Committee es- 
tablished by the legislature, reporting in 1956, de- 
clared that the ~ d ~ ~ ; e g ~ e q u i ~ t s  for county 
and city assessor examlnatlons "have worked against 
attracting highly qualified candidates" and recom- 
mended their repeal: and the State Tax Commis- 
sion has stressed the need for this change. 

When the property tax, as in Iowa, still covers a 
broad range of locally assessed tangible and intan- 
gible personal property and includes a highly 
complex system of exemptions, the staff of each 
assessing district needs several kinds of appraisal, 
accounting, and auditing specialists. Placing the as- 
sessment function largely on a countywide basis has 
eliminated the part-time assessor and produced dis- 
tinguished advances in some counties; but many of 
the counties in this predominantly rural State are 
too small to justify the versatile assessing staffs that 
the tax system calls for. While there has been little 
consideration of further consolidation of assessing 
districts or joint employment of assessment special- 
ists by groups of districts, the State Tax Commis- , "  . 
sion has given some professional assistance to local 
assessors and there has been strong advocacy by 
study committees, the Legislative Council. and the 

L, 

State Tax Commission of a more manageable per- 
sonal property tax structure. 

Role of the State Tax Commission 
The Iowa State Tax Commission is composed of 

three members appointed by the Governor with 
the consent of two-thirds of the Senate for overlap- 
ping 6-year terms. The commission administers all 
State taxes except highway taxes and has broad 
responsibilities in the administration of property 
taxes. The latter, which are handled for the most 
part by a Property Tax Division headed by a di- 

The  average salaries of assessors in 1960-61 in coun- 
ties and cities grouped according to population were as 
follows. (The data are from An Outline of the County 
and City Assessor System in Iowa, a report prepared by 
Ballard B. Tipton, Director, Property Tax Division, State 
Tax Commission.) 

Counties (population) 
Under 50,000 ( 9 0 )  ------------------- $4,929 
50,000-100,000 ( 4 )  ------------------ 6,425 
100,000-200,000 ( 4 )  ----------------- 7,240 
Polk County ......................... 8,000 
Cities ( bobulation) 

. . 
Des Moines ......................... 11.000 

'Report of Iowa Taxation Study Committee, Part 11, 
1956, p. 25. 

rector, include: (1) central assessment of railroad 
and public utility property; (2 )  conduct of exami- 
nations for and certification of applicants for the 
positions of county and city assessor and deputy 
assessor; ( 3 )  supervision of local assessing; (4)  re- 
view and equalization of assessments; (5)  adminis- 
tration of the homestead credit and military service 
tax credit laws; (6)  compilation and publication of 
statistics on property assessment and taxes. 

The supervisory authority of the commission was 
expanded by the legislature, in conjunction with its 
drastic revamping of the local organization for as- 
sessment administration in 1947, in order to assure 
a well-integrated system that could develop high 
assessment standards on a uniform basis throughout 
the State. The law requires that the commission 
"supervise the activity of all assessors and boards of 
review" and "cooperate with them in bringing 
about a uniform and legal assessment of property 
as prescribed by law." I t  is not explicit as to tac- 
tics, except that it directs the commission "to pre- 
pare and certify to each assessor such instructions 
as to a uniform method of making up the assessment 
rolls as it thinks necessary to secure compliance with 
the law and uniform returns," and to make field in- 
vestigations of the work of local officers as needed. 

The commission is given far-reaching powers and 
duties of equalization. I t  must determine the de- 
gree of uniformity of valuation among the State's 
assessing districts and is authorized "to employ com- 
petent personnel" for this purpose. I t  can recon- 
vene boards of review to make revisions and adjust- 
ments of assessed valuations; can order the reassess- 
ment of all or part of the property in any taxing 
district in any year; and can at any time raise an 
individual assessment, but cannot reduce individual 
assessments except upon recommendation of a local 
board of review. Sitting as a State board of review, 
it- 
. . . shall adjust the valuation of property in the several 
counties adding to or deducting from the valuation of each 
kind or class of property such percentage in each case as 
will bring the same to its taxable value as fixed in this 
chapter. . . . I t  shall also adjust the valuations as be- 
tween each kind or class of property in any city assessed 
by a city assessor and each kind or class of property in the 
same county assessed by the county assessor. 

The law requires of assessors that "All property sub- 
ject to taxation shall be valued at  i t s ~ . t u a l  value 
which shall be entered opposite each item, and s m  
be asses&~t6Q-perceet ~f such actual value. Such 
assessed value shall be taken ansonsidered as the 
taxable value of such property upon which the levy 
shall be made." Before the State Board of Review 
adds to the valuation of any class of property it must 
hold a hearing at which officers of the county in- 
volved may present their objections. 

The State Tax Commission has been continu- 
ously mindful of its responsibilities for assessment 
supervision and equalization, and has made substan- 
tial contributions to the improvement of assessment 
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administration; but it has been bafned by the State's 
\'' almost unmanageable property tax system, some- 

I what uncertain as to the precise scope of its author- 
ity, and handicapped by inadequate resources. 

In  attempting to cope with its increased respon- 
sibilities, the commission was limited from the start 
by the lack of a steady and adequate flow of an- 
alyzed data relevant to property valuation, and of 
a staff with technical knowledge and skill in the 
specialized problems of property assessment. I n  
its early efforts to strengthen the assessment of per- 
sonal property, the commission emphasized in its 
reports the need for more information on this ob- 
scure area-and for removal of the obstacles pre- 
sented by what it called "ridiculous exemptions." 
By 1956, after 8 years of operation of the county 
assessor law, the commission declared in its an- 
nual rcport that the way "to insure the continued 
progress and development" of the system, and "to 
enable the State of Iowa to regain the position it 
occupied in the opinion of assessment administra- 
tion officials all over the United States" at the time 
the system was adopted, was: to establish appraisal 
standards; provide assessors with technical advice, 
direct field assistance on special appraisal problems, 
manuals and other professional aids, and greater 
educational facilities; provide assistance to the di- 
rector of the Property Tax Division and the com- 
mission in evolving a suitable formula for statewide 
equalization of assessments; and carry on statistical 
research "into economic influences affecting prop- 
erty tax values," previously neglected because of 
"the lack of qualified personnel." 

"The accomplishment of these aims," the com- 
mission stated, "will be in direct proportion to the 
assistance and cooperation provided by the General 
Assembly" ; and then went on to say: 
Present budget allocations to the tax commission are in- 
adequate to effectivcly carry out these services. The 
financial restrictions placed upon the commission in corn- 
peting with private industry for the services of the tech- 
nicians required to successfully staff the assessment stand- 
ards department severely hamper commission efforts to 
provide specialized assistance to assessors. 

In 1955 the commission was able to provide the 
Property Tax Division with two "appraisal engi- 
neers" for field supervision and since then has added 
another; thus there is 1 professional adviser for 
every 40 assessing agencies, boards of review, and 
conference boards. Through use of up to a half- 
dozen field auditors in the past few years, the Di- 
vision has helped local assessors add to the assess- 
ment rolls substantial amounts of moneys and 
credits-over $106 million in one large county and 
over $75 million in another-and has been able to 
discover and disallow many invalid claims for 
homestead and military tax exemptions. After 
several years' consideration of the project, the com- 
mission was able in 1959 to publish and distribute 
a real property appraisal manual drafted for it by 

a consulting firm. The Property Tax Division, in 
addition to its demanding routine duties, has CO- 

operated with a committee of the State Assessors 
Association in compiling a personal property price 
guide, prepares and distributes to assessors pam- 
phlets and memoranda on laws, legal opinions, etc., 
and does a limited amount of statistical research. 

The operating expenses of the Property Tax Di- 
vision increased from $75,677 in fiscal 1956 to 
$135,654 in fiscal 1960-up from 4.7 percent to 6.4 
percent of the commission's annual operating ex- 
pense~ .~  Even this increased total did not allow 
very much for supervision of local assessing and the 
research and statistical analysis that adequate su- 
pervision requires, since it had to cover also the cost 
of such other major functions of the division as 
central assessment of over 2,300 railroad and other 
public utility companies of a dozen classifications, 
auditing and paying to the counties the homestead 
and military tax credits covering a host of individual 
tax exemptions, and auditing and compiling de- 
tailed property assessment, tax rate, and tax levy 
statistics that fill hundreds of pages in the com- 
mission's annual reports. 

In  Iowa, as in many other States, interarea 
equalization ---.,- of assessmen_ts .- - -- - is a necessity because of 

uses o f ~ o c a ~ ~ s s & G l  il.51Lmitions i* 
distribution of State aid, determination of the value 
of partial tax exemptions, etc. The State Tax Com- 
mission, as has been noted, is required to effect state- 
wide equalization at the statutory assessment level 
of 60 wercent of actual value. This res~onsibilitv 
impinges on the commission with particular force 
at each auadrennial reassessment of real wrowertv- 

f i L  < 

required by law for the local assessing districts. 
The 60 percent basis had been set by the legislature 
in 1941 in conformity with the opinion of the State 
Tax Commission that it represented the prevailing 
level of assessment. 

5 A breakdown of these figures, taken from the annual 
reports of the State Tax Commission, follows: 

Annual Operating Expenses, Property Tax Division 

I Fiscal year ending- 

I tern 
June 30, June 30, 1 1 5  1 1110 

Salaries: I I 

Other.:. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . I  3, 385 1 6,436 

.-..- - 

Administration. . . . . . . 
Field force. . . . . . . . . . . 
General office. . . . . . . . 

Travel expense. . . . . . . . . . . 
Printing. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

$8, 528 
19,271 
30,150 
12,208 
2, 135 

Total, Property Tax 
Division.. . . . . . . . 

Total expenses, State 
Tax Commission. . 

$18, 850 
37,869 
41,348 
18,986 
12,165 

75,677 

$1,610,406 

135,654 . 

$2, 134, 870 
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The commission complied with its responsibility 
in the instance of the 1949 reassessment by using 
the 193943 level of actual valuations as represent- 
ing actual value in 1949; but when it met as a board 
of equalization for the reassessment of 1953, it 
determined, on the basis of studies, that were "by 
no means as comprehensive as necessary," that 
the great majority of real property assessments were 
not in excess of 35 percent of actual value and 
decided against strict compliance with the law, 
under which "it would have been necessary . . . 
to have increased the assessed valuation of all real 
and personal property in the State by slightly more 
than 70 percent." The commission pointed out 
that while, theoretically, this increase could be com- 
pensated for by a corresponding reduction in the tax 
rate and "no damage would be done to the tax- 
payers," actually it would be financially disruptive 
because there were mandatory tax rates for numer- 
ous purposes, local borrowing power under con- 
stitutional limitations would be increased abruptly, 
and the State would have to make a substantial in- 
crease in homestead credit payments. 

Legislation was proposed repeatedly by the com- 
mission in the 1950's that would give it authority to 
equalize assessments at a level that would avoid 
such abrupt changes; i.e., legalize the policy that 
it had already adopted. Although the legislature 
did not act on the proposal, the commission has 
continued its policy of trying to equalize assessed 
valuations at what appears to be the generally pre- 
vailing level.' Sitting as the State Board of Review 
on the reassessment of 1961, the commission found 
that its problem of equalization continued to be 
complicated by variations in local assessing policy, 

V n n u n l  Report of the Iowa State Tax Commission, 
1954, p. 13. 
' The commission does not make regular and compre- 

hensive sales ratio studies or sampling appraisals and has 
not had the resources to do so; but its Property Tax 
Division makes use of a wide range of available economic 
data such as the soil maps of the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture and soil productivity studies of the Iowa Agri- 
cultural Experiment Station, and has at its disposal sales 
ratio studies made by public utility organizations. In 1956 
the commission determined the average level of assessment 
to be approximately 26 percent, a figure close to the U.S. 
Census Bureau's determination of 23 percent for locally 
assessed real property on the basis of measurable sales in 
a 6-month period of that year. 

including variations in instructions to outside ap- 
praisers employed for the reassessment concerning 
the basis to be used for their appraisals. When the 
commission's proposed adjustments in 48 counties 
produced 42 requests for hearings, and protraction 
of the hearings threatened to delay the local tax 
collection schedules, the commission permitted use 
of the questioned valuations for the  ending tax 
levies; but early in 1962 it ordered reappraisals of 
all or part of the real property in 33 assessing 
districts. 

Needful as interarea equalization may be, it is 
vastly less important for Iowa's property taxpayers 
than the setting and enforcement of assessing 
standards, by such means as those advocated from 
time to time in the State Tax Commission's reports, 
that will assure equality of treatment among classes 
of property and within classes of property. This 
calls for more forthright supervision than local 
officers are accustomed to, which probably explains 
the commission's recent requests to the legislature 
to spell out more precisely the powers and duties 
that it already appears to have. This requires, in 
turn, the systematic gathering and analysis of far 
more data on property values and on assessing 
standards and performance than the commission has 
had at its disposal in the past. Meeting this need, 
the commission has indicated to the legislature, in- 
volves increased State expenditures; but not a 
burdensome increase if the function is made a co- 
operative undertaking with the local assessing dis- 
t r i c t ~ . ~  The overall situation appears well summar- 
ized in the words of a member of the commission 
that "We have made wonderful progress, but still 
have a long way to go." 

Legislative changes proposed by the State Tax Com- 
mission in its 1960 report included: 

The duties and procedure of the State Board of Review 
should be more clearly defined. 

The powers and duties of the State Tax Commission 
as they relate to the assessment of real and personal prop- 
erty and to assessors and boards of review should be made 
more certain and definite. 

The commission should be given the power and duty to 
make annually 99 county sales ratio studies (with funds 
to be provided), or be authorized to require all city and 
county assessors to make separate studies for their respec- 
tive jurisdictions and make them available to the commis- 
sion-the studies under either arrangement to be made 
available to all Iowa taxpayers. 



KANSAS 
In 1955 and 1957 Kansas made notable changes 

in its property tax administration. These changes, 
as well as more recent action, are still in process of 
implementation, but the State appears to have ini- 
tiated the basis for continuing improvement. 

Organization for assessing. Prior to 1955 local 
assessment had been the responsibility of some 3,000 
elected township and city assessors, supervised by 
the county assessors, with personal property valued 
annually and real estate quadrennially. Under 
1955 legislation, emphasis was placed on the county 
assessor, with this officer given responsibility for 
making the assessments, and with all property to 
be valued annually. The county assessors' deputies, 
however, remained the officers who had formerly 
done the assessing, principally township trustees. 
The 1955 law provided that county assessors would 
continue to be elected unless counties chose to make 
the office appointive, and thus far 2 of the 105 
counties have adopted the appointive plan (one of 
them since 1959). In  6 other counties the assessor 
is elected to a separate full-time office, while in 97 
counties the office of assessor is combined with that 
of clerk. I t  is estimated that the assessor-clerks 
spend about three-fourths of their time on assessing 
duties and one-fourth on clerical duties. The two 
appointive county assessors serve at the pleasure 
of the county commissioners; the elected assessors 
and assessor-clerks serve 2-year terms. 

Deputy assessors are appointed by the county as- 
sessor each year to serve for 3 months-January, 
February, and March. The township trustees must 
be appointed as deputies unless they decline to 
serve, except in counties of under 7,000 population 
where, under 1961 legislation, any qualified elector 
of the assessment district may be appointed. I t  is 
estimated that approximately 5,800 deputy asses- 
sors have been appointed for the tax year 1963, from 
20 in the smaller counties up to several hundred, 
"as many as are needed to do the job of assessing 
in 90 days." The law provides that deputy as- 
sessors may be paid not more than $10 per day of 
actual assessing. 

In 1957 the State administration for property 
taxes was reorganized. From 1939 through 1956, 
State taxes were administered by a Commission of 
Revenue and Taxation which included an Ad Va- 
lorem Tax Division and divisions for sales, income, 
motor fuel and other taxes. The commission had 
general supervisory powers over local assessing, was 

'. Francis R. Roberts, "State and Provincial Supervision 
and Assistance Programs," Assessment Administration, 
1959, National Association of Assessing Officers, Chicago, 
1960. 

responsible for direct assessment of railroads, except 
nonoperating property, and various other utilities, 
and also served as the State Board of Equalization. 
Under 1957 legislation, the commission was abol- 
ished and its functions transferred to three new 
agencies : a Department of Property Valuation 
which was given most of the property tax duties 
and powers of the former commission, a separate 
State Board of Tax Appeals, and a Department of 
Revenue. The Department of Property Valuation 
was specifically directed to devise and prescribe 
uniform assessment forms and records, to devise 
and prescribe personal property manuals, to render 
all assistance possible toward uniform assessments, 
to assist county assessors with technical knowledge, 
to compile sales assessment ratio data, etc. Accord- 
ing to Dr. Leonard, "The 1957 reform appears to 
lay the statutory basis for the establishment of a 
highly competent State assessment organization." 
Aid t o  local assessors. Since the legislation of 

1955 and 1957, the State has markedly strengthened 
its aid to local assessing. Among the programs de- 
veloped have been a series of forms and manuals, 
training classes and schools, and help on special 
problems and in revaluation projects. 

Forms and manuals include a personal property 
assessment schedule (developed in cooperation with 
the County Clerks Association) listing values for 
motor vehicles, farm machinery and equipment, 
contracting machinery and equipment, boats, house 
trailers, bowling alleys, vending machines, etc.; 
personal property assessment statements involving 
about 16 different forms; new real estate appraisal 
and assessment forms for residential, commercial, 
industrial, and rural properties, the forms including 
the appraised value and the percentage used for 
assessment. A real estate manual is in preparation, 
with the residential section completed and in use. 

The training schools range from annual statewide 
sessions to regional discussion meetings. Each 
election year a meeting is held in January to explain 
to the county assessor-clerks their duties, functions, 
and office operations. In the alternate years a 
school is held for the assessors (mostly assessor- 
clerks) and local boards of equalization to deal 
with assessment and taxation problems, equaliza- 
tion, and any new laws pertinent to their work. 
The extension department of the university holds 
a school each February for county clerks, with part 
of the program concentrating on assessment and 
taxation. The State Property Valuation Depart- 

= Lawrence A. Leonard, "Property Taxation in Kansas, 
an Historical Analysis," National T a x  Journal, September 
1958, p. 233. 
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ment, in cooperation with the State Professional 
Appraisers Association and the State Real Estate 
Board, holds area schools for county assessors, dep- 
uty assessors, and appraisers on scientific appraisal 
of all types of real estate. I n  1962 the department 
started a series of seven area training projects to 
work with county assessors and deputies toward 
improved equalization of assessments. 

A staff of six members was available at the start 
of 1963 to work directly with the counties on these 
projects and on advice and assistance on special 
problems. Among such special problems are re- 
valuation projects. 

Revaluation. Since 1956 six counties have been 
completely reappraised and 16 had reappraisal 
projects underway at the close of 1962. Eleven 
others have been discussing with State representa- 
tives plans for reappraisals in the near future. Of 
the 16 counties with such programs in progress, 6 
are using professional out-of-state companies and 
10 are using local people. Where the decision is to 
use outside firms, the State recommends appro- 
priate contract forms and supplies a list of accept- 
able firms. Where the work is done locally, the 
State may aid in setting up procedures, advising the 
supervisor, providing spot checks as the work pro- 
gresses, etc. I n  1958, it may be noted, the legis- 
lature authorized the counties to finance a revalua- 
tion program by spreading the cost over 5 years 
and some counties have used this provision. 

State Board of T a x  Appeals. In the 1957 re- 
organization the legislature established the State 
Board of Tax Appeals as an agency independent of 
the assessing agencies. In  1958 it was provided 
that this board constitute the State Board of Equal- 
ization. Any taxpayer who has appealed Eo a 
county board of equalization and is aggrieved by its 
decision may appeal to the State board within 15 
days of the date of the county board decision. Any 
person, company, or corporation which is assessed 
by the Property Valuation Department may also 
appeal to the Board of Tax Appeals. 

In  addition to hearing appeals, the board has 
authority to equalize assessed valuations between 
classes of on complaint or on its own mo- 
tion. Under 1959 legislation the board was spe- 
cifically authorized to order reappraisals of all or 
any part of the taxable property in any county, and 
through 1962 four counties had been ordered to 
reappraise under this law. 

Ratio study. Under 1949 legislation, the State, 
through the Property Valuation Department, makes 
an annual real estate assessment ratio study. The 
law provides that all basic information covering 
the sales price and the assessed value shall be 
furnished by the county registers of deeds and sub- 
mitted monthly to the State for processing. The 
county clerk-assessors assist the State in "establish- 
ing bona fide sales and factual data for accurate 
use in the study." 

The 1961 study shows for each county and for 
the State the median ratios for rural and urban 
real estate and also gives for each county a fre- 
quency distribution table showing for rural and 
urban sales the number in each interval. For the 
overall "median" for each county and for the State, 
as shown in the report, the figure used is weighted 
according to the proportion of rural and urban real 
estate  valuation^.^ For the 1961 study the State 
medians were: rural, 22; urban, 19; State, 2 1. The 
corresponding ranges for the 105 counties were: 
rural, 1047 ;  urban, 11-30; total, 11-38. 

Trend data provide interesting features of the 
Kansas ratio studies. The studies were carried back 
to 1933 and the long-term record thus available 
shows very clearly the widening gap between 
assessed valuation and sales prices. The study uses 
a striking graph, with the sales value curve rising 
from a little over $2 billion in 1933 to about $12 
billion in 1961, while the assessed valuation curve 
rises from about $1.75 to $2.5 billion. The trend 
is also evidenced by the statewide sales ratios, shown 
below for selected years: 

Another significant graph in the study compares 
the State medians for rural and urban property 
over the 1933-61 period. I t  shows the rural ratio 
16 points higher than the urban in 1933, 8 or 9 
points higher in 1935-38, 21 points higher in 1940. 
Since then the gap has been growing generally 
smaller and for 1960 and 1961 the difference was 
only 3 points (22 rural and 19 urban) in each year. 

The ratio study is published annually "for the 
use and information of the legislature, the Kansas 

a Report of  Real Estate Assessment Ratio Study  of 
Kansas for the Calendar Year 1961, Property Valuation 
Department, Topeka, 1962. 

'After establishing the median ratio for rural real 
estate and the median ratio for urban real estate in each 
county, "The county ratio is then determined by weighting 
the rural and urban median ratios according to the pro- 
portion of the total county assessed valuation for the rural 
real estate and the urban real estate; the total assessed 
value of all rural real estate in the county, and of all urban 
real estate in the county was divided by thr  median ratio 
of each of these classes of property, thus computing an 
estimate of total value of the rural real estate, and an 
estimate of total value of urban real estate. This estimate 
of total value of each of these classes of property is the 
estimate of value it would have had if all property in each 
class had been assessed a t  its respective median. The 
estimate of total value of each of these classes of property 
was added together and divided into the total actual 
assessed value of all rural and urban real estate in the 
county to arrive a t  the county ratio. This is the method 
used in the study to obtain the completed county ratio 
of assessed valuation for each county. 

"The State ratio is likewise produced by dividing the 
total estimate of all value of all rural and urban real 
estate in the State into the total actual assessed value of 
all rural and urban real estate in the State to arrive a t  
the State ratio." Zbid., p. 3. 



legislative council, public officials, taxpayers, and 
other interested parties." I n  practice the studies 
are used primarily in connection with State aid 
programs, but they are one of the factors considered 
in interarea and intra-area assessment equalization. 

Assessment Study Commission. In 1952 several 
citizen organizations formed the Kansas Joint Com- 
mittee on Assessment Problems. By the fall of that 
year, the committee, expanded to represent some 
18 organizations covering a wide range of interest 
groups concerned with the subject, proposed that 
the 1953 legislature establish an official interim 
study commission. With this broad citizen sup- 
port, the legislature provided for a commission of 
22 members, including 4 legislators and 18 others 
representing different economic, governmental, and 
geographical interests. This commission, after ex- 
tensive hearings and with the aid of local commit- 
tees in most counties, reported at the close of 1954. 
The commission report described inequalities, their 
causes and results, concluding, "Thus for every 
class of property, real, tangible personalty and in- 
tangibles; and for both State and local levels, a 
condition of inequality has been found that does not 
warrant an attitude of complacency." 

The commission recommendations, based on the 
belief "that the county is the ideal district for assess- 
ment purposes," involved numerous changes from 
existing practice. Some of the more significant are 
noted briefly here. I t  was proposed that assessing 
be made a county responsibility in all counties, 
with counties over 15,000 population having a full- 
time, appointed county assessor and those under 
15,000 permitted to adopt the same system but 
otherwise having the county clerk act as supervisor 
of assessments. The recommendations detailed 
selection of deputies, duties, techniques, and the 
use of a system of continuous appraisal, with real 
property as well as personal to be valued annually. 
As a county board of equalization it was proposed 
that the county commission of three members be 
supplemented by two members elected by the town- 
ship trustees, one elected by the mayors of all the 
cities in the county and one elected by representa- 
tives of the school districts to provide "diversity of 
interests and attitudes." The commission pro- 
posed important changes in organization at the 
State level, too, suggesting that a separate Property 
Valuation Department be created, apart from the 
Commission on Revenue and  axa at ion, to take 
over property assessment functions except for final 
equalization and final determination of value for 
State assessed properties; the commission would 
retain its equalizing functions and act as the board 
of appeals. The duties and powers of the proposed 
Property Valuation Department were detailed as 

'Repor t  of the Kansas Citizens Commission on Assess- 
ment Equalization, submitted to the Governor and the 
1955 legislature, Topeka, 1954, p. 39. 

to aids to county units, including the devising and 
prescribing of basic tools for assessing. I n  view of 
the prospective costs of acquiring necessary maps, 
record cards, drafting and reappraisal, it was rec- 
ommended that counties be permitted to finance 
the cost over 5 years. 

The Commission pointed out that- 

The law presently requires that all taxable property 
be placed on the assessment rolls at full market value- 
100 percent. In practice-according to the ratio studies- 
real property, on the average, is assessed at 23 percent of 
its selling price. Some of the counties are as low as 12, 
others as high as 49. State-assessed properties are at 
other percentages of full value depending upon the par- 
ticular class under consideration? 

This situation produced "a shocking maldistribu- 
tion of school aid and other state-collected funds 
distributed on the basis of population and assessed 
valuation." The commission proposed that assess- 
ments be set at  50 percent of market value. 

Also recommended were constitutional changes 
to permit taxation of motor vehicles by an excise 
tax in lieu of ad valorem taxes and to exempt house- 
hold goods and personal effects from taxation. 
Elimination of the tax on household goods (for 
which there was an exemption of $200) was de- 
scribed as "the one practical solution to an other- 
wise impossible problem." 

Since presentation of the commission report in 
1955, some of its recommendations have been 
adopted, others partially adopted, as noted in previ- 
ous sections. The legislature's continuing concern 
is indicated by its direction, in 1961, that the Legis- 
lative Council make studies on equalizing property 
valuations. 

While not a aart of the Citizens' Committee rec- 
ommendations, several pertinent suggestions result- 
ing from it should be noted. In  1956, Professor 
Garwood, commenting on the r e p ~ r t , ~  proposed that 
the State grant aid to the counties to pay county 
assessors "as the only method of compensation which 
will assure a payment of salaries high enough to 
attract competent personnel." He also proposed 
that qualified assessors be appointed by a seven- 
man board consisting of countv comn~issioners and " 
elected representatives from cities, school districts, 
and farming areas, in consultation with the State 
Property Valuation Department, and that such ap- 
pointees have permanent civil service status. In  
Dr. Leonard's analysis of the property tax in Kan- 
sas, in 1958, he proposed regional assessment dis- 
tricts, including in some areas as many as 6 to 10 
counties, to assure units large enough to provide 
competent assessing and operational efficien~y.~ 

' Zbid., p. 73. 
' Tohn D. Garwood. "The Kansas Citizens Examine 

g he& Property Tax," ' ~ a t i o n a l  Tax Journal, September 
1956, pp. 266-267. 

Lawrence A. Leonard, op.  cit., p. 237. 



KENTUCKY 
Since it was organized in 1936 to take over the 

administration of the State revenue laws and also 
the State's share of administering the property tax, 
the Kentucky Department of Revenue, as it stated 
in its 25th annual report, "has waged a constant 
battle against the generally poor administration of 
this tax, particularly in the assessment field." The 
department does competent assessment of public 
utility and other centrally assessed property, and is 
well advanced on a long-range program to improve 
the quality of local assessment administration. In  
approaching the latter responsibility, the depart- 
ment faced such obstacles to rapid progress as laws 
that needed modernizing; a local primary assess- 
ment system of 120 counties, most of them small and 
without professionally trained assessors; and a 
strongly established regard for local administrative 
traditions, including a legal presumption that the 
taxpayer's declaration of value was correct. 

Immediately following its organization, the new 
Department of Revenue found itself involved in 
setting up the administration of such newly enacted 
major State revenue measures as individual and 
corporation income taxes, and during the war pe- 
riod it operated with a depleted staff; but it gave all 
feasible attention to its property tax responsibilities 
and began laying the groundwork for a program 
that would concentrate on improving primary local 
assessing, rather than limiting its concern to the 
functioning of review and appeal machinery on 
which major dependence had been placed in the 
past. 

In 1945, the department began publicizing the 
specific features of its new program, and a Tax Re- 
vision commission, in its report of that year, recom- 
mended their adoption. The commission identified 
the weaknesses of the assessment process in the 
State as gross inequality of assessment among indi- 
vidual taxpayers and classes of property, under- 
valuation in violation of the constitution, and 
wholesale omission of property from the tax rolls. 
Among the means of improving the situation which 
the commission and the department advocated were 
the creation of a technical staff in the central office 
of the department to define valuation standards and 
aid in solving special assessing problems, establish- 
ment of a system of field supervisors under central 
direction, preparation of a manual for assessors, 
development of tax maps and record systems for 
all counties, and the requirement of full value 
assessment.' 

'The origins of this program and the status of State 
supervision in the 1940's are well described by Beulah Lea 
Pardue in State Supervision of the Pzoperty T a x  Assess- 
ments in Kentucky,  University of Kentucky, Bulletin NO. 
15 of the Bureau of Business Research, 1948. 

The department proceeded with the program under 
limited resources and authority, but in 1949 a spe- 
cial session of the legislature, called partly to con- 
sider the problem of local assessment, corrected 
some of the statutory hindrances and authorized 
development of a program of assistance to assessors. 

The Property Tax System 

A description of Kentucky's continuing program 
for improving assessment administration needs as 
explanatory background a summary of the State's 
property tax system and the organization for its 
administration. 

The Tax Base 
Kentucky has a broadly based, classified property 

tax system, with much tangible personalty taxed at 
lower rates than realty and intangibles taxed at  
various special low rates. Entirely exempt from 
taxation, in addition to public property used for 
public purposes, and religious, charitable, and non- 
profit educational institutions, are only two classes 
of tangible personal property, household goods and 
crops grown in the calendar year in which the 
assessment is made and in the hands of the pro- 
ducer. The State taxes more classes of property 
than do the local governments; but the authorized 
State tax rates are low and the State obtains less 
than 6 percent of its tax revenue from property 
taxes compared with heavy dependence on this 
source prior to 1935.2 

Taxable by the State are ordinary real property; 
all property of public utilities; the following classes 
of tangible personality-automobiles and trucks, 
tobacco and other farm products in storage, farm 
products in the hands of producer or agent, live- 
stock and poultry, manufacturing and agricultural 
machinery, other, such as inventories; and the fol- 
lowing classes of intangible personalty-annuities, 
bank shares, brokers' accounts receivable, bank de- 
posits, building and loan association capital stock, 
marginal accounts, and other intangibles (an in- 
clusive item accounting for nearly one-half the val- 
uation of intangibles). 

a Taxes are constitutionally required on all classes of 
property not specifically exempt. Tangible personal prop- 
erty not specially classified is taxed by the State a t  a 
higher rate than realty ($0.50 compared with $0.05 per 
$100) but is taxed at  the same rates locally as realty. 
The authorized State rates on the several classes of in- 
tangibles, most of which are taxed exclusively by the 
State, are in the $0.50-$0.05 per $100 range except for 
a nominal $0.001 on bank deposits. (For State and local 
tax rates under the State's intricate classified system, see 
Kentucky Property T a x  Rater, 1962, Commonwealth De- 
partment of Revenue, Frankfort.) 
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Of these State taxed classes of property, the f01- 
lowing are exempt from local taxation: farm prod- 
ucts in the hands of producer or agent, livestock 
and poultry, raw materials and goods in process of 
manufacturing, manufacturing machinery, agricul- 
tural machinery, car lines and irregular route com- 
mon carriers, and all classes of intangibles except 
bank shares which are subject to limited local rates. 

The Assessing Authority 
The Department of Revenue assesses all prop- 

erty of railroads and other public utilities, bank de- 
posits, building and loan association stock, margi- 
nal accounts, and distilled spirits in bonded ware- 
houses. Since the records involved in Federal su- 
pervision of the warehouses are available to the 
department, the complete assessment of this class 
of personalty offers no problem. The payment of 
the State and local taxes is on a deferred basis, be- 
coming due, with interest from the delinquent date, 
when the spirits are withdrawn from bond or 
shipped out of State in bond. In the 16 counties 
benefiting from this tax (not including Bourbon 
County), it represents 66 percent of the assessed 
valuation taxable at the full rate in 1 county and 
one-third or more in 4 others. 

All other property is assessed locally. This a p  
portionment of assessing duties makes the county 
assessors responsible for assessing several classes of 
property taxed only by the State, namely, farm 
products in the hands of producer or agent, live- 
stock and poultry, raw materials and goods in 
process of manufacturing, manufacturing and agri- 
cultural machinery, annuities, brokers' accounts re- 
ceivable, and "other" intangible personalty, repre- 
senting nearly one-half of the total of intangibles. 
Of the total assessed valuation of all property, about 
65 percent is locally assessed and 35 percent State 
assessed. The Department of Revenue also values 
tobacco in storage, oil production rights and bank 
shares and recommends their assessed valuations to 
the counties, which virtually always accept them. 

Local Assessment Administration 
Postwar years have brought important improve- 

ments in the local setup for assessment administra- 
tion in Kentucky. While the territorial organiza- 
tion and method of choosing assessors remain ba- 
sically unchanged, the office of assessor has been 
upgraded by better pay and working facilities and 
assessors have had an opportunity to benefit from 
skilled central supervision and services. 

Territorial Organization 
The primary assessment district is the county, 

of which Kentucky has 120, third largest number 
among the States. The great majority of the coun- 
ties are small, 33 under 10,000 population and 
another 51 between 10,000 and 20,000 population; 

thus many primary assessment districts are not 
large enough to sustain the minimum technical staff 
required for the assessment of both real and per- 
sonal property. Somewhat offsetting this limita- 
tion is the State's payment of the compensation of 
assessors and theirdeputies. 

There are, additionally, numerous overlapping 
assessment districts, including many small cities and 
a few school districts. I t  is estimated, however, 
that over one-half the cities and 85 to 90 percent 
of the school districts use the county assessments. 
While little consideration has been given to forcing 
the abandonment of these redundant and finan- 
cially wasteful districts, the laws give encourage- 
ment to use of the county assessments. Cities may 
use them by paying only $150 per $1 million of as- 
sessed valuation, their use may be adopted by ordi- 
nance, and a law of 1962 permits the legislative 
body of any city to change its tax calendar and 
fiscal year to facilitate adoption of county assess- 
ment. School districts pay nothing for use of coun- 
ty assessments. 

The Department of Revenue has no supervisory 
jurisdiction over these overlapping districts, thus 
information regarding them is limited. Apparently 
some feel the financial need for a higher assessed 
valuation than that provided by the county's as- 
sessment at a small fraction of full value, some like 
a lower valuation in order to shift more of the tax 
to the State assessed utilities, some may distrust 
the quality of the county's assessment, and others 
merely carry the extra expense to satisfy home rule 
traditions. 

Assessment Personnel 
The county tax commissioners, elected for 4-year 

terms, are the county assessors. To be a candidate 
for the office, a person must "hold a certificate is- 
sued by the Department of Revenue, showing that 
he has been examined by it and that he is qualified 
for the office." At one time a certificate was good 
for life; but now they expire 1 year from the date 
of issuance, although a candidate for reelection 
does not require a new certificate. The examina- 
tions must be both written and oral, and be formu- 
lated to test fairly the ability and fitness of the 
applicant to serve as county tax commissioner. The 
Court of Appeals has held that county tax comrnis- 
sioners are State officers. 

The policy of requiring candidates for election 
as assessors to pass examinations dates back to 1921 ; 
but for many years the office was so generally a 
part-time, low-paying job that it was unattractive 
to people of ability and examinations of more than 
rudimentary character would have left many coun- 
ties without candidates. In  1949, however, the 
legislation referred to above gave the county tax 
commissioner's office a better status, increased the 
compensation, improved the tax calendar, made 
some provision for equipment, and wrote provi- 
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sion for technical assistance into the law. Since 
then examinations have been made more demand- 
ing. They are given every 4 years to 400-500 per- 
sons, of whom about two-thirds pass and about one- 
third fail. In  each recent election there has been 
a turnover of about one-fourth of the commission- 
ers. According to well-informed observers, the po- 
sition now attracts better qualified people in many 
counties and numerous present commissioners were 
former deputies. 

Compensation. The State sets and pays the 
compensation of county tax commissioners and has 
increased it periodically in recent years, the average 
annual compensation having risen from $3,112 in 
1948 to $5,035 in 1961. While compensation is on 
a fee basis-10 cents per $100 of assessed valuation 
for the first $3 million and 2 cents per $100 for the 
excess-the law provides for a minimum of $3,000 
and a maximum of $7,200 annually. About one- 
third of the commissioners now receive the maxi- 
mum. Any "excess compensation" under the fee 
formula is applicable to other authorized purposes. 
State tax officials are making a special study of this 
compensation system, which they consider unsatis- 
factory. 

Deputy assessors. Each county tax commissioner 
may appoint any persons approved by the Depart- 
ment of Revenue to assist him in his duties. He sets 
the salaries of deputies, again subject to approval 
by the department; but no deputy can be paid more 
than $3,600 annually without having qualified by 
examination prepared and given by the Department 
of Revenue in accordance with standards of the 
State Department of Personnel. 

County Tax Commissioner's Budget 
Recent years have brought a notable transforma- 

tion in the county tax commissioner's office. The 
commissioner is better paid, he has a fair allow- 
ance for such deputies, other assistance, equipment, 
and other operating expenses as he needs, and he 
may have been able to acquire tax maps or even a 
complete revaluation. For most of this the State 
pays-90 percent or more of the cost of the entire 
operation; but the legislature also provides for 
strong budget control of the commissioner's office, 
through statutory regulations and vesting specific 
controlling authority in the Department of Rev- 
enue. The commissioners and their deputies also 
are eligible for retirement under the state retirement 
system which has been in operation since 1956. 

The amount of operating revenues available to 
each office is not left to the county government, but 
is determined by statutory formulas related to the 
size of the locally assessed valuation. How this de- 
vice is used to provide the tax commissioner's com- 
pensation has already been described. Addition- 
ally, on the amount of assessed valuation in excess 
of $4 million (reduced recently from $8 million) 
the State pays 2 cents per $100 applicable to com- 
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pensation for deputies, other authorized personnel, 
and other authorized expenditures, with a general 
limit of $20,000 and higher limits for counties con- 
taining first- and second-class cities. Each county 
also must pay annually to the tax commissioner's 
office, toward authorized expenses, an amount re- 
lated to the assessed valuation and having similar 
top limits. Also, any "excess compensation" under 
the operation of the fee formula noted above may be 
used to purchase maps, equipment, and supplies or 
to help defray the cost of a reappraisal project. 

That these revenues may be spent only for au- 
thorized purposes, means actually that each tax 
commissioner's budget must be approved by the De- 
partment of Revenue. No State funds available 
to any commissioner's office as compensation for 
deputies and other authorized personnel or for other 
authorized purposes are paid without authorization 
of the department in advance of such expenditures. 
Personnel, salaries, purchase of equipment and 
supplies, and the planning of other budget require- 
ments are subject to department approval. 

Quadrennial Revaluation Law 
The machinery for obtaining intra-area uniform- 

ity of assessment, discovery of omitted property, etc., 
includes a preliminary review by the Department of 
Revenue of a recapitulation of the assessment roll, 
including a list of intangibles; review by a county 
board of supervisors comprising "reputable property 
owners" appointed annually by the county judge, 
which may review and change any assessment upon 
the written petition of any aggrieved taxpayer and 
upon the written recommendation of the tax com- 
missioner, Department of Revenue, county judge, 
chief finance officer of any city using the county 
assessment or the superintendent of any school dis- 
trict in which the property is located; appeal to the 
State Tax Commission or the State courts; compre- 
hensive reappraisal programs; and "emergency as- 
sessments" that may be ordered by the Department 
of Revenue. 

Prior to 1960 there had been no legal provision 
for systematic revaluation of assessments, but in 
that year the legislature provided that all locally 
assessed real property should be revalued during the 
second year of each term of office by the county 
tax commissioner (i.e., every 4 years), in accord- 
ance with standards prescribed by the Department 
of Revenue. The legislature appropriated no ad- 
ditional funds for this purpose. 

State-Level Administration 

The Kentucky Department of Revenue, in which 
the State centralizes its tax administration, is re- 
sponsible for the State's share of property tax ad- 
ministration. The appointive directors of this 
strong, widely distinguished department, beginning 
with its first commissioner of revenue, Prof. James 
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W. Martin, in 1936, have always recognized the im- 
portance to the State of sound property tax admin- 
istration, irrespective of the small contribution of 
the tax to State revenues, and have worked per- 
sistently toward such administration. With good 
cooperation between the department and the legis- 
lature, the State has been able to overcome numer- 
ous obstacles to strengthening the property tax. 

Organization and Personnel 
The Department of Revenue has four line divi- 

sions dealing with major taxes-Income Tax Divi- 
sion, Sales Tax Division, Motor Vehicle Tax Divi- 
sion, and Property and Inheritance Tax Division, 
the combination of the two taxes in this division 
being mutually advantageous for administration. 
Serving all line divisions are the legal staff, records 
division, a new data processing division, and pro- 
gram and research staff, which does property tax 
research supplementing that done by the Property 
Tax Division. 

The Property and Inheritance Tax Division, 
headed by a director appointed by the commissioner 
of revenue with approval by the Governor, operates 
through three sections-State Assessment Section, 
Local Property Tax Section, and Inheritance and 
Estate Tax Section. The primary function of each 
section is indicated by its title, the first responsible 
for central property assessment and also for "omit- 
ted" intangibles, and the second for supervision of 
and technical assistance to county tax commissioners 
and other county tax officers. 

In addition to its central technical staff, the Local 
Property Tax Section has a ficld staff, developed in 
recent years, operating in 12 multicounty districts. 
This field contingent of qualified appraisers confer 
with county tax commissioners; help them with as- 
sessing problems; instruct in assessment methods, 
and use of equipment, manuals, and guides; do some 
special appraisal, such as factories in rural areas; and 
aid county clerks and sheriffs in tax billing and col- 
lecting. Also, they do real estate appraisal for in- 
heritance tax purposes and for State purchase of 
propcrty for other than highway purposes. 

The Department of Revenue always has sought 
well-qualified career personnel and this policy was 
strengthened in 1961 by the State's initiation of a 
comprehensive merit systcm for all State personnel 
except "policymaking" officials. The department 
emphasizes inservice training for its staff, and in line 
with this policy the Property Tax Division requires 
all of the first-year members of its central and field 
staffs, with all expenses paid by the State, to take a 
basic course in real estate appraisal given by the 
American Institute of Real Estate Appraisers. 

Kentucky Tax Commission. When the Depart- 
ment of Revenue was organized in 1936 the 
Kentucky Tax Commission, with appellate and 
equalizing functions, became a part of the depart- 
ment. The commissioner of revenue served as 

chairman and two associate members appointed by 
the Governor also were associate commissioners of 
revenue. In 1960 the legislature made the Tax 
Commission a separate agency, but continued the 
commissioner of revenue as chairman. The main 
functions of the Kentucky Tax Commission are to 
hear appeals from findings of the Department of 
Revenue and from rulings of county boards of 
supervisors on local assessments, and to equalize 
assessments among counties. If the intent was to 
separate administrative and appellate functions, the 
method was not entirely successful. Furthermore, 
the commission has failed to exercise its equalizing 
authority since 1954. 

Powers and Duties 
The powers of the department respecting local 

property tax administration, some of which have 
been noted in the foregoing summary of local assess- 
ment administration, place the department in a 
strategic position to influence a constant upgrading 
in the quality of local assessing, subject only to the 
practical limitation of how fast and how far it can 
go without being thwarted by political and popular 
hostility. Through its examining power it can 
assure that assessors and deputies have some degree 
of professional competence, and through its sub- 
stantial power of budget control of the county tax 
commissioner's office and its knowledge, through 
its field staff, of the needs of the various offices, it 
is able to help plan each office's effective use of 
more or less limited financial resources. The de- 
partment's 1960-61 annual report, for example, 
noted that "excess fees" of that year had been used 
to purchase accounting machines for 4 offices, Ad- 
dressograph equipment for 1 office, and small office 
machines for 13 other offices. 

The department's general powers and duties in- 
clude advising, directing, and supervising local tax 
officials; investigating local governmental units and 
officers "when it seems reasonably necessary"; pre- 
scribing, providing, and enforcing the use of assess- 
ment and tax forms and records; arranging annual 
conferences of county tax commissioners; and pro- 
viding personnel and other assistance in mapping 
and reappraisal projects petitioned for by counties 
and cities. 

The department has no authority to enforce inter- 
county equalization of assessment levels, this is a 
responsibility of the now separate Kentucky Tax 
Commission; but it does have power, beyond the 
nrofessional aid noted above. to eliminate serious 
intracounty deviations from uniformity of assess- 
ment. The legislature has authorized the depart- 
ment to order an emergency assessment of all or amv 
part of the taxable property in any taxing dist 
to be made by persons appointed for that -- 
by the department, upon complaint by tBc 
not less than 10 percent in value o 
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property in the district or when investigation of the 
department discloses that the assessment "is so 
grossly inequitable or fiscally infeasible that an 
emergency exists." The department has used this 
power in a few counties in recent years when there 
was a supporting local demand. 

Technical Aid Program 

The department has as its primary objective uni- 
formity of assessment within each county, and with 
rudimentary assessing in many counties at the start 
of the program it has had a long way to go. The 
technical aid program that has been promoted 
actively since 1949 has included provision of in- 
struction in the use of assessing tools, holding of 
conferences, conduct of mapping and reappraisal 
projects, and the continuous supervision, profes- 
sional assistance, and informal inservice training 
made possible by the permanent field staff. 

Manuals and guides provided for the use of as- 
sessors include an administrative manual dealing 
with assessment laws and procedures, a real prop- 
erty appraisal manual, annual personal property 
assessment guides, and various statistical reports and 
bulletins. The department published a new and 
expanded appraisal manual in 1962 to replace the 
one issued in 1952. Prepared by E. D. Ballard, 
Chief Appraiser (and since 1962 Director) of the 
Property and Inheritance Tax Division, with the 
collaboration of other staff members and with help- 
ful suggestions from officers of the County Tax 
Commissioners Association, it provides, as Prof. 
James W. Martin says in his introductory review, 
a "remarkably superior aid to county tax commis- 
sioners and other appraisers." 

The department, in conjunction with the Uni- 
versity of Kentucky Bureau of Business Research, 
in 1946 held at the university its first annual school 
for assessors. This annual 5-day school has been 
continued and the legislature has made attendance 
compulsory for county tax commissioners. Any 
officer willfully failing to attend is subject to re- 
moval from office by the circuit court of his county; 
while, on the other hand, his full expenses are paid, 
one-half by the State and one-half by the county, if 
he attends all sessions. These schools include ori- 
entation courses for new tax commissioners, of 
whom there were 28 in 1961, the last election year, 
and advanced work in appraisal problems for ex- 
perienced commissioners. In  1961, for example, 
special attention was given to detailed assessment 
ratio analysis of a typical county. District confer- 
ences for commissioners are held periodically, usu- 
ally to deal with particular issues of general concern. 

4,. 
the two such conferences in fiscal 1962, one con- 

4 the means of administering the new revalu- 
- azd the other was for review of the new 

Continuing reappraisal and mapping programs 
have been carried on by the department since 1949. 
The first five countywide reappraisals were done on 
a contract basis, but since then the department has 
preferred to carry on the program with its own staff, 
working in conjunction with the local assessment 
staffs. Reappraisal and mapping projects are 
undertaken at local request and under contractual 
agreement, with the State bearing the major share 
of the cost. Since the department budget for these 
purposes is limited, there is always a waiting list of 
applications, with priority given to urgency of need. 
In the years 1951-62, some 21 counties with over 
half the State's real estate assessment were reap- 
praised and comprehensive mapping programs had 
been carried out in a dozen other counties, with 
applications from 15 more awaiting attention. 
How to provide adequate maintenance for the 
growing number of completed projects is a problem 
for which the department is seeking a solution. 

Assessment Ratio Studies 
Annual assessment-sales ratio studies covering 

real property have been made by the department 
since 1938. For some years they were used in a 
futile effort to increase the level of assessment; they 
play an important part in determining the appor- 
tionment of equalizing school aid; and presently 
they are serving as a useful tool for measuring uni- 
formity of real property assessment within individ- 
ual assessment districts and appraising the degree 
of progress made under the technical aid program. 

The department's field staff secures information 
on real estate sales. In most counties the sales data 
are copied directly from the deed book, although 
in a very few cases copies of the county clerk's rec- 
ord of transfers may be used. The last assessments 
made before the sale are then secured directly from 
the tax commissioner's records. Only sales for 
which a comparable assessment can be ascertained 
are used. The completed data, covering 15,000- 
18,000 sales annually, are analyzed by the depart- 
ment's program and research staff. A careful veri- 
fication of sales prices (buyer-seller check) in 10 
counties in 1961 disclosed, among other things, 
that Federal stamps were not providing fully reli- 
able information. * Efforts to obtain legislation for 
a recording fee that would produce more accurate 
data have not been successfd. 

for 
for 

As a basis for determining the required local tax effort 
schools, the estimated full value of taxable property 
each school district is computed by adjusting the 

assessed valuations of the various classes of property on 
the basis of their assessment ratios determined for the 
major classes of real property by sales ratios and for other 
classes by other means. 

'See E. D. Ballard and Samuel H. Gray, Assessment 
Ratio Analysis of a Kentucky County, Kentucky Depart- 
ment of Revenue, 1962, p. 5. 



Each year the Program and Research Staff pub- 
lishes the median assessment ratio for each county 
and taxing district and in some years has published 
the range of the middle half of the array of indi- 
vidual ratios. Assessors are being schooled in the 
analysis of sales ratios as a guide to greater uni- 
formity of real property assessment. In a demon- 
stration presented by the department at the annual 
conference of county tax commissioners in 1961, a 
county for which sales data had been verified was 
selected for study. Ratios for several major classes 
of property were portrayed on maps by identifying 
the middle halves with green tacks, and the upper 
and lower quartiles with yellow and red tacks, re- 
spectively. The presentation was used as a basis 
for considering such factors as inequalities within 
and among classes of property and among different 
areas of the county, and the maximum permissible 
range of tolerance in asses~ing.~ 

The department goes beyond the routine use of 
ratio studies for determination of average assess- 
ment levels not only to evaluate the quality of local 
assessing but to try to determine the amount of 
progress resulting from the State's supervisory and 
technical aid programs. Studies undertaken by 
William G. Herzel, director of the Program and Re- 
search Staff, which will be expedited by the depart- 
ment's new electronic data-processing facilities, are 
not yet sufficiently conclusive for publication, but 
are providing useful guidelines for department 
policy and action. 

Assessment of Intangibles 

In  the assessment of tangible personalty, there 
has been a noticeable improvement in uniformity 
and compliance in recent years, according to the 
Department of Revenue, which has aided assessors 
with various guides and with lists of taxpayers com- 
piled from license and income tax records. Partic- 
ularly noteworthy, however, is the State's demon- 
strated ability to administer a property tax on in- 
tangibles. 

Intangible personalty, as noted earlier, is for the 
most part taxed exclusively by the State and for the 
most part assessed locally. In fiscal 196 1-62 about 
89 percent of the tax from intangibles was from 
locally assessed property. The assessment of in- 
tangibles is effective because the Department of 
Revenue aids the county tax commissioners in the 
primary assessment of such property, has authority 
to list "omitted" or undeclared property and obtain 
the payment of taxes due, with substantial penalties, 
and uses the full resources of the department to dis- 
cover such property. Information for this purpose 
is derived from individual and corporation income 
tax returns. inheritance tax data, and other similar 
sources, and is developed both by combined audits 

' See Ballard and Gray, op. cit. 

and specially directed audits. The department's 
1960-61 annual report noted that: "An intensive 
back-tax program has yielded an average of more 
than $500,000 each year, with a resulting increase 
in the recurring tax base in many instances." 

Full  Value Versus Fractional Assessment 

As in many other States, the local assessors in 
Kentucky are self-constituted budget officers, main- 
taining fractional assessment levels that determine 
the taxing power of local governments under the 
State established tax rate limits. The constitution 
directs that all property shall be assessed for taxation 
at its fair cash value and provides that any assessor 
guilty of willful noncompliance shall forfeit his 
office; but any assessor who undertook to comply 
with the law would be abdicating, in the popular 
view, his responsibility for protecting the taxpay- 
ers, who tend to be more appreciative of low assess- 
ments than of equitable assessments. The consti- 
tution requires uniformity as well as full value, how- 
ever, and the Court of Appeals has held that uni- 
formity takes precedence over full value assessment. 

According to the Department of Revenue's as- 
sessment ratio studies, the average level of real 
property assessment in the State declined from 75 
percent in 1938 to 47 percent in 1946 and 30 per- 
cent in 1953, increased to 32 percent in 1954, and 
then declined gradually to 28 percent in 1961, with 
a range among the counties of from 15 percent to 
40 percent. For years the Kentucky Tax Commis- 
sion intermittently ordered large numbers of "blan- 
ket raises" of county assessments in an effort to 
reverse the trend and produce intercounty uniform- 
ity; but when, after an interval of several years in 
which it was hoped that the new technical aid pro- 
gram would bring the situation under control, the 
commission issued such orders in 1954 to 7 1 coun- 
ties for equalization purposes, the wrath of the 
public was unbounded and in 1955 all gubernatorial 
candidates denounced the program. 

Since 1954 there have been no blanket raises, 
although the Department of Revenue has responded 
on occasion to hardship appeals for emergency in- 
creases. So sensitive is the public to the assessment 
level issue that State-countv agreements for reas- , " 
sessment projects include provisions for downward 
adjustments of local tax rates to compensate in the 
first vear for anv resulting. increase in the assess- " 
ment. As in numerous other States, this situation 
tends to create ineauitv and obscuritv. and calls for . , , a  

some kind of constructive reconciliation of law and 
p o l i ~ v . ~  

"or an account of the long controversy over assess- 
ment-level policy and proposals for resolving the conflict, 
see F. John Shannon, T h e  Conpict Between Law and 
Administrative Practice in Valuation of Property for 
Taxation in Kentucky, University of Kentucky, Bureau of 
Business Research. 1957. 
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Central assessment of utilities. When local as- 
sessing follows varied levels that are remote from 
the legal standard, a problem arises as to the level 
at which centrally assessed property should be as- 
sessed. In its central assessment of railroad and 
other public utility property, the Department of 
Revenue employs competent specialists in utility 
valuation and has a record of highly respected per- 
formance; but the central assessment level failed to 
keep pace with the postwar downward plunge of 
the local level. The resulting inequality was at- 
tacked in the courts and in two gas transmission 
line cases in 1960 the court of appeals held that 
State assessed public utility property had to be as- 
sessed at the same level as locally assessed pr0perty.l 

As a result of these decisions the department has 
reduced assessments of operating property of public 
utilities generally. The immediate scope of the 
change was reflected in the Tax Commission's cer- 
tifications of estimated full value for school founda- 
tion aid purposes. I n  1959 the average assessment 
ratios were 50.9 percent for utility property and 31.1 
percent for locally assessed real estate; in 1961 the 
ratios were 43.9 percent and 30.5 p e r ~ e n t . ~  This 
reflects a gradual approach to equalization, a policy 
which, apparently, the companies are willing to go 
along with. Since in 15 counties public utility 
property in 1960 represented over 40 percent, and 
on a statewide basis 18 percent of the assessed val- 
uation taxed locally at full rates, this compromise 
policy avoided financial disaster for some local 
governments. 

Cost of Property Tax Administration 

The overall governmental cost of property tax 
administration h Kentucky, including assessment, 
billing, collection, review and supervision, is esti- 
mated by the Program and Research Staff of the 
Department of Revenue to have been roundly $5.6 
million in 1961, or a little over 4 percent of between 
$125 million and $130 million of total State and 
T - - -  

local property tax receipts. Because three levels of 
government share the administration of the tax and 
much of the work is done by local officers who give 
only part of their time to it, the figure is necessarily 
an estimate, but it is useful in showing approxi- 
mately how the financial responsibility is distributed. 

' Luckett V. Tennessee Gas Transmission Co., 331 S.W. 
2d 879, and Luckett v. Texas Eastern Transmission Corp., 
336 S.W. 2d 567. 

The local ratios are slightly higher than those noted 
earlier for county assessments as they include 20 higher 
level city assessments for school purposes. 

Estimated Costs, 1961: State-Local Property Tax 
Administration 

Paid by the State: 
County tax commissioners' offices----- $1,516,000 
County boards of equalization -------- 13,000 
County clerks' fees ----------------- 180,000 
County sheriffs' fees (collection)------ 533,000 
State assessment and local supervision-- 250, 000 
Reappraisals, etc .------------------ 75,000 
Miscellaneous functions ------------- 100, 000 

Total State ------------------ 2,667,000 
'Paid by counties: 

County tax commissioners ----------- 133,000 
Clerks ............................ 160,000 

Paid by school districts: Sheriffs and collec- 
tprs (estimated by Department of Educa- 
t ~ o n )  .............................. 2,000,000 

Paid by cities not using county assessment 
except school district collections------- 600,000 

Total . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5,560,000 

The State's concern for the good administration 
of the tax, although it receives only a small fraction 
of the proceeds, is evidenced by its payment of 
nearly one-half of the overall cost and 92 percent 
of the cost of primary assessing by the county tax 
commissioners. Some of the local items suggest that 
there is opportunity for saving through elimination 
of duplication of work; but the amount spent by 
the State itself in assessing, supervision, technical 
aid, and valuation research is surprisingly small in 
view of the value and quality of the undertakings 
of the Department of Revenue described in the fore- 
going summary. 

The success of a basic program for strengthening 
the property tax, such as that initiated so auspi- 
ciously in Kentucky after World War 11, depends on 
continuity of effort, which must depend heavily, in 
turn, on executive leadership and legislative cooper- 
ation. Since the middle 1950's such leadership ap- 
pears to have been lacking and State appropriations 
for technical assistance have been cut severely. As 
a result of the decision at the highest executive level, 
in 1955, to halt equalization by the Tax Commis- 
sion, and the inadequacy of appropriations for the 
revaluation program and other technical assistance, 
the State's program to rehabilitate the property tax 
has lost much of its momentum. I t  may be, how- 
ever, that this setback is only temporary. The 
present commissioner of the Department of Rev- 
enue, James V. Marcum, recognizing the implica- 
tions of the slowing down of the Department's 
activity in this field, in 1963 has asked the director 
of the department's program and research staff to 
make a detailed analysis and evaluation of the situ- 
ation, for the guidance of the new Governor, who 
takes office in December 1963, and the legislature, 
which convenes in January 1964. 
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Louisiana retains its State property tax, a consti- 

tutional 5% mills specifically allocated for various 
purposes, and the State thus has a direct interest in 
the administration of this tax. Even more impor- 
tant from the viewpoint of revenue involved, how- 
ever, is the homestead exemption, since taxes lost 
to local units through this provision are reimbursed 
by the State from a property tax relief fund which 
receives revenue from nonproperty tax sources. 

State T a x  Commission. The property tax is 
under the supervision of the State Tax Commis- 
sion, with other major State revenues the responsi- 
bility of a separate Revenue Department. The Tax 
Commission consists of three members appointed 
by the Governor for 6-year overlapping terms. The 
commission is responsible directly for assessment 
of utility property and for supervision of local as- 
sessing and equalization. Local assessing is the 
function of parish assessors, 1 in each of 63 parishes 
and 7 district assessors making up a board of as- 
sessors in Orleans Parish. Assessors are elected for 
4-year terms and receive salaries under a schedule 
fixed bv the State leeislature-such schedule set in 
1960 p;oviding for Glaries ranging from $5,400 to 
$15,000. 

The Tax Commission issues a biennial report, 
which in addition to extensive tables on valuations, 
tax levies, etc., has an interesting introductory sec- 
tion summarizing constitutional and statutory pro- 
visions on property taxes and gives "Assessment 
Suggestions." The suggestions include values for 
such major items as oil and gas well equipment as 
well as coin machines and watercraft. The 1958- 
59 and 1960-61 reports had a special section rec- 
ommending that all parishes secure accurate maps 
for assessment work and noting that the experience 
of some assessors who had installed aerial survey 
maps indicated that the cost would be repaid by 
additional revenue produced by property discov- 
ered through use of the maps. 

The Tax Commission has final responsibility for 
fixing valuations. As the Legislative Council puts 
it: 

On the local level, the assessor examines and ap- 
praises real and personal property for tax purposes for all 
units of government every year. Assessed valuations must 
be approved by the commission, and it  is authorized to 
reduce or increase valuations. The law requires that 
the valuation for State purposes be at  100 percent of 

' The  Government of Louisiana, prepared by Louisiana 
Legislative Council, April 1959, Research Study No. 13, 
Baton Rouge, 1959, p. 310. 

actual cash value, but parishes may, in their discretion, 
fix valuations at less than actual cash value for other than 
State purposes, provided the valuation does not fall below 
25 percent of the actual cash value determined by the 
commission for State purposes. 

Supplementing this statement, the secretary of the 
Tax Commission comments: "The Tax Commis- 
sion is required by law to set the values for assess- 
ment purposes, but the local authorities can go 
down to 25 percent of this value, but they usually 
use the values approved by this commission." 

Special tax study. In the fall of 1960 the Public 
Affairs Research Council of Louisiana, Inc., a pri- 
vately financed governmental research agency, pub- 
lished Louisiana Property Tax.2 This study, 2 
years in preparation, and made with the coopera- 
tion of almost all the parish assessors, the State Tax 
Commission and other official and private agen- 
cies, discusses property tax practice in the State 
as a whole and in each parish, and shows the re- 
sults of a sales ratio study based on 1958 sales. 
Findings indicate "wide differences in the policies, 
practices, techniques, and results in the par- 
ishes." As to maps, the study found 12 parishes 
had "basically adequate sets of maps for all urban 
and rural areas and 5 more had sets which were 
nearly complete and up to date" (in early 1960). 
As to the level of assessment, parish ratios ranged 
from 7.2 to 31.5 and the State average was 18.0 
(for properties used in the study). 

The study recommendations, grouped under four 
headings, "Equity," "Homestead Exemptions," 
"Criteria for Assessments," and "Aids to Assessors," 
included the following: 

1. Equity. The research council gave this sub- 
ject high priority. In the language of the study: 

"Efforts should be made by local assessors and the 
Louisiana Tax Commission to develop greater 
equity in the property tax. The first responsibility 
for achieving such equity rests with the local asses- 
sors. State law gives the tax commission major 
responsibilities also in this field. The tax commis- 
sion, through its failure to perform its duty to carry 
out a continuous program of assessment equalization 
as directed in the statutes, has permitted great 
inequity." 

' Louisiana Property Tax ,  Public Affairs Research 
Council of Louisiana, Inc., Baton Rouge, 1960. This 
report is in three volumes: Summary and Recommenda- 
tiqns; Vol. I, General Findings; Vol. 11, Pa~ish Oper- 
attons. 
' Ibid.,  Summary and Recommendations, p. 24. 
' Ibid., pp. 28-31, and vol. I, pp. 13-16. 
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The State should carry out a statewide assess- 
ment ratio study annually, and use the results to 
improve equity in utility property taxes, to make 
"ccmpensating adjustments" which would equalize 
the burden of the State property tax and of taxes 
in multiparish districts, and to emphasize the need 
for intraparish improvement both interclass and 
intraclass. 

2. Homestead exemptions. "The homestead ex- 
emption program should be substantially revised" 
by placing a limit on the value of the exemption at 
about $100, or 50 mills. Subsequently the limit 
might be changed further by the legislature as 
needed. 

3. Criteria for assessments. "The Tax Commis- 
sion should develop clear-cut criteria for assessors 
in determining 'actual cash value' of property. . . . 
Since the requirement to assess at 100 percent of 
this 'actual cash value' is nowhere applied in prac- 
tice," a percentage of such value might be specified 
as the tax base to bring the designated level to ap- 
proximately the existing statewide practice and an 
attempt made "to bring about equity at this level." 

4. Aids to assessors. Such aids should be de- 
veloped, including a standardized guide or manual 
with recommended procedures for recordkeeping, 
determination of values, revaluation, equalization. 
etc.; annual seminars conducted by specialists; and 
complete up-to-date maps for all areas, with en- 
forcement of the State law requiring filing of plat 
maps for new subdivisions. 

Exemptions. Louisiana exemptions for home- 
steads and for new industries are an inescapable 
part of the consideration of the property tax in the 
State.5 

The homestead exemption in Louisiana (for 
which review is recommended in the PAR study) 
provides exemption for homestead property as de- 
fined "to the value of" $2,000, for taxes for State, 
parish, and special taxes, with special provisions for 
Orleans Parish. Veterans have a supplementary 
exemption to a combined value of $5,000 for 5 
years, but with a time limit to 1964, except that 
veterans who served in both World War I1 and the 
Korean war have an exemption for 10 years, but 
not later than 1969. The taxes represented by the 
exemption are reimbursed to the taxing unit from 
a State property tax relief fund, and homesteads 
may not be exempt from taxes to an amount greater 
than that available in this fund to make the reim- 
bursement. The property tax relief fund receives 
its revenue from State taxes on income, public 
utilities, and alcoholic beverages, and thus far the 
available funds have been sufficient to meet the 
taxes represented by the exempt property. 

'See vol. 1 ,  ch. 8. 
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While the property tax relief fund has been able 
to cover reimbursements, the continuing sharp rise 
in homestead applications, and in taxes involved, 
has been causing concern. Over the past few 
years alone, as shown by Tax Commission reports, 
the number of applications for homestead exemp- 
tion increased from 469,359 in 1957 to 538,164 in 
1961, the taxes extended on the amount of the 
exemptions from $27,900,935 to $35,533,153. The 
volume of taxes is affected not only by the number 
of applications and the value represented but by 
the local millage rates invol~ed .~  

The PAR study made some interesting computa- 
tions on the relationship of the reimbursements to 
total property taxes. It found that the State fund 
supplied 37.8 percent of all taxes due on locally 
assessed rcal estate in 1958: in 14 ~arishes the fund 
paid over half the revenue due on the tax from such 
property and in 2 parishes it paid over 70 percent. 
These ratios are for locally assessed rcal property, 
thus excluding utility property assessed by the State. 
In one parish, where 7 1.6 percent o f  the taxes due 
on locally assessed real estate was paid from the 
property tax relief fund in 1958, 53 percrnt of the 
listed taxpayers had their property assessed valua- 
tion entirely covered by himestead excmptions; in 
another, 58 percent of the taxpayers listed were so 
covered.' 

The industrial exemption provides that the State 
Board of Commerce and Industry may contract 
with the owner of any new manufacturing. establish- 

u 

ment or of any addition, for the exemption of such 
establishment or addition from property taxation . .  , 
for 5 years, with renewal for another 5 years, sub- 
ject to various restrictions and regulations. I n  
1956 the Tax Commission and the Department of 

*As early as 1946 there was concern for the volume of 
the reimbursements and it was suggested that it might be 
necessary to place a ceiling on the total "at or near the 
present level of $6,700,000." I t  was pointed out a t  that 
time that the average amount of reimbursement per home 
ranged from $7.93 to $50.17 (in 1943) in the several 
parishes, and that while economic conditions and tax 
rates influenced the variations, "we are convinced that 
much of the d-parity is due to improper assessments of 
homesteads." i he same report said: "We have been told 
that in many instances assessors have arbitrarily raised the 
asscwed valuation of a dwelling worth, say $500, to about 
$1,990, or just under the $2,000 exemption. The result 
of such a practice is a raid on the State trrasury at  no cost 
to the homeowner." (Preliminary Report o f  the Louisi- 
ana Revenue Code Commission, 1946, quoted in Home- 
stead T a x  Exemptions in Louisiana and in Other States, 
Louisiana Legislative Council, 1954.) In 1952 the dis- 
parity per home or per applicant was still wide, ranging 
from an average of $1 7.52 in one parish to $104.19 In 
anothrr. according to the Legislative Council rrport, and 
thr total paymcnts from the property tax relief fund for 
homestead exemptions had increased from $6,747,379 in 
1944-45 to $19.892.208 in 1952-53. 
' T h e  Property T a x ,  vol. 11, op. cit., pp. 75-76. 
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Commerce and Industry inaugurated a plan under 
which the industries agreed to go on the tax roll at 
the end of the 10-year exemption period at not less 
than 40 percent of the original investmcnt,8 but 
this provision is no longer being used. The Tax 
Commission reports "Approved Values of Manu- 

8 Ninth Biennial Report ,  Louisiana Tax Commission, 
1959, p. 77. 

facturing Plants Under Active 10-Year Contracts 
as of December 31, 1961" at $2,024,063,618, with 
the note that the figures represent estimated values. 

The Louisiana constitution provides that all real 
estate, exempt as well as taxable, shall be valued at 
actual cash value, listed on the assessment rolls and 
submitted to the Louisiana Tax Commission. Only 
the homestead and industrial exemption figures are 
published in the commission's biennial reports. 
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"The most serious tax problem in the State of 

Maine today is that of administration of the munici- 
pal property tax. This problem is not new; but 
each year it becomes more pressing," said the State 
Tax Assessor in the 1958 Report of the Bureau of 
Taxation. Over the years the Maine Legislature 
has given some recognition to the importance of 
the problem by enacting constructive legislation, 
but it has not provided the funds necessary to make 
the legislation fully effective. 

The Bureau of Taxation, headed by the State Tax 
Assessor, has four divisions : Excise, Property, Sales, 
and Inheritance. The Property Tax Division had 
had a staff of 12 for some years prior to 1961, 6 
field and 6 office workers. The total was increased 
by two in 1961 for special training as noted later. 
The State Property Tax Division assesses real and 
personal property and administers property and poll 
taxes in the unorganized areas, supervises local 
assessing officials, provides data for the Board of 
Equalization which fixes a State valuation, and 
compiles extensive assessment data. Supervision of 
local assessing includes provision of a manual, train- 
ing classes, and other educational material, pre- 
scription of forms, aid in assessing, etc. Mater~al 
for equalization is provided by sales ratio and re- 
lated studies, special appraisals, etc., and the State 
valuation figures are used for State and county prop- 
erty taxes (the former levied in unorganized areas 
only), computing school aid and some highway aid. 

The unorganized territories referred to above 
represent some 42 percent of the total State area, 
almost entirely forest land; this State assessed prop- 
erty, however, accounted for only about 4 percent 
of the total State valuation in 1960. In that year 
there were 493 local assessing units, over half of 
which had valuations of less than $1 million each. 
There were only four units with valuations in excess 
of $50 million each, and the combined total valua- 
tion for these units (the cities of Portland, Bangor, 
Lewiston, and South Portland) accounted for about 
21 percent of the total State valuation in 1960. 

Bureau of Taxation Report,  1958. The 1958 
report, after noting the continuing pressure for im- 
proving the property tax, described "three general 
problems which must be overcome . . ." : 

First, the organization of local assessing must be brought 
up-to-date. . . . Our laws should be revised to provide 
for sound assessing units, for adequate pay, for full-time 
assessors, for the choice of assessors in a manner that will 
insure competent personnel, for tenure in office, and 
for uniformity in assessing practices throughout the State. 
At the same time, our laws relating to review or appeal 

should be revised to insure the same technical competence 
in the reviewing body that is necessary in the assessors 
themselves, and to insure uniformity of treatment through- 
out the State. 

Second, some provision should be made so that quali- 
fied personnel will be available to fill assessing positions. 
I t  would be desirable if the University of Maine could 
initiate a training course for assessors comparable to the 
management course which it now offers. . . . . . . if assessment organization is modernized to the 
point where technically qualified assessors are required, 
obviously there must be some source from which such per- 
sons can be recruited. As a step in this direction, we have 
proposed the initiation of a limited training program with- 
in the bureau for personnel who might be expected to 
remain with the bureau for 1 or 2 years and who there- 
after might be available to fill vacancies in the local 
assessing field. . . . 

The third problem which must eventually be faced 
concerns the subject matter of the property tax. . . . 
No one will question the fact that steps should be taken 
a t  once to eliminate intangibles from the tax base. . . . 
Beyond this serious consideration should be given to the 
possible elimination of the greater part of what is now 
taxable personal property. . . . 

The Bureau noted that in preparation for putting 
such improvements into effect, funds should be 
provided for the State Tax Assessor to make a study 
of property taxation in Maine. Such a study would 
be designed to provide the basis for making specific 
and detailed plans for putting into effect the gen- 
eral recommendations indicated above. 

The 1959 legislature made two notable contribu- 
tions to the situation. I t  improved the tax base 
by eliminating household property except for tele- 
vision sets. While it did not authorize the special 
study sought by the Bureau of Taxation, it did au- 
thorize the Legislative Research Committee to study 
and review the State and municipal tax structure 
including a separate study of the property tax. 

Legislative Research Committee Report.  The 
committee engaged Dr. John F. Sly, director, 
Princeton surveys, to make the study. I n  the re- 
port on T h e  General Property T a x  in Maine, pub- 
lished in November 1960, Dr. Sly reviewed prior 
special tax studies, noted recent progress, and made 
recommendations for further action. In  comment- 
ing on recent progress, Dr. Sly noted the centraliza- 
tion in the office of the State Tax Assessor of assess- 
ment of property in the unorganized territories; 
strengthening of State supervision of local asses- 
sors-but a general grant of power without equip- 
ment, personnel, or funds to do what the law 
proposes; programs for training of assessors; prep- 
aration of an assessors' manual, first issued in 1947; 
increase in field advisory services; reappraisal pro- 
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grams by a number of municipalities; and steps 
taken to maintain the valuations.' 

Not included in the specific list above but cer- 
tainly a genuine contribution to property tax ad- 
ministration was the revision of all property tax 
laws. Under 1953 legislation the State Tax Asses- 
sor was directed to review all property tax laws, and 
provide a revision which would eliminate contra- 
dictory and outmoded provisions without making 
substantive changes. The 1955 legislature adopted 
the proposed revision--described as "a greatly im- 
proved statement of the general property tax." 

The Sly report recommended that the legisla- 
ture, by joint resolution : Reaffirm the principle and 
acknowledge the need for creation of larger local 
assessment districts; declare the approach to more 
effective assessment areas mandatory on approval 
of the legislature; accept the principle of full-time, 
qualified assessors for supervisory work with ade- 
quate compensation and working facilities pro- 
vided by the State; define "qualified supervisory 
assessors" as assessors subject to selection by the 
State Tax Assessor under usual provisions for pro- 
fessional recruitment; declare that supervisory asses- 
sors give counsel, direction, and guidance to local 
assessors, and have such corrective duties as the 
statutes may provide; approve establishment of 
experimental assessment districts pending develop- 
ment of a full program. 

The report also recommended that prior to the 
establishment of su~ervisorv districts. the State 
Tax Assessor be autkorized ;o conduc; a study to 
determine : ( 1 ) the size, location, and composition 
of the districts; (2) procedure for their forma- 
tion; (3) method of selecting supervisory personnel ; 
(4) selection and authority of local assessing offi- 
cers; (5) relation of supervisors to local assessors; 
(6) amount and distribution of costs. The study 
should be presented to the legislature with pro- 
posed legislation to put the recommendations into 
effect. 

I t  was further recommended that the supervisory 
functions of the Bureau of Taxation be immediately 

'John F. Sly, T h e  General Property Tax in Maine, 
Second Report to the Legislative Research Committee, 
Augusta, Maine, 1960, p. 26. 
' Ibid.,  p. 11. 
' The recommendations in this paragraph and the two 

following are summarized from those in the report, pp. 
30-3 1. 

strengthened. The report noted at this point that 
the personnel consisted of six men engaged not only 
in supervising and assisting local assessing officials 
but giving a large part of their time to developing 
data for equalizing purposes. "This is merely a 
token performance. As usual, the statutes give au- 
thority . . . far beyond the facilities of the Bureau 
of Taxation." 

The report points out that existing laws give the 
State broad authority over assessing. The State 
Tax Assessor may establish property assessment dis- 
tricts not to exceed six in number; he may appoint 
a supervisor for each such district; and he shall have 
general supervision over the assessment and taxation 
laws of the State "to the end that all property shall 
be assessed at the just value thereof in compliance 
with the laws of the State. . . ." This section of 
the report concludes, "In other words, these recom- 
mendations do no more than to propose that the 
legislature take steps to motivate the policies that 
are already established in the statutes of the 
State." 

In discussing personal property, the report to the 
Legislative Research Committee recommended that 
intangibles be exempted from ad valorem taxation. 
As to remaining personalty-both business and ag- 
ricultural-the report recognized the difficulty of 
equitable assessment, but suggested that action in 
this field should probably await improvement in 
the assessment process. 

1961 legislation. The 1961 legislature took two 
significant steps on the recommendations of the 
Bureau of Taxation and the report to the Legisla- 
tive Research Committee. First, it repealed the 
application of the property tax to intangible per- 
sonal property. Second, it provided the Bureau of 
Taxation with funds to permit employment of four 
persons to be trained -in properiy tax appraisal 
work. Two had been employed early in 1962 and 
employment of the others is being deferred until 
the bureau has had an opportunity to see how the 
proposed program develops. 

The all-important special study, urged by the 
bureau and by Dr. Sly, to give the Bureau of Taxa- 
tion the basis for developing detailed plans for im- 
proving assessment organization and supervision- 
implementing the general principles previously ap- 
proved-still awaited legislative action at  the close 
of 1962. 

' Sly, op. cit., p. 31. 
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Maryland probably has made more progress than 

any other mainland State in coordinating and inte- 
grating State-local assessment administration.' 
With the advancement in recent years in profession- 
alizing and centralizing this function, the present 
setup is only a few steps removed from complete 
centralization. By its recent creation of a tax court, 
Maryland is also a leader in providing more usable 
remedies for aggrieved taxpayers. 

The present system of assessment administration 
has come into being gradually rather than by any 
one major reorganization, as the legislature has 
adopted, often with a considerable time lag: the 
constructive recommendations of a long series of tax 
study commissions and, more recently, those of a 
persevering Committee on Taxation and Fiscal 
Matters of the Legislative Council. Most of the 
features of Maryland's present property tax system, 
in fact, appear in the recommendations of the Baker 
Commission of 1913; but the most notable modern- 
ization of assessment administration on a statewide 
basis has evolved within the past 20 years, including 
significant new steps in 1959. 

Organization for Assessment 
Administration 

The assessment of property for taxation is admin- 
istered jointly by the State Department of Assess- 
ments and Taxation, which succeeded to the ad- 
ministrative functions of the former State Tax 
Commission in 1959, and 24 local assessment dis- 
tricts identified with the State's 23 counties and the 
city of Baltimore, which is not within a county. 
From the point of view of population and resources, 
this county-district setup for local assessing comes 
closer than in most other States to representing effi- 
cient local district organization. While about 
three-fourths of the State's population is in Balti- 
more and the 4 largest counties, none of the other 
counties has a population of less than 15,000 or a 
full-value assessment of less than $50 million. 

Hawaii has complete State administration of the prop- 
erty tax. 
' An able member of the Poe Commission of 1888, Prof. 

Richard T. Ely of Johns Hopkins University, recommended 
repeal of certain personal property taxes, mainly intangi- 
bles, and adoption of a State income tax. As Blair Lee 
I11 observed in his study of Maryland's personal property 
tax, "Fifty years later, the General Assembly adopted Dr. 
Ely's recommendation." ("Personal Property Taxation 
in Maryland," in 1957 Report ,  Maryland Legislative Coun- 
cil Committee on Taxation and Fiscal Matters, p. 101.) 

The State agency has important assessment func- 
tions, including mainly the assessing of railroad and 
other public utility operating property (exclusive of 
land) and the personal property of corporations. 
Its powers and duties for supervision of local assess- 
ing are unusually broad, making the agency's direc- 
tor the administrative head of a State-local assess- 
ment system that is approaching virtually full in- 
tegration. The State agency appoints the chief 
assessors (supervisors of assessments) for all local 
districts, from lists recommended by local officials; 
certifies all assessors and assistant assessors for local 
appointment; and has the exclusive authority to re- 
move the incumbents of these positions. The State 
also sets minimum salary standards for all grades of 
assessors and reimburses the local governments for 
60 percent of this cost. 

State-Level Administrative Organization 
For many years the State's share of property tax 

administration was centered in a State Tax Com- 
mission; but in 1959 the legislature acted to separate 
the administrative and appellate functions, vesting 
the former in a newly created State Department of 
Assessments and Taxation and the latter in a newly 
created Maryland Tax Court. The department is 
headed by a director who is appointed by the Gov- 
ernor, serves as a career officer under the State's 
merit system, and "shall be a person with executive 
ability and with experience and training in the field 
of taxation." Albert W. Ward, the director, had 
been secretary of the State Tax Commission from 
1931. 

The main function of the Department of Assess- 
ments and Taxation is property tax administration, 
although it is also the legal custodian of corporate 
records and administers various special taxes. The 
department is organized in five sections, including 
an administrative or central services section. Of 
the four line sections, three are concerned with the 
property tax-a supervisory section, a tax map sec- 
tion, and an assessment section. The law requires 
the director, for supervisory purposes, to appoint a 
chief supervisor of assessments and two assistant 
State supervisors of assessments. 

Local Organization and Personnel 
The State's 23 counties and the city of Baltimore, 

as has been noted, comprise the local assessment dis- 
tricts. The primary assessment of locally assessed 
property is the responsibility of the supervisors of 
assessment in the counties and the Department of 
Assessments, headed by a director, in Baltimore. 
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The supervisor of assessments for each county is 
appointed by the State Department of Assessments 
and Taxation from a list of five residents submitted 
by the county commissioners, the county's governing 
board. If the department finds none of the nomi- 
nees qualified, it may call for a new list. The de- 
partment appoints a supervisor of assessments for 
Baltimore by a similar procedure, the mayor mak- 
ing the  nomination^.^ Supervisors are removable 
by the department at any time for incompetency or 
other cause. The office of supervisor of assess- 
ments is a long-established institution, though prior 
to 1959 the county commissioners were legally the 
assessors. A supervisor is more a State officer than 
a local officer, and a 1963 act of the legislature pro- 
vides that all assessors not previously members of 
either the State or any city or county pension system 
shall become members of the State pension system. 
In  times past the qualifications of some supervisors 
appear to have been more political than pro- 
fessional, but in recent years all supervisors are re- 
ported to have moved up from the ranks of assessors. 

All county assistant supervisors of assessment and 
other members of the professional assessing staffs 
are appointed by the county governing bodies from 
lists of applicants that have been examined, graded, 
and certified by the State Department of Assess- 
ments and Taxation. They hold their positions 
during good behavior, subject only to removal by 
the State department, after hearing, for incompe- 
tency or other cause. The assessors in Baltimore 
are appointed as provided by local law, but lists of 
candidates must be submitted to the State depart- 
ment for certification. The department has a sim- 
ilar right of removal for these assessors, subject to 
their right to appeal to the city civil service com- 
mission. 

State law specifies the grades of assessors, sets 
minimum salary scales, and requires the State De- 
partment of Assessments and Taxation to set the 
number and grade of positions in the counties and 
city after consultation with the chief assessors and 
governing authorities. The classes of positions, 
with their minimum qualifications, are : ( 1 ) asses- 
sor's aid; (2)  assessor, at least 2 years' service as 
assessor's aid; (3 )  senior assessor, at  least 5 years' 
service as assessor; (4)  assistant supervisor of assess- 
ments, at least 5 years' service as senior assessor. 
The State de~artment  mav in its discretion deter- 
mine equivalent educational or experience qualifi- 
cations for all or part of the specified qualifications. 

The basic annual salary scales adopted by the 
legislature in 1963 give minimums, maximums, and 
annual increments for the several classes and grades. 

I n  Baltimore, where the director of the Department of 
Assessments, rather than the supervisor, is in charge of 
assessing, the latter serves as liaison between the city and 
State departments, working particularly in conjunction 
with the personal property assessors to obtain uniformity 
in State-city standards. 

For supervisors of assessments, the scales are in eight 
classes related to the size of the assessment districts. 
They range from $10,620-$12,745 for the Baltimore 
director, and $9,320-$11,185 for the three largest 
counties to $5,970-$7,464 for the six smallest coun- 
ties. For assessors' aids (internships) the range is 
$4,302-$4,610; for assessors, $4,790-$5,990; and 
for senior assessors, $5,350-$6,688. The position 
of assistant supervisor is not set up in the smaller 
counties; the top scale in the other counties is 
$8,323-$9,276. 

To  encourage professional self-advancement, the 
legislature provides that any person holding the 
designation CAE (certified assessment evaluator) is 
to be paid $500 above the established scale. The 
State reimburses the local governments for 60 per- 
cent of the salaries paid in accordance with these 
scales (increased in the late 1950's from 50 per- 
cent). The counties and the city are authorized 
to pay higher salaries, but the State makes no re- 
imbursement for any such payments in excess of 
the scale. 

State Supervision and Technical Aid 

The main statutory powers and duties of the 
State Department of Assessments and Taxation for 
supervising local assessment include : formulation, 
publication, and distribution to assessors of in- 
structions and assessment standards; supervision of 
supervisors of assessments and of assessments, to 
insure that all taxable property is assessed, and on 
a uniform basis within and among classes of prop- 
erty; installation in all local offices of tax maps and 
record systems, prescription of all forms, records, 
and reports, and supervision to assure their proper 
use and maintenance; enforcement of a continuous 
method of assessment review by assessors, and or- 
dering and enforcing reassessment in any county or 
in Baltimore, after consultati,on with the county (or 
city) review and appeal agency, when a lack of 
uniformity is found; and conducting biennially a 
statewide assessment ratio survey. 

Effective supervision is very practicable in Mary- 
land, because there are only 24 local assessment 
districts, the local supervisors and assessors consti- 
tute a professional staff whose selection and tenure 
are largely a responsibility of the central agency, 
and there is good cooperation between the central 
agency and the local assessor leadership. The 
State department's three supervisors, all experi- 
enced assessors, are constantly in the field, confer- 
ring with the State-appointed local supervisors, 
checking the performance of the local assessors, and 
aiding with special appraisal problems. The chief 
supervisor has direct supervision of the Baltimore 
area and general supervision of the other counties 
and the work of the two assistant state supervisors, 
who cover, respectively, the East Shore and West 
Shore counties. 
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Providing Tax Maps 

In accordance with the legislature's requirement 
in 1949 that standard tax maps be developed for 
all assessment districts, the State Tax Commission 
set up a tax map section to do the work. This pro- 
gram, starting in 1951, was completed over a 10- 
year period at a cost of about $1 million, all met by 
the State. The tax map section maintains the 
maps for all districts. While the project was 
undertaken primarily for assessment purposes, it has 
proved valuable for many governmental and pri- 
vate uses. 

The department, through its supervisors, pro- 
motes the maintenance of standard record systems 
but has not yet undertaken to provide central data 
processing. A few of the large districts, including 
Baltimore, have their own electronic data-process- 
ing equipment and a few others contract with com- 
mercial processing centers. For uniformity in 
assessing methods, the department has prescribed 
the use of the Boeckh appraisal manual. 

Continuous Reassessment 

Instead of following the more common policy of 
periodic reassessment, Maryland has evolved a 
method of continuous reassessment. For a number 
of years a reassessment cycle was maintained, first 
with one-fifth of each district, later one-third of 
each district, reassessed each year; but since 1954 
the law has required that all assessable property 
shall be thoroughly reviewed at least once each year. 
Since staff resources are not sufficient for a physical 
reappraisal of each parcel of property annually, the 
policy followed is to require local assessors to main- 
tain a continuous check of all sales of real property, 
use these data to the extent of their availabilitv to 
indicate areas of changing value that call for 
prompt reassessment, and systematically inspect 
every property at least once in 3 years. I n  the 
opinion of the department, economic and physical 
changes in property in general do not justify a 
physical reappraisal or physical inspection of each 
and every property every year. 

Inservice Training 

On-the-job professional training is encouraged by 
the State department and by the automatic salary 
increase for reci~ients of the CAE award. The 
director of the department likes to point out that 
Maryland has a higher proportion of CAE's than 
any other State-30 of its 170 assessors. The de- 
partment carries on informal inservice training con- 
tinuously through its supervisors of assessments and 
distribution of frequent bulletins, and is a cosponsor 
of an annual training school for assessors. 

This school, long established and well conducted, 
is held for 1 week each year at the University of 

Maryland, with its joint sponsors the State Depart- 
ment of Assessments and Taxation, the Maryland 
Association of Assessing Officers, the International 
Association of Assessing Officers, the Maryland 
State Department of Education, and the Univer- 
sity. Intensive courses and seminars are conducted 
throughout the week by a staff of 40 or more com- 
prising outstanding assessors from Maryland and 
other States, members of the State department and 
the university faculty, and property tax specialists 
from several large industrial and commercial firms. 
Advanced, intermediate, and basic courses are 
given, the enrollment at the 17th annual school in 
1962 having included 87 in senior courses, 45 in 
intermediate courses, and 40 in basic courses (for 
attendants at not more than 3 previous schools). 

The assessment-sales ratio study conducted by the 
Census Bureau in conjunction with its 1957 Census 
of Governments provided notable evidence that 
Maryland's system of assessment administration was 
tending to produce a better quality of assessment 
than that of most States. This study, among other 
things, measured the degree of uniformity of assess- 
ment of nonfarm dwellings in 1,263 selected local 
assessment districts in the 48 States. While only 20 
percent of this national sample showed a good to 
high degree of assessment uniformity (coefficients 
of dispersion of less than 20), 61 percent of the 
Maryland sample (which included three-fourths of 
the State's districts) were in this clas~ification.~ 

Recent Lines of Progress 

Maryland's statutory basis for the assessment of 
real and personal property is "full cash value," but 
for real property the law defines this term to mean 
"current value less an allowance for inflation, if in 
fact inflation exists." "his nebulous provision 
was not inserted in the law until 1958, but pre- 
viously the assessors had been following various 
versions of full value. An assessment ratio study by 
the State Tax Commission in 1953 disclosed that 
the average level of assessment in the 24 assessment 
districts ranged from 25 percent to 60 percent. 

This disclosure disturbed the Legislative Coun- 
cil's Committee on Taxation and Fiscal Matters, 
particularly because school equalization aid was 
being based on assessed valuation as the measure of 
wealth. The committee declared, in its 1955 
report : 

So long as this situation exists, our State educational 
program will work inequities by favoring those jurisdic- 

' U.S. Bureau of the Census, Taxable Property Values 
in the United States (1957 Census of Governments, vol. 
V ) ,  table 19. See, however, the Census report, Taxable 
Property Values (1962 Census of Governments, vol. 11), 
table 19, suggesting some reduction in  Maryland's rela- 
tive position. 

Tax Laws of Maryland, art. 81, sec. 14(b) ( 1 ) .  
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tions which undervalue their property for tax purposes 
against those which assume their full responsibilities by 
making fair and reasonable assessments.' 

The committee's warnings and recommendations 
helped materially to accelerate the gradual im- 
provement in assessment administration that had 
been stimulated by abolishing most of the part-time 
assessors in 1943 and by such subsequent measures 
as providing for continuity of reassessment. There 
were four alternative lines of action that might be 
undertaken, the committee said.7 

1. The State might adopt a highly centralized 
system of assessing by making the assessors State 
employees, requiring them to assess at full cash 
value for State purposes, and leaving Baltimore and 
the counties free to adopt for their own purposes 
whatever percentage of the State assessments they 
deemed advisable. 

2. The State Tax Commission might be em- 
powered to review the local assessments annually. 
If they were found to be below a fixed percentage, 
say 50 percent, of full value in any local district, 
that district, if it failed to remedy the situation upon 
proper notice, would forfeit State aid in the next 
fiscal year. 

3. The State might create a separate board of 
equalization solely for the purpose of distributing 
State funds. 

4. The existing basic system could be retained 
with an administrative change in the supervisory 
methods. The State Tax Commission could dis- 
miss any assessor who demonstrated a "studied dis- 
regard for State policy." No new legislation would 
be required, all that was needed was administra- 
tive action. 

The committee decided that the advantages of 
the existing system had not been fully explored, 
and suggested, instead of a drastic change, "strong 
administrative action within the present frame- 
work of law in the form of expanded supervision 
of local assessors by skilled supervisory personnel 
under the State Tax Commission." The commit- 
tee's report noted, however, "that there has been 
consistent failure to handle this matter adminis- 
tratively heretofore," expressed some feeling "that 
this failure will continue," and indicated an in- 
tention to urge adoption of some other method if 
there was no satisfactory improvement in the situ- 
ation in the near future. The committee recom- 
mended, also, that "The assessment function should 
be divorced from the judicial function of review- 
ing the work of the assessing agency." 

The committee stayed persistently with the prob- 
lem, and in its 1957 report reiterated the stand 
taken in 1955, pointed out that the failure to 

' Maryland Legislative Council, Committee on Taxa- 
tion and Fiscal Matters, I955 report,  p. 96. 

Ibid., pp. 96-98. 

achieve interdistrict equalization caused inequities 
other than the maldistribution of school aid, such 
as the unequal impact of the State property tax 
levies, and made a bold new recommendation.' 
Concluding that one major obstacle to more rapid 
progress was the conflict of direction to the assessors 
between the State Tax Commission and the county 
commissioners, the committee recommended that 
all supervisors and assessors be placed under State 
control and be paid fully by the State. They rec- 
ognized that the county commissioners would still 
retain final authority for assessments as they were 
by law the assessors; but doubted that they would 
flout State policy. 

In  1958 the committee decided that the annual 
assessment-sales ratio studies that the State Tax 
Commission was using were based on a "neces- 
sarily less scientific methodology'' than the com- 
bined sales and appraisal study of 1953, and recom- 
mended that the legislature request the commission 
to make a survey of real property assessment ratios 
in 1959 and every 5 years thereafter, "including a 
comprehensive sampling of all properties through 
actual appraisal in the field." O 

In the meantime, the State Tax Commission had 
responded promptly to the committee's criticism 
by appointing two assistant State supervisors of 
assessments, the 1957 legislature had raised the 
salary scale for assessors and eliminated the last 
part-time assessors, and early in 1958 the State 
Tax Commission had undertaken to remedy the 
absence of "clear-cut policy guidance" for which 
it had been criticised by issuing instructions to 
all assessing officials that "in any county or city, 
district, or ward, where the ratio of all assessments 
to sales is less than 50 percent, there will be im- 
mediately raised the presumption that the assessors 
are making too great an allowance for inflation 
and abnormality," and by prescribing other duties 
and procedures.1° 

Undeterred by the increased activity of the State 
Tax Commission, the 1959 legislature followed rec- 
ommendations by Governor Tawes and approved a 
major reorganization of assessment administration; 
namely, the steps described earlier of creating two 
separate organizations to take over the administra- 
tive and appellate functions of the Tax Commission 
and making the county supervisors of assessments 
and the Baltimore department of assessments legally 
the local assessors. The legislature also ordered a 
thorough assessment ratio survey, this 1959 survey 
disclosing that the average statewide assessment 
ratio had risen to 55 percent from 40 percent in 1953 
and the range had narrowed to 40-64 percent. 

1957 report, op .  cit., pp. 61-66. 
' 1958 report, p. 19. 

Quoted in full in the 1958 report of the committee, 
pp. 21-26. 
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1962 Assessment Ratio Survey 
In  1961 the legislature provided for periodic as- 

sessment ratio surveys, to be conducted in 1962 and 
at 2-year intervals thereafter. The 1962 survey dis- 
closed that the vigorous efforts of the new State de- 
partment to enforce the assessment laws and to ob- 
tain reasonable interdistrict uniformity of assessment 
were producing good results. The statewide aver- 
age assessment ratio for real property, to which the 
survey was restricted, was shown to be 54.7 percent, 
with a relatively narrow range of 49.7-60.6 percent 
for the 24 districts.ll 

I n  planning for the 1962 ratio survey, the director 
of the State Department of Assessments and Taxa- 
tion took advantage of the option permitted by the 
legislature to set up a survey committee comprising 
three members of his staff and three experienced 
local assessors loaned by Baltimore and Harford and 
Montgomery Counties and compensated by the 
State. 

The committee based its survey on a random sam- 
pling of the three broad use classes of real prop- 
erty-residential, agricultural, and commercial-in- 
dustrial, employing both sales and appraisals. From 
the records of recent sales a selection was made to 
get as good representation as possible of the differ- 
ent use classes in the different sections of each 
county. All of these sold properties were then vis- 
ited and examined in order to exclude any sales that 
were not bona fide and usable, and also any sales 
in which the assessment had been changed as a re- 
sult of the sale. The sales were then classified as 
to use and subclassified as to size or value and age. 
The committee next selected at random for field ap- 
praisal types and sizes of "dormant" property so that 
the total sample in each district would be "a repre- 
sentative cross section of the properties within the 
jurisdiction." The sample included 3,550 proper- 
ties, with those representing sales and appraisals 
about evenly divided. 

The survey was designed for guidance in obtain- 
ing intradistrict as well as interdistrict uniformity, 
though little of the committee's report to the depart- 
ment on the intradistrict situation was included in 
the published report. A good degree of uniformity 
was indicated, however, among the major use classes 
of real property. The statewide average ratios 
were: total, 54.7 percent; residential, 54.3 percent; 
agricultural, 50.2 percent; and commercial-indus- 
trial, 57.7 percent. Most of the individual districts 
made a good showing in this respect. Upon com- 
pletion of the survey the assessing personnel of each 
district in which there was an indicated need for 
improvement were called to the department's offices 
for the purpose of planning a corrective program. 

In  its report of the 1962 survey, the department 
listed the reasons for the improvement in the assess- 

"State Department of Assessments and Taxation, Re- 
port, 1962 Assessment Ratios, August 1962. 

ment process in recent years, mainly those described 
in the foregoing summary; stated its belief that there 
was room for further improvement; and recom- 
mended that assessors be made fully State employees 
on a merit system basis. 

Maryland Tax Court 

Prior to 1959 the functions of assessment, review- 
ing assessments, and hearing appeals from assess- 
ments rested legally in the same agencies, State and 
local. In  1959 the administrative and appellate 
functions were separated-at the local level by mak- 
ing the county supervisors of assessments legally the 
assessors (in Baltimore the Department of Assess- 
ments) and at the State level, as has been noted, 
by replacing the State Tax Commission with two 
separate agencies, the Department of Assessments 
and Taxation and the Maryland Tax Court. I n  
the counties the review and appeal agency contin- 
ued to be the county commissioners ex officio, except 
in Baltimore, Harford, Montgomery, and Washing- 
ton Counties, where advantage had been taken of 
an optional law to create an appeal tax court. I n  
Baltimore, a board of municipal and zoning appeals 
served in this capacity. 

The Maryland Tax Court, while patterned after 
the District of Columbia Tax Court and the model 
State tax court act sponsored by the American Bar 
Association, is designated an administrative agency 
for constitutional reasons. The court consists of 
five judges, appointed by the Governor for over- 
1app;ng 6-year terms, one judge to be a resident of 
Baltimore, one of the Eastern Shore, one of the 
Western Shore counties, and two at-large, with no 
more than three of the same party and each a tax- 
payer and qualified voter of the State. At least two 
judges must be members of the State bar, one of 
whom the Governor designates as chief judge.'* 
The three members of the former Tax Commission 
were designated as judges for terms corresponding 
to their unexpired terms as tax commissioners. 

The court, a majority of the members constituting 
a quorum, has its principal office in Baltimore, but 
is directed to sit for hearings in each of the county 
seats as necessary. Appeals, which are initiated by 
written petition, are not permitted until the appel- 
lant has exhausted his local remedies. Proceedings 
before the court are de novo; the court is authorized 
to adopt its own reasonable rules of procedure; and 
it is not bound by the technical rules of evidence. 
Any person may appear and act for himself, for a 
partnership of which he is a member, or for a cor- 
poration of which he is an officer, and attorneys 
admitted to practice before the Maryland Court of 
Appeals are authorized to practice before the court. 
The court "is empowered to assess anew, classify 
anew, abate, modify, change, or alter any valuation, 

la Tax Laws of Maryland, art. 81, secs. 224-231. 
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assessment, classification, tax, or final order ap- 
pealed from, . . . ." Any party to a proceeding 
may appeal from the court's final order to the cir- 
cuit court of any county, or the Baltimore City 
Court, where the property involved is located. 

The Tax Court is too new to permit an evalua- 
tion of its services. In  its first year, 1959-60, there 
were 279 appeals; 97 assessments were affirmed, 84 
were reversed involving a reduction of $3.5 million 
in assessments totaling $22 million, and 98 were 
pending at the close of the year. Of the affirmed 
assessments, six were appealed to higher courts by 
taxpayers, and of the reversed assessments five were 
appealed to higher courts by the State department. 

Recent Trends in Tax Policy 

Maryland's progress in coordinating and profes- 
sionalizing its assessment administration and in pro- 
viding mgre usable remedies for the taxpayersahas 
been outstanding; but the State still faces difficult 
tasks in controlling what a subcommittee of the Leg- 
islative Council has called its "dense jungle" of per- 
sonal property taxes and administering its new pref- 
erential assessment of farmland. 

Personal Property Taxes 

In postwar years Maryland has been whittling 
away its tangible personal property tax base by 
piecemeal methods that apparently seek to comply 
with local property tax policies and interests that 
vary among the counties and municipalities. There 
may be considerable virtue in replacing statewide 
tax uniformity by a flexible and constantly chang- 
ing system of exemption and classification based on 
local option and home rule; but administratively the 
overall effect is to complicate local assessing, State 
supervision, and the distribution of equalizing State 
aid based on assessed valuation. The most com- 
prehensive recent study of the State's personal 
property tax situation concluded that at  the very 
least there was need for better c~ordination.'~ 

The classes of taxable tangible personal property 
have been narrowed to include mainly machinery, 
equipment, furniture, fixtures, raw materials, goods 
in process, finished products, and stock in trade 
used in the performance of any business, trade, pro- 
fession, or industry, and farming implements and 
livestock. These classes, in turn, are subject to local 
exemptions and classifications that vary among the 
local governments. Some of the varied local ar- 
rangements must be authorized specifically by the 
legislature, others can be put in force by the govern- 
ing bodies of the several counties and municipalities. 
Under the home rule amendment of 1954, cities 
and towns also may amend their own charters for 

*Maryland Legislative Council, Subcommittee on Per- 
sonal Property Taxation in Maryland, "Personal Property 
Taxation in Maryland," 1957 Report, pp. 95-150. 

purposes of local taxation, and the State tax laws 
provide that any incorporated town may select as 
the subjects of taxation such classes of persona1 
property, of land, or improvements on land (as- 
sessable under the tax laws) as it may deem wise. 

The State, which continues to levy a State prop- 
erty tax for the service of debt, assesses the bulk of 
tangible personal property. The State Department 
of Assessments and Taxation assesses the tangible 
personalty of domestic and foreign corporations, 
and the local assessors, other tangible personalty." 
Since most of the exemptions and classifications 
referred to above apply only to local taxes, the 
assessed valuation of tangible personalty for State 
taxation is considerably larger than that for local 
taxation. The local governments assess some tangi- 
ble personalty for State purposes which they do not 
tax themselves. In  1960, for example, the assessed 
valuations of tangible personalty were as follows 
(in 000's) : 

Item / State I County 
purposes purposes 

State assessed.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . $1,354,643 $885,456 
Locally assessed.. . . . . . . . . . . 1 232,279 1 199,759 

Preferential Assessment of Farmland 

With the rapidly growing metropolitan areas of 
Baltimore and Washington, Maryland shares the 
perplexing assessment problem common to all 
metropolitan regions of how to deal with potentially 
changing land use in fringe areas. As urban de- 
velopment moves outward, the speculative interest 
in the prospective uses of vacant land tends to in- 
flate the price of such land to levels that are not 
justified by the prevailing agricultural and other 
low-intensity uses. If the assessor follows the cus- 
tomary legal mandate to appraise land at its market 
value and at its highest and best use, he is under 
the necessity of considering the market price and 
the potential availability for development for such 
land; but the combination of the assessor's compli- 
ance with the law and the upward trend of tax 
rates that extends into the fringe areas can become 
unduly burdensome for the farmer who wishes to 
continue to make a living by operating his farm. 

In postwar years the market value, and the as- 
sessed value, of fringe area farmland in Maryland 
rose very rapidly, partly because the land was be- 
coming more valuable for agricultural use but also 
because it was being purchased as a hedge against 
inflation and for prospective suburban develop- 

*' Special property taxes are levied on certain intangibles 
(shares of banks and other domestic financial corpora- 
tions and capital stock of foreign financial corporations) 
a t  a local rate of $1 per $100 valuation and the full State 
rate. This property also is assessed by the State. 
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ment. In  1956 the legislature enacted a preferen- 
tial assessment law to reduce the assessed valuation 
and taxes on this land.15 

The law provided that land devoted actively to 
farm or agricultural use should be assessed on the 
basis of such use and should not be assessed as if 
subdivided or on any other basis. I t  was defective 
in failing to define what constituted land used in 
farming and was amended in 1957 to provide a few 
distinguishing features and to empower the Tax 
Commission to establish criteria for identifying an 
authentic farm. The efforts of the commission left 
the matter of determining use mainly with the in- - 
dividual assessors. 

In  1960 the Maryland Court of Appeals declared 
the law unconstitutional because it failed to meet 
the tests of reasonableness and public purpose for 
valid tax exemption, and on a rehearing held that 
it violated the constitutional requirement for uni- 
form classification of land.16 The legislature 
promptly proposed two constitutional amendments, 
which were approved in 1960, providing for sepa- 
rate classification of land for taxation and authoriz- 
ing preferential assessment of farmland, and also 
enacted a new law emphasizing the public purpose 
of the policy (to encourage farming in order to 
maintain a readily available source of food and to 
encourage preservation of open spaces) and au- 
thorizing the State Department of Assessments and 
Taxation to establish criteria for judging what 
constituted bona fide farms.17 

To  determine the effects of the law, Peter House 
made a careful study of the five-county area in 
which the influence of urban expansion was most 
evident. He found that the effect on assessed value 
per acre was negligible in the more rural portions 
of the area, but that in some of the areas nearest 
urban centers. assessments were held to as little as 
one-fifteenth of what would have been obtained if 
they were based on market value as determined by 

" For a valuable analysis of this situation, including the 
fiscal and administrative effects of the law, see Peter 
House, Preferential Assessment of Farmland in the Rural- 
Urban Fringe of Maryland, U.S. Department of Agricul- 
ture, Economic Research Service, June 1961. 

lo State Tax Commission v. Gales, No. 61 157 Atlantic 
Rep., 2d ser., and State Tax Commission v. Wakefield, 
N% 61 157 Atlantic Rep., 2d ser. 

Tax Laws of Maryland, art. 81, sec. 19(b). 

the 1959 assessment ratio study of agricultural land, 
and that the reduction in assessed value per acre 
resulting from the operation of the law averaged 
about 53 percent for the five-county area. He  
observed, also, that the loss in assessed valuation 
"may be expected to grow each year as long as farm 
and nonfarm pressures on the market value of sub- 
urban farmland persist." l8 

Since preferential assessment of farmland con- 
fers very substantial benefits, an accurate determi- 
nation of eligibility is important. This has proved 
to be a difficult problem of assessment administra- 
tion. In  1960 the Department of Assessments and 
Taxation issued a comprehensive list of 29 criteria; 
but, as House says, the list itself illustrates the prob- 
lem confronting the department. Even if it pro- 
vides detailed specifications for each criterion, the 
local assessor continues to be plagued by such bor- 
derline cases as part-time farms and country es- 
tates. "The difficulties of defining agricultural 
use," House reports, "have led to widespread feel- 
ing among farmers, as well as among many tax 
administrators, that the principal beneficiaries of 
the law have been speculators and developers, 
rather than farmers." Proponents of the law con- 
tend, however, that it is successful in retarding the 
erosion of agricultural areas. 

With its plan of preferential assessment of farm- 
land, and its statutory authorization in 1960 for 
State, county, and city acquisition of development 
rights in land for the preservation of open spaces, 
Maryland is one of the relatively few States that 
have taken forthright action in attempting to solve 
one of the most serious problems of metropolitan 
growth. Irrespective of the relative merits of the 
varying devices which these States have adopted 
and others are considering, new problems of prop- 
erty tax policy and administration are involved, 
particularly in the departure from the ordinary 
concept of market value as the basis for assessment. 
There is clearly a problem of administrative feasi- 
bility, but Maryland appears to be better organized 
administratively than most of the States to find a 
solution. In 1963 the legislature directed its Com- 
mittee on Taxation and Fiscal Matters to study the 
criteria for assessing farmlands under the prefer- 
ential assessment law. 

l~ House, op. cit., pp. 10-13. 
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Since 1955 the Commonwealth has taken an ac- 

tive role in providing assistance to local assessing 
officers and in encouraging educational activities. 
Also especially notable in Massachusetts, while 
much older in origin, is the arrangement for ap- 
peals from property tax assessments. 

State aid to local assessors. Legislation enacted 
in 1955 provided for active assistance to local as- 
sessing units to produce uniform and equitable as- 
sessments, and in 1956 there was created for this 
purpose a Bureau of Local Assessment in the De- 
partment of Corporations and Taxation. 

Under the 1955 law any city or town may peti- 
tion the State for the installation of a State assess- 
ment system, and after such installation, the as- 
sessor or assessors are to follow the State system 
(unless the unit votes to withdraw, as it may). 
The State system, in effect, is a set of principles and 
practices supported by adequate basic tools to pro- 
duce a uniform, equitable tax base. 

The new bureau developed several major serv- 
ices. I t  produced a new Assessors' Manual, revis- 
ing and augmenting material in earlier manuals, 
and giving suggested forms, records, etc., the new 
manual incorporating basic principles and proce- 
dures for practical use. The bureau sponsored an 
assessors' school at the University of Massachusetts, 
discussed below, and provided evening classes for 
training on local levels. I t  initiated publication of 
a regular bulletin, developed a consulting service 
to aid in various special problems, and provided 
supervision for local assessors during revaluation 
projects. 

While some of these services were developed for 
general statewide use for any assessor (and were 
used to varying extent by a number of them), the 
services are now primarily for those units which 
elect to come under the State system. In  such 
cases the bureau staff surveys existing assessment 
procedures and facilities and makes recommenda- 
tions. I n  some cases a sales ratio study is made as 
a basis for study and recommendations. The bu- 
reau frequently proposes complete revaluation, and 
where this is done, the staff supervises the revalua- 
tion, whether done by local personnel or private 
firms. The bureau also suggests record systems, 
maps, or other tools, and supervises their prepara- 
tion and use. In  addition, the bureau will appraise 
various properties and make recommendations to 
the local assessing authority. Finally, when the 
system has been installed, the bureau provides con- 
tinuous supervision and technical assistance. 

T o  meet the cost of installing the State system 
and followup aid and supervision, the State charges 
the local unit with a minimum charge based on 
population and additional fees for special service 

as, for example, in revaluation. I n  connection 
with costs, it is pertinent to note that legislation 
was enacted to permit local units to contract to 
pay for tax maps over a 3-year period. 

The State system program has had steady 
growth since 1955. By the fall of 1958,9 units had 
accepted the system; by September 1960, the num- 
ber was 20, and by mid-December 1962, 58 mu- 
nicipalities had adopted the plan. Since use of 
the State system involves close and continuous su- 
pervision by the experienced State staff, increasing 
use of the system indicates considerable develop 
ment of uniformity. 

The State Bureau of Local Assessment, which 
began with a very small staff, had a chief, assistant 
chief, six fieldmen, and a clerical staff of two a t  
the close of 1962. Qualifications for fieldmen in- 
clude skill in appraising real estate and experience 
in appraising industrial and commercial properties 
is regarded as very important. 

Massachusetts has a total of 351 cities and towns, 
each an assessing unit. For the 39 cities the as- 
sessors may be appointed or elected and usually 
serve full-time. For the towns there are boards 
of assessors, usually three members elected for part- 
time service, but a few of the towns have at least 
one full-time assessor. While the 58 units using 
the State system still represent a small part of the 
potential, it is believed that these units, and the 
State staff, have an influence toward improved as- 
sessing which is greater than their numbers would 
indicate. 

The assessors' school which was initiated in 1956 
is now an annual school sponsored by the Bureau 
of Government Research of the University of Mas- 
sachusetts in cooperation with the Department of 
Corporations and Taxation and the Association of 
Massachusetts Assessors. I t  is now a 4-day school 
covering discussion of basic assessing problems, 
with demonstration appraisals of special properties, 
etc. Instructors are principally members of the 
staff of the State Department of Corporations and 
Taxation and assessing officials from the State. 
Attendance at the school is voluntary. Proceed- 
ings are published and provide a useful current 
textb0ok.l 

'The Proceedings of the Sixth Annual School (1961) 
includes, in addition to the proceedings, the text of the 
decision in the Springfield case in which "Springfield's 
ratio system for real estate and personal property assess- 
ments has been ruled illegal by the Supreme Judicial 
Court on the basis of companion taxpayers' suits against 
the city filed by Alfred W. Bettigole and Henry I. Herch- 
ovitz and others." Proceedings of the Sixth Annual 
School for  Massachusetts Assessors, Bureau of Govern- 
ment Research, University of Massachusetts, Amherst, 
1962, pp. 64 ff. 
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T o  keep assessors up to date on current material, 
the bureau distributes a monthly bulletin. Various 
timely subjects are covered, including legislation, 
court decisions, construction costs changes, map- 
ping, revaluation programs, etc. 

Assessment appeal. One of the notable features 
of assessment administration in Massachusetts is 
the provision for review by a special agency-the 
Appellate Tax Board, usually referred to as a tax 
court.2 

Massachusetts had long had a special appeals 
board, independent of tax administration, for cer- 
tain State taxes, and in 1930, a newly created Board 
of Tax Appeals was empowered to hear also appeals 
from assessments for property tax purposes. Prior 
to 1930, appeals from local assessments had been to 
county commissioners (still one means of appeal) or 
to the superior court. Congestion of the court 
docket, complicated procedures, and delays in de- 
cisions led to the creation of the new board in 
1930. The heavy volume of property assessment 
appeals in the early 1930's and other factors causing 
delays revived dissatisfaction with the operation of 
the board and resulted in creation in 1937 of the 
present Appellate Tax Board. 

The board has five members serving 6-year over- 
lapping terms. They are appointed by the Gover- 
nor with the advice and consent lof his council, with 
not more than three members to be of the same 
political party. For cases involving local property 
tax assessments, the board has concurrent jurisdic- 
tion with the county commissioners; appeal from 
the board is to the Supreme Judicial Court of the 
Commonwealth. 

I n  addition to the usual formal procedure before 
the board, arrangements may be made for informal 
procedure. The latter, developed in 1933, aids the 
owner of a small property to contest his assessment 
with minimum dda; and expense, but he waives 
the right of appeal except under certain conditions. 
He may use counsel or present his own case. 
- - - 

This section is based primarily on John Dane, Jr., 
"Appellate Procedures-Are State Courts Necessary? 
The Experience of Massachusetts," Revenue Adminis- 
tration 1958, National Association of Tax Administra- 
tors, Chicago, 1958, pp. 37 ff. 

The size of the assessment involved in the appeal 
determines the number of board members needed 
to make a decision. Where the assessment is 
$25,000 or less, one member hears the appeal and 
makes the decision. For assessments of $25,000 to 
$50,000, the hearing is held by one member and the 
decision is made by him if the appellant agrees that 
the appeal need not be referred to the full board. 
For assessments of $50,000 or over, the appeal may 
be heard by one or more members, but it goes to the 
full board for decision. 

I n  his valuable discussion of the Appellate Tax 
Board, at  the National Association of Tax Ad- 
ministrators meeting in 1958, Mr. John Dane, Jr., 
Boston attorney and then Associate Commissioner 
of Corporations and Taxation, said: 

Despite some dissatisfaction on the part of officials 
of some municipalities whose assessments have been re- 
duced upon litigation, it can be categorically stated with- 
out fear of contradiction that the Appellate Tax Board 
has served and continues to serve a highly useful purpose 
in the economy of the Commonwealth. Congestion of 
crowded court dockets by a flood of real estate tax abate- 
ment cases has been eliminated and the decisions of tax 
controversies have been centralized in a single, tax- 
sophisticated body. Its existence has proved to be a 
definite economic asset to the Commonwealth. . . . 

Among Mr. Dane's conclusions were: 

The course of events . . . would indicate, without 
qualification, the advisability of a tax court separate and 
distinct from the State tax department. . . . 

Such a formal tax-appellate tribunal should be entirely 
outside of the regular State judicial system. Tax litiga- 
tion differs so radically from the general run of the mill 
of court cases that a special expertise to be gained only by 
concentration on tax questions is essential for speedy and 
equitable settlement of tax controversies. . . . 

Of course, no tax court is any stronger than the men 
who make it up. Make your statutory requirements for 
membership as stringent as you will, a Governor or other 
appointing agency can, by intention or inadvertence, make 
a mockery of it. One answer, of course, is an active and 
alert tax bar who will bring the pressure of public opinion 
to bear to secure the necessary high caliber of tax court 
judge. The success of the Appellate Tax Board of Mas- 
sachusetts has been due not to the statutory provisions 
relating to the qualifications of its members, but rather 
to the judgment of her Governors and to the energy, 
ability, and integrity of their appointees. 

' John Dane, Jr., op. cit., pp. 40-41. 
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The organization for the assessment of property 

in Michigan is unusually complicated at both local 
and State levels. The result is that the tasks of 
interarea equalization of assessments and of super- 
vision of primary assessing are more difficult than 
in most States. Over the past several years, how- 
ever, the State has been making progress along both 
these lines, with a major factor the development of 
special tax agencies by some counties. To  under- 
stand the problems, it is necessary to consider the 
organization at both State and local 1evels.l 

State property tax agencies. While Michigan 
has not levied a general property tax for State pur- 
poses since 1933, the State maintains a substantial 
role in property tax administration through three 
agencies: the State Board of Equalization, which 
has final authority for setting the State equalized 
valuations; the State Board of Assessors, which as- 
sesses certain utility property; and the State Tax 
Commission, which has broad supervision over the 
administration of the tax at the local level and 
supplies the data on which the other two agencies 
make their decisions. 

The Tax Commission has three members, ap- 
pointed by the Governor for 6-year overlapping 
terms, with not more than two to be members of 
the same political party. The commissioners shall 
have had at least 5 years' experience in the assess- 
ment or appraisal of real and personal property. 
The Tax Commission forms the core of the two 
other boards. The Board of Equalization has seven 
members, including the Tax Commission and four 
others appointed by the Governor, with one each 
to be experienced in rural property values, urban 
property values, valuation of industrial and com- 
mercial properties, and local government finance, 
respectively. The State Board of Assessors includes 
the Governor and the three members of the Tax 
Commission. The Tax Commission is the only one 
of the three agencies which has a permanent staff 
and it actually performs most of the administrative 
duties at the State level. These State agencies are 
now entirely separate from the State Department 
of Revenue, as a law enacted in 1960 removed the 
commissioner of revenue from membership on the 
Tax Commission and provided for a full-time chair- 

* This section on Michigan is based primarily on the 
following sources: Program o f  Property Taxat ion in Mich- 
igan, an unpublished memorandum prepared by E. Shel- 
don Markle, Director of Field Administration, State Tax 
Commission; correspondence with Mr. Markle; and Mich- 
igan T a x  Study S t a f f  Papers, Legislative Committee and 
Citizens' Advisory Committee, Lansing, 1958, pp. 185- 
241. 

man to be appointed by the Governor. (From 
1945 to 1960 the commissioner of revenue, ap- 
pointed by the civil service commission, had been 
an ex officio member of the Tax Commission.) 

Assessing. The State Board of Assessors is re- 
sponsible for assessing the operating property of 
railroads, telephone and telegraph companies, 
union stations, pullman, car loaning and other rail- 
road properties. The basic work for these assess- 
ments is performed by Tax Commission staff, spe- 
cifically the director of assessment of centrally as- 
sessable utilities and his assistants. When the final 
valuations are determined by the board, a tax is 
spread at the State average tax rate and the tax roll 
delivered to the commissioner of revenue for col- 
lection. Revenues derived from this utility tax, 
known as a "specific tax," are earmarked for the 
primary school fund and distributed to local school 
districts on the basis of attendance. 

A member of the commission staff, director of 
assessment of conservation department-owned lands, 
is responsible for coordinating appraisals of some 
215,000 acres of conservation land. He  sets and 
distributes the assessable value, but actual appraisal 
is made in cooperation with the districts involved. 

The State also has responsibility for assessing 
metallic mining property (iron and copper), but 
this is done by the State geologist, occasionally with 
aid of the Tax Commission. The values are certi- 
fied to the local assessor for inclusion on the assess- 
ment roll, subject to the same review as other 
valuations. 

A significant amount of miscellaneous property, 
especially locally assessable utility and industrial 
facilities, is appraised by the State in its program of 
aid to local assessors as discussed below. Intangible 
property, it may be noted, is not involved in the gen- 
eral property tax base as it is taxed separately by the 
State under legislation enacted in 1939. 

Local assessing is the responsibility of some 1,800 
local assessors-1,257 township assessors, 289 village 
assessors, and 244 city or city ward assessors. For the 
townships the assessor is the supervisor, an elected 
officer serving a 2-year term, but the township board 
may provide for appointment of one or two deputies 
to aid the supervisor in assessing and many of the 
larger townships employ full-time assessors. Vil- 
lages and cities may elect or appoint their assessors 
and in most of the larger units the office is appoint- 
ive, with varying terms. 

In making his annual roll, the supervisor or 
assessor "shall estimate, according to his best infor- 
mation and judgment, the true cash value of every 
parcel of real property . . . [and] the true cash 
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value of all the personal property of each per- 
son, . . ." Assessments are subject to review by 
a local board, elected or ex officio in a wide variety 
of combinations, and appeal is to the State Tax 
Commission. 

County equalization. The counties have no 
direct responsibility for assessing, but the board of 
supervisors of each county is required to examine 
the assessment rolls of the local units and ascertain 
whether the property "has been equally and uni- 
formly assessed at true cash value. If, on such ex- 
amination, they shall deem such assessments to be 
relatively unequal, they shall equalize the same by 
adding to or deducting from the valuation of the 
taxable property in any township, ward, or city . . . 
such an amount as in their judgment will produce a 
sum which represents the true cash value thereof." 
A local unit, or a board of education, aggrieved by 
the county equalization, may appeal to the State 
Tax Commission. 

A major step toward improving this intracounty 
equalization process was taken in 1956 with legisla- 
tion which provided : * 

The board of supervisors of any county may, by resolu- 
tion of a majority of its members elect, establish or abolish 
a department to survey assessments and assist the board 
of supervisors in the matter of equalization of assessments, 
and may employ therein such technical and clerical per- 
sonnel as in its judgment are deemed necessary. The 
board of supervisors may, through such department, 
furnish assistance to local assessing officers in the per- 
formance of any duties imposed upon such officers by 
this act, including the development and maintenance of 
accurate property descriptions, the discovery, listing and 
valuation of properties for tax purposes, and the develop- 
ment and use of uniform valuation standards and techni- 
ques for the assessment of property. Actions heretofore 
taken by the board of supervisors of any county in estab- 
lishing a department and employing personnel for the 
purposes herein provided are hereby approved and 
ratified. 

As a result of this legislation, and the example of 
Wayne County, which had pioneered with such a tax 
department years earlier, there were 24 of the 83 
counties which had such agencies to aid in county 
equalization early in 1963. Additional counties 
were considering plans for creating equalization 

- - 

departments. 
The scope of the work of the county equalization 

departments varies widely. While the general duty 
is to aid the supervisors in equalization, this may 
have very broad ramifications as indicated by the 
law. Some of the smaller counties which have 
adopted the plan have a staff of one; others have 
several fieldmen and office clerical help. In  some 
of the counties the staff is larger, such as 17 in Oak- 
land County (which had a 1962 equalized value of 
about $2 billion), and 72 in Wayne County (with 
a 1962 equalized value of almost $9 billion). 

aAct  30, P.A. 1956 as quoted in Program of Profierty 
Taxation in Michigan, op. cit., p. 14. 
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The staff of the Wayne County Bureau of Taxa- 
tion is not only the largest, but its work is much the 
most comprehensive, of the county tax agencies. 
While the large cities such as Detroit and Dearborn 
have their own assessing operations, most of the 
smaller units make extensive use of the county serv- 
ices and facilities. For such assessment units the 
county prepares the assessment roll with recom- 
mended values for each real property description 
and delivers it to the assessor, while the assessor pre- 
pares the personal property section of the assessment 
roll. A county staff member sits with the local board 
of review to explain the values recommended. Some 
units accept the county recommendations, others 
accept building but not land valuations, some ignore 
the county recommendations. In  any event, the 
assessment is the responsibility of the assessor and 
the board of review; the county bureau does not 
substitute for a county assessor. When the assess- 
ment rolls have been certified by the local boards of 
review, the Wayne County Bureau of Taxation 
prints a tax roll and spreads the tax levies for many 
of the assessment units, with reimbursement from 
such units for this service to meet part of the bu- 
reau's budget. Approximately half of the Wayne 
County bureau staff works on the valuation and 
mapping, while the other half works on the process- 
ing of levies, etc. 

No other county does as much as Wayne in the 
recommendation of assessments and billing of taxes, 
but it is usual for a county equalization department 
to work with assessors on specific problems. Such 
departments also make available to the assessors re- 
sults of their own field appraisals, land value studies, 
personal property audits, etc. Some county equali- 
zation departments use their specialized equipment 
to print assessment and tax rolls for the local asses- 
sors, but without entering the valuations. Some 
counties which have no equalization departments 
perform similar services, maintaining a county Ad- 
dressograph department which prints rolls and clar- 
ifies descriptions. 

"The development of county departments of as- 
sessment and equalization, as an agency of the 
county board of supervisors," says Mr. Markle, "has 
made a very significant contribution toward better 
assessment and equalization." 

State aid to local assessing. The State Tax Com- 
mission duties prescribed by law include general 
supervision over local assessing officers "to the end 
that all the properties of this State liable to assess- 
ment for taxation shall be placed on the assessment 
rolls and assessed at their actual cash value" . . .; 
and the commission shall render such assistance and 
give such advice and counsel to the assessing offi- 
cers as they may deem necessary and essential. . . . 
I n  carrying out these functions the commission has 
developed a program of aid to local assessing units, 
including assistance with specific appraisals, exten- 
sive aid in connection with the State equalization 
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discussed below, and such tools as a manual with 
related materials and a varied training pr~grarn .~  

A brief description of the organization of the Tax 
Commission staff helps to clarify how its supervisory 
functions are carried out. In  addition to the cen- 
tral staff, which is grouped into sections specializing 
in various aspects of the work, there are eight dis- 
trict offices representing the commission at the local 
level. One of these districts is Wayne County, the 
others all include a group of counties to combine 
similar property types and to simplify workload 
problems. Each district has a supervisor with a 
staff of from 2 to 11 appraisers. The central staff 
includes the commission secretary, who is adminis- 
trative head, the director of field administration in 
charge of all fieldwork, and special sections for re- 
search and statistics, locally assessable utilities, in- 
dustrial appraisal, chief engineer, conservation de- 
partment-owned lands, and centrally assessable 
utilities. The entire Tax Commission staff is clas- 
sified under the State civil service system, and new 
employees, after meeting basic requirements, are 
selected through open competition. 

One function of the district personnel is assistance 
to local assessors in specific appraisal problems and 
in advice on routine operations. Many local re- 
quests are for assistance in appraisal of large indus- 
trial properties, and for such appraisals the central 
State staff may be called on. Similarly, the cen- 
tral staff does much of the work on locally assessable 
utilities, gas, electric light and power, waterworks, 
pipelines, etc. For such utilities the State normally, 
as part of its equalization studies, appraises all the 
personal property in the units being studied. A 
representative sample of the utility real property is 
appraised also, with results of both made available 
to local assessors. Frequently the State appraisals 
are used directly by the assessors, sometimes they are 
adjusted, but the work of the State staff in the two 
important fields of large industrial and locally as- 
sessable utility properties contributes materially to 
interarea uniformity of such assessments. Also there 
is usually direct contact in such work between State 
staff, central and district, and the staff of the county 

- 
a A major mapping project, currently an  important 

phase of State assistance in some States, was undertaken 
in Michigan in the 1930's. Starting in 1935 the State Tax 
Commission, with the cooperation of the Resettlement 
Administration and the WPA, inaugurated a Rural Prop- 
erty Inventory Project. Tax maps were prepared for each 
township and every parcel was coded, with a correspond- 
ing property inventory card. The record cards were com- 
pleted from field trips and included such details as: own- 
ership, property description, code, type of road, utilities 
available, building description, land map showing fields, 
cropland with rating, pasture, woods, orchard, marsh, 
topog.raphy drainage, soil composition, and other details. 
Previous records showed many errors which were corrected 
during the mapping process. A complete set of maps and 
property cards was furnished to each township supervisor. 
A set of cards for every rural property, with coded tax 
maps, was filed with the State Tax Commission. 

equalization departments, as well as the local 
assessor. 

Two especially useful tools have been distributed 
to Michigan assessing officers over the past dec- 
ade-an appraisal manual in 1956 and a compila- 
tion of property tax laws in 1954. The manual, 
developed with the aid of the university, the asses- 
sors' association, and various other agencies, was to 
fill a need for a common book of rules and guides 
to property valuation. The manual included val- 
uation formulas, cost schedules, sample appraisals 
for various types of property, a description of equali- 
zation procedures, etc. The manual was reprinted 
in 1958 and there have been a number of important 
supplements with special schedules, pricing guides 
for various types of property, variations, and other 
technical bulletins and releases. The use of the 
manual is made mandatory under a 1962 law, so 
that, starting with 1964 assessments, all assessing 
officials "shall use only the official manual or man- 
uals, with their latest supplements as prepared or 
approved by the State tax commission as a guide in 
preparing assessments." One interesting aspect of 
this law is that private firms doing reappraisal work 
in Michigan seem to be more careful than formerly 
that their approach to value parallels that of the 
commission. 

The property tax law compilation, made under 
the supervision of the Auditor General in coopera- 
tion with the Legislative Service Bureau, includes 
law, pertinent judicial rulings, and opinions of the 
attorney general. I t  was prepared to provide as- 
sessors with a ready source for this basic material. 
The Tax Commission issues bulletins keeping the 
material up to date. 

In  addition to the bulletins supplementing the 
manual and the legal compilation, the commission 
issues material on administrative procedures, sub- 
mission of budgets, allocation of available taxes, 
etc. The staff is also a contributing sponsor for 
a less formal publication, The Michigan Assessor, 
a quarterly established in January 1959. 

Several schools and related training programs 
are maintained. The State Tax Commission, in 
cooperation with the University of Michigan, the 
Michigan Assessors' Association, and the Michigan 
Municipal League, holds an annual "Short Course" 
a t  the University of Michigan. This school, 
which had its 16th session in 1962, is a 3-day meet- 
ing planned to meet current needs. The program 
covers general subjects and demonstration apprai- 
sals, and is also used to teach new techniques when 
they are ready for statewide adoption. The pro- 
ceedings are published. An interesting feature of 
this school is a "test" taken on a voluntary basis 
by those who attend (but without identification 
except as to the length of their assessing experience) 
as a means of evaluating the program, of finding 
areas needing more emphasis, and checking the 
success of the speakers in getting their material 
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understood by the group, etc. A more recently 
developed school is a conference held annually 
at Michigan State University where special em- 
phasis is given to rural problems but where there 
has also been emphasis on the use of the manual 
and other new materials. Another school is held 
each year in the Upper Peninsula to concentrate 
on the problems indigenous to this area, including 
mineral and timber properties. In  addition to 
these three regular annual sessions, there are 
many district and county conferences and training 
sessions in which State staff members participate, 
and some of such meetings are regarded as espe- 
cially effective, bringing together relatively small 
groups with common interests and problems. 
Some counties hold special training schools for their 
own personnel.* 

T a x  Commission Review of Appeals. The law 
provides, as noted above, that the Tax Commission 
shall hear appeals of taxpayers on their assessments, 
of local units from values as equalized by county 
boards, and of local units from the allocation of 
taxes under the rate limitations. For each type of 
appeal the decision of the Commission is final. 
Discussing the first type of appeal, the Tax Study 
said, "Should the commission offer no redress the 
taxpayer usually has no further recourse, for the 
courts will not ordinarily review a decision of the 
commission unless there is evidence of fraud some- 
where in the assessment process." To  secure the 
information on which to base its decisions, 
appeals are investigated by the staff. Such 
investigation may require one or more apprais- 
als, or even a partial equalization study. The in- 
dividual appeal load has been unusually heavy in 
recent years, increasing from 891 in 1958 to 1,373 
2 years later, and was 1,215 in 1961, with some of 
the appeals involving as many as 100 separate 
assessments. 

State equalization. A primary function of the 
commission, to which much of its work is directed, 
is intercounty equalization. Tax Commission duties 
specifically include: "To furnish the State board 
of equalization at each session thereof an estimate 
of the actual cash value of the taxable property of 
each county in the state. . . ." I t  is the duty of the 
board "to equalize the same. . . ." The Tax Com- 
mission staff continuously studies the county 
valuations. 

The basic procedure for equalization studies is 
an evaluation of the individual counties, with a 
sampling whereby the valuation at the cost level 
used throughout the State is determined for each 
separate assessment unit. Each assessment roll is 
classified by standard categories and a sample 
- 

' Macomb County, in cooperation with Michigan State 
University, has held a school 1 night a week for 16 weeks, 
for its assessing personnel. Assessors News Letter, Fcb- 
ruary 1960, p. 14. 

'Mich igan  T a x  S tudy  Staff Papers, op. kt . ,  p. 211. 

chosen. Sample properties are appraised, and ap- 
praised values compared with assessments. This 
is done separately for each class and- 

After the assessed valuation for each classification has 
been extended in the same ratio as was determined from 
the appraisals in each sample, the total valuation for the 
assessment unit is found by adding the equalized valua- 
tions for all of the classifications. This process is repeated 
in each of the townships and cities that make up the total 
county. The total county valuation is found by adding 
the equalized valuations for all of the units in the county. 
This entire process is independent from the county equali- 
zation process.' 

Maintaining the completed equalization study is 
effected in considerable measure by the use of new 
and loss reports. These reports are required an- 
nually from each assessing officer and include not 
only the lost or new property but changes resulting 
from any change in the level of assessing. 

I t  is pointed out by officials that a description of 
their procedure might suggest that Michigan de- 
pends on appraisals rather than sales in developing 
equalization data, but that this conclusion is not 
accurate. In  a normal county evaluation there are 
as many sales examined as there are appraisals, and 
sales are used to adjust appraisal schedules. The 
samples used include property recently transferred 
as well as property which has not changed hands, 
and many land appraisals are of the comparative 
type, using current sales data. 

A complete new evaluation is required by law to 
be made every 5 years, but in practice this is not 
achieved. There is, however, almost continuous 
coverage in the faster growing areas. The method 
of investigating appeals, making appraisals on re- 
quest of local units, and working with county equal- 
ization agencies actually produces a substantial 
sampling each year. Such work is supplemented 
by additional studies to round out samples to the 
necessary size and quality. Some of the counties, 
moreover, now do their own extensive work, per- 
haps following a 2- or 3-year cycle, and State and 
county efforts are coordinated. The overall result 
is that some counties may be evaluated, or partly 
studied, two or three times, while a slower-growing 
county is studied only once. 

The constitution has provided that assessments 
should be on property at its cash value. The State 
Tax Commission does not issue statements as to the 
level of State equalization for legal reasons, but 
unofficial reports place the State equalization level 
at approximately 50 percent of current full value. 
Under the new constitution, approved by the elec- 
torate in April 1963, while the true cash value of 
property is to be determined, assessments will be at 
not more than 50 percent of such value (starting 
in 1966). The new constitution provides, article 
IX, section 3: 

' P r o g r a m  of Property Taxat ion in  Michigan, op. cit. ,  
p. 22. 



The legislature shall provide for the uniform general 
ad valorem taxation of real and tangible personal property 
not exempt by law. The legislature shall provide for the 
determination of true cash value of such property; the 
proportion of true cash value at which such property shall 
be uniformly assessed, which shall not, after January 1, 
1966, exceed 50 percent; and for a system of equalization 
of assessments . . . . 

The State equalized value in Michigan is of ma- 
jor importance as the base for fixing taxing and 
borrowing power. This use of the State figures is 
under a 1954 decision of the Michigan Supreme 
Court in the Pittsfield case and legislation of 1960. 
The situation is summarized by Mr. Markle as 
follows: 
. . . the Michigan Supreme Court ruled there is a single 
tax base or value-the assessment as placed on the roll 
and approved by the local board of review and as equal- 
ized through the intracounty action of the County Board 
of Supervisors and through the intercounty action of the 
State Board of Equalization. This ruling applies for 
townships, counties, cities, and schools and has since been 
spelled out in statute in the Municipal Finance Act. This 
act, Act 42, P.A. 1960, states, 'Sec. 3. The terms 'assessed 
valuation,' 'valuation as assessed,' 'valuation as shown by 

'School  District No .  9, Pittsfield Township,  Washtenaw 
County v. Washtenaw County Board of Supervisors, 341 
Michigan 388 (1954). For interesting discussions of this 
case, see Michigan T a x  Study S taf f  Papers, op .  cit. ,  espe- 
cially p. 337 ff., and Robert H. Pealy, A Comparative 
S tudv  o f  Probertv T a x  Administration in Illinois and 
~ i c h i ~ a n ,  un;ver$ity of Michigan, 1956, pp. 90-98. 

Letter of Feb. 28, 1963. 

the last preceding tax assessment roll,' or similar terms, 
used in any statute or charter as a basis for computing 
limitations upon the taxing or borrowing power of any 
municipality, shall be deemed to mean the valuation as 
finally determined through the process of equalization.' 

The emphasis on intercounty equalization, and 
the supreme court's decision on the use of the State's 
equalized values, have received some criticism, the 
Michigan Tax Study Staff Papers saying, "We feel 
that the emphasis has been on the wrong end of 
the property tax administration process. . . . The 
present State equalization system cannot remedy 
the defects in the individual taxpayer's assess- 
ments." The Tax Commission, however, appar- 
ently believes that a gradual improvement toward 
the goal of uniformity is being effected at all levels, 
saying: 

The facts are these: 
1. The information upon which the State Board of 

Equalization acts is constantly improving, but it is not 
yet as up to date as is required by the Michigan Consti- 
tution. 

2. The counties do a better job every year of intra- 
county equalization, but most counties could still be im- 
proved considerably. 

3. Some assessors do a very good job of assessing, but 
most assessors have one or more types of property which 
are not uniformly assessed. 

Staff Papers, op .  cit. ,  p. 240. 
'O Program of Property Taxation, op. cit., p. 16. 
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Minnesota's property tax is distinguished by its 

complicated classified system, by the very large 
number of assessing districts, and by the State's 
continuing concern with improving the base as well 
as the administration of the tax. This concern, 
evidenced by forward-looking recommendations of 
study groups and official agencies, has resulted in 
some progress since World War 11, but most of the 
recommendations still await favorable legislative 
acti0n.l 

T a x  base. Materially affecting property tax ad- 
ministration in Minnesota are several distinctive 
aspects of the tax base, especially the classified sys- 
tem, the method of taxing railroad and some other 
public utilities and provision for certain exemp- 
tions. 

The most recent action in this field involved ex- 
emptions. Prior to 1959 there was in effect an ex- 
emption of personal property of every householder 
up to $400 of full and true value. In 1959 the leg- 
islature removed all household goods from the val- 
uation to be used for the statewide tax levy and 
authorized the elimination of such property for 
local levies at the option of the counties. In  1960 
the Department of Taxation reported that 19 
counties (of a total of 87) had already repealed 
the local levy on household goods, and in 1962 there 
were 29 counties which had done so. 

Two other especially significant types of prop- 
erty are excluded from the tax base. Intangibles 
have not been subject to property taxation since 
1945 when a low rate money and credit tax was 
removed (after suspension 2 years earlier). Home- 
stead property is exempt from the regular State- 
level property tax ( a  small fraction of the total 
levy) on up to $4,000 of full and true value. 

Under Minnesota's property tax system all tax- 
able property is divided into classes (4  when the 
classification system was started in 1913, and 15 
early in 1963). Property is valued by the assessors 
at "full and true value," which in practice is a 
fraction of current market value. "Assessed value" 
is determined by applying to the "full and true 
value" the various classification percentages fixed 
by statute. The classification percentages range 
from 5 to 50 (for electric distribution lines for sale 
of electricity to farmers and for iron ore, respec- 

Major sources of information for the material fol- 
lowing are: Minnesota Department of Taxation, Report 
t? the Governor and the Legislature for the 27th Bien- 
nium, 1959-60; correspondence with State Tax Com- 
missioner Rolland F. Hatfield; and Report of the Gov- 
ernor's Minnesota T a x  Study Committee, 1956. 

tively) and include, for example, 20 percent for 
the first $4,000 of full and true value for rural 
homesteads, 25 percent for the first $4,000 of full 
and true value of urban homesteads, 33v3 percent 
for nonhomestead property rural in character, and 
40 percent for urban real estate, including urban 
homestead valuation, in excess of $4,000. 

Certain major utilities are taxed on gross earn- 
ings, with the tax regarded as a property tax and 
the earnings the measure by which the tax is de- 
termined. Railroad companies, telephone, tele- 
graph, freight line, sleeping car, and express com- 
panies are in this group. However, railroad prop- 
erty used for nonrailroad purposes is subject to the 
regular ad valorem property tax, and while the 
gross earnings tax applied to other public service 
corporations is in lieu of property taxes, it does not 
exempt them from regular ad valorem taxes on 
property owned and not used in their operations. 
The gross earnings tax is a State tax, levied and col- 
lected by the State. Other utility property is taxed 
on an ad valorem basis, with assessing responsibil- 
ity part State and part local as noted below. 

0rganiz.ation for  assessing. I n  1947 Minnesota 
made the first significant change in assessment pro- 
cedure since the State was admitted to the Union 
in 1849.2 Prior to 1947 assessing was the function 
of some 2,700 local assessors, one elected in each 
city, village, and township. The 1947 law pro- 
vided that each county should have an assessing 
officer, but did not abolish the local offices. Under 
the new law the county commissioners were to ap- 
point either a county assessor or a county supervisor 
of assessments, the choice as to which being left to 
the counties. By 1950, 43 counties had adopted 
the county assessor plan and by the close of 1962 
the number had increased to 58, leaving 29 counties 
with supervisors of assessments. Under the county 
assessor- plan the county assessor has the responsi- 
bility of making the actual assessments with the 
assistance or advice of the local assessors. Under 
the supervisor system local officials make the assess- 
ment with the aid and guidance of the supervisor. 
There are still about 2,600 assessors. Of this total, 
115 are full-time officials. 

The chief county assessing officer-assessor or 
supervisor-is appointed subject to confirmation by 
the State Commissioner of Taxation. The law 
provides that the appointee be a resident of the 

G. Howard Spaeth, "Recent Improvements in Assess- 
ing Procedure in Minnesota," T a x  Policy, Tax Institute, 
Inc., 1950, p. 14. 
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State and be selected because of knowledge and 
training in the field of property taxation. State 
participation usually consists of helping the county 
board to review applications, which are submitted 
on a form provided by the State, and, if requested, 
sitting in on oral examinations. The county as- 
sessing officers are appointed for 4-year terms and 
reappointment is customary. The Minnesota As- 
sociation of Assessing Officers and the League of 
Minnesota Municipalities have both been con- 
cerned with possible recommendations to be made 
to the legislature on establishment of minimum 
qualifications, certification by the State of compe- 
tent assessors, and abolition of residence require- 
ments. 

In  1959 the legislature enacted measures designed 
to reduce the number of part-time assessors and 
small assessing districts. I t  authorized two or more 
units to join to employ an assessor and permitted 
local units to use assessments made by the county 
assessing officers. Thus far no units have taken 
advantage of the joint-hiring provision, but in four 
counties some local units have contracted for assess- 
ment services to be performed by the county offices. 

Administration of the property tax at the State 
level is one of the functions of the State Department 
of Taxation which also administers most major 
State taxes. The head of the department, the 
commissioner, has certain specific property tax 
functions, and the department has a Property Tax 
Division to handle most of the State property tax 
work. This division, which had a staff of 14 at the 
close of 1962, has 2 sections, 1 doing industrial and 
public utility valuations and 1 section of appraisers 
available for aid to local units. The department 
has a Research and Planning Division which does 
some property tax work, including the important, 
regular assessment ratio study. 

Utility property subject to the regular ad valo- 
rem taxes, as already noted, is assessed in part by 
the State and in part by local units. The State 
Commissioner of Taxation is responsible for per- 
sonal property of electric rural transmission and 
distribution lines, transmission lines of cooperative 
electric associations, pipelines and attached equip- 
ment, and flight property of commercial airline 
companies. The situation as to other utility prop- 
erty and the important iron ore was described in 
1956, as follows: 

Other utility property subject to ad valorem taxation is 
originally assessed by the local assessor. However, be- 
cause of the difficulty of valuing this type of property most 
local assessors make no effort to assess utility property 
accurately. The Tax Commissioner maintains a central- 
ized system of utility valuation and makes wide use of his 
power to change utility assessments as Commissioner or 
while sitting as the State Board of Equalization. 

Legally iron ore is assessed by the local assessor and 
then reviewed by the local board of review and the county 

Report of the Governor's Minnesota Tax  Study Com- 
mittee, St. Paul, 1956, p. 158. 

and State boards of equalization. I n  actual practice, how- 
ever, iron ore valuations are made by the mining division 
of the Department of Taxation. 

Educational and other aids to assessors. Min- 
nesota considers its educational program for asses- 
sors as one of the most important functions of the 
Property Tax Division. The division conducts an 
annual school for county assessing officials and 
county or regional schools for local assessors with 
attendance required. An annual school held at the 
university has become a graded course, with exami- 
nations, and special certificates awarded to those 
who pass the 3 years' school. There is also an  
advanced seminar at the university limited to 30 
students enrolling for an intensive 1-week course 
covering four subjects. The University Institute of 
Agriculture initiated in 1962 five regional 2-day 
courses for assessors. In  1961 the Minnesota As- 
sociation of Local Assessors (one of the two asses- 
sors' organizations in the State) and the university 
developed a series of three correspondence courses 
for assessors. 

The Department of Taxation began in 1960 the 
distribution of a monthly bulletin on the property 
tax to keep assessors informed of court decisions, 
department rulings and directives, and other techni- 
cal and practical material. This bulletin is planned 
primarily for full-time assessors. 

The State also supplies detailed assessment in- 
struction through a manual, usually revised 
biennially, and lists of suggested values for items of 
personal property. I t  prescribes forms for real and 
personal property assessing, including real estate 
field cards, personal property lists, inventory forms, 
etc. 

In addition, State staff members are available to 
work with county and local assessors in appraisal of 
industrial, farm, and other special properties. At 
the close of 1962 five trained appraisers constituted 
the staff for this service-not quite enough to keep 
current with the requests for assistance. 

Ratio studies. Sales ratio studies were initiated 
in the early 1950's by the Equalization Aid Review 
Committee to provide it with data necessary for the 
proper distribution of that part of State school aid 
which was designated for equalization. The first 
ratio study, prepared for the Committee by the State 
Department of Taxation, was issued in 1955 and the 
studies have been made regularly since then. At the 
present time the ratio studies are directed by the 
Tax Department's Research and Planning Division, 
which has been strengthened for this purpose by the 
addition of a full-time supervisor. While primarily 
a sales ratio study, sales data are supplemented by 
appraisals made by the field staff of the equaliza- 
tion aid review section with advice from the 
specialists in the Property Tax Division. 

The ratio study data formerly were published in 
summary form in the Department of Taxation 
biennial report. The 1960 report gives the property 
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assessment ratios for each county, by classification, 
based on true and full value of property as de- 
termined in the 1958 assessments of real property. 
The statewide ratio, and the range for the 87 
counties in parentheses, for each class, were as fol- 
lows: Total ratio, 34.2 (19.8-45.7) ; Residential, 
29.3 (15.9-36.5) ; Commercial, 38.1 ( 19.842.7) ; 
Industrial, 35.5 (9.1-43.2) ; Public Utility, state- 
wide ratio not published (39.7-48.7) ; Lakeshore, 
17.0 (9.2-34.4) ; Farm, 36.5 (17.5-57.0). 

The primary use of the ratio studies is still in con- 
nection with distribution of part of the State school 
aid, but they are used also as guides in the equaliza- 
tion work of the State. In  this latter use they are 
indirectly a factor toward equalizing the impact 
of the State tax levy. 

Tax Study Report of 1956. The report of the 
Governor's Minnesota Tax Study Committee, pre- 
sented at the close of 1956, made important prop- 
erty tax recommendations. While most of the rec- 
ommendations have not yet received favorable Ieg- 
islative action, they point toward possible improve- 
ments for Minnesota-and many other States. 
Some of the recommendations are noted briefly 
below.4 

As to the personal property tax the committee 
recommended that household goods be eliminated 
from the tax base (reducing the classification rate 
from 25 percent to zero) and that the classification 
rates for manufacturers' inventories and farm in- 
ventories and livestock be reduced from 33% and 
10-20, respectively, to zero; that the rates for whole- 
sale and retail inventories be reduced from 33% to 
20 percent; and that other class rates not be 
changed. I t  proposed that debt and other limits be 
adjusted to compensate for loss of taxable values 
and suggested revenue replacements. Under 1959 
legislation a start has been made toward elimina- 
tion of household goods, as noted above in the sec- 
tion on "Tax Base," as this class of property is now 
exempt from State property taxes and from taxes in 
29 counties. 

The committee recommended a county assessor 
system with city assessors if desired in cities over, say, 
20,000 population, with all assessors and staffs to 
be appointed by local authorities from a statewide 
list of qualified persons established by the State De- 
partment of Taxation; that with the appointment 
of qualified assessors on a merit basis, authority be 
given county assessors to inspect the property rec- 
ords of taxpayers; that the State Department of 
Taxation be given primary responsibility for assess- 
ing complex and difficult types of property; that 
the authority of the commissioner of taxation to in- 
spect the books of taxpayers and the authority of 
local assessors to refer business inventory problems to 
the commissioner for his recommendation be con- 
firmed; that the staff of the State department be 

' R e p o r t  of the Governor's Minnesota T a x  S t u d y  Com-  
mittee, op. cit., pp. 572-577. 

increased and strengthened to carry out the added 
responsibilities. 

In  the field of review and equalization, the com- 
mittee recommended : that provision be made for 
effective equalization, intercounty and as between 
locally assessed and State assessed property; that 
until all property is assessed at current market value, 
the assessor be required to post a public notice stat- 
ing the percentage of current market value at which 
he is assessing each class; that provision be made for 
fast, easy, and economical redress at administrative 
levels and for final judicial review if a taxpayer can 
show he is overassessed relative to the posted ratio 
or to the general assessment level in his district; that 
the ratio studies be continued and adequately sup- 
ported by appropriation; that the State tax levy be 
spread on the basis of the equalized values as estab- 
lished with the aid of ratio studies, but with due 
regard for special problems of iron ore or other 
State assessed property. In  its consideration of ap- 
peals, the committee report noted: 

T h e  relatively few appeals from assessments that are 
taken, despite the poor quality o f  assessment, indicate that 
taxpayers either do not realize how unfair the assessment 
is or that they feel that appeal will do little good. . . . 

One  o f  the most essential requirements for improvement 
i n  the Minnesota property tax is the introduction o f  a 
simple, inexpensive means o f  providing redress to the tax- 
payer whose property is relatively overassessed. Insistence 
upon the use o f  current market value 2s the basic valuation 
criterion and requiring the assessor to post an assessment 
ratio, as in Oregon, together with a provision requiring 
the taxpayer to demonstrate only that his property is val- 
ued at a level higher than the established criterion, should 
accomplish this objective. 

The committee also recommended that assess- 
ments be put on a current market value basis and 
kept there. I t  recommended that a complete re- 
appraisal of all property subject to taxation be 
made on the basis of 100 percent of current market 
value. With such reappraisal made over a period 
of about 6 years, the new assessments would go into 
effect the seventh year and thereafter all property 
tax levies should be spread on the assessment base 
established by the 100 percent of market value de- 
termination. When the change is made, limita- 
tions on tax levies and debt should be adiusted 
appropriately. I n  summarizing reasons for these 
recommendations on current market value assess- 
ment, the committee said: 

T h e  property tax remains the single most important 
tax base in our State and local tax structure, and is the  
tax base for supporting local government functions. T h e  
failure to maintain an accurate and equitable assessment 
o f  property strikes at the foundations o f  local government, 
and should be corrected for this, i f  for no other reason. 

Governor's Property T a x  Administration Com- 
mittee. In  1962 Governor Andersen and Commis- 
sioner of Taxation Hatfield developed a plan for 

Ibid., p. 208. 
Ibid., p. 577. 
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a special nonpartisan committee to consider ad- 
ministration of the property tax. The committee, 
which included representatives of the legislature 
and various interested organizations, submitted its 
report in January 1963.l The committee made 
some specific recommendations; it also reported 
some points on which it reached agreement or 
decisions, but without making recommendations. 
The recommendations included : adoption of an 
average monthly inventory system of assessing per- 
sonal property; a change in assessment date to 
allow more time for assessors and other officials 
to do the work required in making the assessment; 
provision for fixing tax situs of personal property 
in the district where located; requirement that all 
taxpayers file personal property tax returns by a 
specified date with penalty for failure to file; reg- 
istration of boats and motors, with taxation at the 
same rate as mobile homes; appointment of a Leg- 
islative Interim Committee to study the problem 
of exemptions from real estate taxes; and several 
technical changes. 

On the subject of assessment levels, the commit- 
tee noted the statutory requirement that property 
be valued at its market value and the practice of 
valuing property at a fraction of market value. 

Report of the Governor's Property Tax Administra- 
tion Committee, 1962, S t .  Paul, 1963. 

The inequalities in assessment levels, both inter- 
area and interclass, were considered. "There was 
general endorsement of the importance of increas- 
ing assessment levels to full market value. I t  was 
also agreed that legislative endorsement of a pro- 
gressive increase to the assessment level would be 
helpful and desirable." 

The committee considered the importance of 
having qualified assessors and agreed that all as- 
sessors should be appointed rather than elected. 
They agreed that in the case of township assessors, 
such appointment should be by the town boards, 
with the assessor not necessarily a resident of the 
township he is to assess, and with elimination of 
the 90-day period of assessment. As to county as- 
sessing officers, the committee agreed that every 
effort should be made to obtain qualified and ex- 
perienced officers. They resolved that a bill should 
be introduced to appoint a board, consisting of the 
Commissioner of Taxation and representatives of 
the Minnesota Association of Assessing Officers and 
of the County Auditors', County Attorneys', and 
County Commissioners' Associations, to recommend 
minimum standards for county assessing officers 
and to establish a list of eligible and qualified appli- 
cants, but without requiring selection from the list. 

Ibid., p. 4. 
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Mississippi made a notable change in its consti- 

tution affecting property tax laws in 1960 when it 
amended its constitution so as to change the basis 
of assessment. Prior to 1960 the constitution had 
provided for assessments according to true value. 
As amended, the constitution, section 112, provides 
"Property shall be assessed for taxes under general 
laws, and by uniform rules, in proportion to its 
value." This amendment was described as an 
attempt "to legalize existing practice." l 

The same section of the constitution was amend- 
ed in 1958 so as to permit a special mode of assess- 
ment for taxing of motor vehicles, and in 1958, 
following this amendment, the legislature enacted 
a motor vehicle assessment law requiring the State 
Tax Commission to prepare a detailed schedule of 
motor vehicle values for distribution to county as- 
sessors. This uniform schedule is to be used by 
all counties. 

Assessing is a joint function of State and local 
agencies. The primary local assessing official is 
the county assessor, with the county board of su- 
pervisors having authority to equalize assessments, 
including the power to change individual assess- 
ments. The municipalities also have assessors and 
they may copy the county roll or do their own as- 
sessing; if they do their own, the municipal gov- 
erning body has equalizing powers. A recent Tax 
Commission report noted "Municipal . . . Prop- 
erty is assessed at an average of 51 percent higher 
on the munici~al rolls than the same Droaertv is 

L A  I 

assessed for on the county rolls." 
The State Tax Commission assesses public util- 

ity property and has general supervisibn of local 

Edward H. Hobbs and Donald S. Vaughan, "Consti- 
tutional Amendments in Mississippi," National Civic Re- 
view, February 1961, p. 95. 

'Property Assessments and Ad Valorem Taxes, Missis- 
sippi State Tax Commission Service Bulletin No. 61 AD 
and HE, 1961, p. 25. 

assessing. This includes the power to equalize 
among counties by classes of property, but the com- 
mission may not change an individual assessment. 
The commission said in 196 1 : 

Equalization of individual assessments is a never-ending 
task. The Tax Commission constantly works toward 
equalization through suggestions, to the responsible county 
officials, and by a continuous study of assessments of public 
utilities. 

The State Tax Commission has three members, 
with one designated as ad valorem commissioner. 

A homestead exemption plan provides exemption 
to $5,000 of assessed valuation from taxes for State 
purposes and certain local purposes, including mu- 
nicipal separate school districts. The loss of reve- 
nue to the local units is reimbursed to them from 
State revenues. A division working under the Tax 
Commission administers the homestead exemption 
law, assisting assessors in handling applications, 
checking applications, the homestead assessments, 
and the money paid by the State in reimbursement. 
I n  1938, the first year of homestead exemption, the 
county eligible homes numbered 146,834; in 1961 
the number was 306,244. Reimbursements in 1938 
totaled $2,877,154, and in 1961, $1 1,642,844. A 
breakdown of the tax loss claimed for 1960 shows 
65 percent for school, and 35 percent for county, 
purposes. General municipal taxes are not subject 
to the homestead exemption. The commission re- 
ports that in the 23 years of homestead exemption, 
through September 30, 1961, the State had made 
total reimbursements of $152 million and had 
waived State property taxes of $16 million. One 
step toward limiting the exemption-and reim- 
bursement-was taken in 1952 when it was pro- 
vided that the ratio of homestead-exempt property 
to nonexempt real property could not be incrkased 
above the 1950 level. 

Ibid., p. 3. 
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Property tax administration in Missouri is under 

the general supervision of the State Tax Commis- 
sion. This commission-three members appointed 
by the Governor for 6-year, staggered terms-is 
legally within the State Department of Revenue, 
but the director of revenue has no supervision, au- 
thority, or control over the actions of the commis- 
sion as relate to its duties prescribed by law. The 
Tax Commission has primary responsibility for as- 
sessment of utility property as well as for supervi- 
sion of local assessing of other tangible property. 
I t  also serves as a State appeal board for property 
and certain other taxes. Since the adoption of the 
present constitution in 1945, property is classified 
for tax purposes as real, tangible personal, and in- 
tangible. Real and tangible personal are taxed ad 
valorem; intangibles are taxed on the basis of in- 
come and administered separately by the Depart- 
ment of Revenue. There is a small State ad 
valorem tax on real and tangible personal property. 

Local assessing is principally the function of the 
county assessor, but 24 of the 115 counties use a 
township assessor system. Under the township sys- 
tem, which became optional with the counties after 
adoption of the 1875 constitution, the township 
clerk is ex officio assessor. Assessors, both county 
and township, are elected officials, except for 
St. Louis County and the City of St. Louis (the 
latter is separate from the county), where assessors 
are appointed. 

Supervision and assistance. The State Tax Com- 
mission has general supervision over all the assess- 
ing officers of the State and over county boards of 
equalization and appeal in the performance of their 
duties under all laws concerning the general prop- 
erty tax. Supervisory and assistance activities in- 
clude at least one visit each year to each county by 
a member of the Commission or an authorized rep- 
resentative to inquire into the methods of assess- 
ment and taxation and ascertain whether officers 
are faithfully discharging their duties, development 
of assessment blanks which assessors are required to 
use (the blanks distributed to assessors by county 
clerks at the expense of the county), publication in 
1957 of an assessor's manual, assistance in making 
assessments, annual assessors' meetings, and the col- 
lection of information pertinent to assessment prob- 
lems. 

I n  its assistance on assessing, the commission staff 
has made appraisals and determined valuations on 
properties which, because of their size, intercounty 
operations, or technical nature, presented problems 

beyond the administrative facilities of the local offi- 
cials, and it gives assistance in valuing all types 
and kinds of special properties. Such aid in assess- 
ing is advisory and is given without charge to the 
local unit. About four field agents are available 
for such part-time advice and assistance. I n  its 
1960 report, the commission noted that its assistance 
in assessing was increasing and said, "The beneficial 
results derived from this practice of lending our 
assistance are manifold. The local official ap- 
proaches his labors with increased confidence, better 
valuations and equalizations result, and the moral 
effect is such that resistance to the local assessor 
is greatly reduced." l The commission also said, 
"Our local assessors are in urgent need of more 
substantial assistance from the State. . . ." ' 

The commission holds annual meetings with the 
assessors. A meeting at Jefferson City is held for 
all county assessors and county clerks, and meetings 
are scheduled at county seats for township assessors. 
Assessors receive a per diem payment and reim- 
bursement for transportation costs when they attend 
such meetings. 

Two counties have recently had complete ap- 
praisals, using outside consultants. The State had 
no part in directing or supervising these projects. 

Equalization. In  the mid-1950's the Tax Com- 
mission decided to improve equalization among the 
counties and after some research it "adopted a pol- 
icy of not accepting an aggregate assessment from 
a county of less than 30 percent of market value, the 
30 percent being a floor only." 
. . . the State Tax Commission in 1955 issued, for the 
first time in manv vears. eaualization orders of any conse- 
quence, resulting'& an &eased valuation to the s ta te  of 
$1,06 1,000,000. 

These orders were issued to 26 counties scattered 
throughout the State, all of which showed an assessment 
of 20 aercent or less of market value. And in 1956 orders 
were issued to the remaining 6 1 counties all below the 30 
percent average. I n  some cases the increase was 100 
percent. One county refused to comply with the com- 
mission's order; therefore, a suit was filed in the Supreme 
Court of Missouri, which resulted in the court ordering 
the county to comply with the order issued. This last 
action brought all counties in the State to a minimum of 
30 percent of market value, or an average for the State of 
approximately 33 percent of market value.' 

' 15th Annual Report of the Proceedings and Decisions 
of the Missouri State T a x  Commission, for the year ending 
Dec. 30, 1960, p. 17. 

"bid., p. 1.6. 
'James M. Robertson, "Property Tax Equalization Pro- 

gram in Missouri," Proceedings of the National T a x  As- 
sociation at Columbus, Ohio, 1957, 1958, p. 166. 
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The commission plan was to concentrate on a 
limited number of counties the first year in order 
to permit ample time for the members to visit each 
county and to explain statutes and procedures. 
Emphasis was placed on the fact that the assessed 
valuation is not the controlling factor in the amount 
of taxes to be paid on a given property and that the 
Tax Commission has no jurisdiction over the units 
making the tax levies4 I t  was also pointed out 
that intracounty equalization was a function of the 
county board of equalization, not of the Tax Com- 
mission (except as the latter might be involved 
through appeals). During this program the com- 
mission secured excellent cooperation from impor- 
tant newspapers. 

Since 1956 the commission has endeavored to 
maintain the level of assessment at 30 percent, but 
with less drastic action than in the 1955 and 1956 
period. However, in 1962 there were 16 orders di- 
recting per centum increases in realty assessments. 

' Legislation enacted in 1955 required that when the 
assessed valuation within a county was increased by 10 
percent or more over the prior year's valuation the tax 
rate must be reduced so as to produce the same amount 
of revenue as was produced under the old assessments and 
rate. School districts, however, were permitted to use a 
rate sufficient to produce the same amount as previously 
plus an amount sufficient to offset any reduction in school 
aid resulting from the increased valuation. (.E,qualization 
Programs and Other State Supervisory Actzuzties in the 
Property Tax Field, Federation of Tax Administrators, 
1957, p. 4.) 

A constant check on the level of assessment is 
made through field contacts and real estate sales 
ratio studies. Assessors are required to report 
regularly to the Tax Commission on sales of real 
property and related assessed valuations, and the 
data are under continuous scrutiny by the commis- 
sion staff. The Tax Commission does not publish 
results of its own ratio studies, but its findings are 
reported to check rather closely with those devel- 
oped by the Missouri-Arkansas Utilities Associa- 
tion and tendered to the commission. This 
privately made real estate sales ratio study, the most 
recent one based on 1960 sales and 1961 assess- 
ments, and covering over 19,000 sales in the 115 
counties, found county averages ranging from 18.50 
to 40.08, but with most counties between 24 and 33 
percent, and a statewide average of 28.86 percent. 

T a x  Commission recommendations. Recom- 
mendations made by the Tax Commission in its 
recent reports indicate that this State agency has 
several basic suggestions for strengthening property 
tax administration. Such recommendations in- 
clude: provide aid to assessors in third- and fourth- 
class counties for reappraising real property; 
require warehouses to report owners of stored mer- 
chandise; require that the Tax Commission equalize 
valuations among townships in counties using town- 
ship assessing organization; allow the Commission 
to issue procedural rules and set assessing standards; 
provide revenue stamps to be placed on deeds before 
recording. 



MONTANA 
Montana is one of the States which makes rela- 

tively substantial use of the property tax for State 
purposes-in this case principally for the university. 
I t  is also one of the States which has a rather 
complicated form of property tax as it uses a classi- 
fied system. 

Classification. Under legislation enacted in 
1919, all property is divided into classes, with each 
class to be taxed on a specified percentage of its full 
and true value. There are now six classes of prop- 
erty, with the taxable percentages ranging from 7 
to 100 percent. Major components of the classes 
include: ( 1 ) Net proceeds of mines, taxed at 100 
percent; (2)  household goods and furniture, wear- 
ing apparel, agricultural and other tools and 
machinery, automobiles, watercraft, etc., 20 per- 
cent; (3 )  livestock, poultry, stocks of merchandise, 
and furniture and fixtures used therewith, office or 
hotel furniture, 33v3 percent; (4) land, town and 
city lots, improvements, manufacturing and mining 
machinery, except as included in class 5,30 percent; 
(5) moneys and credits except moneyed capital 
employed in the banking business, poles, lines, etc., 
used by rural electric and telephone cooperatives, 
unprocessed agricultural products except livestock 
and poultry, 7 percent; (6 )  now none; and (7) 
all property not in preceding classes, 40 percent. 

The total taxable value in Montana in 1960 was 
about 30 perccnt of the assessed value-but the 
assessed value did not represent the full value which 
is the theoretical basis for the classification. A 
recent Legislative Council study, as noted below, 
suggests the need of a careful review of the classi- 
fied tax system in Montana. 

Board of Equalization. The Montana constitu- 
tion provides for a State Board of Equalization of 
three members appointed by the Governor for 6- 
year terms. This board is the chief tax agency of 
the State and is responsible for the administration 
of all State tax laws. With respect to the property 
tax, the board assesses intercounty property such as 
utilities and the net proceeds of mines, has broad 
supervisory powers over local assessing, and has 
specific equalization duties prescribed by the 
constitution. 

The property assessed by the State accounts for a 
notable part of the total. In 1960 the taxable value 
of utility lines (allocations) and of net proceeds of 
mines amounted to 24 percent of the total taxable 
values.' The board suggested in 1958 that the 

' 19th Biennial Report of the Montana State Board of 
Equalization, 1960, p. 101. 

assessment of large units of industrial property "a 
problem for local assessors for some time" also might 
be handled by the State, and the assessments re- 
turned to the local assessors. 

For all property other than that assessed by the 
Board of Equalization, primary responsibility for 
assessment rests with the 56 county assessors. The 
county assessor, an office provided for in the con- 
stitution, is elected for a 4-year term. The salary 
varies with the population and taxable value of the 
county, and in 1960 salaries of county assessors 
ranged from $3,896 to $6,689, with a travel allow- 
ance up to $500 for actual and necessary traveling 
 expense^.^ 

The scope of the State board's supervision and 
assistance to local assessors may be summarized by 
what was said by the Legislative Council in its 1960 
report on Property Taxation in Montana: 

The  State board has very broad supervisory powers over 
assessors and county boards of equalization. . . . 

With such broad powers, the degree of supervision exer- 
cised is bound to be a function of the board's initiative. 
The  board has not issued any body of rules and regulations 
to guide the work of assessors and county boards of equal- 
ization. I t  does confer with the county boards and gives 
some aid to assessors. The  board's assistance to assessors 
is not an  organized program. I t  amounts to a matter of 
responding to requests by assessors for help. State board 
members and their staff answer numerous phone calls and 
letters from assessors with problems. I t  also employs 
three fieldmen for this purpose. In  addition the board 
holds an  annual meeting with the assessors where prob- 
lems are discussed. With the cooperation of the Montana 
State Assessors' Association, the board has compiled assess- 
ment guides and valuation schedules for personal prop- 
erty. Use of these guides is up to the individual 
assessor. . . . 

To achieve equality of assessments the board can also 
employ its very ample power to change assessments. . . . 
There have been instances where the board has reassessed 
individual properties or has assessed property which es- 
caped assessment by county officials. . . . 

The Board of Equalization took a strong stand 
in the fall of 1962 on the values of certain agricul- 
tural land. The board issued a directive setting 
assessed valuations per acre to be used for 1963 for 
the various grades of land in several categories. 
Some of the values were lower than those recom- 
mended by the Association of County Commis- 
sioners and there was pressure for the board to 
withdraw its directive. In a statement issued Jan- 
uary 2, 1963, Mr. Dan Fulton, chairman of the 
State Board of Equalization, said the board would 

Property Taxation in Montana, Montana Legislative 
Council Report No. 6, 1960, p. 25. 

Ibid., pp. 27-28. 
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not withdraw the directive. He pointed out that 
under the State constitution the board was required 
to do everything necessary to obtain "fair, just and 
equitable" taxation, and said the directive would 
aid in accomplishing the objective of equal and 
uniform assessment which had already been ac- 
complished for some other classes of property. 

During the controversy, in discussing the prob- 
lem of fair assessments, Mr. Fulton described special 
types of land sales which had pushed the market 
to a point much higher than could be justified by 
current net earnings. He noted also the high cap- 
ital requirements of modern agriculture and 
concluded : 

What we believe to be the most useful 'yardstick' for 
assessment of agricultural lands is the 'net return capital- 
ized' concept. Sales prices are of considerable help, but 
principally to help determine ratios or relations between 
the different kinds of lands. 

No one has yet devised the perfect one-shot formula. 
We consider all available indicators, add a big dose of 
commonsense, and come up  with what the technical text- 
books on the subject call a 'deliberative value judgment.' ' 

Reclassification and reappraisal. In  1955 the 
legislature enacted a reclassification and reappraisal 
law and the State Board of Equalization initiated a 
statewide program. After a few months' progress 
the board was legally enjoined from continuing the 
program and in January 1957 the law was declared 
unconstitutional. The 1957 legisiature, however, 
enacted a new law, under which a reclassification 
and reappraisal program has been carried out. 

The 1957 law directed the classification or reclas- 
sification of all taxable lands in the State, including 
timber, and the reappraisal of all taxable town and 
city lots and of all real estate improvements, urban 
and rural. The work was to be completed within 
5 years of the signing of the bill-that is, by March 
9, 1962. Almost all the field work was completed 
within the 5-year period, but the data were not all 
tabulated and analyzed. The State Board of 
Equalization goal was to put the results of the re- 
classification and reappraisal into use for the 1963 
assessed valuations. 

The reclassification and reappraisal were under- 
taken by the counties under the general supervision 
of the State. The counties used various methods. 
A usual procedure was for the county commissioners 
to employ local men to do the land classification and 
professional appraisal firms to do the reappraisals. 
The classification of timberland raised especially 
difficult problems, but the help of the Office of the 
State Forester was secured and a good part of the 
forest land classification was done by this office, 
with reimbursement by the counties for the costs. 

The State Board of Equalization was to provide 
uniform methods to be followed in each countv to 
assure comparability of results. The board pro- 

Dan Fulton, "Finding Fair Basis for Tax Assessments 
Is Complex Problem," Montana Farmer-Stockman, Nov. 
15, 1962. 

vided classifications or grades and definitions for the 
agricultural lands, and had one to three fieldmen 
assisting the counties. "Possibly the board did not 
put enough resources into developing the method 
and in getting it into use in all the counties as recent 
spot checks indicate some lack of uniformity in cer- 
tain areas." 

Legislative Council study. In  1959 the Legisla- 
tive Council was directed to make a comprehensive 
study of the tax structure and of prospective and 
potential tax sources, and to recommend ways "to 
simplify, improve, and modernize taxation in the 
State." The council decided that a complete tax 
study would be impractical if not impossible in the 
time available and concentrated on the property 
tax, especially because of its importance in the State- 
local tax system. The resulting study is an in- 
formative analysis which should lead to significant 
legislative action. Some of the subjects discussed 
and recommendations made are noted in the follow- 
ing paragraphs. 

As to the tax base, the council pointed out the 
decline of real estate as a percentage of the total tax 
base, and the fact that after the drastic decline of 
the 1920's and 1930's, the taxable value of real es- 
tate and improvements did not regain the 1922 level 
until 1959. (This type of property accounted for 
61 percent of the total taxable value in 1922, 41 
percent in 1952, and 43 percent in 1959.) 

The council report questions the wisdom of the 
classification system and suggests its careful review 
at some future time, after the collection of data 
which would show accurately the actual impact of 
the property tax on the various classes of property 
under the existing arrangement. To  evaluate the 
present system and any proposed changes, it would 
be essential to know the real values of the property 
taxed. 

The report stresses the fact that "It is absolutely 
impossible to conduct an intelligent program of 
equalization without knowledge of the degree of 
equality or inequality of intracounty and inter- 
county assessments,)' and urges a continuous sales 
ratio study carried on by the State. To facilitate 
such study, the council recommended enactment of 
a realty certificate act to provide data for conduct- 
ing reliable, accurate, and continuing sales ratio 
studies. 

The council recommended passage of a taxpay- 
er's responsibility law requiring each property owner 
to return a statement of his property to the assessor 
and suggested that the necessary forms might be 
distributed with the income tax forms presently 
distributed annually. 

Other recommendations included passage of a 
merchants' and manufacturers' inventory act pro- 

'Letter from Dan Fulton, chairman, State Board of 
Equalization, July 13, 1962. 
' Prope~ty  Taxation i n  Montana, op. cit.  
' Ibid., p. xxiii. 
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viding for assessment on the basis of 12-month 
average inventories, changes in assessment date to 
lengthen the time for primary assessing, and for 
review of assessments, and deletion from the consti- 
tution of all references to the State Board of Equali- 
zation. This last proposal was designed to give 
future legislatures leeway in reorganizing the tax 
agency, to permit, for example, a new tax depart- 
ment headed by a single commissioner. 

The council study gave considerable attention to 
utility valuation and equalization, but made no spe- 
cific recommendations in this field. I t  concluded 
that while the board's method of utility appraisal 
was not necessarily "wrong" or inaccurate, the 
board had devoted little energy to continuing, criti- 
cal examination of its methods. The council dis- 
cussed the lowering of certain utility valuations in 
1959 and said, "the board reduced utility assess- 

ments in an  attempt to equaIize among different 
classes of property, yet it has not equalized among 
utilities themselves." 

The recommendations made, as the council points 
out, are for both short-range and long-range im- 
provements of property taxation. Some of the 
recommendations (as the assessment date, inven- 
tory, and taxpayers' responsibility laws) are de- 
signed to meet immediate, specific needs. The 
second group is to provide necessary first steps to- 
ward correcting major deficiencies in the property 
tax system. "The first long-range need is informa- 
tion-the second, necessary administrative tools," 
and to this end the recommendations were for the 
realty certificate act and eventual reorganization of 
tax administration. 

Property Taxation in Montana, OD. cit., p. 59. 
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Nebraska depends on the property tax for a larger 

percentage of total State-local tax revenues than 
any other State, and an active concern with the tax 
and its administration is to be expected. The 
Legislative Council in a 1954 report said, "The 
State of Nebraska, through constitutional provi- 
sions and statutory enactments, has attempted to 
establish an equitable basis for the taxation of prop- 
erty in the state," but it added, "Its efforts, however, 
have not been wholly successful." In 1962, how- 
ever, the Legislative Council said, "Property taxa- 
tion in Nebraska is much more effective from almost 
any standpoint than was the case a decade ago." 
Also, the Tax Commissioner, in his 1961 report, 
noted "The trend of the past several years toward 
greater uniformity and equality of assessment is 
continuing." Some of the significant changes of 
recent years are mentioned briefly in the following 
paragraphs. 

Assessment units. Prior to 1947 assessing was 
done by some 2,000 precinct assessors. Under 1947 
legislation this office was abolished and the duties 
transferred to county assessors. The county assessor 
was authorized, with the consent of the county board 
of supervisors or commissioners, to appoint a deputy 
and such assistants as necessary without regard to 
precinct lines. In  counties of less than 6,500 pop- 
ulation, the people may vote to abolish the office of 
county assessor and combine the duties with those 
of some other office such as clerk of the district court, 
county clerk, or registrar of deeds. The Legislative 
Council reported in 1954 that there were then 75 
counties which elected full-time assessors for 4-year 
terms, and 18 counties which combined assessing 
with some other office. Since in 1950 there were 
30 counties with populations of less than 6,500, 
over half of the eligible counties were using the 
combination arrangement in 1954. A further 
change was considered in 1954, with a proposed 
consitutional amendment calling for appointment 
instead of election of county assessors, but the 
amendment was defeated by the voters. 

Assistance to local units. Nebraska has an active 
program of aid to local units. Through the office 
of the State Tax Commissioner, it provides asses- 
sors' handbooks, values for various types of personal 
property (motor vehicles, farm machinery and 
equipment, business equipment, livestock, operating 

' Report of the Nebraska Legislative Council Commit tee  
on  Assessment of Property for T a x  Purposes, Committee 
Report No 64, 1954, p. 6. 

State and Local Finance, prepared b y  the Nebraska 
Legislative Council Committee on Taxation, 1962, p. 418. 

railroad equipment, etc.), and lists of stockholders 
of foreign corporations. The office conducts in- 
doctrination schools for new assessors, district 
meetings for assessors, and is responsible for a con- 
siderable part of the annual State Assessors' 
Convention. The various forms used in assessing 
are those approved by the State. 

The State maintains a staff to assist county as- 
sessors and boards. There are six districts with a 
resident State fieldman in each, and in addition 
there are two fieldmen covering the whole State on 
special problems. The field staff is important in 
explaining new laws and legal and procedural mat- 
ters to the local staffs and assisting them wherever 
necessary-such as in audits of business records. 
The State staff also gathers information on which 
to base assessments and to keep the listings com- 
plete. They are advisory only, however, and do 
not set values or make assessments. 

Level of assessment. The constitution provides 
for uniformity for tangible property and franchises 
and the legislature has authority to set the level of 
assessment. From 192 1 through 1952 the levcl had 
been fixed at full value; from 1953 to 1955 it  was 
at 50 percent of actual value; in 1956 and 1957 at 
50 percent of "basic value"; and in 1958 and since 
at 35 percent of actual value. The legislature ap- 
pears to have been working over the past decade 
toward what is considered approximatcly genrral 
practice. On a statewide basis the ratio of assessed 
value to sales price of 1959 for farmlands was 31 
percent, for town property 30 percent, ratios almost 
identical with the 1957 figures. For 1960, however, 
there had been a decline in the ratio for farmlands 
to 28 percent, while the town property ratio re- 
mained at 30 percent. 

When the law was changed in 1955 to shift the 
basis of assessment from actual value to "basic 
value," the legislature specified factors to be con- 
sidered in assessing property. With the shift back 
to actual value in 1957, the law again specified 
the use of certain factors in ascertaining value, 
where applicable: earning capacity of the proper- 
ty, relative location, desirability and functional use, 
reproduction cost less depreciation, comparison 
with other properties of known or recognized value, 
and market value in the ordinary course of trade. 

Equalization. Equalization is of immediate prac- 
tical importance in Nebraska as this State is one 
which makes subatantial use of the property tax for 
general State purposes. There is a State Board of 
Equalization, an ex oficio agency composed of the 
Governor, Secretary of State, Auditor of Public 
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Accounts, State Treasurer, and State Tax Commis- 
sioner, which meets annually "for the purpose of 
equalizing assessments throughout the State. The 
board examines the abstracts from the counties and 
proceeds to equalize them so as to conform to the 
law. In so equalizing these assessments the board 
may increase or decrease the total assessed valua- 
tion of the county by a certain percentage. The 
board, furthermore, may increase or decrease the 
valuation of any class, classes, or kinds of prop- 
erty, personal, real or mixed, in any county. I t  
may not, however, disturb the assessments on indi- 
vidual pieces of property." The final action of 
the board is subject to appeal to the State supreme 
court. A court ruling in 1953 that was severely 
critical of the board's equalization methods in- 
fluenced both an improvement in the methods and 
a reduction in the statutory basis of assessment. 
In  the words of the Legislative Council: 

In  1952, the State Board of Equalization and Assess- 
ment, upon the finding that the average assessed value of 
farmlands in 19 counties was less than 50 percent of the 
20-year average sale price, ordered these counties to bring 
their assessments up to 50 percent of the 20-year average, 
but made no reduction in the counties in which the assess- 
ment was above 50 percent. At the same time, a land- 
owner in Johnson County petitioned the board to order 
a reduction in assessments in Johnson County where the 
assessed valuation was 82 percent of the 20-year average 
sale price. The board refused and the landowner ap- 
pealed to the State supreme court. The court found the 
board to be in error and ordered it to reconvene for the 
purpose of equalizing assessments. (Lapin v. State Board 
of Equalization and Assessment, 156 Neb. 427.) Among 
other things, the court noted that the law requires assess- 
ment at actual value and not at 50 percent or any other 
fraction thereof, that it requires uniformity of assess- 
ments, whereas the board's own figures showed great 
diversity as between counties and classes of property, that 
it is the duty of the board to equalize assessments between 
counties and classes of property, and that the 20-year 
average sale price is not admissible as a basis for deter- 
mining actual value. The court also reaffirmed its pre- 
vious holding that 'for purposes of taxation, farmlands 
shall be valued and assessed at their actual value, or value 
in the market in the ordinary course of trade.' * 

The court's decision was released on January 9, 
1953, and "some consternation was noted among 
assessing officers." The 1953 legislature quickly 
enacted the law requiring assessment at 50 percent 
of full value instead of the previous 100 percent. 
I t  also provided for annual instead of biennial as- 
sessment of real estate. As indicated above, the 
basis of assessment was reduced to 35 percent under 
1957 legislation. 

The Board of Equalization in its annual deliber- 
ations to increase uniformity and equality of assess- 
ment among the counties uses various factors and 

Report of  the Nebraska Legislative Council Commit- 
tee on Equalization of Taxes Between Counties, Report 
N: 60, 1954, p. 12. 

Report o f  the Nebraska Legislative Committee on As- 
seslment of  Property for T a x  Purposes, op.  cit., pp. 19-20. 

Ibid., p. 2. 

sources of information. One factor of major im- 
portance is the annual sales ratio study. Such 
studies have been conducted regularly since 1945 
when there was enacted a law requiring the county 
registrar of deeds to report annually to the State 
Tax Commissioner all real estate sales other than 
judicial sales. The figures so reported are an- 
alyzed and investigations made to ascertain any 
possible special factors which might indicate that 
the sale was not a true measure of value. 

The sales ratios are published each year in the 
annual report of the State Tax Commissioner, with 
the data summarized for each county as to farm- 
lands and town property. The 1961 report shows 
that for 2,877 sales throughout the State in 1960, 
the aggregate assessed value was 28.32 percent of 
the sales value, with the ratios ranging from 16 to 
46. (In 1959 the range had been 12 to 55, the 
extremes being other counties than in 1960.) For 
town property, 15,077 sales in 1960 showed assessed 
valuations 29.79 percent of sales price, with the 
range (excluding two counties with a total of three 
small sales) from 19 to 59, but with approximately 
half the reported counties in the 30-36 percent 
range. (The range for town properties in 1959 
was 20 to 64, with the extreme counties different 
from those of 1960.) 

Legislation, 1954-61. Nebraska has been con- 
cerned, also, over the past decade, with a number 
of significant changes in the property tax law, in- 
cluding several constitutional amendments. 

In 1954, two constitutional amendments were 
approved. One permitted the exemption of house- 
hold goods from the property tax. The second, a 
result of the 1953 supreme court decision, allowed 
the legislature to set up new methods of valuing 
tangible property as an alternative to "market 
value", and the legislature in 1955 adopted the 
"basic value" formula and in 1957 the "actual 
value" noted above. (Another amendment sub- 
mitted in 1954, but rejected by the voters, would 
have provided for appointment of county assessors.) 

In 1957 new legislation provided for tightening 
up of inventory reporting, relating it to Federal 
income tax returns. The 1959 legislature strength- 
ened the tax commissioner's authority over admin- 
istration of revenue laws and authorized two 
constitutional amendments for submission in 1960. 

These two amendments, both approved by the 
voters, permitted establishment bf bonded ware- 
houses for goods in transit, such goods to be exempt 
from property taxes, and authorized taxation of 
livestock by differing methods depending on its 
stay in Nebraska. The 1961 legislature enacted 
measures to implement both amendments. The 
same legislature authorized the Legislative Council 
to conduct a study of the property tax, specifically 
to include the duties and authority of the county 
assessors, county boards of equalization and the tax 
burden. 
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Legislative Council Report of 1962. The coun- 
cil report for the 1963 legislature, issued late in 
1962, is a comprehensive and informative document 
which deals extensively with the property tax.e 
While noting forward-looking changes in property 
taxation in Nebraska over a period of years, the 
report says, "But an effective system is not static; 
good tax administration is a continuing program." 
A number of recommendations for such a program 
are made, some requiring constitutional change, 
some legislation, and some administrative action. 
The recommendations include : adopt standards 
for a tax map and parcel numbering system and 
require counties to adopt such a system not later 
than at the time of next reappraisal; require a con- 
fidential informational report before any deed can 
be filed, to supply data for assessor and State tax 
commissioner, with the State to use the data in 
preparation of assessment-sales ratio studies (and 
publish information on each county giving the ag- 
gregate assessment-sales ratio and the coefficient of 
dispersion) ; require counties to have reappraisals 
at intervals of 6 to 16 years, the period between 
reappraisals dependent on assessment quality as 
determined by the tax commissioner on the basis of 
objective statistical measures such as the relation of 
assessment level to the legal standard and the 
coefficient of dispersion; the tax commissioner estab- 
lish standards for reappraisal and have real power 
to enforce both quality and timing of reappraisals 
(as by contracting himself for the work, billing the 
county and, if necessary, withholding gasoline tax 
distribution to pay for the reappraisal). 

Another group of recommendations, on assessors 
and county review boards, included: provide that 
the county board of supervisors or commissioners 
appoint the county assessor, for a 4-year term, from 
a list of persons certified by the State tax commis- 
sioner, without residence requirement; provide that 
certification be a meaningful process requiring 
training and qualification; provide continuing 

"Sta te  and Local Finance, op .  cit.  This very valuable 
study merits more detailed discussion than it is given here. 

training at elementary and advanced levels; estab- 
lish a county board of equalization separate from 
the existing county board of supervisors, the new 
board to be appointed by the supervisors from per- 
sons qualified by knowledge of taxable properties; 
provide boards of equalization with information to 
help in the performance of their duties, such in- 
formation to include the use of coefficients of dis- 
persion for intracounty equalization. 

The committee recommended creation of three 
new positions under the tax commissioner: utility 
tax man, business appraiser, and property tax 
analyst. The first two would be primarily to pro- 
vide expert technical help to local assessors, with 
the utility man also aiding the State Board of 
Equalization. The property tax analyst would 
supervise the educational program, furnish the 
assessors material on new procedures, and analyze 
the quality of assessment through assessment-sales 
ratio studies. All three would be appointed by the 
commissioner, and the committee especially urged 
an appropriation sufficient to attract highly quali- 
fied personnel. 

The 1961 legislature had directed that the study 
include an examination of alternative revenue 
sources which might replace the State property levy. 
The committee concluded that Nebraska should 
adopt an income tax, a retail sales tax, or a com- 
bination of both to replace the State property tax, 
and said, "A flat rate income tax is definitely pref- 
erable." It recommended that property tax relief 
should include exemption of intangible property, 
household property, and miscellaneous personal 
property, with exemption of other classes of per- 
sonal property preceding reduction of local taxes 
on real estate. 

A number of the proposals was reported to have 
received favorable consideration by the 1963 legis- 
lature. but action could not be rezarded as final " 
until after adjournment. As of early April, the 
outlook was for the enactment of some measures 
which would strengthen the administration of the 
property tax. 
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I n  1960, after reviewing the recent history of the 

property tax in Nevada, a special study group said: 
. . . the history of the property tax in Nevada reveals the 
typical pattern of policy development, moving from com- 
plete local control and responsibility for administration to 
increasing state supervision and control. Nevada, how- 
ever, compared with other states vests greater power in a 
state agency, the Tax Commission, for direct state valua- 
tion and assessment. . . . Equalization insofar as local as- 
sessment practice is concerned is the principal remaining 
problem, though significant progress has been made in 
recent years.' 

The State Tax Commission of seven members is 
responsible for administering sales and use, gasoline, 
cigarette, and liquor taxes in addition to its functions 
in relation to the property tax. The property tax 
functions are exercised by the commission itself, its 
staff of public utility and other analysts, and through 
its Division of Assessment Standards. 

Central assessment. Nevada laws require the 
Tax Commission to value and/or assess land and 
livestock as well as public utilities, bank stock, motor 
vehicles, and net proceeds of mines. I n  practice, 
the commission has exercised its responsibility for 
land in relation to rural lands only. For recent 
years such lands have been divided by the commis- 
sion into 16 classes, fixed largely by potential pro- 
ductivity, and a value per acre set for each class. 
Similarly the commission sets the values to be used 
for some 20 classes of livestock, from bulls to bees, 
and the commission reports, "A full count of all 
stock must be returned by owners and assessors shall 
put such full count on assessment rolls." Thus the 
commission sets values for rural land and livestock, 
but the actual assessment is made by the county 
assessors. The definition of the land classes, the 
value for each, and the values for livestock are pub- 
lished as Instructions and also clearly set forth in 
the Tax Commission's annual report. Both docu- 
ments give, too, the basis for valuing motor vehicles 
and mobile homes (retail price and named guides). 

For interstate and intercounty public utilities the 
law requires valuation on a unit basis, but the for- 
mula for valuation of each type of utility is devel- 
oped by the commission. The unit values, when 
determined. are a ~ ~ o r t i o n e d  to the State and shares 

I A 

allocated to the counties. The commission also 

'R. A. Zubrow, R. L. Decker, E. H. Plank, Financing 
State and Local Government in Nevada, Nevada Legis- 
lative Tax Study Group, Nevada Legislative Council Bu- 
reau Report No. 44, 1960, p. 179. This comprehensive 
report has an informative section on the property tax, 
pp. 163-230, which is the basis for much of the material 
in the following paragraphs on Nevada. 

values intracounty utilities, using the same bases, and 
"recommends" such value to the county assessors; 
it is reported that the recommendations for the 
intracounty utilities are usually adopted. 

Before 1963 the law provided for assessment of 
property, unless otherwise spe~ified,~ at its full cash 
value, but there was "no similarity between the stat- 
utory requirement and actual practice." The 
State uses a 35 percent ratio for its valuations, a p  
plying this ratio to utility valuations before alloca- 
tion to counties, to livestock and to the land it values. 
It directs county assessors to apply the same ratio to 
specified bluebook values of motor vehicles and to 
the book value of inventories in assessment of mer- 
chandise stock. I t  recommends this ratio for other 
property assessed by the counties. A 1963 enact- 
ment changed the statutory requirement to 35 per- 
cent for all real and personal property. 

Division of Assessment Standards. In 1947 there 
was established under the Tax Commission a Valu- 
ation Division with broad powers to advise and su- 
pervise county assessors in order to improve and 
equalize property assessment. While this division 
was abolished in 1951, in 1953 a new Division of 
Assessment Standards was created with advisory 
powers similar to those of the earlier agency. 

The Division of Assessment Standards acts as a 
liaison between the State Tax Commission and lo- 
cal assessing officers as to improvement of assess- 
ment procedures and standards, providing assist- 
ance and guidance to assessors. The division 
developed a uniform appraisal form, published an 
Assessors' Manual with a revised edition of 1959 
giving assessment instructions and detailed cost data 
for most types of locally assessed property, distrib- 
utes bulletins and releases for assessment officials 
from time to time, holds regular training schools, 
and does extensive appraisal work. During the 
years 1953 through 1961, such appraisals involved 
work in 12 counties, including such projects as all 
urban land and buildings, all land and buildings 
reappraised, all land and buildings in specified city 
or cities, all new properties, etc. I n  1961 and 1962, 
four counties previously covered had extensive re- 

% Two types of property for which special provision is 
made are net proceeds of mines and patented mines and 
lands, the latter having fixed minimum values. Intan- 
gibles are not included in the general property tax base in 
Nevada and there are the usual exemptions for publicly 
owned, nonprofit institutional property, etc., and specified 
exemptions for veterans, widows and orphans, and the 
blind. 

Zubrow, Decker, and Plank, op .  cit., p. 183. 
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appraisals and a major project was under way in 
Washoe County (the State's second most populous 
county, county seat Reno). 

The cost of the State appraisal and reappraisal 
work is met entirely by the State-except for such 
assistance as is given by the county assessors' of- 
fices. Early in the 1950's the Assessment Standards 
Division recommended State appropriation of 
"matching funds" to be used to employ local per- 
sonnel, paid half by the State and half by the 
county, to facilitate participation by the counties 
and t~ expedite equalization work. Such funds 
were authorized in 1953 and 1955 only. The di- 
vision does the appraisal work, or assistance in ap- 
praisals only on request of, or approval by, county 
assessors (except for the sample appraisals made in 
connection with ratio studies). I t  has not been 
able to keep up with requests. 

The Division of Assessment Standards also en- 
gages in research, a notable recent example being 
a pilot study in two counties on a new method of 
classifying and valuing farmland using Federal soil 
conservation maps and actual income data. 

Ratio studies. Under legislation enacted in 
1955, the Division of Assessment Standards makes 
an annual assessment ratio study. The ratios are 
used specifically in determining the distribution of 
State aid to the county school districts. While they 
are not used for other purposes, they appear to 
have influenced assessing practices. The State uses 
a combination of sales and/or appraisal data for 
computing the  ratio^.^ 

The 1962 publication summarizing findings 
shows the State weighted average of all property at 
30.83 percent for 1961-62, with the counties rang- 
ing from 27.25 ID 34.98. This report gives for each 
of the 17 counties the assessed valuation, full value, 
and ratio for 5 classes of property-real estate, 
merchandise and personal property, vehicles, live- 
stock, and public utilities. In the 1962 report the 
public utility, vehicle, and livestock classifications 
are shown uniformly at 35 percent. For the other 
two classes, dependent except for rural land "val- 
ues" on local assessing, the ratios varied from county 
to county, with real estate ranging from 22 to 35 
percent, and merchandise and personal property 
from 22 to 40 percent. In  two counties, the ratios 
for the two classes differed by only 1 percentage 
point; in others the difference ranged up to 12 
points. 

From 1956, the year of the first study, to 1962 a 
substantial gain in equalization among counties 
appears to have occurred. The 1956 data show 
county ratios for all property ranging from 15.8 to 
34.0, not including State assessed property. In 
1958, the first year for inclusion of State assessed 
property, the range was 25.6 to 37.2, while for 1962 

4Zubrow, Decker and Plank, op. cit., pp. 214-230, 
analyzes in detail the procedures followed. 
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it was 27.3 to 35.0. The State average, which was 
29.8 in 1958, increased to 30.7 in 1960, declined to 
29.96 in 1961, and rose again to 30.8 in 1962. 

Review. One feature of Nevada's review ma- 
chinery should be specially noted-the diversifica- 
tion of membership on the lowest review body. 
Membership in the county boards of equalization 
includes, in addition to the county commissioners, 
one member of the board of trustees of the school 
district and one from each city or, if no cities, one 
representing incorporated towns. The county 
board of equalization holds hearings annually and 
has authority to increase or reduce any assessment 
and to place omitted property on the roll. It  would 
thus appear to be within the power of a local board 
with representation of school and city units as well 
as of the county to raise the level of assessments 
if pressures from the tax rate limit became serious. 

Taxpayers wishing to appeal their assessments 
must make their appeal to the county board (with 
minor exceptions). If not satisfied by the county 
board, they may appeal to the State Board of 
Equalization (the membership of which is the State 
Tax Commission), which has authority to make 
complete review of the tax roll and to raise or lower 
assessments for equalization. Appeal may be made 
to the courts only after complaints have been sub- 
mitted to the county and State equalization boards. 

Tax Study Group recommendations. The Legis- 
lative Tax Study Group of 1960 made a series of 
recommendations on the property tax in Nevada? 
Briefly summarized, they include : ( 1 ) discontinue 
practice of self-appraisal, requiring the State to 
value all State valued property and requiring 
county assessors to check physically inventories and 
other income personalty at least on a sampling 
basis; (2) modify and extend procedures used in 
ratio studies, eliminating State assessed property 
and broadening scope of study to include ratios 
for additional classes of property, etc.; (3) 
strengthen equalization activities of Assessment 
Standards Division, including appropriations on an 
annual basis for county equalization funds; (4) 
establish a uniform percentage rate of assessment 
for all types of property; (5) appraise taxable 
personal property every year and real estate every 
3 years under a continuing assessment plan in- 
volving increased State aid to local assessors where 
needed; (6) exempt from the tax base individual 
personal possessions and household effects of a 
non-income-producing variety, with provision for 
reduction in State property tax roughly to com- 
pensate local units for loss of revenue involved. 

Removal of assessor. An event very unusual in 
assessing occurred in Nevada in 1962-the removal 
of a local assessor for nonfeasance. After a grand 
jury investigation of the office, a member of the 
jury, as a private citizen, initiated the proceedings 

Zbid., p. 667. 
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in the district court and the removal was upheld by 
the State supreme court. The matter was reported 
in the Tax Administrators News as follows: 

The removal of a county assessor on a finding of non- 
feasance has been upheld by the Nevada Supreme Court. 
Among the complaints filed against the assessor were his 
failure: ( 1  ) to assess all real and personal property at  
full cash value; ( 2 )  to assess all real and personal prop- 
erty located in the county; ( 3 )  to assess all real property 
equally and uniformly; (4)  to obtain from each person a 
statement of all property owned in the county; and ( 5 )  to 
prepare and publish a list of taxpayers and total valuation. 

The assessor's defense consisted of his assertion that 
(1) he was doing only what other assessors were doing; 

' Tax Administrators News, May 1962, p. 56.  

( 2 )  adequate plats and maps needed to accomplish proper 
assessments were lacking; and (3)  that there was a lack 
of knowledge of some of his statutory duties. 

The Nevada constitution empowers the legislature to 
provide for the removal of a civil officer for malfeasance or 
nonfeasance in the performance of his duties. Neither 
the state constitution nor statutes makes misfeasance a 
ground for removal. 

The court ruled that the assessor's failure to assess prop- 
erty equally and uniformly and his failure to prepare a 
list of taxpayers and the tax roll [on time] constituted 
misfeasance-the doing in a wrongful manner that which 
the law required him to do. The remaining complaints 
were held to constitute nonfeasance-the substantial fail- 
ure to perform a required legal duty-and grounds for the 
assessor's removal (Schumacher v. The  State of Nevada, 
decided April 3) .  



NEW HAMPSHIRE 
Assessing in New Hampshire, except for certain 

utility property assessed by the State, is the function 
of the 234 towns and cities, with the work done by 
the board of selectmen in the towns and by asses- 
sors in the cities. The State does not levy a gen- 
eral property tax for State purposes, but the State 
Tax Commission, an agency created in 191 1, con- 
tinues to have responsibility for supervising local 
assessing. 

Assistance and supervision. The State Tax Com- 
mission provides local assessing agencies with some 
basic tools, such as assessment record cards, book- 
lets with the current selling prices of boats, mobile 
homes and trailers, and roadbuilding machinery 
and construction equipment (the last with recom- 
mended depreciation schedules). I t  also supplies 
appraisal manuals to those communities where re- 
appraisals have been made by the State, and local 
officers have been instructed in the use of such 
manuals. Instructions in assessing are given dur- 
ing the course of revaluations. The commission 
meets annually with the local assessing officials and 
explains and discusses new or amended laws and 
other matters of current interest. 

The State staff assists the local units on request, 
such assistance ranging from work on problem as- 
sessments to com~lete  revaluation. The reauests 
for assistance exceed the capacity of the State staff 
and the latter is not able to keep up with current 
reauests. Local units reimburse the State for the 
cost of such work (except for assistance in estab- 
lishing values on stock in trade and roadbuilding 
and construction equipment) . The State appraisal 
staff, which in 1955 consisted of five general ap- 
praisers, early in 1962 was twice as large, includ- 
ing three specialists-stock in trade, timber and 
wild land, and road machinery and building equip- 
ment-and seven general real estate appraisers. 
There is legislative authorization for 14 real estate 
appraisers, but only 7 positions are filled because 
sufficient qualified personnel is not available at the 
salarv level established for the Dosition. Since the 
expense would be largely reimbursed by the local 
units, and since the additional staff would permit 
the State to keep up with the local requests for 
aid, it is unfortunate that a realistic salary policy 
has not been established. 

Equalization. One of the important functions 
of the State Tax Commission is the preparation of 
the biennial equalized valuations. As a basis for 
the 1960 equalization, the commission used actual 

appraisals of property selected at random, with the 
intent of including in the sampling representative 
amounts of different types of property such as sea- 
sonal, year round, farm, commercial, industrial, 
etc. I n  the three prior equalizations ( 1954, 1956, 
and 1958), the sampling was based on a comparison 
of assessment and actual sales prices. The 1960 
appraisal covered real estate in each of the 234 
cities and towns in the State. I n  addition, the com- 
mission studies stock in trade assessments in each 
community where this type of property comprises 
5 percent or more of the total taxable value, and 
for the 1960 equalization approximately 70 com- 
munities were reviewed to determine the stock in 
trade factor. 

The equalized valuations are used in New Hamp- 
shire for apportioning the county tax among local 
units and as a base for determining borrowing 
capacity and for allocating State aid for education 
and highways. I n  addition, the equalized valua- 
tions have a special function here-the base for 
establishing State senatorial districts; the State 
constitution requires such districts to be based on 
taxable wealth and the general court (legislature) 
at its 1962 session reapportioned districts on the 
basis of the 1960 equalized values. 

Level o f  assessment. Statutes ~rovide  for ap- 
praisal of taxable property at its full and true value. 
I n  1946 the Tax Commission instructed local as- 
sessors to appraise real estate at full prewar (1941 
dollar) value and in 1953 it instructed them to use 
the immediately postwar value ( 1946 dollar) -a 
policy designed to recognize the current "abnor- 
mally high value" of real estate. 

In  the spring of 1954, however, the Supreme Court 
ruled in the case of Bemis Brothers Bag Company v. Clare- 
mont (98 N . H .  446 (1954)) ,  that assessment must be at  
a level of 100 percent of full market value. Consequently, 
the Tax Commission had no choice but to inform local 
assessing officials that property must be valued at its full 
current market value as of April first of each year.' 

The 100 percent level was still far from realiza- 
tion when the 1960 equalization was conducted, the 
average ratio at that lime reaching only 47 percent. 
More recently, however, a number of communities 
have been reassessing property at its 100 percent 
worth and it seems probable that the 1962 average 
will be higher than that of 1960. While there has 

Tax Policies in New Hampshire, Report of the Com- 
mission to Recommend Reorganization of the Tax Struc- 
ture, Concord, 1954, p. 43. 
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been no statewide reappraisal in recent years, some 
of the local units have had complete revaluations 
with the assistance of private consultants or the 
State Tax Commission. 

Tax  Study Report of 1954. New Hampshire has 
had a series of special tax studies, the most recent 
in 1954. The 1954 report, while covering existing 
taxes and potential new ones, noted that within the 
overall tax structure, "the Commission finds most 
ground for improvement in the taxes that are locally 
assessed and collected. Particularly is this true of 
the local taxes that fall directly or indirectly on 
property. . . ." 

Of the commission recommendations on the prop- 
erty tax, one important proposal has been adopted- 
an increase in the State staff for assistance to local 
assessing units. Others, not yet approved by the 
general- court but still as- reflecting the 
views of a special tax study group, included : (1) 
the statutory standard for assessing property be 
changed from "full and true value" to "current 
market value," and the latter be defined specifically 
to include consideration of re~roduction cost. de- 
preciation, location, rental value and all other rele- 
vant evidence; ( 2 )  property to be taxed on a basis of - .  

60 percent of market value, the maximum rate then 
in actual use by all but a few units; (3)  restriction 

a T a x  Policies in New Hampshire, op .  kt . ,  p. v. 

of the veterans' exemption to a total of 10 annual 
exemptions from the date of enactment of the new 
provision, except that exemptions for veterans with 
specified disability would be permanent; (4) addi- 
tion to the tax base of certain kinds of personal 
property not then specified as taxable. 

The commission recognized serious weaknesses 
in the stock-in-trade tax, but made no recommen- 
dation as to change, proposing only that this be a 
subject for further study. The commission sug- 
gested that a possible solution to the problems of 
the stock-in-trade tax might be a constitutional 
amendment permitting classification of property for 
tax purposes. 

A notable recommendation of the eomrnission, 
partly related to the property tax, was the creation 
of a permanent citizens' commission to study taxa- 
tion. Such a commission, it was suggested, with 
adequate time and resources, could supply the 
information and the leadership necessary to adjust 
the State tax structure to changing conditions. 

'All veterans and wives and widows of veterans, who 
served in any war from the Spanish-American to the 
Korean, receive an exemption of $1,000 on the assessed 
value of taxable property, provided the value of taxable 
property owned in the State exclusive of bona fide en- 
cumbrances is not assessed at more than $5,000. Total 
tax exemptions to veterans equaled 3 percent of the 
total property taxes assessed by the towns and cities in 
1953, with such exemptions ranging up to almost 11 per- 
cent in one community. Ibid. ,  p. 38. 
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Traditionally New Jersey has placed substantial 

dependence on the property tax and this policy con- 
tinues. In  1960-61, for example, the Census Bu- 
reau showed 66 percent of New Jersey State-local 
tax revenues from this source, second highest of the 
States and well above the 46 percent national figure 
(as shown in vol. 1, ch. 7).  Whether because of 
this, or for other reasons, the tax has been the sub- 
ject of frequent study, and of considerable change, 
together with more active State supervision. While 
some of the more recent developments have been 
the direct result of judicial decisions, the legislation 
evolved has been markedly affected by the conclu- 
sions and rec~rnmendations of tax study gr0ups.l 

General Features of 
Assessment Administration 

Organization for assessing. The assessing func- 
tion in New Jersey is shared by State and local gov- 
ernments, with the former responsible for railroad 
property and the latter for all other taxable prop- 
erty. (Public utilities other than railroads are, for 
the most part, not taxed on an ad valorem basis.) 

There are 568 local taxing and assessing dis- 
tricts-cities, boroughs, towns, and townships. Of 
these units, approximately 385 have single assessors 
and the remainder boards of assessors, usually with 
3 members. There were 936 assessors in 1962, of 
whom slightly over one-third were elected and less 
than two-thirds appointed. All serve 4-year terms. 
While the assessors are chosen locally, administra- 
tion of their duties is independent of local municipal 
government and subject to supervision by the county 
boards of taxation. A compilation of data on as- 
sessors made by the State Local Property Tax Bu- 
reau a few years ago showed that the average New 
Jersey assessor had been in office 8 years, and that 
10 percent of the assessors had been in office over 
20 years, but that almost 40 percent had served less 
than 4 years and that annually one out of six as- 
sessors was lost through resignation or failure to be 
reelected or reappointed. Background and training 

'Material for this section on New Jersey is based pri- 
marily on the annual reports of the Division of Taxation, 
supplementary material and comment from Mr. Alan F. 
Hart, State Supervisor Local Property Tax Bureau, and 
the reports of the Commission on State Tax Policy. The 
division's annual reports are unusual among the States 
for their clear and informative presentation of the work 
of the division and of important legislation and judicial 
decisions pertinent to the work, as well as comprehensive, 
but not excessively detailed, statistical material. 

a Chef to Shipfitter, Local Property Tax Bureau, Tren- 
ton, 1960. 

varied widely, with the part-time assessor drawn 
particularly from real estate, farming, contracting, 
accounting, engineering, and saleswork, but also 
from many other lines. Despite the varied back- 
ground, it was estimated that 47 percent of the 
assessors in office at the time of the study had taken 
evening training courses and that one out of five 
had attended the 4-day summer conference on 
assessing. 

The county board of taxation consists of three 
members, or five in the first-class counties, ap- 
pointed by the Governor, with the advice and con- 
sent of the senate. Terms are overlapping and at no 
time may more than two members (or three for 
first-class counties) be of the same political party. 
Salaries are paid by the State, the amount depend- 
ing on the size of the county. Local assessors file 
their assessment lists with the county boards who 
are to examine, revise, and correct tax lists and to 
equalize the assessment of real property among the 
taxing districts of the county. The county boards 
have the power to change the valuation on any 
property and to add omitted property, and they 
hear appeals from a taxpayer or a taxing district. 

Primary State functions related to the property 
tax are part of the work of the Division of Taxation, 
a division of the State Department of the Treasury. 
The division, headed by a director, has broad super- 
visory powers which center in a Local Property 
Tax Bureau, the work of which is discussed in fol- 
lowing sections. Two other bureaus, both dealing 
with utility taxation, are also notable. 

The Engineering and Railroad Tax Bureau val- 
ues property used for railroad purposes, determines 
the taxes and certifies them to the State Division of 
Budget and Accounting for collection. Railroad 
property is divided into classes for tax purposes. 
Class I1 is taxed at the general rate of the taxing 
district in which the property is located, with the 
taxes collected by the State but allocated to the local 
unit involved for local purposes. Class I and class 
I11 property are taxed at a fixed rate, with revenues 
for State purposes. There is also a railroad fran- 
chise tax based on income. The law provides for a 
maximum railroad tax, however, and the taxes for 
State purposes may be reduced to keep the aggre- 
gate tax within the specified limits; such limits are 
not applicable to class I1 property. The Engineer- 
ing and Railroad Tax Bureau also has functions re- 
lated to tax maps as noted later. 

The Public Utility Tax Bureau computes the 
taxes to be levied on public utility companies and 
apportions the totals among the local units for col- 
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lection. While the apportionment is made on the 
basis of scheduled property in the various munici- 
palities, the taxes &e-not property taxes but are 
franchise and gross receipts taxes. 

Separate from the Division of Taxation, but also 
in the Department of the Treasury, is the Division 
of Tax Appeals. This division, described as a 
quasi-judicial and quasi-legislative board, consists 
of seven members appointed by the Governor for 
overlapping terms. The board reviews judgments 
of county boards of taxation on appeals from local 
assessments and all other assessments levied by the 
State except transfer inheritance taxes. I t  receives 
appeals from county equalization tables and from 
the director's tables of equalization used for school 
aid. 

Assistance to local taxing units. The Local 
Property Tax Bureau, created in 1953, is described 
as a service bureau for implementing the State's 
responsibilities for local property tax administration. 
A major part of its work is continuing the develop- 
ment of its program for improvement of local as- 
sessing practices. In this role it performs a num- 
ber of services. 

Basic to all of its services is a field staff available 
for assistance to assessors and county boards of tax- 
ation. The field representatives are in 2 groups, 
24 assigned to the Assistance Section and 9 to the 
Appraisal Section (as of early 1963). The men 
in the Assistance Section are concerned principally 
with assistance in administrative matters and with 
the investigations relative to the sales-assessment 
data. The Appraisal Section gathers the material 
for keeping the appraisal manual indices up to date 
and assists assessors, when requested, in the ap- 
praisal of large or unusual installations or buildings. 
The State staff member may show the assessor what 
to do and how to do it or he may do virtually all 
the work for the assessor, but the actual determina- 
tion of the assessment is the responsibility of the 
assessor himself. 

Several publications have been issued since 1956. 
In that year the bureau furnished assessors with a 
Real Property Appraisal Manual for New Jersey 
Assessors, giving standards for valuing various types 
of property, and a revised and enlarged manual is 
in preparation. An annual table of building cost 
conversion factors is prepared for 50 districts in the 
State and this is distributed, with other supple- 
mentary data, to 2,200 registered holders of the 
Appraisal Manual. A Law Manual was issued in 
1954 and revised in 1958 and 1960. A Handbook 
for New Jersey Assessors, to supplement the ap- 
praisal and law manuals and emphasize the admin- 
istrative functions of the assessor, has been drafted 
but publication has been postponed pending clari- 
fication of the status of chapter 51, Laws of 1960. 
The bureau issues, 10 times a year, a Local Property 
T a x  Bureau News which carries items of educa- 
tional value and timely interest on all phases of 

assessment administration and which is sent to about 
2,500 assessors and other municipal officials, etc. 
Various occasional pamphlets and brochures also - - 

are issued. 
The bureau, in cooperation with Rutgers Uni- 

versity Bureau of Government Research, sponsors 
various inservice training opportunities for assessors. 
An annual school, of 4 or 5 days, is held at Rutgers 
and there are also special courses. Principles of 
Assessing I and I1 are 14-session courses held 1 
night a week at locations throughout the State con- 
venient to assessors. These courses are repeated 
periodically and it is estimated that approximately 
half of the assessors have taken one or both courses. 
In  addition, there are special group meetings when 
needed, such as to explain the use of the new man- 
ual material and related schedules, to instruct in 
the preparation and use of ratio study data, and, 
as after the enactment of chapter 51 of 1960 when 
numerous meetings were called, to discuss the law, 
the forms to be used, and other aspects of its ad- 
ministration. As noted in the Department of Tax- 
ation 1960 report, "The importance of these con- 
tinuous inservice training activities is emphasized by 
the fact that approximately 150 new assessors take 
office each year without any legal requirements as 
to experience or qualifications for their duties." 

Emphasis on complete revaluation by private ap- 
praisal firms is a notable part of the State's pro- 
gram. The Local Property Tax Bureau has pre- 
pared "Suggested Specifications for a Revaluation 
Project" to improve the quality of the programs and 
offers its aid and advice to local units in procedures 
for setting up and carrying out revaluation. I t  also 
supplies a list of firms which have done work in 
New Jersey, but this does not imply approval of the 
firms on the list. The State does not supervise the 
work or check the appraisals made. The State 
records show that 453 taxing districts had revalu- 
ations during the period 1951 through 1963 (for tax 
lists of these years). Of these units, 28 had 2 re- 
valuations and 1 unit, 3. In  mid-April 1963, 31 
additional professional revaluation projects had 
been contracted for, with some of them in various 
stages of completion. 

The Bureau advises local units that an up-to-date 
tax map is a basic tool of the assessor's office, funda- 
mental to a revaluation program, and it points out 
that the statutes require that all municipalities, ex- 
cept townships with a population under 2,500, have 
an up-to-date approved tax map. The Engineering 
and Railroad Tax Bureau provides local units with 
information relative to preparation of such maps 
and it examines, suggests revisions where needed, 
and approves the finished maps. I t  also maintains 
a file of all tax maps approved. A revised edition 
of tax map specifications was issued in 1961. Be- 
tween 1950 and 1961, 179 local units had obtained 
new tax maps, and during the fiscal year 1961-62, 
the bureau ipproved 39 local tax maps. 
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Equalization studies. Under legislation of 1954, 
the local Property Tax Bureau prepares each year a 
"Table of Equalized Valuations" for certification to 
the commissioner of education for use in the dis- 
tribution of State school aid. The table gives the 
average ratio of assessed value to true value of real 
estate in each of the 568 local taxing districts. Be- 
sides their use in the distribution of a major part of 
State school aid, the equalized valuations are used as 
the primary basis for the apportionment of the costs 
of county government among the constituent taxing 
districts within the respective counties and to appor- 
tion certain costs among taxing districts in consoli- 
dated, joint, and regional school districts. 

The average ratios are determined from sales over 
a 2-year period. Under the procedure followed, 
gathering of data is a continuous process. The 
county board of taxation, using abstracts of deeds 
from the county clerk's office, records every deed 
transaction on a form (in quintuplet) supplied by 
the State. The forms are sent to the appropriate 
local assessor, who adds identification data, a de- 
scription of the property, the assessed valuation of 
the year the sale took place, and any comments he 
may have on the sale. The assessor takes one copy 
for his own files and returns the form to the county 
board. The county board checks the form for 
completeness, takes a copy for its use, and sends the 
remaining copies to the State. There, as explained 
in the 1962 report of the Division of Taxation, 

. . . As a precaution against misuse or misinterpretation 
of sales data derived from reported transactions, the Local 
Property Tax Bureau rigorously screens all sales reported 
to it. During the fiscal year ended June 30, 1961, it 
screened and evaluated 159,260 sales. It also conducted 
investigations which included 69,579 questionnaires mailed 
to interested parties involved in the transactions and 23,- 
265 field investigations by members of the bureau's field 
staff. Procedures have been established for excluding in- 
appropriate transactions from the average ratio. 

When the data are approved, they are transferred 
to punchcards for mechanical compilation and 
tabulation. 

The annual report of the division gives the aver- 
age ratio of assessed to true value of real property 
for each of the 21 counties and each of the 568 
taxing units. The 1962 table of equalized valua- 
tions shows the county averages ranging from 16.28 
to 98.51 percent; the range for the individual units 
was from 8.30 to 133.44 percent. The State average 
declined from 32.74 percent in 1954, the first year 
compiled, to 27.86 in 1958, rose to 30.06 in 1961, 
and jumped to 36.65 percent in 1962. The State 
report points out that in comparing figures from 
year to year, it must be borne in mind that numer- 
ous taxing districts have had revaluations and 
chosen new ratios of assessment over the years 
studied. 

Details beyond the average ratio for each unit are 
not published for general distribution but detailed 

data are derived from the IBM methods used in 
compilation and six copies are made. One copy is 
broken down by counties and material sent to the 
appropriate county, and one copy is broken down by 
municipalities and sent to the appropriate local 
assessors. State staff members, in their contacts 
with assessors, urge them to use the material in 
checking assessments and trends. Many of the 
assessors do study the data and make regular use of 
them in improving their work. 

Postwar Property 
Tax Developments 

Postwar developments in the property tax field 
cannot be summarized by describing two or three 
major changes. There has been a series of inter- 
related events and actions which, despite occasional 
major highpoints, may better be described in a 
chronological listing of changes and developments. 

As early as 1945 one major step was taken when 
the legislature provided for complete exemption of 
intangible property from property taxation, follow- 
ing the recommendation of a special Commission on 
Taxation of Intangible Personal P r ~ p e r t y . ~  Also in 
1945 the legislature established a Commission on 
State Tax Policy to engage in continuous study of 
the State and local tax structure and related fiscal 
problems. This commission of seven members (one 
senator, one assemblyman, and five members ap- 
pointed by the Governor), which was under the 
chairmanship of Prof. John F. Sly of Princeton from 
1945 through 1961, has provided the State with a 
series of major tax studies, the most recent, the 10th 
report, issued early in 1963.' 

I n  1946 there came one of a series of recent court 
decisions which had a far-reaching effect on the 
property tax-the Hillsborough case. For many 
years under the true value clause of the constitu- 
tion- 

. . . the courts had taken the position that it was the 
constitutional duty of the assessor to value property accord- 
ing to its true value, and that it was beyond the power 
of either the courts or the legislature to establish a remedy 
for a taxpayer who had been assessed at  any valuation be- 
low true value, whatever may have been the discrimina- 
tory effect of such assessment as compared with the 
general level in the community. . . . The effect of the 
rule was so severe that the United States Supreme Court 
held it to be a violation of the due process clause of the 

'New Jersey Commission on Taxation of Intangible 
Personal Property, Report ,  Trenton, 1945. 

'The entire series has been a valuable contribution to 
property tax literature as well as to solution of New Jersey's 
tax problems. Of special pertinence to the property tax 
are the following: Second Report, I .  Taxat ion of T a n -  
gible Personal Property. I I .  Corporation Business T a x  
(1945) ,  1947; Fifth Report, Taxation and Public Policy 
in N e w  Jersey, 1950; Sixth Report, T h e  General Property 
T a x  in N e w  Jersey, 1953; Ninth Report, T h e  General 
Property T a x  in 1958, 1958; Tenth Report, Increased 
State Aid to  Public Schools and Distribution of the Cost of 
Expanding Public Services, 1963. 
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Federal Constitution where discriminations could be shown 
to have been substantial and willful.' 

The constitutional convention of 1947, after con- 
sidering a variety of proposals on the tax clause, 
made important changes in property tax provisions. 
With the approval of the constitution by the elec- 
torate, the new provisions went into effect in 1948. 
As described by the Tax Policy Commis~ion,~ the 
major changes effected were: (1) Assessment of 
real property was no longer required "according to 
its true value," but the standard of value was left 
to the legislature; ( 2 )  requirement of assessment 
according to some standard of value, and other 
features of the constitutional provision, precluded 
classification of real property for local tax purposes 
such as had been done in the special taxation of 
railroad property which was adopted in 1941; (3)  
personal property was no longer required to be 
assessed according to true value and became subject 
to possible classification by the legislature; (4) all 
property taxes, real and personal, remained subject 
to the old requirement of general laws and uniform 
rules. 

I n  1953 the Commission on State Tax Policy is- 
sued its Sixth Report, T h e  General Property T a x  
in New Jersey. This study "was undertaken be- 
cause of a long-held belief that property valuations 
and assessments were marred by the grossest in- 
equities. The study demonstrates and confirms this 
belief; . . ." Recommendations were for a four- 
point program of assessment improvement: ( 1 ) 
Establishment of workable assessment districts- 
the county; (2) installation of professionally quali- 
fied, full-time assessors; (3) requirement of assess- 
ments biennially on an objective formula which 
would produce the uniform standard of value re- 
quired by the constitution and replace the historic 
"true value" basis still in the laws; (4) provision 
for new methods of taxpayer compliance to make 
assessment a cooperative effort between assessor and 
taxpayer. I n  addition, the commission renewed 
earlier recommendations on personal property that 
taxation of household goods and personal effects be 
abolished; that inventories (raw materials, work in 
process, stock in trade, etc.) be assessed at a stated 
percentage of average book value; and that ma- 
chinery and equipment be assessed at a stated per- 
centage of its book value allowing for normal 
depreciation. 

While the legislature of 1953 did not enact any 
of the commission's recommendations, it did pro- 
vide for establishment in the Division of Taxation 
of a Local Property Tax Bureau to give assistance 
to local assessors. Such an agency was a step to- 
ward the improvement of qualifications of assessors 

'Hillsborough Township v. Cromwell, 326 U S .  620, 
66 Sup. Ct., 445,90 L. Ed. 298 (1946). The quotation is 
from Commission on State Tax Policy, Ninth Report, p. 
1 2 .  See also vol. 1, ch. 12. 

Ninth Report, ibid, pp. 1-2. 

asked by the commission. The bureau might also 
be considered some recognition of the commission's 
comment that the legal powers and duties of the 
Division of Taxation "have become practically 
meaningless insofar as equalization of assessments is 
concerned, either at true value or any percentage of 
true value. There are many reasons for this failure. 
Basically, the State supervisory machinery has had 
practically no appropriation for almost 20 
years. . . ." ' The Division of Taxation, in its 
budget request for the new bureau, pointed out 
that the bureau would be something of a pilot 
project and if successful its work should be ex- 
panded to provide training and guidance for as- 
sessors, technical assistance, assessment-sales ratio 
studies, and other aids. The work of the bureau 
has developed steadily since 1953, as indicated in 
previous sections. Its initial appropriation was less 
than $100,000; costs in 1956-57 (excluding a spe- 
cial appraisal project) were $256,518, and in 
1961-62, $496,483. 

A State school aid program adopted in 1954 re- 
quired data on equalized valuations for all taxing 
units. The Property Tax Bureau was assigned the 
task of conducting assessment ratio studies and 
developing the equalized valuations for certifica- 
tion to the commissioner of education. 

By 1956 the question of assessment levels had be- 
come a pressing issue. While the 1947 constitution 
had opened the way to a change, no change had 
been made in the statutes and true value remained 
the legal standard of assessment. A major test of 
the existing practice of underassessment was before 
the courts, and the legislature, possibly in anticipa- 
tion of the decision, proposed a constitutional 
amendment which would give the legislature power 
to authorize the governing body of any municipality 
to establish a ratio for itself. This proposal was 
defeated by the voters. 

I n  1957 the New Jersey Supreme Court rendered 
its decision in the Middletown case (Swi t z  v. Mid-  
dletown Township, 23 N .  J. 580 (1957) ), the most 
important in a series of cases over several years which 
had raised the same issue. I n  discussing the case 
the Tax Policy Commission noted that the decisions 
achieved the effect of the legislative remedy the 
commission had proposed and said: 

The decisions of the courts, culminating in Switz v. 
Middletown Township, . . . will be permanently signifi- 
cant because they deal with equality of treatment in the 
distribution of the tax burden among separate taxpayers, 
rather than 'equalization' of the total tax rolls among 
taxing districts. The cases establish these two principles: 

First: Equality of treatment under the tax law is guar- 
anteed to every taxpayer by State and Federal Constitu- 
tions-whatever the standard-and where a choice must 
be made between such equality and enforcement of the 
legal standard, the courts will apply the rule of equality. 

'Commission on State Tax Policy, Sixth Report, op. 
cit., pp. 137-138. 

'New Jersey Commission on State Tax Policy, Ninth 
Report, 1958, p. 1 3 .  
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Second: The legal standard of assessment will be en- 
forced by the courts a t  the suit of any taxpayer, and so 
long as the standard is set by statute at  100 percent of the 
valuation, the courts will mandate that standard. 

One notable aspect of the decision was the court's 
postponing the requirement of 100 percent assess- 
ment until January 1,1959. 

The Commission on State Tax Policy issued an- 
other property tax report in 1958. Again the re- 
port was an invaluable guide for legislative deci- 
sion. Cammenting on previous proposals of the 
commission, the report noted that in relation to its 
"Project 1-to improve the administration of the 
property tax-great progress . . . but much re- 
mains to be done." Its other property tax projects 
had achieved less favorable results. The immediate 
assignment of the commission had been a study of 
the effect of the 100 percent assessment require- 
ment under the Middletown decision. The report 
analyzed alternative approaches and made recom- 
mendations. The property tax recommendations 
included: that the basic standard of true value 
prescribed by statute be retained; that a uniform 
standard of assessment be retained for real estate, 
with all real estate assessed at 40 percent of full 
valuation; that business machinery and equipment 
be assessed at 40 percent of their valuation; that 
business (including farm) inventories be assessed 
at 10 percent; that household goods be exempt. 
The commission also renewed its previous recom- 
mendations for workable assessment districts (pref- 
erably county), installation of qualified, full-time 
assessors, etc., pointing out that such proposals may 
take on new meaning "in light of the adoption, upon 
the commission's recommendation, of the landmark 
piece of legislation, known as the State equalization 
law. . . . This legislation, as administered by the 
State Local Property Tax Bureau, has created a 
new environment for local property taxation." 

The legislatures of 1958 and 1959 held extensive 
hearings on the various proposals, but took only 
temporizing action. In 1959 a law was enacted 
to provide that an assessor would not be subject to 
removal or other civil or criminal penalties by rea- 
son, solely, of failure to prepare his 1959 assessment 
roll at true value. (Similar laws have been enacted 
for later years.) 

In 1960, however, pressure for action became 
stronger. Governor Meyner, in his message to the 
legislature on January 12, gave special attention 
to the necessity of property tax legislation and pro- 
posed that each county be permitted to adopt its 
own level of assessment for real property and that 
personal property be assessed at a percentage of 
the real property level with household goods elimi- 
nated, if desired. The Governor also recommended 
professional training for assessors, statewide per- 
formance standards and competent technical as- 

sistance when needed, optional use by municipali- 
ties of county assessors or of assessors serving two or 
more units, assessment at  2- or 3-year htervals 
rather than annually, and publication of municipal 
tax rolls. A little later in the month, on January 
25, the supreme court handed down a decision 
(Village of Ridgejield Park v. Bergen County Board 
of Taxation, 31 N.J. 420) in which, as described by 
James Arnold, Jr., the court expressed "unwilling- 
ness to 'look the other way' when confronted with 
discrepancies between statutory requirements and 
local assessment practices." Mr. Arnold said, 
"There is every evidence that the court had con- 
cluded that longer delay could no longer be 
condoned. . . ." lo 

The 1960 legislature, thus pressed into decision, 
enacted chapter 51. This was to go into effect 
in 1962, but has been postponed three times, the 
latest postponement, chapter 9, laws of 1963, pro- 
viding that it go into effect in 1965. Chapter 51, 
Laws of 1960, which incorporated some of the 
recommendations of the Governor and of the Tax 
Policy Commission, provides for separate treatment 
of real and personal property. All taxable real 
property is to be assessed according to the same 
standard of value, that standard being true value; 
taxable value will be that percentage of true value 
established by each county board of taxation as 
the level to be applied uniformly to all taxable real 
property throughout the county, the percentage to 
be a multiple of 10 percent, not less than 20 or 
higher than 100 percent of the standard of value 
(with 50 percent if the board fails to act). Tangi- 
ble personal property used in business shall be as- 
sessed at fair value. ;resumed to be net book value. 

* A 

determined on an accounting basis; taxable value 
for other than inventories shall be such Dercent- 
age of fair value as represents the common level 
of assessment of real property (as determined by 
the sales ratio program). ~usiness inventories shall 
be valued on the basis of the average fair value and 
assessed at one-fourth the common level. Farm 
machinery, livestock, etc., shall be assessed at one- 
fourth the level established for real property or the 
level applicable to inventories, whichever is lower. 
Taxpayers will be required to file personal property 
tax returns, with substantial penalties for failure to 
file. 

Chapter 51 of 1960 also authorized complete 
elimination of the property tax on household prop- 
erty at the option of the local units, and the effec- 
tive date of this provision of the law was not post- 
poned. As of April 30, 1963, it was reported that 
512 of the 568 taxing units had enacted ordinances 
eliminating household property from the tax base. 

lo James A. Arnold, Jr., N e w  Jersey Property Taxes  and 
T a x  Classification, a report prepared for the Constitutional 
Convention Association, 1960, pp. 37, 38. Ninth Report ,  op .  cit . ,  p. 11. 
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Also enacted in 1960 was a proposed constitu- 
tional amendment, approved by the voters in No- 
vember of that year, authorizing a tax exemption 
for senior citizens. This amendment, as imple- 
mented by 1961 legislation, provides a real estate 
tax exemption not to exceed $800 on residential 
property owned and occupied by New Jersey resi- 
dents over 65 years of age, domiciled in New Jer- 
sey for not less than 3 years, and having incomes 
not in excess of $5,000. 

Another far-reaching judicial decision was 
handed down in 1961 when in the Kents case ( I n  
the Matter of the Appeals of Kents 2124 Atlantic 
Ave., Inc., 34 N.J. 21 (1961)), "the New Jersey 
Supreme Court ruled that the 'common level' of 
assessments within a taxing district, determined 
statistically from an averaging of assessment ratios, 
could be used as a basis for granting taxpayer relief 
on appeal from assessments at a higher ratio. This 
is another long step in the direction of judicial un- 
willingness to condone uneven assessments and an 
important one in the direction of making taxpayer 
appeal from uneven assessments easier than they 
have ever been before." l1 

Among the important cases decided by the su- 
preme court in 1962 were Siegal v. City of Newark, 
38 N. J. 57 (1962), in which the court reaffirmed its 
holding in the Kents case, and Switz v. Kingsley, 
37 N .  J. 566 ( 1962), in which the court upheld the 
constitutionality of chapter 51, Laws of 1960. In 
the Swite decision, the supreme court held chapter 
51 valid in all respects, except that the provision 
granting preferential treatment for farm real es- 
tate was held to be unconstitutional. The court 
overruled the earlier decision by a lower court that 
had held invalid the provision that farm machinery 
and livestock be assessed at one-fourth the level ap- 
plicable to business machinery and equipment. 

Early in 1963 the Tax Policy Commission pre- 
sented its Tenth Report, which made additional 
property tax recommendations. Included in the 
recommendations were: repeal of the tax on busi- 

"Annual Report of the Division of Taxation, 1961, p. 
25. For additional comment on the Kents case, see vol. 
1, ch. 12. 

ness inventories, with the State paying the local 
units annually to replace the amount currently re- 
ceived by them from taxation of inventories; 
standardize the tax on machinery and equipment 
on the basis of a fixed valuation of 50 percent of 
cost to the taxpayer and with assessment at one- 
half the ratio of the common level of real estate in 
the district; place telephone and telegraph com- 
panies fully under the utility gross receipts tax; 
make all railroad taxes State revenue, with replace- 
ment revenue provided to the local units by the 
State, such replacement revenue to come from con- 
tinued taxation of railroads and from other sources. 
An outstanding feature of the report was the com- 
mission's recommendation of a new, broad-based 
tax, specifically a general sales tax, to provide the 
revenue needed to carry out its recommendations 
on the property tax, on State school aid, on other 
aid to local units, and to give additional State 
purpose revenue. 

A number of important property tax measures 
were submitted to the 1963 legislature. By mid- 
April one of these measures had been enacted, 
chapter 9, which postpones until 1965 the 
effective date of most of the provisions of chapter 
51, Laws of 1960. The new law, however, con- 
tains an unusual provision in that it requires tax 
returns for research purposes. Owners of tangible 
personal property used in business must file per- 
sonal property tax returns on or before August 1, 
1963, in accordance with regulations prescribed 
by the director of the Division of Taxation, with 
notable penalties for delinquency. The returns are 
not to be used as a basis for taxation, but for corn- 
piling statistical material which shall be used to 
analyze the possible effects of the personal property 
provisions of the 1960 law. Measures receiving 
serious consideration early in 1963 included pro- 
posals for constitutional amendments to provide a 
dollar deduction, instead of assessed value exemp- 
tion, for veterans and senior citizens, and to permit 
assessment of farmland as farmland without re- 
gard to its potential value for other purposes. 
(These proposals were enacted as constitutional 
amendments to be submitted to the electorate in 
November.) 
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New Mexico has a direct interest in the property 

tax, both because of its substantial use of the tax 
for State purposes and of the notable share of the 
total taxable valuation assessed by the State. 

organization for assessing. The State Tax Com- 
mission, consisting of three appointive members 
who serve full-time, has general supervision of the 
administration of the assessment and tax laws of 
the State. I t  is specifically responsible for the as- 
sessment of certain types of property, for function- 
ing as a State Board of Equalization including the 
hearing of appeals from county boards, for super- 
vising sale of property deeded to the State for de- 
linquent taxes, for directing installation of the unit 
tax system, and for advising and directing assessors 
and county boards of equalization as to duties, etc. 

Properties assessed directly by the commission in- 
clude railroads, telegraph, transmission and pipe- 
line companies, other public utilities not otherwise 
exempt; mineral property; shares of capital stock of 
banks, trust and mortgage loan companies; equip- 
ment of contractors customarily engaged in business 
in more than one county; and railroad car com- 
panies. In 1959 and 1960 such property represented 
about 45 percent of the total State valuation (in 
1957 and 1958 it represented about 53 percent). 
In  addition the Tax Commission prescribes values 
to be used in assessing grazing lands, cattle, and 
other livestock. 

Locally assessed property is the responsibility of 
32 county assessors. The county assessor in New 
Mexico is elected for a 2-year term and may be re- 
elected, but after serving two successive terms he is 
ineligible to hold any county office for 2 years 
thereafter. The 1956 report of the State Tax Com- 
mission said : 

Another constant source of inequality, ineffective meth- 
ods and loss of taxable value can be directly charqed to 
our system of very frequent changes in assessing officials. 
Under our present system of short terms for all officers, 
a tax assessor barely acquires a knowledge of his work, 
his assessable properties and a proper equalization there- 
of, in the short time for which he is qualified to serve and 
is, in reality, disqualified for further service at about the 
time he reaches the point of becoming an efficient oflicer. 
We would strongly recommend an amendment to our 
constitution which would permit of continued service by 
tax assessors, provided that proper means for the removal 
of incompetents be provided and that both close and 
ample supervisory methods be supplied. 

The above paragraph is taken verbatim from the fifth 
biennial report of the State Tax Commission of New 
Mexico dated December 15, 1924. The recommendation 

New Mexico State Tax Commission 21st Biennial Re- 
port, Sante Fe, 1956, pp. 17-18. 

in the fifth biennial report is just as applicable in 1956 
as it was in 1924. The present tax commission considers 
that the 2-year term, whether for State officials or county 
officials, is a major factor in preventing good State ad- 
ministration, at both the county and State levels in New 
Mexico, that should be removed. The 1924 recommen- 
dation to the legislature is renewed by the present State 
tax commission. 

In 1958 the Tax Commission went further and 
recommended complete centralization of assessing 
in the State Tax Commission or some other State 
agency established for the purpose. This was urged 
as a practical approach to standardization and 
equalization. The recommendation included ap- 
pointment of all assessing officers on the basis of 
qualifications set by statute with tenure and provi- 
sion for removal only for cause, such tenure provi- 
sions to apply to the officers of the State agency as 
well as those appointed to local assessing duties. I t  
was suggested that the assessing officers be rotated 
from county to county in the same manner as State 
police are r ~ t a t e d . ~  

Recent recommendations and action. The State 
Tax Commission has long been aware of the need 
to strengthen the property tax and has taken some 
action in this direction, with varying degrees of 
cooperation by the legislature. 

In 1949 the legislature "authorized the State Tax 
Commission to undertake a general reassessment of 
the property of the State and made an appropria- 
tion to do the job. A private firm of accountants, 
the Dee Donnell firm, was hired to do the work. 
Whether or not the job was well done, 'the results 
of the reassessments program were not accepted by 
county assessors who continued using their own 
valuations.' " In 1956 the commission recom- 
mended a general property appraisal and asked for 
$500,000 to finance the project, with the suggestion 
that "1egisIation would be necessary to avoid the 
assessors casting aside such appraisals or valuations, 
as happened in the case of the Dee Donnell sur- 
vey," but no such appropriation was authorized. 

Meanwhile, however, in 195 1 the commission 
undertook a careful survey of real property values, 
not as a revaluation but as a means of determining 
the level at which property was assessed. (Some 

a New Mexico State Tax Commission 22d Biennial Re- 
port, Santa Fe, 1958, p. 68. 

Inez B. Gill, The Property Tax, Staff Report of the 
Joint Legislative Interim Committee on Public Finance, 
1955, quoting Thomas H. Donnelly, The Government of  
New Mexico, University of New Mexico Press, 1953 
edition, p. 229. 

'New Mexico State Tax Commission, 2 l s t  Biennial 
Report, 1956, p. 23 .  
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of the results are noted below.) Besides the level 
of assessment the survey emphasized the need for 
a system of basic records to be used in assessing. 

To  meet this need, the 1953 legislature enacted a 
law providing for the installation of a "unit tax 
system" in counties requesting it. The unit tax 
system, described as essential to sound assessment 
and taxation, was summarized in the Tax Commis- 
sion's 2 1st Report as consisting of: ( 1 ) maintaining 
complete maps; (2)  identifying each parcel or unit 
by legal description and code or serial number; 
(3)  identifying each parcel or unit on the tax roll 
and other tax records by number and by ownership; 
(4)  keeping a ledger card record for each unit 
which shows value of land and improvements, taxes 
and assessments levied and paid, year by year, for 
a period of years. The system was designed to fit 
in with various kinds of mechanical equipment and 
to apply modern recordkeeping processes to the 
assessment, levying, and recording of property taxes. 
By the close of 1958, installations of the unit tax 
system had been completed in three counties, par- 
tially completed in five, and well started in another, 
and the Tax Commission noted that the installations 
require "meticulous, skillful, and technical work 
such as abstracting, mapmaking, surveying, codi- 
fication for identification, as well as schooling local 
county officials in order to acquire their 
cooperation." 

The 1955 legislature enacted several important 
property tax measures which, according to a Tax 
Commission rnemorand~m,~ "calls for an  aggressive 
program to equalize the assessment of property both 
within counties and among counties throughout the 
State." The legislation included provision for mak- 
ing the three members of the Tax Commission full- 
time officials, whereas only one had previously been 
on this basis, and directed the commission, as the 
Board of Equalization, to require that all taxable 
tangible property be assessed uniformly in propor- 
tion to value and to establish standards of assess- 
ment to be followed by county assessing officers. 
The commission's powers of review were also broad- 
ened. Also significant was the suspension for 4 
years of the quadrennial assessment law, a proce- 
dure which made reassessment ~ossible in anv vear 

4 ,  

up to and including the regular quadrennial assess- 
ment year of 1960. The Tax Commission in its 
June 9 memorandum said it considered 33% per- 
cent of sound value to be the minimum value at 
which property should be assessed and requested 
each county to achieve this standard at the earliest 
possible time. The commission pointed out that no 
funds for the reassessment program had been made 
available to the State Tax Commission, that the 
responsibility was therefore that of the counties, 

'Memorandum of June 9, 1955, as quoted in New 
Mexico Tax  Bulletin, October 1955, pp. 320-323. 

and urged that provision be made in the county 
budgets to employ additional staff. I n  December 
1956, in its regular biennial report, the commission 
discussed the equalization program and said, "Prac- 
tically every county assessor has given increased 
conscious effort to equalizing values in assessments 
made during 1956, and the situation has been im- 
proved in a greater or lesser degree in many coun- 
ties." I t  went on to note that the cost and the 
need for technical equipment were such that many 
counties needed financial assistance and recom- 
mended that the State undertake complete 
reappraisal. 

Sooner or later pressure for improvement may 
come from another direction. Mr. Jack E. Holmes, 
then Chief Tax Commissioner, in an article in the 
New Mexico Tax Bulletin in the summer of 1961,6 
reviewed some of the forward-looking recomrnen- 
dations made by the Tax Commissions starting with 
the first such commission in 1915. He pointed out 
the discrepancy between recent growth in popula- 
tion and economic activity and the rise-or de- 
cline-in locally assessed property and said, "One 
can only assume that this great increase of corporate 
values which provided so much of the tax base for 
local government operations must have caused the 
local assessment effort almost to disappear." He 
concluded with the pertinent observation: 

When New Mexico municipalities began to get into 
serious difficulties in the mid-1950's, the State made only 
a halfhearted attempt to encourage municipalities to give 
assistance where prodding of local assessors might have 
helped. The route taken was to apply for and receive 
statutory authorization for municipal sales taxes. 

If, as some claim, the State again is in a finance crisis 
involving schools and local units of government, there 
would seem to be two alternatives. First, the State can 
continue as it has been to increase the percentage of 
funds derived by State taxation and administrative effort, 
and then apportion it back to the county and schools. Or, 
second, it can move to bolster locally derived revenues. 
I n  this case it would inevitably have to remind the local 
units of government, that they must expend much more 
energy on the property tax and that they must seek to 
achieve some of those goals and practices detailed in 1915, 
in the first report of the tax commission. 

Level of assessment. The State Tax Commission 
made a survey in 195 1, using a 10-percent sample 
in 26 counties, and found that the average assessed 
valuations in individual counties at that time varied 
from 11 percent to 61 percent of the appraised 
values and the average of the sample in the 26 
counties was one-third of the appraised value. The 
Tax Commission said in 1956, "In most counties 
the assessors, despite the fact that prior to 1955, 
real property was required by law to be valued and 
assessed at full market value for taxation purposes, 
determine the assessment ratio entirely independ- 
ently of all other countries." 

'Jack E. Holmes, "The Property Tax in New Mexico, 
Orphan and Whipping Boy," New Mexico Tax Bulletin, 
Summer 1961, pp. 98-105. 
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From 1933 to 1955 the New Mexico statutes pro- 
vided that real property assessed by the counties 
should be "assessed and valued at actual market 
value." But, as indicated above, this was not fol- 
lowed in practice. In 1955 the legislature sus- 
pended the provision for assessment at market value 
while retaining the provision that property should 
be valued at the full actual value, and it delegated 
to the Tax Commission the responsibility of de- 
termining the assessment ratio for various classes 
of property. The commission put the ratio for real 
property at 33% percent, the level found by the 
1951 survey to be the actual average, and requested 
all the counties to conform to this ratio. In early 
1956 the ratios reported by the counties ranged 
from 12 to 40 percent, with some working toward 
the 33%-percent goal, others to an assessment goal 
of 25 percent of actual value or less. 
Financing. New Mexico appears to be one of the 

States where a Tax Commission alert to weakness 
and willing to attempt improvement is hampered 
by lack of funds. While the unfortunate experi- 
ence of the 1949 revaluation could be cited, even 
basic needs, both State and local, were inadequately 
supported years later. The Tax Commission's 1956 
report, after discussing the "chaotic condition" of 
property taxation in New Mexico, gave as one of 
the reasons for the condition the lack of funds, say- 
ing, "The assessor's office very often is relatively 
more underfinanced than any other in the court 
house. . . . nor is the tax commission helping very 
much in the situation. I t  lacks the funds to employ 
qualified personnel to guide and assist the county 
assessor." 

' N e w  Mexico State Tax Commission 21st Biennial 
Report, 1956, p. 9. 

In 1958, in connection with discussion of State 
assessed property, the commission reported, "The 
commission, under statutory authority, can hire 
engineers and other st& that it may require; how- 
ever, . . . the commission has not had available 
sufficient funds for the employing of needed staff." 

Tax  Study of 1962. In December 1962, an In- 
terim Joint Subcommittee of the Legislative Finance 
Committee submitted to the legislature the results 
of a study, begun early in 1961 on the State's reve- 
nue structure and various related mattexg The 
study included a section on the property tax, on 
which it based a series of recommendations. In- 
cluded in such recommendations were: adopt a con- 
stitutional amendment which would be specific on 
legislative authority to classify property for tax 
purposes and to exempt certain classes, with sub- 
sequent action by the legislature to exempt selected 
classes, such as machinery for research and de- 
velopment, and household property; relate veterans 
and head of family exemptions to full value, rather 
than assessed value, of property; assess land and 
improvements independently of each other; adopt 
reproduction cost new as the principal method of 
evaluating improvements; adopt uniform ratios of 
assessed value to full value throughout the State; 
provide an exception to the uniform ratio rule for 
inventories; set a limit to the amount a tax levy may 
be increased due to increases in assessment ratios; 
and replace self assessment of real and personal 
property with assessment by inspection, and reassess- 
ment at least every 4 years. 

'New Mexico State Tax Commission 22d Biennial Re- 
Bart, 1958, p. 66. 

a Opportunities for Improving the New Mexico Revenue 
System, A report with recommendations to the 1963 State 
Legislature, by Revenue Structure Study Committee, an 
Interim Joint Subcommittee of the Legislative Finance 
Committee, Santa Fe, 1962. 



NEW YORK 
In recent years the State of New York has made 

considerable progress at the State level in at least 
two areas involving real property assessments:' it 
has developed and refined systematic procedures for 
interarea equalization of assessments, and it has 
enacted and improved laws designed to provide the 
taxpayers with an inexpensive method of proving 
inequality of assessments on individual parcels. 
Both of these developments have resulted directly 
from the creation in 1949 of a temporary commis- 
sion, the State Board of Equalization and Assess- 
ment. The commission was assigned the specific 
task of reviewing and revising State equalization 
rates. I t  was also given sufficient funds to assemble 
and train a professional staff to accomplish this task. 

The need for reliable State equalization rates had 
become imperative with the adoption of a constitu- 
tional amendment in 1949 providing that the con- 
stitutional tax limits for localities would be based 
on the full valuation of taxable property within the 
localities rather than on the assessed valuation. At 
that time, it was generally recognized that the State 
equalization rates being established by the State Tax 
Commission did not accurately reflect the full 
 valuation^.^ 

The State Board of Eaualization and Assess- 
ment commenced as soon as possible to make the 
market survevs uDon which all sound eaualization 

2 1  

programs are based; but first it had t; organize 
and recruit the specialists and staff needed for de- 
veloping the principles and procedures which would 
be used for carrying out the fieldwork. 

' Personal property has been exempt from ad valorem 
taxation since 1933 (ch. 470, New York Laws of 1933). 

'There are a number of related reasons. Since 1928 
(when the State property tax was repealed), State equali- 
zation rates had not been a part of a State revenue pro- 
ducing activity; thus, according to the 1944 annual report 
of the State Tax Commission, with the depression and 
economies in governmental expenditures came curtailment 
in equalization activities which were not involved in the 
production of State income. The result was that per- 
formance of fieldwork and assembling of equalization data 
were discontinued and reliance was had on information 
voluntarily furnished by tax districts. Rapid postwar 
increases in market values without corresponding increases 
in assessed valuations had made the State equalization 
rates, which remained on the whole unchanged from the 
prewar years, woefully outdated. For a discussion, see 
Rosalind G. Baldwin, "Property Tax Updated," National 
Municipal Review, XLIV, No. 10 (November 1955), p. 
512 ff.; Robert F. Kilmer, "Introduction to the Real 
Property Tax Law," 49A McKinney's Consol. Laws of N.Y. 
(1960 ed.), pp. xxx-xxxi. The latter article contains a 
succinct history of equalization in New York. 

Organization and Personnel, State Board 
of Equalization and Assessment 

The State Board of Equalization and Assess- 
ment, a division of the Office of Local Government 
in the Executive Department, is composed of the 
Commissioner for Local Government and four other 
members appointed by the Governor with consent 
of the senate. An executive director, who must be 
in the competitive class of civil service, heads the 
division and is responsible to the board for adminis- 
tering board functions. These functions, in addi- 
tion to establishing annual State equalization rates, 
include making special franchise assessments, 
approving assessments on taxable state-owned lands, 
training and assisting local assessors, and establishing 
railroad ceilings for railroad real property. This 
study is concerned only with the organization and 
personnel required to establish equalization rates. 

One hundred employees are currently doing the 
work necessary for establishing equalization rates. 
Most of them serve directly under either the Direc- 
tor of Equalization or the Director of Research and 
Statistics. The quantity of work demanded of 
board staff is indicated by the fact that 1,545 rates 
must be established for cities, towns, and villages 
(62 cities, 932 towns, and 551 villages). In addi- 
tion, about 700 special rates are fixed for certain 
school districts, for counties, for railroad ceilings, 
and for assessments on state-owned lands. I t  is 
estimated that in fiscal 1962-63 approximately 
26,170 appraisals will be made (21,235 were made 
for the fiscal year 1961-62) and about 200,000 
sales reports will be analyzed (196,000 were ana- 
lyzed in 1961-62) in connection with the current 
equalization study of assessment levels in the various 
assessing units. In addition to the roundly 100 
full-time employees engaged in equalization work, 
41 employees performing executive (3),  legal ( 7), 
administrative (8), data processing ( 17), and sta- 
tistical services (6) spend probably one-half of their 
time on equalization. 

Maintaining the equalization program is rela- 
tively costly: $995,785 was appropriated for the 
year 1962-63 and over $1 million has been requested 
for the year 1963-64. Of the amount appropriated 
for 1962-63, $799,153 is for personal services. 

Interarea Equalization 

Methods and Uses 

The method used in New York for equalizing 
interarea assessments calls for the establishment 
each year of a State equalization rate for the as- 
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sessment roll of each city, town, and village and 
for the aggregate rolls of each c o ~ n t y . ~  That is, 
the State agency responsible for equalization is di- 
rected to ascertain annually the percentage of full 
value at which taxable property in a locality is 
being assessed, and this percentage is the State 
equalization rate for the locality. In  effect, all tax 
districts in New York are covered, since school and 
other districts which levy ad valorem taxes use city 
and town assessment rolls. 

State equalization rates were first authorized in 
1859 for countywide use only, the purpose being to 
provide an equal base for apportioning State prop- 
erty taxes among the counties. In  1912, provision 
was made in the law for a State agency (at this 
time, the State Board of Tax Commissioners) to 
establish an equalization rate for each city, town, 
and village in the State. This was necessary in 
order to place State assessed but locally taxed spe- 
cial franchise assessments (assessments of public 
utility property in public places, including the right 
to use and occupy the public places) on a parity 
with assessments-made by localassessors.6 - 

Although State equalization rates are no longer 
used to apportion a State property tax, which was 
abolished in 1928, at least 30 statutes mescribe their 
use for 5 types of purposes. The enumeration of 
the five types demonstrates the significance which 
interarea equalization can have. Furthermore, it 
becomes readily apparent how essential it is that the 
rates be statistically reliable. 

1. Apportionment of State aid to localities. 
Ever since 1926. State eaualization rates have been 
a factor in formulas allocating State aid to locali- 
ties. I n  recent years the amounts of these State 
grants, particularly grants for education, have in- 
creased greatly; concomitantly, the importance of 
State equalization rates to local units of government 
and the State has grown. For example, in 1962-63 
about $900 million was granted by the State to lo- 
calities for education alone.6 

a Cities, towns, and villages comprise the assessment dis- 
tricts, except for Nassau County, which assesses for itself 
and its towns and school districts. Villages have the op- 
tion of using town assessments (in Nassau County, the 
county assessments). 
' "Full value" has been defined to be market value or 

that sum which a willing buyer would pay a willing seller 
for the property in a normal market. Parklin Operating 
Coip. v. Miller, 287 N.Y. 126. 

Under the Special Franchise Tax Law as originally 
enacted in 1899 (Laws of 1899. ch. 712). the State board 
had no power to kqualize the special franchise assessments, 
although the law provided that the assessments must be 
placed on the local roll and taxed in the same manner as 
other property. The courts held that the only remedy for 
obtaining equality was by a court proceeding, People v. 
State Board of  T a x  Commissioners, 196 N.Y. 39, 98 N.E. 
581 (1909) ; People v. State Board of T a x  Commissioners. 
21: N.Y. 472,106 N.E. 325 (1914). 

School aid is the only major grant related to assessed 
valuation. 

2. Determination of constitutional limitations o n  
local taxing and borrowing powers. Under State 
constitutional amendments adopted in 1949 and 
1951,7 limitations on local property taxes and on 
the amount of local debt are based on the full valu- 
ation of taxable property in the locality (the as- 
sessed valuation divided by the State equalization 
rate). The effect on local taxing and borrowing 
powers of using full valuation rather than assessed 
valuation is illustrated by the fact that the state- 
wide average ratio of assessed value to full value, 
according to 1958 State equalization data, was 66 
p e r ~ e n t . ~  

3. Determination of special franchise assessments, 
railroad property assessment ceilings, and assess- 
ments of taxable State lands. In New York, the law 
clearly directs the board to equalize State assess- 
ments with local assessments. Special franchise val- 
uations made by the State board, that is, valuations 
of public utility tangible property located in public 
places (such as telephone poles or powerlines) and 
the intangible value attributed to the right to use the 
public places, must be equalized by application of 
the latest State equalization rate for each locality 
in which the property is located before they are 
entered on the local assessment rolL9 Railroad 
ceilings established by the board for railroad prop- 
erty located in each locality are equalized in the 
same manner.1° Some lands belonging to the State 
are made taxable by law. As to these lands, no local 
assessment is valid until it has been approved by the 
State board, and the board is given the duty of 
approving only an assessment which is "in such an 
amount as will place it at  the same percentage of 
full valuation as other taxable real property in the 
assessing unit." l1 The State board uses the data 
obtained for the State equalization rates to measure 
the percentage of full value at which other property 
is being assessed in determining at what amount it 
will approve the local assessments of State lands. 

4. Apportionment of taxes of school and other 
districts located in  more than one city or town. 
Where a school or other district is located in more 
than one city or town, it uses the assessed valuations 

Art. 8, secs. 4 and 10, New York State Constitution. 
The precise effect cannot be measured because the 

limitations are based on a 5-year average of full valua- 
tions. However, the statewide estimate does indicate that 
the taxing and borrowing powers have been expanded. 

'The 1953 State equalization rates, not the latest rates, 
must be applied to any portion of the special franchise 
property which was assessed for the year 1953. Real 
Property Tax Law, sec. 606. 

lo Sec. 16-b and 16-i of the Tax Law. A railroad ceil- 
ing is not an assessment but a base for determining the 
extent to which the property of a railroad is exempt from 
taxation. However, since a local assessor cannot put an 
amount greater than the ceiling certified to him by the 
State board on the taxable portion of the roll, the ceiling 
is the assessment if the assessment made by the local as- 
sessor is greater than the ceiling. 

"Real Property Tax Law, sec. 542. 



of parcels in the district as shown on the assessment 
rolls of the cities or towns in which the parcels are 
located. Thus parcels within the same districts are 
probably assessed at different levels of full value. 
The law provides for equalization among these par- 
cels by use of the State equalization rate for the 
cities and towns involved.12 

5. Evidence on issue of inequality in judicial pro- 
ceedings to review an assessment. Under a statu- 
tory amendment enacted in 1961,'3 the State 
equalization rate established for the assessment roll 
containing the assessment under judicial review may 
be introduced as evidence on the issue of whether 
the assessment is unequal. The possible effect of 
this law on taxpayers' remedies for inequality is dis- 
cussed later. 

The uses discussed thus far are prescribed by the 
constitution or by statute. The State rates estab- 
lished by the board since its creation in 1949 have 
had collateral influences. For instance, the rates 
are apparently used by most counties for apportion- 
ing county taxes; l4 inequities among assessments on 
individual properties, which the market surveys 
made by the board show exist, have received the 
serious attention of public officials and citizens and 
many localities have undertaken revaluation pro- 
grams.15 

Interarea Equalization: Principles and 
Procedures l6 

The common standard prescribed bv New York 
law for comparing interarea assessments is the "full- 
value" at which taxable real property is being 
assessed. Full value has been construed by the 
courts to mean market value (or what a willing 
buyer would pay a willing seller) in a normal 
market. 

In determining market value or full value for 
equalization the State board uses an aver- 
age of the market price levels for the years on which 
the latest two biennial surveys have been based. 
In each market value survey, price levels for the 
same year are used in each city, town, and village. 
This means that in ascertaining the ratio of assessed 

u 

value to market value of property on assessment 

"See, for example, the provision for school districts in 
sec. 1312 of the Real Property Tax Law. 
" Real property tax law, sec. 720 ( 3 ) ,  as amended by 

ch. 942, Laws of 1961. 
" State Board of Equalization and Assessment, Prin- 

ciples and Procedures Used in Establishing State Equali- 
zation Rates, February 1961, p. 4 ;  Kilmer, o p .  cit., p. xxix. 

Baldwin, o f .  cit., p. 514. 
''Most of the information on the principles and pro- 

cedures of the board was obtained from its booklet, 
Principles and Procedures Used in Establishing State 
Equalization Rates, op .  cit., containing articles by Rosa- 
lind G. Baldwin, executive director; Arthur L. Bergren, 
director of equalization; and Samuel J. Stein, director of 
research and statistics. 

rolls for the current year, the market value of the 
property is based upon price levels prevalent in at  
least two previous recent years. 

In 1954, the first year in which the board accom- 
plished a complete revision of State equalization 
rates, the average of market price levels in each 
locality for the years 1949 and 1952 was used as 
the basis for full value. 

The board continued to use the same period price 
levels for the equalization rates established for the 
years 1955 through 1958. In 1955, a statute pro- 
posed by the State board was enacted which re- 
quired the board, as part of its equalization pro- 
cedure, to sample at least once in every 5 years 
"the ratio of assessments to market values for each 
major type of taxable real property as of the same 
date or period of time in all cities, towns, and 
villages." l7 Therefore, since no market study had 
been made since 1952, a new market study was 
made as required by the new law as of 1957 price 
levels. For assessment rolls completed in 1959, full 
values were predicated upon a simple average of 
1952 and 1957 market price levels. The same price 
level years were used for 1960 equalization rates, 
except that triple weight was given to the 1957 
levels in order to bring the full values to a more 
current basis. The experience of the board with 
the 1957 market value survey convinced it that 
statewide surveys should be made more often and 
the State as a matter of policy has since followed a 
biennial survey cycle. In  1961, when the board was 
in the process of completing a market survey based 
on 1959 market prices, the executive director of 
the board, Miss Rosalind G. Baldwin, in describing 
the future plans of the board, said: 

Barring abnormal price trends, as each new survey is 
completed the new survey data will be combined with 
information from the latest preceding survey, and in in- 
terim years between the completion of surveys, extra weight 
will be given to the latest data. If unusual market con- 
ditions should develop, the board would undoubtedly vary 
this pattern in order to use the market value information 
in a way that would reflect its opinion of full value under 
those conditions." 

As planned, the equalization rates for 1961 as- 
sessment rolls were based on the average of 1957 
and 1959 market studies. For 1962 assessment 
rolls, the same price level years will be used with 
triple weight accorded 1959 data. A new cycle 
will then start for 1963 rolls, at which time 1961 
market data will be available. and these data will 
be incorporated into the raie together with the 
1959 price level data unless the board is of the 
opinion that the data reflect abnormal price trends 
or the board changes its procedures. 

IT Real Property Tax Law, sec. 1200. The results of 
the market surveys are made public records by the law, 
which means that they are available to anyone for study. 

Booklet of State Board of Equalization and Assess- 
ment, o p .  cit., p. 12. 
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Both sales and appraisal samples are utilized in 
each market survey. Sales ratio studies and ap- 
praisal sample ratios are made only for major classes 
or types of property on the roll, and the equaliza- 
tion rate is ultimately based on the estimated ratio 
of assessed to market values of the sampled classes. 
In no instance is a ratio estimated for a class with- 
out an appraisal sample. Sales data are used where 
available, but are never used alone. In other 
words, appraisals of parcels in the sampled classes 
are always made. 

At present, the board uses 15 classifications of 
property, based on the use being made of the prop- 
erty.lg The actual selection of the parcels to be 
appraised is made in the following manner. Each 
parcel on an assessment roll is classified into 1 of the 
15 types. A table is then prepared showing, for 
each class, the number of parcels, the total assessed 
valuation, and the percent of the roll represented 
by the assessed valuations of that class. Sample 
parcels in classes which represent a combined total 
of at least 80 percent of the total assessed valuations 
on the assessment roll are appraised.20 

Rules have been developed for determining the 
size of the appraisal sample for each class of prop- 
erty. Under the rules, the number of parcels de- 
pends upon such factors as the total number of 
parcels on the assessment roll, the proportion of the 
total roll represented by the class of property being 
sampled, the number of parcels in the class, and the 
number of sales in the sales sample for the class.21 

Once the size of the appraisal sample has been 
fixed, the particular parcels to be appraised are 
selected by drawing random numbers which refer 
to a page and item number on the local assessment 

"They are: farm, vacant rural land, single-family resi- 
dence, estate, 2- or 3-family residence, apartment, com- 
bination, seasonal residence, residential vacant land, 
commercial, seasonal resort, industrial, commercial or in- 
dustrial vacant land, forest land and miscellaneous. Some 
classifications are subdivided into properties with assessed 
valuations of under and over $50,000, and other sub- 
classifications are used where appropriate. 

*The unsampled portion of the roll (which may be 
as much as 20 percent of the roll) generally consists of 
numerous classes. The board, in effect, assumes that the 
unsampled classes on the average are assessed at  approx- 
imately the same level as sampled classes; in any event, 
whenever information indicates that the procedure has 
not produced a reasonable estimate of unsampled classes, 
additional classes are sampled. The research staff is 
presently reviewing alternative procedures for treating 
unsampled classes which would permit an estimate of their 
market value without undertaking prohibitively expensive 
additional appraisals. One possibility being examined is 
association of particular unsampled classes with sampled 
classes or groups of classes. 

For example, the largest number of appraisals possible 
under present rules for any one class of property is 60. 
This would occur for residential property in large cities 
and towns when there are more than 20,000 parcels of 
property on the roll. In  these situations, there are always 
several hundred or more usable sales. If sales and ap- 
praisal samples do not agree, further appraisals are made, 
if necessary, to ascertain the ratio for the class. 
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Those parcels selected are then identified 
on the assessment roll, and a description is made 
which includes the assessed valuation. The aver- 
age assessed valuation of the selected parcels is then 
compared with the average assessed valuation of 
all the parcels in the class, and if this average is not 
within 20 percent of the class average, other parcels 
are substituted at random until the 20 percent 
variation rule is met. This procedure tends to 
locate the estimate of full value in that portion of 
the regression line where the standard error of 
estimate is smallest. 

The board appraiser who is assigned to appraise 
the selected parcels studies local value conditions, 
using the sales information previously gathered by 
the board's staff and information obtained from 
local appraisers and others in the community with 
knowledge of local market values. The appraiser 
physically inspects each parcel in the sample and 
collects data relevant to the market value of that 
particular property (comparable sales, net rentals 
where appropriate, and reproduction cost less de- 
preciation). He then considers these data together 
with local value conditions in making his final 
estimate of market value. The appraisals are re- 
viewed by a senior appraiser, who also consults with 
local officials on the value placed on each parcel, 
except that, in the case of complex industrial and 
utility properties, the review is made only upon the 
request of the locality. As previously mentioned, 
the appraisal sample for a class is compared with the 
sales samde. 

Sales samples are compiled in the following 
manner. County recording officers are required by 
law to furnish assessors a monthly report of all trans- 
fers of real property which were recorded during the 
previous month. In turn, the assessors, within 15 
days after receiving this report, must send a report 
of the transfers, together with such other informa- 
tion about the properties as might be required by 
the State board, to the board. (Sec. 574, Real Prop- 
erty Tax Law.) The form presently furnished re- 
cording officers and assessors by the board calls for 
information as to the type of the property (resi- 
dential, industrial, commercial, etc.), facts relating 
to whether the sale is bona fide, the assessed valua- 
tion and data relating to the consideration such as 
the amount of revenue stamps, assumed mortgages, 
or consideration expressed in the deed. Sales which 
do not appear, on the basis of the assessor's report, 
to be open market transactions are immediately 
eliminated. Those sales for which the assessment 
on the last roll completed prior to the transfer do 
not reflect the physical condition of the property 
at  the time of the transfer are also eliminated, as 
are parcels subject to exemptions and transfers in 
which personal property was included in the con- 

The random numbers currently used are contained in 
Rand Corp., A Million Random Digits, Free Press, 
Glencoe, Ill. ( 1955). 
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sideration. For the remaining sales, questionnaires 
designed to elicit the actual sales price and any 
special conditions attached to the sale (such as the 
inclusion of personal property) are sent to the pur- 
chasers. Forty to fifty percent of these purchasers 
are presently returning the questionnaires. If fewer 
than five sales are confirmed by the questionnaires 
for any class, the sales sample for the class will gen- 
erally not be used in computing the equalization 
rate. -----. 

After the appraisals are completed, the ratio of 
assessed to market value is computed for each class 
of property sampled. 

Where the class has more than 100 parcels on 
the roll, as is usually the case for farms and 1-family 
houses in most localities, a regression estimate is 
generally used in the c~mputa t ion .~~  If, however, 
the class has less than 100 parcels, the market value 
ratio used is a weighted average (the sum of the 
assessed values of the sample parcels divided by the 
sum of the market values of the parcels). Where 
the class contains properties with wide ranges in 
value, such as public utility property or industrial 
property, a weighted average instead of a regression 
estimate is used even though the class has more 
than 100 parcels on the roll. 

If a usable sales sample is available for the class, 
a market value ratio (either weighted average or re- 
gression estimate, depending upon the class) is 
computed for the class based on the sales data. This 
ratio is compared with the ratio derived from the 
appraisal sample and, if the difference between them 
is less than 15 percent, the sales and appraisal 
samples are considered to be in substantial agree- 
ment. In this event, the market value ratio for 
the class is computed on the basis of both the sales 
and appraisals by using either a regression estimate 
or weighted average, as the case may be. 

If the difference between the sales and appraisal 
ratios is more than 15 percent, the appraisal and 
sales data and general market trends are analvzed " 
again, the questi.onnaires returned by the purchas- 
ers are reexamined, and assessments on parcels in 
the sales sample are checked in the field by the 
board's staff. If fewer than five confirmed sales 
remain after the further check. the awwraisal Sam- 

1 L 

ple alone is used provided the appraisal sample 
market value estimate bears a logical relationship 
to market value trends for the If a usable 

a3 A "regression estimate" estimates the market value 
of a class on the basis of the relationship between sales 
prices or appraised values and assessments indicated by 
sample parcels, as well as by the number of parcels and 
assessed value in the entire class. 

24 There are exceptions. Unconfirmed sales are used 
whenever it is found that ( a )  there is a large difference 
between the ratios indicated by confirmed sales and ap- 
praisals which does not exist when unconfirmed sales are 
added to the sample, or ( b )  the indicated market value 
trend between the prior and current surveys is more 
logical when the sample includes unconfirmed sales. 

number of confirmed sales (five or more) result 
from the check but the sales and appraisal ratios 
still disagree, additional steps are taken until it 
is felt that the ratio estimate for the class is as 
reliable as possible: sales and appraisal data being 
gathered for the next survey are examined; in cer- 
tain cases (as where the later sales and appraisal 
data for an  earlier or later survey substantiate the 
sales sample) new appraisals are made, and again 
market trends are analyzed to test whether the sales 
and appraisal ratios agree. 

Once a reliable market value ratib has been 
ascertained for each sampled class, the market value 
for each class is computed (the assessed value is 
divided by the market value ratio). In finding 
the market value estimate for the roll as a whole, 
each class sampled is weighted in accordance with 
its estimated market value (the total assessed value 
of all sampled classes divided by the total market 
value). 

Since the equalization rate is based on the market 
value levels of 2 survey years, the market value 
for the sampled classes is computed at the level of 
the previous equalization survey by dividing the 
total assessed value of these classes by the previous 
market value ratio for the locality. The equaliza- 
tion rate is then obtained by dividing the total as- 
sessed value of the sampled classes by the average 
of the two market values for the classes. 

The resulting equalization rate is adjusted for 
any changes in the level of assessment which may 
have occurred in the years since the completion of 
the roll which has been classified and used in the 
market 

The procedures butlined above are used each year 
to ascertain a State equalization rate representing 
the level of assessment in each city, town, and vil- 
lage in the State. 

Review of Assessments for Inequality 
The recent development in New York of a good 

equalization program has improved the chances 
for a taxpayer to discover whether his assessment 
is substantially out of line with other assessments. 
Lbcal publicity given the State equalization rates 
and the studies on which they are based is bring- 
ing variations in assessment, both among the various 
classes of property and among parcels of the same 
class, to the attention of local property owners. 

In addition to knowing that he is unequally as- 
sessed, the taxpayer needs to be able to prove it. 
New York has no statewide system of administra- 
tive review of assessments at the county level, and 
no State board to which appeals may be carried. 

25 Changes in level of assessment are increases or de- 
creases in assessments on previously assessed property 
which are made by assessors for any reason other than 
physical changes in the property or changes in the tax- 
able status of the property. 
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The law provides for the hearing of complaints by 
local boards of review (sec. 512, Real Property Tax 
Law) ; which commonly means the assessors, al- 
though there are some ex officio boards, and some 
cities and a few towns have separate review boards. 
Appeal from this local level of review is a judicial 
proceeding in a supreme court with a trial de novo 
(Real Property Tax Law, art. 7). Proving in a 
c'ourt of law the ratio at which all other property 
in a city, town, or village is being assessed obviously 
can involve large expense. 

In an effort to ease the taxpayer's burden re- 
garding inequality in these judicial proceedings, 
the New York Legislature has recently enacted and 
improved several provisions intended to facilitate 
proof of inequality. 

One of the laws, the so-called "Hollowell law," 
enacted in 1950,26 makes it possible for a taxpayer 
to recoup expenditures made to prove inequality. 
Under the law, the taxpayer may demand that the 
locality admit that the percentage of full value at 
which property other than his own is assessed is a 
certain percentage; and if, upon refusal of the lo- 
cality to make the admission, the taxpayer proves 
this percentage or a lower percentage, the locality 
must pay him the reasonable expenses incurred in 
proving the percentage, including reasonable at- 
torney's and expert's fees. 

For about 50 years, the evidence admissible on 
inequality has been limited under a law which estab- 
lishes what it known as a parcels p ro~eed ing .~~  As 
orisinallv ~assed  in 191 1. the law limits the evidence - 2 .  

which can be introduced in the judicial proceeding 
by either party on the issue of inequality to ap- 
praisals of parcels chosen by the parties (or if the 
parties cannot agree-the court) and to actual sales 
occurring during the year for which the assessment 
roll under review was made. A 1961 amendment 28 

made an important addition to the evidence ad- 
missible on the issue of inequality. I t  permits 
either party to give evidence as to the State equaliza- 
tion rate established for the roll containing the as- 
sessment under review.29 

Insufficient time has elapsed since the amend- 
ment for cases to have beentried with State eauali- 
zation rate evidence; consequently some questions 
left open by the law will remain unanswered until 
cases are tried. One of these is that the law does 
not specify what the State equalization rate evi- 

" Sec. 7 16, Real Property Tax Law, originally enacted 
by ch. 655, Laws of 1950. 

Sec. 720, Real Property Tax Law, originally enacted 
byzh. 302, Laws of 191 1. 

Ch. 942, Laws of 1961. 
" I n  1951, the case of People ex rel.  Yaras  v. Kinnaw,  

303 N.Y. 224, had held that proof in inequality proceed- 
ings was limited to the appraisals and sales permitted 
by sec. 720 and that State equalization rates were inad- 
missible as evidence. Legislation was therefore neces- 
sary to enable the rates to be introduced into evidence. 

dence may be; i.e., the rate alone or the rate plus 
the supporting records and data compiled by the 
board. The law is also silent as to the weight t o  
be given the equalization rate evidence. Since in 
many cases it will be purely coincidental if the parceI 
evidence and equalization rate evidence produce 
the same ratio, it remains to be seen which of the 
two the trier of the facts will regard as the more 
probative. 

Unquestionably, however, the implements avail- 
able to taxpayers (and in some instances, localities, 
as where an action alleging inequality is brought 
for harassment purposes) have been immeasurably 
strengthened. And, too, the quality of the evidence 
now available has been improved, for a ratio based 
on the parcels proceeding and sales evidence per- 
mitted by section 720 does not generally stand sta- 
tistical testing. Some of the deficiencies are readily 
apparent. The parcels chosen usually are not, and 
are not intended to be, samples of representative 
classes; the taxpayer tends to select parcels which 
have a low ratio of assessed to full value while the 
locality will choose high ratio property; and the 
number of parcels selected and appraised in most 
cases is considerably smaller than the number which 
equalization statisticians would agree is the mini- 
mum necessary to produce a representative and 
valid sample. 

On  the other hand, experts would undoubtedly 
agree that the State equalization rates now being 
established by the State board are a better estimate 
of the current ratio of assessed value to full value 
of property on an assessment roll than ratios pro- 
duced by the parcels proceedings and sales evidence. 
The most obvious reason is that the State rates are 
based upon much larger appraisal and sales samples 
and upon samples of all significant types of taxable 
Dro~ertv on an assessment roll. Another reason. 
I I  z 

one which relates particularly to the credibility of 
the rate, is that the data upon which the rates are 
based have been collected and interpreted by a non- 
litigant, thereby lending an impartiality not possible 
when data are assembled and prepared by liti- 
gants who desire a certain result. 

The overriding importance of the new law is that 
the odds have improved considerably for proving 
inequality where it exists. At least some judges 
and referees will consider the State rate to be the 
best evidence, or at least some evidence, of the ratio 
of assessed to full value.30 More localities mieht 

u 

stipulate the ratio demanded by a taxpayer under 
the Hollowell law, now that the equalization rate 
is admissible, thereby eliminating altogether the 

Compare the New York law with Oregon law in this 
respect. I n  Oregon, a taxpayer need only show that his 
property is overassessed on the basis of the county ratio 
established by the State Tax Commission to obtain a re- 
duction in his assecsment (Oregon Rev. Stats. 309.026- 
309.036; 309.410; 309.105). 
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need for litigating the inequality issue.31 The ini- 
tial expense of a taxpayer might not be as great as 
before, since he can rely primarily on the State 
equalization rate rather than on the ratio resulting 
from the parcel proceedings. He will thereby in 
all probability spend less for expert talent. 

The new law permitting State equalization rate 
evidence probably does not satisfy the criterion for 
judicial review of inequality set by the tax analyst 
of a large taxpayer, who recommended that "the 

entire appeal machinery should be designed to make 
maximum use of the [equalization] data collected 
by the factfinding agency." 32 But the law is a good 
beginning; it recognizes the relevancy of equaliza- 
tion rate evidence to inequities among individual 
properties on an assessment roll and apparently 
makes at least some of the data available for use in 
court. The use the taxpayer will be able to make 
of the evidence and the degree to which the courts 
will consider the evidence await actual experience 

The possible expense to a locality when the taxpayer 
wins is demonstrated by the case of Taylor v. Vion, 285 
App. Div. 1152, 140 N.Y.S. 2d 179 ( l955), where $8,500 
for attorneys' services and $1,000 for the expert's fee were 
found to be reasonable expenses incurred by the taxpayer 
in proving inequality. 

in the courts. 

39Le~lie E. Carbert, tax analyst, Pacific Gas & Electric 
Co., "Property Tax Administration and Public Utilities," 
Management's Stake in Tax  Administration, Tax Insti- 
tute (Princeton, N. J., 1961), p. 148. 
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The State of North Carolina has major responsi- 

bility for administration of some aspects of the 
property tax, but there is very little State adminis- 
trative supervision over local property tax adminis- 
tration. Notable aid to local tax officials is provided 
by the Institute of Government of the University of 
North Carolina. The legislature, however, evi- 
dences continuing concern with the property tax 
and significant constructive action has been effected 
in recent years.l 

State administrative responsibility. A notable 
feature of the property tax in North Carolina is 
provision for a classified system under a constitu- 
tional amendment of 1936. This amendment was 
enacted to provide separate treatment for intangi- 
bles, and since its adoption certain intangibles have 
been eliminated from the local tax base. This class 
of property is taxed by the State, with administra- 
tion by the State Department of Revenue, but with 
the proceeds, except for cost of collection, etc., allo- 
cated to local governments. (Initially the tax pro- 
ceeds were shared equally by State and local units, 
but currently, under 1957 legislation, the local units 
receive more than 90 percent of the net revenue.) 
In its administration of the intangibles tax, the State 
provides that for bank deposits and deposits with 
insurance companies in North Carolina, the tax is 
deducted from deposits and remitted by the bank 
or insurance company. Deposits in banks outside 
the State or in insurance companies not doing busi- 
ness in the State and other intangible property 
classified for State taxation are to be assessed and 
reported by the owners. The State does not use a 
property tax for State purposes. 

A second major property tax function exercised 
by the State is the assessment of utility property. 
The State Board of Assessment, a four-member ex 
officio board with a regular staff of three persons, 
assesses the property of public service corporations, 
but county officials may assess certain real and 
tangible personal property of such corporations. 
( In  brief, the counties may assess real estate, except 
right-of-way and stations of railroads, plus tangible 
property, except rolling stock of railroads and 
operating wires, conduits, pr lines of other utilities.) 
The State agency appraises all property of such 
public service corporations as an operating unit and 

* I n  preparing this section on North Carolina very sub- 
stantial help has been obtained from Statistics of Taxat ion,  
State of North Carolina, the biennial report of the Depart- 
ment of Tax Research, and from correspondence with 
Mr. H. C. Stansbury, Director of the Department of Tax 
Research, as well as from the sources specifically cited 
below. 

determines the unitary appraisal for each company. 
From such total valuation, the county assessments 
and the amounts listed by the company for intan- 
gible taxation are deducted and the remainder is 
allocated to local units on a basis of mileage or other 
factors. Prof. Henry W. Lewis, in discussing the 
basis of utility valuations in 1958, said: "Once hav- 
ing determined total value from its examination of 
these figures, the State board reduces that figure by 
a percentage calculated to equalize the utility's 
assessment with the tax values of property assessed 
locally." A new policy for equalizing utility values 
with those of property assessed locally is now in 
operation as a result of the law, described later, 
under which counties adopt their own official 
assessment ratios. Beginning with values for 1962, 
the Board of Assessment initiated a program 
designed to use the official ratio for each county. 
For 1962 the board used official ratios for those 
counties which had revalued under the new law and 
used a ratio of 45 percent for all remaining coun- 
ties. Each year the number of counties for which 
official ratios are used will increase, until by 1968 
official ratios will be in use for valuing utility prop- 
erty in each of the 100 counties. 

The State Board of Assessment has legal au- 
thority to supervise local assessments and may even 
set aside the county valuation and make one under 
its own direction. The board, however, has limited 
the exercise of its powers to those dealing with 
utility assessment, hearing of an action on appeal 
from county assessments, approval of forms used 
locally, and supplying legal opinions on request of 
local agencies. The local units are not entirely 
lacking in various types of additional aid as the 
Institute of Government of the university, which 
does not have the legal authority of the State Board 
of Assessment, provides such aid as noted below. 

Another notable State property tax activity is the 
work of the Department of Tax Research in the 
compilation, analysis, and publication of assessment 
and tax data. This is not a simple, routine proce- 
dure, since some counties do not report in detail 
and preparation of certain significant tables thus 
requires estimates derived from painstaking re- 
search. The department maintains records of vari- 
ous unpublished property tax data and from time 
to time carries on special studies in this field. 

Henry W. Lewis, Basic Legal Problems in the  T a x a -  
t ion of Property, a report to the Commission for the Study 
of the Revenue Structure of the State of North Carolina, 
Institute of Government, University of North Carolina, 
Chapel Hill, N.C., 1958, p. 35. 
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Aids to local assessors. Administration of the 
property tax, other than for intangibles and State 
assessed utility property, is the function of the 
county tax supervisor in each of the State's 100 
counties. These supervisors, or assessors, are ap- 
pointed by the boards of county commissioners for 
2-year terms. They appoint their own assistants, 
commonly called list takers in North Carolina, sub- 
ject to approval by the county board. I t  is esti- 
mated that about one-fifth of the county tax super- 
visors devote full time to this work. In other coun- 
ties the work of tax supervisor is combined with 
that of another office, and in many counties this 
combination is with the office of accountant. An- 
other rather frequent combination, and one which 
seems to be increasing, is that of tax supervisor 
(assessor) and tax collector. 

A major contribution to the improvement of local 
assessing is the work of the Institute of Govern- 
ment, University of North Carolina. This agency 
has worked for many years with local officials in 
North Carolina, acting in advisory and educational 
capacity for a variety of local functions including 
assessing. The institute staff, one member of which 
specializes in property taxation, provides impor- 
tant aids such as are furnished in other States by 
the State administration, including assessors' man- 
uals, explanations of changes in laws, advice in 
establishing standards for revaluations and in other 
matters, an annual short course of training for 
new assessors and others desiring review of funda- 
mentals, and an annual conference for assessing 
officers. 

The annual conference, sponsored and supervised 
by the institute with the aid of the North Carolina 
Association of Assessing Officers, is in effect a 3-day 
school. The sessions cover general matters of broad 
concern and specific assessing problems. At the 
1962 conference, for example, the subjects discussed 
included: organizing an appraisal staff and de- 
veloping a real estate appraisal manual, use of data 
processing equipment, development of a tax map- 
ping program and maintenance of tax maps, kinds 
of equalization and review in North Carolina, the 
effect of a constitutional amendment just approved, 
the work of the State Board of Assessment, and the 
methods of assessing various special types of prop- 
erty as central business district, gas service station, 
mobile equipment, etc. Instruction is mainly by 
the institute staff and by experienced, competent 
working assessors. Some of the papers are pub- 
lished separately, some in the institute's monthly 
magazine Popular Government. 

T a x  Study Commission of 1957-58. In accord- 
ance with a joint resolution of the 1957 Genera1 
Assembly, there was appointed the Commission for 
the Study of the Revenue Structure of the State. 
This commission concentrated its attention on the 
property tax, examining especially legal aspects, 
assessment practices and assessment ratios, and it 

developed significant conclusions and recommenda- 
t i o n ~ . ~  The commission believed that changes in 
the laws and procedures would "more fully utilize 
the present sources of revenue and to that extent 
the fiscal problems of most of the local governments 
would be more nearly resolved." I t  pointed out 
that some property was exempt without statutory 
authority, with resulting unequal assessment of 
properties in a single class, saying, "It is believed 
that the enactment of local laws exempting or 
classifying property causes undesirable competition 
between counties and places a heavier burden of 
taxation on the remaining taxpayers." It stressed 
that the statutory requirement of full value assess- 
ment was almost universally disregarded. The 
Commission said : 

. . . A tax base shot through with exclusions and un- 
constitutional exemptions, and pared down by reduced 
assessment and rate differentials makes a poor major 
source of governmental revenue. A property tax can be 
equitable and effective only if the base against which it  
is applied is broad, uniform and stable. 

The Commission developed as three policy ob- 
jectives that the property tax base should be as 
broad and inclusive as possible, that it should be 
uniform throughout the State, and that it should be 
stable throughout the State. To attain these ob- 
jectives, the commission made a number of specific 
recommendations including: that the constitution 
be amended to remove any doubt that the power to 
grant exemptions, classifications, or exclusions be 
on a statewide basis only and to provide that this 
power is not to be delegated to local units of govern- 
ment; that the requirement of full market value 
assessment by counties be deleted from the law and 
that each county be authorized to determine in a 
revaluation year the percentage of market value at 
which it will assess, and that this ratio be the same 
for all classes of property; that it be recorded an- 
nuallv in the minutes of the board of countv com- 
missioners and reported annually to the State Board 
of Assessment; that counties be required to revalue 
real property by actual appraisal so that not more 
than 8 years shall elapse between revaluations; that 
a permanent method of financing revaluations be 
provided by declaring revaluation and tax mapping 
"special purposes" for which a tax in excess of the 
constitutional limit mav be levied: that counties 
be required to levy a tax each year, with the pro- 
ceeds put in a special fund to provide for the cost 
of reassessment without undue burden in the year 
of revaluation (typically spreading the cost over 

Report of the T a x  S tudy  Commission of the State o f  
North Carolina, Raleigh, 1958. A separate report pre- 
pared for this commission by Henry W. Lewis (see note 2 
above) provides very significant and pertinent material 
and presents in a n  appendix a summary of suggested 
objectives, alternative recommendations, etc., which would 
be useful for any State considering property tax policy. 

* Ibid., pp. 17-18. 
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an 8-year period) ; and that laws be passed pre- 
scribing minimum standards for revaluation. 

Some other recent tax reports. The 1957-58 
commission is especially pertinent to this study be- 
cause of its emphasis on the property tax and the 
prompt action on its recommendations (discussed 
below), but several other North Carolina tax stud- 
ies, which have also contributed to thinking and 
legislation, should be noted briefly. 

At the same time as the 1957-58 Tax Study 
Commission was at work, another group, a ~ u n i c i -  
~ a l  Government Studv Commission. was concerned 
kith some of the samisubject matt& and came to a 
different conclusion on the assessment base. This 
commission said, "We think that the requirement 
for assessment at true market value is proper and 
believe that this requirement should be retained 
and enforced. We do not subscribe to the policy of 
bringing the statutes into line with common prac- 
tices. On the contrary we think that these long- 
standing practices should be terminated by putting 
teeth into the law:" Some local opinion holds 
that this position was taken to insure municipali- 
ties a voice in the decisions on the legislation to 
effect the Tax Study Commission recommenda- 
tions and that this result was achieved by the pro- 
cedure established for fixing official county ratios. 
Under this procedure the county commissioners 
must give the cities a hearing on their opinion as 
to the assessment ratio which would provide a rea- 
sonable and adequate tax base in each municipality 
or other taxing unit. 

A commission which reported in 1956 concen- 
trated its study primarily on sales, income, license, 
and other taxes, but gave attention to the intangi- 
bles tax. Its recommendation on this last tax was 
the basis for the change in allocation of revenues 
in 1957, increasing the local share to the total (less 
cost of collection). 

Prepared for the 1955-56 commission was a staff 
report concerned with a comparative analysis of 
the State and IocaI taxes in North Carolina and 
other Southeastern States. As to the property tax, 
the author, Dr. Leslie Carbert, concluded: 
. . . This study has not been directly concerned with a 
detailed examination of ad valorem property taxation in 
North Carolina. But it has been impossible to avoid the 
serious disparities that exist in many counties of the State 
with respect to assessment practices and assessment results. 
Once again, from an equity point of view as well as from 
the point of view of the need for 'certainty' in the tax 

W u n i c i p a l  Government Study Commission Report, 
Raleigh, 1958, p. 29, as quoted in Frederick L. Bird, T h e  
General Property Tax:  Findings of the 1957 Census of 
Governments (Chicago: Public Administration Service, 
1960), p. 41. 

Report of the T a x  Study Commission of the State of 
North Carolina, Raleigh, 1956. 

'Leslie E. Carbert, T h e  Impact of State and Local 
Taxes in North Carolina and the Southeartern States. Dre- 
pared for the North Carolina Tax Study Commiss'ion, 
Raleigh, 1956, pp. 354-355. 

structure, there is ample room for improvement, either 
through a state-supported, statewide assessment study, or 
through the assumption of a larger share of the assess- 
ment function by the State government. 

Sales ratio study. As part of its basic research, 
the 1957-58 Tax Study Commission conducted a 
sales ratio study in 66 of the 100 counties. Each 
county was asked to furnish data on a specific num- 
ber of sales (the number depending on county p o p  
ulation), the data to be from the latest transactions 
recorded and to cover normal sales of property 
in specified classifications. While the study was 
limited in scope, it was believed that the results were 
representative of the State as a whole. Each trans- 
fer was classified as to the use of the property, the 
location, the age, and the sales price. 

The study showed the anticipated variation in 
ratio from county to county. Average ratios were 
found to range from 17 to 72 percent, with a 66- 
county average of 36 percent. The coefficients of 
deviation for the counties ranged from 16 to 84, 
with the median of the coefficients 45 p e r ~ e n t . ~  

Examination of the data by classification resulted 
in the conclusion that- 
. . . variations between counties in both the direction 
and the degree of differences between class means were too 
great to permit confident generalization . . . [but] . . . 
it is important to note that the variations within any class 
are greater than the variations between that class and any 
other class within the same county.' 

When transfers were grouped by size of sales 
price, in general "an inverse relationship between 
size of sales price and size of assessment ratio was 
found in a large number of counties." 

Another phase of the 1957-58 Tax Study Com- 
mission's work, not a part of the ratio study but with 
results related to it, was a questionnaire project on 
the treatment by the counties of the various classes 
of property. 

Replies to questions concerning exemption of property 
from taxation revealed that extralegal exemptions of one 
type or another are allowed in a substantial majority of 
the 81 counties completing the questionnaire. 

Violation of the uniformity requirement of the con- 
stitution as well as the 'true value' assessment require- 
ment of the machinery act results from classification by 
local officials of selected types of property for separate 
or different treatment not selected or classified for such 
treatment by the general assembly. Classification is effec- 
tively accomplished by the application of different rules 
or standards in the assessment of different classes of 
property. Such action, however, is seldom officially re- 
cprded in the minutes of the boards of county commis- 
sloners. I t  is, nonetheless, official policy in many counties 
according to the replies of the tax supervisors to the 
questionnaire.ll 

There have been no ratio studies since that of 
1958 and none is planned (at the close of 1962). 

Report of the T a x  Study Commission, 1958, op.  cit., 
p. 9. 
' Ibid.. D. 11. 
lo ~ b i d : , b .  10. 

Zbid., p. 7. 
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I t  is recognized, however, that with the adoption 
by the counties of their own official ratios at vary- 
ing levels under 1959 legislation, and the State as- 
sessment of utility property, periodic ratio studies 
should be made. There is some opinion, however, 
that statewide assessment studies cannot be truly 
revealing until the revaluation and assessment ratio 
systems adopted in 1959 have been in use for several 
years. 

Action on recommendations of 1957-58 T a x  
Study Commission. Substantial action on the pro- 
posals of the 1957-58 commission has already been 
effected by constitutional amendment and legisla- 
tion. At the general election in November 1962, 
the voters approved constitutional amendments 
providing that classification of property for tax pur- 
poses and exemption of property from taxation 
must be statewide, and prohibiting the delegation 
of authority to classify or exempt property. These 
two amendments effected the first two property tax 
recommendations (combined in the discussion 
above). 

Previouslv. in 1959. the legislature had enacted , , ., 
measures effecting other major property tax recom- 
mendations including those on the level of assess- 
ment, the frequency of revaluation and means of 
financing them, and establishment of minimum 
standards for reassessment. These actions are de- 
scribed as follows : l2 

For years the statutes have called for full value assess- 
ment on both realty and tangible personalty. None of the 
counties have ever approached these requirements. All 
used moderate to low assessment ratios which were extra- 
legal. In some counties the ratios were fairly uniform, 
but in most the ratios were far from uniform, and in some 
counties the tax officials did not know what the effective 
ratios were. The new provisions permit any county to 
adopt an official assessment ratio, and if they so desire 
to change it annually. There are requirements to be met 
to take advantage of this provision. I t  must be a formal 
public resolution to apply to all taxable (tangible) prop- 
erty, after a conference with the municipal officials con- 
cerning the percentage ratio. 

In the past the statutes called for reassessment on realty 
every 4 years and on taxable personalty annually. The 
counties assessed the personal property annually but as- 
sessed the realty at periods varying from 8 to 30 years. 
The assessment ratios on realty as compared to person- 
alty became more divergent. A new provision requires 
each county to have a complete reappraisal on realty 

l2 Statistics o f  Taxation, 1960, p. 302. 

every 8 years or sooner. The law set up a schedule spec- 
ifying when each county is to reassess realty and ordered 
the counties to levy an annual amount on property to 
cover the cost of such reappraisal. When the reassess- 
ment is made, competent appraisers must visit each parcel 
and appraise it by uniform standard schedules of values. 

While it is too early to evaluate thoroughly the 
effect of the 1959 legislation, some results are note- 
worthy. For instance, while the old law had re- 
quired periodic reassessment, it was customary for 
the counties to get legislation permitting postpone- 
ment with the result indicated above. Under the 
1959 law, revaluations were scheduled to start in 
1961 and thus far all counties scheduled have com- 
pleted their reassessments. In addition, 1 sched- 
uled for 1964 did the work in 1961 and 4 scheduled 
for 1968 reassessed in 1960, bringing to 22 the total 
number of counties which have reassessed since en- 
actment of the law. Fifteen are scheduled for 1963. 
It is especially significant that two counties sched- 
uled for 1963 had bills introduced in the 1961 gen- 
eral assembly to postpone their reassessment, but 
both bills received unfavorable committee reports, 
and one of the two counties has already completed 
its real estate appraisal. 

For reassessment the general practice among the 
counties is to use professional appraisal firms for 
the work. No aid or supervision is supplied by the 
State government, but some advisory assistance is 
given by the Institute of Government. 

In  connection with the revaluations, the counties 
are to adopt official assessment levels and by the 
close of 1962, 28 counties had reported such ratios 
to the State Board of Assessment. This number 
included the 22 counties which had made reassess- 
ments and 6 others. As noted above, the law re- 
quires that the percentages be set by the county 
boards after a conference with municipal officials- 
apparently a recognition of the interest of such offi- 
cials, since municipalities must use the assessed 
values as determined by the counties. Of the coun- 
ties which have had revaluations since 1959, only 
12 were included in the 1958 ratio study, but this 
small sample indicates a tendency to adopt an offi- 
cial ratio somewhat above the "actual" shown by 
that study. The increase in ratio, significantly, is 
reflected in varying degrees in the increase in real 
property valuations reported in the reassessment 
year. 



NORTH DAKOTA 
Notable property tax developments in North 

Dakota over the past decade include the appropria- 
tion of funds for a detailed soil survey and land 
classification system, and the provision, in 1961, for 
a new office of State Supervisor of Assessments. 
The Legislative Research Committee, with an active 
subcommittee on taxation, continues to study aspects 
of the property tax and to make significant recom- 
mendations. Some of its major recommendations 
to the 1963 legislature were enacted into law. 

Assessment o rgan i~a t i on .~  The function of 
assessing in North Dakota is divided between the 
State Board of Equalization and some 1,700 local 
assessors, with the State assessing railroad and other 
public utility property and the local assessors all 
other taxable property. 

The State Board of Equalization is an ex officio 
body including the Governor, tax commissioner, 
treasurer, auditor, and commissioner of agriculture 
and labor. While the board makes the official 
assessment of the property indicated, preparation of 
the basic material is done by the staff of the tax 
commissioner. The Tax Commissioner, who is 
elected for a 4-year term, in addition to having 
supervision of property tax administration, is re- 
sponsible for administration of taxes on incomes, 
sales, oil and gas production, and inheritances. 

The local assessing officials include city, town- 
ship, village, and district assessors. In the cities 
assessors are appointed by the mayor or commis- 
sion, and in the larger cities the assessors serve full 
time and have staffs of appraisal and clerical assist- 
ants. The township, village, and district assessors 
are elected annually or biennially, do their assessing 
over a short period each year, and are paid for days 
worked. Blanks and forms are provided by the 
county auditor. The governing bodies of the cities, 
townships, and villages serve as review boards and 
the resulting valuations are filed with the county 
auditor.   he county auditor may add omitted 
properties, correct errors, etc., and the roll is then 
reviewed by the board of county commissioners 
acting as a board of equalization. The county board 
of equalization may raise or lower valuations of 
class& of property to equalize among the local units 
and, under 1963 legislation, it may change indi- 
vidual assessments. 

'This section is based primarily on William E. Koenker 
and Glenn W. Fisher, Tax  Equity in North Dakota, an 
analysis prepared for the North Dakota Legislative Re- 
search Committee, Bureau of Business and Economic 
Research, University of North Dakota, Grand Forks, 1960. 

The State Board of Equalization has power to 
raise or lower valuations of classes of property to 
equalize among counties and among local units of 
the same and different counties. The board's equal- 
ized values and its assessments of utilities are sent 
to the county auditor, who makes any changes in the 
local assessments which may be required by the 
board's action to produce the assessed valuation. 
Taxable valuation is 50 percent of the assessed valu- 
ation, and tax levies are spread on these official 
taxable valuations. 

T a x  base. The taxable value is 50 percent of 
assessed value and assessed value is legally 100 per- 
cent of true and full market value. Studies indi- 
cate, however, that assessments are far below full 
value.' For example, a study of farmland sold in 
1954-58 showed sales assessment ratios in 31 coun- 
ties ranging from 22.5 to 51.4 percent. A study 
of 1958 sales for seven counties showed assessment 
ratios ranging from 14.2 to 67.0 percent for rural 
lands and from 19.8 to 37.7 percent for urban 
residences. Serious disparities within property 
classes in various counties were also evident. 

Taxable property consists primarily of real and 
tangible personal property. "Intangible personal 
property is generally not taxed," with money and 
credits specifically exempt and corporation stock 
included in money and credits by interpretation. 
In addition to the usual exemptions for charitable, 
religious, educational, and other nonprofit organi- 
zations, there are some exemptions of special note. 
Particularly significant is the exemption of farm 
structures and improvements, including the farm- 
er's residence but not including buildings or resi- 
dences rented for nonfarm use. Buildings on 
nonfarmland when owned and occupied by a blind 
person are exempt to an assessed valuation of 
$6,000. There are special personal property ex- 
em~tions for the blind. for low-income families, 
and for persons on relief. Various special pro- 
visions are made for grain, motor vehicles, oil and 
gas wells, rural electrical cooperative associations, 
etc. 

Legislative Research Committee studies. Since 
at least the early 1950's the Legislative Research 
Committee has had an active committee on assess- 
ments and taxation and some of their recommen- 
dations have received favorable action by the 
legislature. 

' Ibid., pp. 51-57. 
Zbid., p. 35. 
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Concern with rural land assessments led to the 
appropriation for a soil reconnaissance survey to 
be made by the State Agricultural College. Appro- 
priations included $50,000 in 1953, $75,000 in 1955, 
and $50,000 in 1959. The surveys were to classify 
soils, study production records, costs, etc., to provide 
the basis for a land classification system for tax 
assessment. Detailed mapping by the Soil Conser- 
vation Service has also been in progress during this 
period. Most of the basic survey by the State was 
planned for completion in 1961, and while it was 
anticipated that some years would still be required 
for the complete land classification, the work has 
developed much information of value for assess- 
ment purposes. 

The 1959 legislature authorized a study of the 
overall tax structure of the State. The resulting 
study gave significant emphasis to the property tax, 
presenting factual background, comparative data, 
sales ratio material, and other analysis. I t  made 
specific recommendations for the property tax,4 in- 
cluding: provision for full-time professional real 
estate assessors (capable of using, for example, the 
results of the soil reconnaissance survey) ; provision 
for a State director of property taxation to assist 
local assessors and the State Board of Equalization; 
exemption from taxation of household goods and 
personal effects; and reduction of the tax on per- 
sonal property to the extent that replacement 
revenues can be made available by the State. 

The committee report to the 1961 legislature 
reviewed the study and made it the basis for its 
own recommendations. Such recommendations in- 
cluded: a county assessor system with counties to 
have either a full-time countv assessor or a full- 
or part-time supervisor of assessments; permission 
for counties to join with adjacent counties to main- 
tain a county assessor; authorization of special tax 
levies outside the general fund, if necessary, to 
finance a full-time assessor; limitation on powers of 
local boards of equalization; equalization of indi- 
vidual assessments by the county board of equaliza- 
tion: limitation on tax increases which might 

U 

otherwise result from increased assessments; re- 
quirement of sales ratio studies; and the establish- 
ment of the position of State Supervisor of Assess- 
ments, in the Tax Department, to aid the tax 

Koenker and Fisher, op. cit., pp. 138-139. 
' I n  connection with the equalization boards the com- 

mittee explained : 
"The purpose of recommending the restriction of the 

powers of township, village, and city boards of equaliza- 
tion in cities not maintaining the office of city assessor, is 
to prevent such boards of equalization from destroying the 
equalized assessments made on a countywide basis by the 
assessor. Considering the present means of transporta- 
tion now available, it is believed by the committee to be 
no hardship to require taxpayers desiring to appeal as- 
sessments to appear before the county board of equalization 
at their county seat." (Legislative Research Committee 
report to the 37th Legislative Assembly, p. 71.) 

commissioner and supervise real and personal prop- 
erty assessments. The committee recommended 
that a system of self-listing be devised for personal 
property and that other personal property matters 
receive further study. 

The 1961 legislature provided for setting up the 
new State office of supervisor of assessments, but 
it rejected1 the proposed county assessment system. 
The law provided for establishment, under the tax 
commissioner, of the post of supervisor of assess- 
ments, with appointment to be made from a list 
furnished by the State Merit System Council. The 
new officer would work under the tax commissioner 
and serve at his pleasure to : give advice and instruc- 
tion to local assessors to the end that a uniform 
assessment of all real and personal property be 
attained; instruct them in the use of soil survey 
data, classification of land and other real property 
and personal property, the preparation and use of 
tax maps and record cards and the determination 
of standards of value; make sales ratio studies; work 
with the State University of Agriculture in the 
development of soil mapping, land classification, 
valuation studies, etc., and provide for use of such 
information by assessors at the earliest possible date; 
and have general supervision over local assessors 
on matters of assessment procedures and methods. 
The office was established early in 1962. 

The Legislative Research Committee report to 
the 1963 legislature took a new approach to the 
property tax assessment problem. I t  did not spe- 
cifically recommend again a county assessment sys- 
tem, but it did recommend increased powers for the 
existing county organization, proposing that the 
board of county commissioners, prior to the meet- 
ing of the board of equalization, make a spot check 
of at least 1 percent of the real and personal prop- 
erty assessment listings in each assessment district; 
that the board be empowered to direct the local 
boards of equalization (townships, cities, and vil- 
lages) to make any necessary corrections or changes 
(with the local board allowed to be present when 
the spot checks are reviewed) ; and that the county 
board be given authority to raise or lower an in- 
dividual taxpayer's assessment. The committee 
also proposed that the requirement of full value 
assessment be abandoned and that the State Board 
of Equalization be required to set a definite per- 
centage at not less than 25 percent or more than 
40 percent of value, at which all property should 
be assessed. 

Another major recommendation of the commit- 
tee to the 1963 legislature was designed to provide 
better school aid equalization. I t  proposes the use 
of the sales ratio study made by the supervisor of 
assessments, supplemented if necessary by a limited 

'Repor t  Upon Taxation to the 38th Legislative As- 
sembly, Legislative Research Committee, Bismarck, pp. 
58-71. 
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number of actual appraisals, to estimate the actual 
"local tax effort" being made by the required 21- 
mill school levy. 

. . . the committee recommends that the tax commis- 
sioner certify to the superintendent of public instruction 
information in regard to those counties which are as- 
sessing below the statewide average of assessment, as 
determined by a sales-assessment ratio study to be made 
by the supervisor of assessments. The superintendent 
of public instruction can then compute the amount of 
money which would have been raised in each under- 
assessed county by the 21-mill levy if property had been 
assessed a t  the statewide level of assessment and reduce 
State equalization fund payments by a like amount. The 
enactment of such proposal should be a major step to- 
ward tax equity by taking the profit out of underassessing, 
and should reduce the drain on the State equalization 
fund. 

1963 legislation. The 1963 legislature adopted 
several of the committee's recommendations, en- 
acting legislation of potentially major importance to 
property tax administration. Some of these meas- 
ures are noted briefly here. 

One new law provides that a county board of com- 
missioners may-appoint a county supervisor of as- 
sessments. The commissioners may appoint the 
county auditor, deputy auditor, other elected of- 
ficial, "or any other person who is qualified" and 
the position may be full time or part time. The 
supervisor of assessments would supervise all as- 
sessors in the county to insure uniform methods and 
procedures in assessing real and personal property 
and adherence to State laws and to regulations 
promulgated by the State tax commissioner or the 
board of county commissioners. 

Another measure provides for the spot checks 
of real and personal property listings and valuations 
as proposed by the committee. I t  also authorizes 
the county boards of equalization to change in- 
dividual assessments (downward only on appeal) . 
The attendance of representatives of local units a t  
certain meetings of the county boards of equaliza- 
tion is made mandatory rather than voluntary. 

The proposal for using equalized valuations in 
the distribution of State school aid was also adopted. 



OHIO 
I n  1929 Ohio amended its constitution in two 

ways that were to have a profound influence on the 
future of the property tax in its State-local revenue 
system. The statutory overall tax rate limit of 15 
mills was made a constitutional limitation and the 
uniform rule was abolished for the taxation of per- 
sonal property, permitting the adoption of a classi- 
fied personal property tax system. How, in the 
stress of the great Depression the overall limit was 
reduced to 10 mills-working havoc with local gov- 
ernment finances and eventually leading to wide- 
spread adoption of local income taxes-is a famil- 
iar chapter in the history of Ohio public finance, 
but somewhat less well known are the State's ac- 
complishments in personal property tax adminis- 
tration. In  clearing the way for property tax 
classification, Ohio was adopting a policy followed 
by a number of other States, but in its subsequent 
action to establish central assessment of taxable 
personal property, it was very much a pioneer. As 
a consequence, State responsibility for property tax 
administration in Ohio is much more extensive 
than in most States. 

The trend away from greatly decentralized and 
diffused local assessment responsibility had begun 
in the early 1900's. In 1910 the assessment of public 
utility property, which had been handled by county 
auditors under the supervisi80n of ex officio State 
review boards, was tu-med over (except for non- 
operative realty) to the newly created State Tax 
Commission. Prior to 1913, separate sets of elected 
city, village, and township assessors were used to 
assess real and personal property. By 1916, follow- 
ing some temporary experimentation, the two 
groups had been combined; but in 1917 the as- 
sessment of real property was concentrated in the 
county auditors under the supervision of the Tax 
Commission, and in 1925 the local assessors were 
abolished and the responsibility for personal prop- 
erty assessment also was turned over to the county 
auditors. In connection with a complete revision 
of personal property taxes in 1931, the legislature 
shifted the bulk of the responsibility for the assess- 
ment of personal to the State Tax 
Commission.l 

For sources of information on the Ohio property tax 
system, much reliance has been placed on the reports and 
studies of the Ohio Department of Taxation, particularly 
Taxation in Ohio (1961 ), T h e  Taxation of Personal 
Property in Ohio (1960), Revenue Resources of  Ohio 
Municipalities ( 1961 ) , the annual reports of the depart- 
ment, and an unpublished memorandum, Property Taxa- 
tion in  Ohio. 

The Classified Personal Property Tax System 

The basic features of Ohio's present system of 
personal property taxation were established by the 
Classification Act of 193 1. The Special Joint Taxa- 
tion Committee, headed by Robert A. Taft, that 
formulated this program stated their aim to be 
a system of taxing tangible and intangible personalty 
that was more equitable, more administrable, and 
more productive of revenue than the old system 
under the uniform rule. The new law reflected the 
committee's declarations that "The taxation of such 
tangible property as household goods and personal 
belongings has long been a matter of derision to 
anyone interested in fair taxation. . . . the attempt 
to tax personal property not used in business has 
been a complete failure, except when the property 
is easily visible to the public," and, respecting the 
taxation of intangibles at the full ad valorem rate, 
"it was impossible to enforce such a rate against 
property as liquid and as easy to hide as stocks, 
bonds, mortgages and the like." 

The present tax on tangible personalty applies, 
with minor exceptions, only to property located and 
used in business in the State. Such property is 
taxed at the same rates as real property, but is 
required to be assessed at varying specified percent- 
ages of true value that give favored treatment to 
property used in agriculture and manufacturing. 
All taxable tangible personalty is, by law, assessed at 
70 percent of true value except: (1 ) at 100 per- 
cent-equipment used in generating and distribut- 
ing electricity to others; and ( 2 )  at 50 percent- 
domestic animals used in agriculture and agricul- 
tural products on farms; machinery used in 
manufacturing, mining, agriculture, and certain 
service industries; and manufacturers' inventories, 
including finished products when kept or stored in 
the county of manufacture. As compared with 
these fractional bases for personalty, the legal basis 
for the assessment of real property is true value; 
the actual basis appears to average about 35 percent. 

Exemption of those classes of tangibles whose 
taxation the joint committee had branded as a 
"complete failure" produced a more administrable 
tax; but one that still contained certain inequitie~,~ 
and, because of the special dispensation for agri- 

*The State tax commissioner has pointed out, for 
example, the unequal impact of personal property taxation 
on crop and livestock farmers. By Jan. 1. the assessment 
date, the formrr usually have disposed of their crops and 
have no taxable inventory while the latter are not so 
fortuitously sheltered. 
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culture and manufacturing, one that produced new 
problems of administration. The classification sys- 
tem required determination not only of where to 
draw the line between realty and tangible personalty 
but also between business tangibles assessable at 50 
percent and 70 percent-generating endless border- 
line questions and stimulating numerous appeals 
for reclassification by taxpayers hoping for more 
favorable treatment. Whether certain kinds of 
tangible personalty are used in business and there- 
fore taxable is also a recurrent borderline issue.3 
Through clarifying amendments to statutes, devel- 
opment of administrative rules, and elaboration of 
statutory definition by the courts, these questions 
eventually get answered; but with much more effort 
and expense than would be necessary if the tax 
were relatively simple. 

The nuisance value for administration of the dual 
assessment base of 50 percent and 70 percent over- 
shadows whatever economic value, if any, it may 
have; but as in the instance of many cumbersome 
tax devices that become well established. this trou- 
blesome arrangement is so built into the revenue sys- 
tem as not to be easily dislodged. Proposals have 
been made for removal of the differential and its 
replacement by a common assessment base; but an 
analysis by the Department of Taxation discloses 
that the change would have a widely varying effect 
on the State's 88 counties because of the lack of uni- 

formity among the counties in the distribution of the 
2 classes of p r ~ p e r t y . ~  

Since intangible personalty had for the most part 
been escaping taxation under the full ad valorem 
rates, the Classification Act of 1931 established sev- 
eral classes of intangibles, to be assessed at true value 
but taxed at varying low rates that, hopefully, would 
produce general compliance and more revenue. 
The present rates range from 2 mills on unproduc- 
tive investments, deposits, etc., to 5 mills on shares 
in capital employed by dealers in intangibles and 5 
percent of income yield of productive investments. 
The tax on deposits in Ohio institutions is levied at  
the source, and paid by the institutions though 
legally applicable to the depositors. 

T h e  personal property tax yield. The revenues 
from Ohio's classified and special taxes on personal 
property account for a substantial and well-sus- 
tained portion of all property tax revenues, slightly 
under 30 percent in 1959 compared with slightly 
over 30 percent 10 years earlier. Revenue from 
tangible personalty actually increased its relative 
position in this period, nearly offsetting the de- 
clining position of revenue from intangibles. I t  
should be noted that the yield from the former was 
influenced by an upward trend in the general ad 
valorem tax rates applicable to personalty, while the 
yield from the latter is based on fixed rates. Reve- 
nue from intangibles accounted for roundly one- 
fourth of personal property tax revenue in 1959. 

Amounts of Property Taxes Levied, by Class 1949, 1954, 1959 

[In millions of dollars] 

Year 
All prop- 
erty taxes 

I 
1 Including special assessment. 

Real estate Tangible Intangible 
md public personal personal 

utility 1 

Source: Annual Report, 1960, Ohio Department of Taxation, p. 44. 

Under the court's interpretation of the statutory defini- 
tion of a manufacturer, for example, the making and sell- 
ing of frozen deserts is manufacturing but the preparation 
and mixing of food from raw materials in a restaurant is 
not manufacturing. A company engaged in the business 
of buying and selling scrap iron and steel, which processes 
a part of such material for a customer according to speci- 
fications, is a manufacturer only to the extent of such 
processmg. Again, while household furniture is, in gen- 
eral, tax exempt, in a furnished rental apartment it is 
used in business and therefore taxable. (Cited, with other 
cases and a clarifying discussion of borderline problems, 
in T h e  Taxation of Personal Property in Ohio, op. cit., pp. 
2-5.) 

Percent of Total 

'As compared with actual revenues from this source in 
1959, use of a 50-percent assessment base would have 
caused losses for individual counties ranging from 4 per- 
cent to 18 percent; on a 55-percent base the statewide loss 
would have been negligible, while 60 counties would have 
shown losses up to 10 percent and 28 counties gains up to 
6 percent; on a 60-percent basis three counties still would 
have shown small losses, but gains for the others would 
have ranged up to 15 percent. As the study pointed out, 
variations might be expected to be even more pronounced 
among the local governments within each county. 

Real estate 
and public 

utility 

Personal 

Tangible I Intangible 
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Responsibility for Administration of 
Personalty 

Ohio'a provision for the administration of tax- 
able personal property is far more significant in the 
national field of property taxation than its classi- 
fication arrangements, as it demonstrates that even 
a rather cumbersome personal property tax system 
is administrable if a State wishes to provide suit- 
able and adequate organization and procedures. 
In its 1931 report the Taft Committee declared 
that central administration "is essential to any 
proper enforcement of a tax on intangible prop- 
erty," and, to avoid intercounty inequality in taxa- 
tion of business and demands for State aid to com- 
pensate for inefficient assessing, the appraisal of 
tangible personalty should be in charge of the 
State Tax Commission, which might use the county 
auditors as its agents. The legislature accepted 
these principles without much dilution. 

Personal property assessment actually is a joint 
State-local operation in which the State has the 
dominant role. In the instance of tangible per- 
sonalty, returns of intercounty corporations are 
filed with the State tax commissioner for assess- 
ment and subsequent allocation of valuations to the 
counties. Single-county corporations and unincor- 
porated businesses file their returns with the county 
auditors, but duplicate copies of all returns except 
those of unincorporated businesses with valuations 
of less than $5,000 go to the State tax commis- 
sioner for auditing. 

Intangible personalty is classed for administra- 
tion as "State situs" and "local situs." State situs 
intangibles are those of public utilities, intercounty 
corporations, financial institutions, and dealers in 
intangibles. Local situs intangibles include the 
property of single-county corporations, unincorpo- 
rated businesses, and individuals. The State tax 
commissioner assesses all State situs intangibles and 
all local situs intangibles, except those of unincor- 
porated businesses and individuals reporting an in- 
come yield of not more than $500 or a value of not 
more than $5.000. 

Under the'state-local apportionment of the re- 
sponsibility for assessment of personal property, the 
assessing jurisdiction of local (county) assessors is 
limited to certain "local size" returns; namely, the 
returns of unincorporated businesses and individu- 
als reporting valuations or yields within the limits 
noted. 

Collection and disposition of property tax reve- 
nue. The county treasurers collect all taxes on 
realty and tangible personalty and on all intangible 
personalty having a local situs. The State treasurer 
collects taxes on all intangibles having a State situs. 

Property taxes in Ohio are used mostly to finance 

local government. The State draws on real and 
tangible personal property taxes only to pay debt 
service on veterans' bonus bonds. Revenue from 
local-situs intangibles accrues to local governments 
for earmarked purposes, except for one-fourth of 1 
percent that goes to the State Department of Tax- 
ation to help pay its cost of assessment administra- 
tion. Of the revenue from State-situs intangibles, 
that from taxes on deposits, shares of stock, and 
capital employed by financial institutions and deal- 
ers in intangibles goes to the counties of origin for 
local distribution; the small remainder goes to the 
State's general fund. 

Organization for Assessment Administration 

The State has established an effective adminis- 
trative organization for the central assessment of 
personal and public utility property, but has over- 
looked sound administrative principles in orga- 
nization for supervision of the assessment of real 
property. The former is one of the main functions 
of the Department of Taxation, an agency that is 
well constituted for tax administration. The lat- 
ter is one of the responsibilities of a Board of Tax 
Appeals, which has been given a mixture of quasi- 
judicial and administrative duties. 

The Ohio Department of Taxation, headed by a 
single tax commissioner appointed by the Governor 
with the consent of the senate for a 4-year term, 
replaced in 1939 the appointive three-member State 
Tax Commission that had been established in 1910. 
While this efficiently organized department admin- 
isters a major portion of the State's taxes, two of its 
five line divisions are devoted to property assessment 
administration-the Public Utilities Tax Division 
and the Personal Property Tax Division. The de- 
partment's staff agencies include a Division of Re- 
search and Statistics with a personnel of 17 that 
produces a steady flow of statistical reports and spe- 
cial studies, many of them relating to property taxes. 
Thus, in the State's setup for dealing with personal 
property taxes there is no diffusion of responsibility 
and no lack of awareness of the importance of this 
revenue, although little of it becomes available for 
State purposes. 

Reinforcing the organizational and professional 
competence of this agency is its policy of promoting 
good public relations. Its officers generate- good 
will and respect, and advance taxpayer education, 
by accepting opportunities to participate in meet- 
ings of trade associations, bar associations, account- 
ing organizations, and other professional and civic 
groups. The department's annual reports succeed 
in combining basic statistics with interestingly pre- 
sented explanatory comment and analysis. 
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The Personal Property Tax Division 

This division, headed by a chief, is in charge of 
the department's personal property assessment 
functions. For administrative and taxpayer con- 
venience, the division has, in addition to its central 
office in Columbus, five district offices-in Cincin- 
nati, Cleveland, Lima, Toledo, and Youngstown. 
All tax returns that are required to be filed directly 
with the tax commissioner are handled in the cen- 
tral office. For all other State audited returns, i.e., 
those filed in duplicate with the county auditors 
acting as agents for the tax commissioner, the re- 
sponsibility is divided among the six officers on a 
territorial basis. The Columbus office has four 
sections related to the classes of taxpayers-cor- 
porations, Unincorporated Business, Intangibles 
(returns of individuals and trusts), and Financial 
Institutions-and also has a Valuations Section that 
serves primarily as a staff agency for the entire di- 
vision with respect to intangible personal property 
tax returns. 

Methods and procedures. All owners of taxable 
personalty are required to file tax returns at spec- 
ified dates, and the fact that the law imposes a 
penalty of 50 percent for failure to file no doubt 
facilitates the discovery and listing of taxpayers. 
The legal basis for the assessment of tangible per- 
sonalty is book value-the value the taxpayer car- 
ries on his books, less depreciation-though with 
some allowance for flexibility. I n  the opinion of 
department officers this method is sound and work- 
able in that it establishes a prima facie basis for a 
fair determination of true value, eliminates the 
element of negotiation, and avoids the necessity for 
expensive appraisals. For all tax returns that are 
audited by the Personal Property Tax Division, de- 
tailed forms are prescribed by the tax commission- 
er. Tax returns on business tangibles must include 
balance sheets meeting defined specifications. 

While under the book value formula the divi- 
sion's valuation work is primarily that of auditing, 
this function is far from simple and routine. Rep- 
resentatitve special problems range from how to al- 
locate the property valuations of interstate corpora- 
tions and identify the inventories of individual tax- 
payers stored in public warehouses, to how to cope 
with the rudimentary records of small businesses 
and farmers. Facilitating the work of assessing in- 
tangibles are the required payment at the source 
of the tax on deposits and the use of an income basis 
for taxing productive investments, items that pro- 
duce nearly nine-tenths of the revenue from 
intangibles. For revenue from productive invest- 
ments, Federal income tax returns furnish support- 
ing information, though with such gaps as income 
from municipal bonds. The division has reasonably 
adequate powers of audit and inspection and sup- 
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plements its office audits by extensive field audits. 
I n  support of this function it accumulates and 
analyzes large quantities of basic data, including, 
for example, copies of over 200,000 Federal income 
tax returns each year. Contributing to the success 
of the division's operations has been good coordina- 
tion of its sections and offices as well as of the divi- 
sions of the department. 

County relations. Since the county auditors act 
as agents of the tax commissioner and also assess 
the personal property of small taxpayers, the com- 
missioner has a twofold interest in getting efficient 
cooperation at the county level. Taxpayers who 
file their returns with the county auditors must be 
able to get competent advice, and good local assess- 
ing standards must be encouraged. Dealing with 
locally elected auditors and their deputies, the com- 
missioner and his staff rely mainly on friendly per- 
suasion, education, and the provision of services. 
Such procedure includes visits to local offices to 
provide help in problem areas, conduct of a series 
of regional county auditor schools annually, presen- 
tation of programs relating to personal property 
taxation at meetings of the County Auditors Associ- 
ation, and preparation and distribution of bulletins, 
guides, and manuals. The county auditors are 
furnished with from 20 to 30 "County Auditor Bul- 
letins" a year designed to keep them abreast of 
developments in the personal property tax field; 
news releases to be used locally just prior to the 
dates for filing tax returns; and forms, instructions, 
samples of completed tax returns, investment man- 
uals, and annual book of income yields and values, 
personal property tax manual, and the Ohio tax 
law. If a county auditor is too uncooperative or 
casual, there are a few supplemental means of 
persuasion. Help may be obtained from the State 
Auditor's Office, which has a division dealing with 
county auditors, or the tax commissioner may fail 
to appoint a county auditor as the county's State 
inheritance tax deputy-an office that carries some 
remuneration. The variable quality of this local 
adjunct of the centralized system appears to be the 
one weak spot in an otherwise well-integrated ad- 
ministrative organization. 

Administrative expense. The cost of administra- 
tion of the Personal Property Tax Division in fiscal 
1960 was $1,470,119, the personnel cost for the 
division's 285 employees accounting for 85 percent 
of the total. This State expenditure for personal 
property assessment administration was only 0.56 
percent of the taxes levied on personalty in Ohio 
in 1960. The amount spent locally for this purpose 
is not known precisely, but it is unlikely that the 
combined State-local cost exceeded 1 percent of the 
taxes levied. The 1960 ratio of division costs to 
taxes levied was little changed from 1941, though 
it was higher than in some intervening years. 
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Under the State's efficient assessment adminis- 
tration the personal property tax that falls within 
the State's assessing jurisdiction has gained tax- 
payer respect. The taxpayers recognize that the 
State strives to give them uniform, equitable, and 
intelligent treatment and that evasion is hazardous. 
The legislature's willingness to appropriate fairly 
substantial sums for this function has been an ex- 
tremely economical way of aiding local government 
finance, but it is probable that such expenditure 
has not reached the point of materially diminishing 
returns and that greater expenditure would be 
profitable. The division's audits have been adding 
from $5 million to $8 million annually to original 
tax returns, a $9 to $14 gain for every dollar of 
cost, and the discovery of additional taxpayers con- 
tinues to be a productive process. 

Meeting personnel requirements. For effective 
operation the division's personnel must include pro- 
fessionally trained accountants and economists and 
a large staff of examiners with some knowledge of 
accounting and business and investment finance. 
As in many States, civil service salary scales in Ohio 
handicap competition with private business for 
professionally trained personnel. Salaries for the 
division's five grades of examiners range upward to 
$9,420, but the starting grade, at $380 per month, 
does not attract college-trained people. The divi- 
sion must rely heavily, therefore, on training its 
own employees. 

Systematic inservice training, in fact, is a key 
feature of the division's administration. The divi- 
sion has an apprenticeship type of training program 
for new examiners that takes account flexibly of the 
new employee's previous training and experience 
and prospective assignment. After he has become 
generally familiar with the practices and procedures 
of the division and the particular phase of its func- 
tions with which he will be concerned-as well as 

with the basic source material on which examiners 
must rely-he is assigned to an experienced ex- 
aminer to assist in actual office and field audits. 
When, in the opinion of the examiner, he has ac- 
quired sufficient competence, he is given specific 
examining and auditing duties. Further instruc- 
tion, as the need is demonstrated, is provided by 
each examiner's supervisor, and sectional and divi- 
sional conferences are held periodically for discus- 
sion of legal, procedural, and policy developments. 
Under the policies of the State Personnel Board, 
seniority rules are not a material handicap to the 
advancement of good people. 

Administrative costs 

Personal 1 Main- / Total 
service tenance 

The Assessment of Real Property 
In sharp contrast to Ohio's strong program for 

the central assessment of personal property is the 
State's rather perfunctory concern for the assess- 
ment of real property. While the operative realty 
of public utilities is centrally assessed, all other 
realty is locally assessed with only very limited 
State supervision. When the legislature established 
a State Tax Commission in 1910, it made super- 
vision of local assessing one of its functions; but the 
Special Joint Taxation Committee of 1931 com- 
mented in its report, "The control by the State Tax 
Commission of real estate appraisal is largely 
theoretical." In 1939, when the legislature re- 
placed the State Tax commission by a Department 
of Taxation headed by a single commissioner, it 
also established an appointive, three-member, bi- 
partisan Board of Tax Appeals, nominally within 
the department but outside the jurisdiction of the 
tax commissioner, and gave it not only quasi-judicial 
functions but also the responsibility for supervising 
the local assessment of real property. The board, 
by this and subsequent action of the legislature, was 
authorized to "direct and supervise the assessment 

Taxes levied 
on personalty 

Index: 1941 = 100 

Taxes lev- 
ied 

Total cost 
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for taxation of all real property," and to order 
reassessments "when in its opinion such property 
has been unequally or improperly assessed." 

Giving a highly technical administrative job, 
such as the supervision of property assessment, to 
a quasi-judicial board constituted to deal with the 
legal questions involved in tax appeals is not likely 
to produce effective results. The Board of Tax 
Appeals, despite divided responsibilities and in- 
adequate resources, has directed considerable effort 
over a period of years to intercounty equalization 
of real estate assessments: but has had only limited 
success in this undertaking and has not done much 
to eliminate intracounty inequities in asses~rnent.~ 
Lacking effective State supervision, local assessing 
depends mainly for its quality on the kind of assess- 
ment administration provided by the elective county 
auditors. Thus while some Ohio counties main- 
tain good to distinguished assessment standards, 
others range from mediocre to poor perf~rmance.~ 

The State legislature created a Tax Study Com- 
mission in 1960 to study the property tax laws. In 
its 1961 report, dealing solely with the real property 
tax, the commission stated as its belief "that the 
decision whether local government needs new 
sources of income could not be made intelligently 
until Ohio has seen what a strengthened real prop- 

' To enable the board to meet its supervisory responsi- 
bilities, the State has made very modest appropriations. 
The board's total expenditure of $243,055 in fiscal 1960 
included a substantial amount for its quasi-judicial duties, 
and in that year there were only four employees in the 
board's Division of County Affairs. The cost of local 
realty assessment varies widely among the counties. Ac- 
cording to estimates by the Ohio Department of Taxation, 
the expenditure of county auditors for this purpose in 
1960 was $4.6 million, or only 0.78 percent of the real 
property taxes levied in that year. This figure was in- 
fluenced, however, by low costs of several large counties 
that ranged down to 0.44 percent; in the 11 small counties 
with total real property levies of less than $700,000, 
the cost ranged up to 3.99 percent with a median of 
2.5 percent. 

'The law requires that real property be assessed at  its 
true value in money and that there shall be a reassessment 
every 6 years. With the average level of assessment vary- 
ing from county to county at  far below true value, the 
board has tried to take advantage of the reassessment 
requirement both to raise the level and equalize it among 
counties. Legislation adopted in 1957 undertook to 
facilitate equalization by requiring real property to be 
assessed according to taxable value as established by rule 
of the Board of Tax Appeals on the basis of the facts and 
circumstances necessary to achieve uniformity. The con- 
stitutionality of this provision was upheld by the Ohio 
Supreme Court in 1959, but the legislature subsequently 
repealed the provision and restored the true value basis. 

'The sales ratio study conducted by the U.S. Census 
Bureau for the 1957 Census of Governments disclosed that 
in the 23 Ohio counties covered, the equality or uniform- 
ity of assessment, at least for nonfarm dwellings, was 
superior in 6 counties but below the national average in 
6 other counties. (Taxable Property Values in the United 
States, op .  cit., p. 137.) 

erty tax law will produce." The commission 
made four basic findings, which may be summarized 
as follows : 

1. Although the statutes provide for assessment of real 
property at  its true value in money, the highest ratio of 
assessed to true value in any county is about 50 percent 
and the average ratio in some counties is less than 30 
percent. 

2. Under the school foundation program, the State 
gives to each school district, as additional aid, a cal- 
culated amount per pupil less the proceeds of a levy of 
a designated millage on property. This rewards a county 
which assesses its real property at  a low percentage of 
value, by giving it more State aid than it would have 
received if it had come closer to compliance with the 
law. 

3. There is widespread lack of uniformity in assess- 
ment between properties in different classes in the same 
county, and also lack of uniformity among individual 
properties of the same class in the same subdivision. This 
results in unequal treatment to many property owners, 
against which the law provides no adequate remedy. 

4. The basic reason for the lack of intercounty and 
intracounty uniformity is the lack of a uniform system 
of real property assessment and of adequate provisions 
for State guidance of local officials. 

To  remedy these defects the commission recom- 
mended legislation, and submitted the draft of a 
bill, along the following lines: (1) The ratio of 
assessed to true value should be established by law 
at 50 percent-a level about equal to the highest 
used by any county. (While it might be possible, 
the commission said, to enforce the universally dis- 
regarded 100-percent requirement, a 50-percent 
ratio would be just as effective in achieving uni- 
formity and would not create such difficult problems 
of local adjustment.) (2) The law should be spe- 
cific about the basis of assessment-land should be 
appraised at its fair market value as of the tax lien 
date in the year of appraisal; buildings and im- 
provements, at reproduction cost new as of the tax 
lien date of the second year preceding the year of 
appraisal, less any depreciation and obsolescence to 
that date; and each parcel should be assessed at 50 
Dercent of the total of these values. ( 3 )  The Board \ ,  
of Tax Appeals should be empowered to promulgate 
rules prescribing methods of making appraisals, to 
be binding on the county auditors. (4) Any tax- 
payer should be entitled, on complaint filed with 
his county board of revision or on appeal to the 
Board of Tax Appeals, to obtain relief against 
overvaluation if he can establish that his property 
is assessed at more than 50 percent of true value. 

The report said nothing about change in the or- 
ganizational arrangements for State supervision of 
focal assessment of real property, but some authori- 
tative opinion in Ohio holds that the responsibility 
should be placed in a professionally well equipped 

Report of the T a x  Study Commission to the Ohio 
104th General Assembly, January 1961. 
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administrative agency, leaving the Board of Tax 
Appeals free to concentrate on its important quasi- 
judicial duties. In its 1961 session the legislature 
took no final action on the commission's recom- 
mendations. 

An appraisal of the property tax situation in Ohio 
discloses that while the State follows some tax 
policies and procedures that would provide no 

constructive model for other States, it has demon- 
strated that personal property taxes can be ad- 
ministered equitably and effectively under appro- 
priate organization and methods. Under efficiently 
centralized administration, the State's rather com- 
plicated classified personal property tax system has 
proven manageable and receives a good measure 
of taxpayer respect and compliance. 



OKLAHOMA 
Oklahoma State tax agencies have a significant 

role in the administration of the property tax, but 
there is no use of this tax for State revenue purposes. 

Primary responsibility for the property tax at 
the State level rests with the State Tax Commis- 
sion, which is responsible also for administering all 
major State taxes. The State Tax Commission has 
three members, appointed by the Governor for 6- 
year overlapping terms, but long tenure has become 
traditional, with the members serving early in 1963 
having been first appointed in 1939, 1947, and 1951. 

There is also a State Board of Equalization, 
created by the constitution and including the Gov- 
ernor and six other elected State officers serving ex 
officio. This agency makes the assessment of rail- 
road and public service property and equalizes 
locally assessed property, but in practice, "Because 
the members of this board each have separate offices 
and other duties to perform, it meets only a few 
times each year to function as the Board of Equali- 
zation." In  order to assist the Board, railroads 
and public service corporations make a rendition 
of their property to the Tax Commission. 
"The Ad Valorem Tax Division of the Tax 
Commission conducts the investigations and does 
the detail work necessary in connection with 
these assessments for the commission to make its 
report and recommendations to the State Board of 
Equalization." l Similarly, the State Tax Com- 
mission examines the abstracts of the assessment 
rolls certified to it by the county assessors and re- 
ports with recommendations, to the State Board of 
of Equalization, which may adjust and equalize 
such assessments between counties and between 
classes of property locally assessed. 

The county assessors are responsible for assess- 
ment of all taxable property other than that assessed 
by the State. They are elected, serving 2-year 
terms, and appoint their deputies and assistants. 
The valuations set by the county assessors are equal- 
ized by classes of property by the county boards of 
equalization and submitted to the State Tax 
Commission. 

Appeals may be made from the county boards 
of equalization to the district court, with further 
appeal to the supreme court, and appeals from the 
State Board of Equalization are directly to the su- 
preme court. The Tax Commission in its 1962 
report notes that the recommendations of the com- 
mission for valuations of railroad and public service 

corporations for 1961 and 1962 were substantially 
higher than the company renditions, and while the 
State Board of Equalization accepted the commis- 
sion recommendations, there were no appeals from 
the assessments of such properties and there were 
no protests pending when the report was issued. 
The situation as to locally assessed property, how- 
ever, was very different. 

On August 2, 1960, the State Board of Equalization 
issued its order increasing the assessed valuation of urban 
property or rural lands and improvements, or both, in 
61 of the 77 counties as a result of studies made in all 
counties as to the ratio of assessed values to fair cash 
values of properties. Initially most of the said 61 coun- 
ties filed complaints to the increases made by said board. 
However, only 20 of the counties perfected appeals to the 
supreme court and actually only about 14 counties prose- 
cuted their appeals and filed briefs in the cases. In  addi- 
tion, one taxpayer also protested the increases and ap- 
pealed to the supreme court. At the request of the 
Governor and the State board, the Oklahoma Tax Com- 
mission assisted in briefing and presenting the position 
of the State Board of Equalization in the supreme court. 
The  supreme court sustained the increases in each of the 
said cases.= 

Besides review and recommendations to the State 
Board of Equalization, the State Tax Commission 
has specific duties in connection with local assess- 
ment. Such duties, prescribed by statute and sum- 
marized in the commission's biennial reports, in- 
clude: to confer with and provide technical assist- 
ance to county assessors and boards of equalization 
to the end that all property in Oklahoma may be 
uniformly assessed; to provide forms including 
property classification and appraisal forms; to pro- 
vide schedules of personal property values; to ex- 
ercise general supervision of the intangible per- 
sonal property tax act; to appoint one member of 
the county boards of equalization; to furnish an 
attorney on behalf of the county assessor, on the 
request of the county attorney, to assist in appeals 
from orders of the county board of equalization; 
and to conduct training schools for county assessors 
and their deputies. 

I n  meeting the training function, the commission 
holds an annual school, in cooperation with the 
University of Oklahoma, at Stillwater. The com- 
mission reports that attendance at the schools im- 
proves steadily and that the benefits of attendance 
are "definitelv reflected in the auality of the assess- 

A # 

ments of property being made in the counties of 
those who have attended such schools." 

l 15 th  Biennial Report o f  the Oklahoma Tax Commis- 
sion, Oklahoma City, 1962, p. 127. 
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A major change in the assessment law of Okla- 
homa was effected in 1958 when the voters ap- 
proved a constitutional amendment which changed 
the basis of assessment from fair cash value to 35 
percent of such value. The amendment provides 
that real and tangible personal property taxed ad 
valorem shall be assessed for taxation at not more 
than 35 percent of its fair cash value estimated at 
the price it would bring at a voluntary sale. 

In 1959 the legislature specifically directed the 
State Board of Equalization to equalize valuation 
of real and personal property including public serv- 
ice property in order that all property in the State 
may be assessed on a uniform basis at the same 
percentage of its fair cash value. 

Two other recent chances in the laws should be " 
noted-both aids to administration of the personal 
property tax. In 1957 the $100 exemption for 
household goods, tools, etc., which had been in 
effect for heads of family when used in support of 
the family, was made applicable to every person 
maintaining a home. In 1961 it was provided that 
5 percent of the amount due under contracts exe- 
cuted by the State Highway Commission should be 
retained until the contractor files a certified copy 
of a receipt showing payment of personal property 
taxes due on equipment and supplies to the treas- 
urer of the county in which such property is re- 
quired to be assessed. 
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Since 1951 the State of Oregon has been carry- 

ing out what it calls a statewide reappraisal or 
equalization program for its property tax system. 
Somewhat obscured by this procedural terminology 
is the State's forthright undertaking to rehabilitate 
the property tax, establish equity of assessment 
among classes and within classes of property, and 
give permanence to the accomplishment. The pro- 
gram has met with some criticism and opposition, 
but it has made notable progress, is still being con- 
sistently and energetically promoted, and is gaining 
an increasing degree of popular understanding and 
acceptance. More significant than the technical 
features of the program, important as they have 
been, is the combination of resourceful leadership, 
cooperation of State administration, legislature and 
local governments, and effective publicity and ed- 
ucation that has made this program possible. 

The situation that prompted the adoption of this 
program was quite similar to that in numerous other 
States. Much property had not been reassessed for 
many years, and assessed valuations were failing by 
steadily widening margins to represent e x i s h i  
values. Uniformity in the assessment of different 
classes of property was not even being approxi- 
mated. The basis for local assessment of real prop- 
erty often differed widely from that for personal 
property, with the State using a basis different from 
both in its central assessment of public utility prop- 
erty. Gross inequities existed in assessments within 
classes of property, and it seemed probable that 
some property was escaping assessment. 

Accounting for this situation were inadequate 
arrangements for local assessment administration, 
failure of the State Tax Commission to do the su- 
pervisory job it was supposed to do, and shortcom- 
ings in tax and assessment laws. The local organi- 
zation for assessment was less complex than in many 
States as it was on a countywide basis and there 
were only 36 counties. Then, as at present, each 
county elected an assessor for a 4-year term and 
also had a board of equalization composed of two 
ex officio members and a third chosen by them. 
The method of choosing an assessor, however, gave 
no assurance of obtaining professional competence, 
and county geography imposed obstacles to state- 
wide assessing efficiency. Ten counties, with an 
aggregate area 5 times that of the State of New 
Jersey, had populations of less than 10,000 and 
only 16 had populations exceeding 25,000; thus a 
considerable number of assessing jurisdictions were 
not large enough to maintain the necessarv tech- " " 
nical staff and facilities for competent assessment. 

Since 1929 the State Tax Commission had had 
the responsibility for supervising local property tax 
administration, but its resources had never been 
adequate for this purpose. The policy of the 
commission through the 1930's and 1940's appears 
to have been that action to aid assessors and their 
staffs to make correct original assessments was far 
more desirable than the issuance of equalization 
orders for the correction of local mistakes. The 
commission always maintained a small staff of 
State appraisers to assist and instruct the local per- 
sonnel; but good intentions were vitiated by the 
confusion of depression, war and early postwar 
years, and in 1951, prior to initiation of the state- 
wide reappraisal program, the staff of the Commis- 
sion's Valuation Division totaled 15, including only 
a few experienced  appraiser^.^ 

Nothing less than a complete reappraisal of all 
real property in the State, the commission decided, 
would serve to restore order to the increasingly 
chaotic situation; but the commission also came to 
the conclusion that its direct conduct of such a pro- 
gram in cooperation with the county assessors and 
their staffs would be of greater and more lasting 
benefit than issuing orders to the counties to make 
reappraisals. Regardless of the competence of the 
appraisal firms that most of the counties would have 
to employ if the latter alternative were used, there 
would be less uniformity of performance and less 
opportunity for the commission to gain insight that 
would be useful for future supervision. The com- 
mission realized, also, that a reappraisal would be 
financially wasteful unless it could be made the 
basis for a permanently higher quality of assess- 
ment administration. The 1951 legislature au- 
thorized the commission's proposed program, to be 
completed over a period of 10 years with the State 
and the counties to share equally in the cost. 

From the commission's realization that statewide 
reappraisal of real property was little more than an 
emergency first-aid operation, a broad program 
emerged that included better enforcement of all 
property tax and assessment laws, critical reexami- 
nation and amendment of existing statutes, and re- 
moval of inequities and inefficiencies in the assess- 
ment of personal property not covered by the re- 
appraisal plan. The successful development of a 
long-range program of this character called for con- 
tinuing understanding and support by the legisla- 
ture-a prerequisite that has been met in good 

See Samuel B. Stewart, "Property Tax Developments," 
in National Tax Association, Proceedings of 49th Annual 
Conference, 1956, p. 156. 
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measure by cooperation between the commission, 
the regular legislative committees, and a series of 
legislative interim tax study committees. The prop- 
erty tax and its administration have been strength- 
ened progressively by legislation adopted in most 
sessions of the legislature since initiation of the 
program. Its success has been very dependent, 
moreover, on the means used to obtain county co- 
operation and public support. 

Organization and Powers of the State Tax 
Commission 

While the property tax has not been used for 
State purposes in Oregon since 1940, the State Tax 
Commission holds a prominent role in its adminis- 
tration. I t  assesses some property, supervises local 
property assessment and tax collection, and serves 
also as a board of appeals. The commission is com- 
posed of three commissioners appointed by the Gov- 
ernor for 4-year terms. The commissioners elect 
from their number a chairman and a secretary. 
Long tenure has been traditional-in the first 50 
years of the commission's existence there were only 
13 individual tax commissioners; but in 1959 Gov- 
ernor Hatfield replaced all 3 members. This 
change did not interrupt the continuity of the prop- 
erty tax program. 

Property tax administration is handled by the 
Valuation Division, one of the commission's three 
line divisions, headed by a director. The division's 
broad responsibilities include : ( 1 ) central assess- 
ment of public utility property; (2)  conduct of the 
reappraisal program; ( 3 )  conduct of the mainte- 
nance program-a program designed to preserve the 
accomplishments of completed reappraisals not only 
by providing general assistance to the county as- 
sessors but by certain types of appraisal assistance 
specifically provided by law and carried out under 
formal agreements with the counties; (4) research 
in the development of appraisal standards, includ- 
ing annual assessment-sales ratio studies; and (5) 
a large share in administering the State's timber 
taxes. 

Supervisory power. The statutory authority giv- 
en the State Tax Commission to supervise the local 
assessment of property is comprehensive and spe- 
cific. In general, the Commission may- 

do any act or give any order to any county board of 
equalization or county assessor as to the valuation of any 
property or class of property which the commission 
deems necessary so that all taxable property is assessed 
according to law and equalized between taxpayers, between 
counties and between taxing units to the end that equality 
of taxation according to law shall be secured. 

Among the things that the commission is re- 
quired by law to do in carrying out its general su- 
pervisory responsibilities are: Issue regulations, bul- 
letins, manuals, and instructions to county assessors 
and boards of equalization as to the best methods 
to secure uniform assessments; carry on a continu- 

ing study with the object of intercounty and intra- 
county equalization of assessments; carry on at its 
own expense a program of inservice training for 
county assessors and tax collectors; and conduct an 
annual training session (not more than 4 days) for 
members of boards of equalization. The law also 
authorizes specific lines of action, noted later, for 
the commission's conduct of the State's reappraisal 
and maintenance programs. 

Enforcement. If persuasion fails to obtain com- 
pliance with its orders, the commission has adequate 
legal powers of enforcement. For example, it may 
examine and test the work of county assessors at 
any time, summon witnesses, and examine persons 
and property. If it finds omissions or illegal assess- 
ments, it must report them to the assessor in writing. 
If the assessor neglects or refuses to make the cor- 
rections, the commission may itself make them as a 
supplement that becomes an integral part of the 
assessment list. Again, the commission may order 
any county board of equalization to raise or lower 
the valuation of any taxable property and to add 
property to the roll and may require any board to 
reconvene. If a board fails to comply with any 
order, the commission may make the change or cor- 
rection in the assessment roll. In general, when it 
appears to the commission that any public officer or 
employee whose duties relate to assessment or equal- 
ization has failed to comply with the law covering 
such duties or related rules of the commission, the 
commission, after a hearing on the facts, may issue 
its order directing compliance. If such officer or 
employee fails to comply with the order within 10 
days, the commission may apply to a judge of the 
circuit court of the county in which the officer holds 
office for an order, returnable within 5 days, to 
compel him to comply with the law or rule or to 
show cause why he should not be compelled to do 
so. Any order issued by the judge shall be final. 

The Rehabilitation Program 

The following summary of Oregon's long-range 
program to strengthen the property tax reviews the 
reappraisal program, the steps taken to reinforce it 
by clarifying the tax law and initiating profession- 
alization of the assessment function, the efforts to 
improve assessment standards and to minimize in- 
equalities not covered directly by the reappraisal 
program, and the development of a maintenance 
program to consolidate the gains. 

Statewide Reappraisal of Real Property 

The legislature provided that the reappraisal pro- 
gram be completed in 10 years and that the State 
and the counties each bear one-half of the expense, 
but left the details to the State Tax Commission. 
The commission decided to expand its own tech- 
nical staff to conduct the project and to make it a 
cooperative undertaking by working with the coun- 
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ty assessors and their staffs and by initiating ap- 
praisals only upon request. Since in each county 
a request was contingent on the county govern- 
ment's approval and its willingness to make the 
sizable appropriations required, this policy helped 
to stimulate local understanding and support. Re- 
quests tended, from the start, to outrun the ca- 
pacity of the Valuation Division to keep abreast of 
them. 

Getting organized for the job was in itself a large 
undertaking. Starting with only a few experienced 
appraisers and with outmoded cost and procedural 
manuals, the Valuation Division had to recruit and 
organize a technical staff that could do mapping; 
devise and install record systems; and plan, direct, 
and participate in the appraisal of all kinds of real 
property, and also develop better assessing tools and 
carry on research in valuation methods and stand- 
ards. Part of the plan was for each county to pro- 
vide an appraisal staff that would work with the 
Valuation Division's appraisers during the course of 
the county's reappraisal and thus equip the county 
assessor with trained personnel that could give con- 
tinuity to the new standards and procedures. Since 
only one county had an  organized appraisal staff, 
the division also had this deficiency to overcome. 

Under pressure to get the program in motion, the 
Tax Commission launched its reappraisal of the first 
few counties through informal agreements while it 
was still in the process of building staff and develop 
ing plans. This initial experience emphasized the 
importance of three operating principles. First, 
sufficient preliminary information should be de- 
veloped respecting each county to permit formula- 
tion of a realistic budget for the county's reappraisal. 
Second, the work in each county should be subject 
to a formal contract that specified the responsibil- 
ities of both the Valuation Division and the county. 
Third, the actual work of reappraisal should be 
undertaken only after a county had been mapped 
and a standard record system established. Exigen- 
cies that violated this routine caused later duplica- 
tion of work. 

Organization and procedure. The organization 
evolved by the Valuation Division for conducting 
the reappraisal program under the supervision of th; 
division's director consists of ( I 'l an assistant direc- 

\ ,  

tor in charge of the program; (2 )  two supervisors 
of appraisals, one in charge of timber appraisals and 
the other of urban and rural appraisals and map- 
ping; and ( 3 )  under each supervisor, appraisal sec- 
tion heads in charge of the field appraisers assigned 
to each major property category. Each section head 
is responsible for the operations of his section, which 
may be proceeding simultaneously in several coun- 
ties. In  1961 the staff of the division enca~ed  di- " "  
rectly in the reappraisal program numbered 83, 
including, in addition to the 3 top executives, 19 in 
timber, 7 in industrial, 10 in farm and 12 in 
urban appraisal, 25 in mapping and 7 in a technical 

pool. Additionally, an appraisal standards section 
was developed to carry on valuation research. 

A general procedure was developed for under- 
taking individual county projects. When a county 
requests a reappraisal, the Valuation Division pre- 
pares a tentative contract covering the work to be 
done, time schedule, estimated cost, method of fi- 
nancing, and allocation of responsibilities. After 
the provisions are reviewed with the county assessor 
and the county court, a final contract is completed 
and signed. The operation starts, ordinarily, with 
the preparation of maps and records. Available 
maps and plats and photographed copies of deeds 
are assembled and aerial photography is contracted 
for use in farm and timber land classification as 
well as mapping. The mapping section then drafts 
tax maps, assigns tax lot numbers and prepares tax 
lot cards, each having a legal description of the 
parcel it identifies. 

With this groundwork completed, the actual work 
of appraisal can start with any class of property, 
giving the division flexibility in shifting its special- 
ized appraisal sections from one county to another. 
The county appraisers participating in the project 
are assigned to the supervisors in charge of apprais- 
ing the classes of property in which the assessor 
wants them trained. Since the division may have 
various sections of its staff working on projects in 
several counties at the same time, it provides for 
unification of the program in an individual county 
by putting an experienced supervisor in charge of 
staff coordination and relations with county officials 
and taxpayers. 

Taxpayer relations. The Tax Commission has 
been well aware that public acceptance of the pro- 
gram depends on effective taxpayer education. 
When the Valuation Division is ready to start its 
work in a county, a public relations program is 
initiated, emphasizing that the purpose of the proj- 
ect is not to increase taxes but to assure more equi- 
table assessment. A series of Dress releases and all -- -- 

other forms of communication are used, but the 
division works especially for local sponsorship by 
encouraging the formation of local committees and 
getting representative citizens to speak in support of 
the program. 

When the project is completed, the assessor sends 
written notices of the new assessments to the tax- 
payers and the results are explained by news releases, 
radio, and television. Division representatives assist 
the assessor and his staff in explaining changes to 
questioning property owners, rechecking appraisals 
where called for, and satisfying the taxpayers as 
far as possible that the results are fair and equitable. 
At county board of equalization hearings, and in 
the event of appeals to the State Tax Commission, 
the division's appraisers are made available to aid 
the assessor and support the assessment. 

Progress and cost of reappraisal. According to 
the original estimate, the reappraisal program was 
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to be completed in 1961 at a cost to the State and 
counties of slightly more than $5 million, but be- 
fore long it became evident that it would cost more 
and take longer. I n  1957 the legislature opposed 
increasing the budget to permit finishing the pro- 
gram in 1961, but approved carrying it to comple- 
tion without regard to any specific deadline. By 
May 1962, 26 counties had been completely re- 
appraised, 6 were in various stages of reappraisal, 1 
had just signed a contract, and another a prelimi- 
nary agreement. Of the two remaining counties, 
Jefferson had contracted for timber reappraisal and 
Multnomah (metropolitan Portland) had taken no 
steps to share in the program. 

The cost to completion apparently will be upward 
of $10 million, with the State's share a little more 
than one-half. Accounting for the increase have 
been population growth, a rise in salary and price 
levels, and the development of a more thorough 
program than originally contemplated. Concur- 
rently the Tax Commission's other costs of property 
tax administration have increased with its assump- 
tion of additional responsibilities in advancing the 
broad rehabilitation program and maintaining the 
gains from reappraisal. The commission's expense 
for property tax administration has risen from only 
$281,000 in the 1949-51 biennium, prior to initia- 
tion of the reappraisal program, to $1,734,000 in 
the 1959-61 biennium, when reappraisal accounted 
for 60 percent of the total. Even with this sharp 
increase, the recent cost to the State of financing its 
vital share of property tax administration and re- 
habilitation has been relatively insignificant at less 
than one-half of 1 percent of the more than $200 
million annual yield of this main source of local 
r e v e n ~ e . ~  

This summary of a program that is approaching 
successful completion would be misleading if it 
failed to mention the handicaps and obstacles en- 
countered and the means by which some of them 
were overcome. There has always been some hos- 
tility to the program by thoughtful people who be- 
lieved that other methods of strengthening the 
property tax would have been more expeditious, by 
opponents of the trend toward centralizing more 
authority in the State, and by taxpayers who have 
been hit by the shifting of the tax burden under 
the equalizing effect of reappraisal. This last factor 
in particular has produced numerous local con- 
troversies and contributed to the defeat for reelec- 
tion of a number of assessors who had been pro- 

'The best "before and after" analysis to show that 
reappraisal was sorely needed and has been performing 
an effective service in equalizing assessments and dis- 
covering unlisted taxable property appears in Oregon's 
Reappraisal Program, a 42-page mimeographed report 
prepared by the Valuation Division for the 1955-57 Legis- 
lative Interim Tax Study Committee and presented Apr. 
21, 1956. 

moters of the p r ~ g r a m . ~  Such opposition appears 
to have lost some of its significance with the com- 
mission's persistent promotion of the program, the 
legislature's continuing support, and a growing 
recognition of the program's advantages. 

The progress and accomplishments of reap- 
praisal have been handicapped to some extent by 
personnel problems a t  both the State and county 
levels. Salaries paid have been lower than those 
in private business and in the governments of neigh- 
boring States. This has made it difficult to recruit 
and hold competent personnel, and the turnover 
in employment has necessitated expenditure of an 
undue amount of time for training. In the early 
years of the program the work suffered through the 
necessity in some instances for using poorly quali- 
fied personnel, since it was not feasible to remove in- 
competent county appraisers who had been hired 
for political reasons. The objective of providing 
the assessor in each county with personnel trained 
during the county's appraisal project was de- 
feated in some counties when men left county em- 
ployment after completion of the project because of 
inadequate salaries and uncertain tenure. The 
measures taken by the legislature to remedy this 
county personnel problem are described later. 

Again, Oregon's tax laws in 195 1 failed to pro- 
vide a clear definition of value for assessment pur- 
poses and the Tax Commission had no regulations 
to effectuate the laws-defects that had to be rem- 
edied without undue delay. 

Clarifying the Basis of Assessment 

"True cash value" was the basis of assessment 
when the reappraisal program was launched, but 
its statutory definition and interpretation by the 
State supreme court gave it a nebulous connota- 
tion. "True cash value of all property, real and 
personal," the law said, "means the amount the 
property would sell for in the ordinary course of 
business, under normal conditions in accordance 
with rules and regulations promulgated by the 
State Tax Commission." The court ruled that 
under the "normal conditions" expression, determi- 
nation of the true cash value of real property re- 
quired downward or upward adjustment of market 
value to a "constant value which levels the effects 
of depressions and booms." (Appeal of Kliks, 153 
Or. 669.) This normal conditions factor was an 
obstacle to reaching a uniform standard of assess- 
ment for real property, and since it was not applied 
to personal property other than machinery and 
equipment ofmanufacturers, it prevented complete 
equalization between realty and personalty. 

In  1955 the legislature changed the definition 
to provide that true cash value shall be "market 

See Bureau of Municipal Research and Service, T h e  
Assessed Value of Taxable  Property in  Oregon 1950-1958, 
University of Oregon, 1959, pp. 4-5. 
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value as of the assessment date," with a transitional 
period to eliminate the normal conditions factor. 
In issuing its first manual of property tax regulations 
in 1954, the Tax Commission replaced the varied 
conceptions of the 36 assessors by setting true value 
at 70 percent of market value. By 1958 it had 
raised the factor to 90 percent and in 1959 it de- 
clared the identity of true and market value. 

With promulgation of its first Ad Valorem Prop- 
erty T a x  Regulations in 1954, the Tax Commission 
undertook a serious and effective use of its super- 
visory and regulatory authority. This manual, 
which is revised after each regular legislative ses- 
sion, contains rules, regulations, and interpreta- 
tions related to each provision of the property tax 
and assessment laws that serve as a guide to asses- 
sors and help to produce uniformity in assessment 
administration in accordance with carefully de- 
termined standards. 

T h e  tax base. Prior to 1953 all taxable property 
was required to be assessed at true cash value, but 
because of statewide disregard of this standard, 
the legislature changed the law to permit each as- 
sessor, with the concurrence of the county board 
of equalization, to determine the ratio to be used. 
As compared with 1950, when the county ratios 
ranged from 68 to 37 with a median of 54, in 1957 
they ranged from 48 to 22 with a median of 30. 
In  advising on Oregon's tax structure in 1958, John 
F. Sly recommended the adoption of a statewide 
uniform ratio of 40 percent as an aid to equitable 
treatment of  taxpayer^.^ 

Subsequently the legislature provided that be- 
ginning with 1961 all property shall be assessed at 
25 percent of true cash value, but with two excep- 
tions. one to ~ e r m i t  counties with hipher ratios at u 

January 1, 1960, to retain them but not increase 
them, and the other to permit counties that had 
made contracts for reappraisal prior to July 1, 1961, 
and had ratios below 25 percent, to defer an ad- 
justment until the reappraisal was completed. 

Equalization and Its Problems 

A broad objective of the State's program to 
strengthen the property tax was to equalize assess- 
ments among and within the various classes of tax- 
able property within each county so that all assessed 
valuations would have the same relation to true 
cash value and each taxpayer would be paying his 
proportionate share of taxes. The actual practice 
had been much different. One standard might be 
applied to farm property, another to residkntial 
property, and still another to industrial and com- 
mercial property. Because of the normal conditions 
factor, personal property tended to be assessed at a 
higher percentage of true value than real property. 

'John F. Sly, A Tax Program in Oregon, 1948, pp. 
36-38. 
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The State was assessing public utility property at a 
much higher level than locally assessed property. 

For locally assessed real property, intracounty 
equalization is being accomplished by the reap- 
praisal program. The county assessors are under 
orders by the Tax Commission to assess personal 
property at the same ratio to true value as real 
property, and this policy has been facilitated by 
elimination of the normal conditions factor. The 
assessment ratios for State assessed railroad and 
public utility property were reduced gradually from 
1950, when studies by the Tax Commission indi- 
cated that such property was being assessed ap- 
proximately 100 percent higher than locally as- 
sessed property, until by 1961 the ratios were 
identi~al .~ 

A broad-based equalization campaign, such as 
Oregon has been conducting, is designed primarily 
to reduce inequities in assessment rather than to in- 
crease taxes; but it does have the effect of redistrib- 
uting the property tax burden. Some classes of 
taxpayers and some individual taxpayers have their 
taxes increased while others have them reduced. A 
comparison of the distribution of the total State 
assessed valuation by major classes of property in 
1961 with 1951 shows utility property down from 15 
percent to 11 percent, personal property down from 
22 percent to 14 percent, and real property up from 
63 percent to 75 percent of the total. In some in- 
dividual counties the changes were considerably 
greater. Not all of this shifting was the result of 
equalization-during this perio& for example, the 
classification of fixed machinerv and eaui~ment was 

I I 

changed from personal to real property; but the 
dominant factor was the State's equalization pro- 
gram. This disruption of the status quo was aggra- 
vated by the changes which reappraisal caused in 
the distribution of equalization payments to school 
districts from the State's basic school support fund. 
Thus the transition from unequal to equal assess- 
ment has been marked by numerous local contro- 
versies and by hardship for some taxpayers--diffi- 
culties that greater foresight might have modified 
but could not have avoided. 

Assessment ratio studies. Each county assessor 
is required by a law of 1955 to make an annual 
assessment ratio study, under regulations prescribed 
by the State Tax Commission, and to post on or 
near each door leading to his office "in letters 
sufficiently large to be visible to a person with nor- 
mal vision standing within 10 feet thereof," the 
ratio of the assessed valuation of locally assessed 
taxable property to true cash value as shown by the 
study. The regulations require that the assessor 
use all bona fide sales of real property during the 
year and indicate the possible supplementary use 
of sample appraisals. In his ratio study report for 

'See Oregon State Tax Commission Bulletin, July 1961. 
Vol. 1, ch. 13, reviews this outstandingly successful equali- 
zation of State assessed and locally assessed property. 
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the county board of equalization, the assessor is 
required also to show separately the ratios for sev- 
eral classes of real property. Under the regulations 
the overall ratio is computed by dividing the total 
assessed valuation of the sample by the total sales 
price, a method that does not give due weight to 
infrequently sold classes of property unless care is 
taken to represent them in the sample by appraisals. 

The county board of equalization is required to 
examine the assessor's ratio study and to change the 
posted ratio if it is inaccurate. I t  is authorized to 
employ certified appraisers to aid in this function. 
Finally, the Tax Commission, which now makes two 
ratio studies each year, reviews the ratios adopted 
by the counties. The commission, if it finds the 
ratio based on its studies deviating 10 percent or 
more from the county-determined ratio, is required 
to replace the latter with its ratio. If the assessor 
posts a ratio that varies as much as 20 percent from 
the determinations of the board or commission, he 
is liable to prosecution and removal from office. 

The posted ratios were designed primarily to aid 
the taxpayer in appealing his assessment. In a 
petition to a board of equalization or the State 
Tax Commission for reduction of assessment, a 
property owner has to show only that his property 
is assessed at a higher ratio than that posted, and 
does not have to include comparative data on the 
assessed valuation and market value of other prop- 
erty. The ratio studies have been useful, also, for 
the equalization of assessments among classes of 
property and for the distribution of State school 
aid, and, with the recent adoption of the 25 percent 
basis of assessment, are important for intercounty 
cqualization. The posted ratios in 1961 were 25 
for 32 counties, and 15, 22, 23, and 40, respectively, 
for the other 4. 

Professionalizing the Appraisal Function 

According to a legislative interim tax study com- 
mittee reporting in 1954, "Interim committees 
which have studied the Oregon tax structure in 
years past have repeatedly recommended legisla- 
tion to insure that the office of assessor in each 
county be filled by a person possessed of some quali- 
ties other than political aptitude." The com- 
mittee felt, however, that "overzealousness in pre- 
serving home rule" had deterred the legislature in 
the past from approving a shift from elective asses- 
sors to assessors appointed on the basis of profes- 
sional qualifications and might continue to do so. 
Thus it proposed that the office of assessor continue 
to be filled "by any person duly elected, without 
regard to his individual qualifications" ; but that real 
property appraisals should be performed only by 
persons whose competence had been determined by 
an examination given by the State Tax Commission 

'Legislative Interim Tax Study Committee 1953-1955, 
T h e  Property T a x  Picture in Oregon,  pp. 14-15. 

and approved by the Association of Oregon Coun- 
ties-the latter also a concession to home rule. 

Under a law enacted in 1955 and subsequent 
amendments : ( 1 ) Only certified appraisers may 
appraise real property. (2) A certified appraiser 
is one who has qualified and is employed under 
county or State civil service requirements or is 
currently certified by the State Civil Service Com- 
mission as having passed an examination for prop- 
erty appraiser that has been approved by a standing 
committee of the Oregon State Association of 
County Assessors. (3) The salaries paid certified 
appraisers shall not be less than those applicable 
to State appraisal personnel of similar classification. 
(4) The State Civil Service Commission may re- 
voke a certificate of an appraiser for fraud or 
deceit in his appraising or in the securing of his 
certificate and for incompetence. (5) The county 
court must furnish the assessor with the full-time 
services of one certified appraiser for each $30 
million or fraction thereof of the true cash value 
of locally assessed property as equalized by the 
State Tax Comrnis~ion.~ 

Although compliance with this requirement for 
the use of certified appraisers is not yet complete, 
it has progressed sufficiently to mark a major step 
toward professionalizing the assessment of real 
property throughout the State. By 1960 only six 
small counties were not employing certified ap- 
praisers, and two-thirds of the counties were at or 
close to their full quotas. Two small counties 
have experimented with joint employment of a 
specialized appraiser, and there has even been the 
suggestion that if consolidation is good for small 
school districts it might work well for small county 
assessment districts. Fully as significant for the 
professionalization of assessment in the State is the 
extension of central appraisal to timber and large 
industries and the increasing participation in 
maintenance by the Valuation Division through 
contracts with the counties. 

Because of a growing recognition, on one hand, 
that assessing requires technical skill, and a per- 
sistent desire, on the other hand, "to keep local 
government local," the elective assessor may be on 
the way out in Oregon. The assessors themselves 
are alarmed at the rapid turnover in their office, 
largely through partisan elections-14 of the total 
of 36 were replaced in 1961-and have discussed 
at recent conferences the need for less vulnerability 
to political pressures and more security for com- 
petent performance. Of 11 county charters that 
are being dtafted under a recent home rule amend- 
ment, 10 are expected to provide for appointive 
assessors. 

Legislation also has been under consideration to give 
appraisers the advantage of State civil service status and 
a committee of county officials with State representation 
has been studying ways and means of professionalizing and 
improving the position of the entire assessment function. 
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Preservation and Extension of Gains 

Oregon's presently largest property tax problem 
is how to convert into a permanent investment its 
sizable expenditure for statewide reappraisal. 
From the start of the program there has been recog- 
nition that the property tax laws should be forth- 
rightly enforced; that areas outside the reappraisal 
program, such as personal property tax adminis- 
tration, needed systematic attention; that local as- 
sessors required more and better professional aid 
than they had received in the past; and, more 
specifically, that with completion of the reappraisal 
in each county there should be adequate means for 
its maintenance. 

Maintenance of reappraised counties, the Tax 
Commission said in its 1960 report, is rapidly be- 
coming the Valuation Division's major problem. 
Already, because of inadequate followup provision, 
there is pressure for redoing the appraisals in the 
earliest completed counties, and because of person- 
nel turnover the division is unable to meet the full 
demand for maintenance assistance; but even with 
its none-too-adequate resources spread thin by the 
dual responsibilities of reappraisal and regular ad- 
ministration, the division is doing a commendable 
job in the areas of technical aid, general assistance, 
valuation research, and taxpayer education. 

Maintenance program. Under general statutory 
authority the Tax Commission assists county asses- 
sors in solving special farm and urban appraisal 
problems to the extent that the Valuation Division 
has personnel available. After counties have been 
reappraised, the division helps their assessors plan 
continuing reappraisal programs to satisfy the 6-year 
reappraisal cycle required by law. Small counties, 
left with no knowledge of appraisal procedure when 
they lose their single trained assessor or appraiser, 
are aided by the division in bridging such gaps until 
successors can be trained. The legislature has 
adopted a specific maintenance program, moreover, 
under which central appraisal has been expanded 
and counties may contract with the Tax Commis- 
sion for technical aid, part of the cost of which is 
met by the State. 

Under authorizations by the legislature beginning 
in 1955 the Tax Commission has been providing 
specialized maintenance service under formal agree- 
ments with individual counties. Under one pro- 
vision it can agree to supply an assessor with map- 
ping service at county expense. This is an ex- 
tremely valuable service to counties that are not 
large enough to maintain economically a full-time 
draftsman and facilities to keep up to date the tax 
maps developed during the reappraisal program. 
Under another provision the division makes agree- 
ments to do certain industrial maintenance with 
counties that are not large enough to employ full- 
time industrial appraisers. The law authorizes the 
provision annually of 450 man-days of service of 

qualified appraisal engineers for the appraisal of 
the principal industries of counties, with the cost 
to be divided equally between the Tax Commission 
and the county. The commission is directed to 
allocate this service among counties according to 
need. Any county may arrange for additional serv- 
ice of this type, but must pay the full cost. While 
the Valuation Division's staff has not been large 
enough to meet the full demand for these services, 
it appraised 429 plants in 29 counties under the 
maintenance program in the 1958-60 biennium. 

In the reappraisal of timber and timberland, a 
vast economic resource of the State, the Valuation 
Division has developed advanced techniques, in- 
volving the use of electronic computers, to replace 
the defective procedures of the past. The legisla- 
ture provided that beginning in 1956 the Tax 
Commission should appraise all taxable timber and 
timberland in counties where such property had 
not been reappraised since 1950, and that beginning 
in 1961 it should perform this function in all of the 
counties. Because of new timber tax legislation in 
1961, tailored to differing forest conditions in east- 
ern and western Oregon, administrative arrange- 
ments are in transition; but under regulations pre- 
vailing in 1962, central appraisal costs in eastern 
Oregon are shared equally by the State and the 
counties, in western Oregon are met by the State. 
The Tax Commission has a key role in the adminis- 
tration of the complex system of timber taxes, vari- 
ously modifying, supplementing, or replacing ad 
valorem taxes, which the legislature has been de- 
veloping in recent years to conserve timber re- 
sources, encourage good forestry practices, and still 
provide equitably for a continuing flow of tax reve- 
nue to local governments in the timber counties. 

While the Tax Commission has full legal au- 
thority for a sound maintenance program, its Valu- 
ation Division needs more manpower to make the 
program fully effective. The approaching comple- 
tion of the reappraisal program offers a potential 
for meeting this need without any material expan- 
sion in personnel. The division is looking forward 
to the establishment of five district offices ade- 
quately staffed with fieldmen that will facilitate 
supervision and the provision of maintenance serv- 
ices for all areas, and also minimize the itinerant 
character of field positions that tends to make them 
unattractive for career employment. 

Assessment of personal property. Oregon's ad 
valorem tax on personal property applies primarily 
to tangible personalty used in business-movable 
machinery, tools, furniture and equipment, farm 
machinery and livestock, and inventories. The 
taxation of intangibles was abandoned around the 
turn of the century and household goods and per- 
sonal effects are exempt. Although the Tax Com- 
mission has been concentrating its efforts on real 
estate reappraisal and maintenance, it has given 
some attention to supervision of personal property 
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assessment and plans to do more when time is 
available. 

The commission has directed its attention first 
to the assessment of inventories. Under the self- 
assessing plan for this class of property, many tax- 
payers were underreporting values and assessors 
were trying to compensate for this illegal practice 
by assessinp inventories at a higher ratio than other 
property. Honest taxpayers were being ~enalized. 
I n  1952 the Valuation Division started s check 
of the books of taxpayers as compared with their 
inventory reports and later it inaugurated a pro- 
gram in cooperation with many county assessors 
to provide trained personnel at county expense to 
make audits of this type. A small expenditure of 
$2,270 in 1956 for sampling disclosed underreport- 
ing of $2,943,257. The legislature then formalized 
the procedure by requiring that the Tax Commis- 
sion audit annually 25 percent of all taxable in- 
ventory accounts in each county, and each account 
at least once in 5 years, with the expense to be 
borne equally by the State and the counties. In  
its biennial report for 1958-1960, the Tax Commis- 
sion stated, with supporting statistics, that "The 
checks indicate a continued increase in the num- 
ber of taxpayers reporting the correct value for 
their inventories," but cited the need for "an effec- 
tive and workable penalty law to discourage under- 
reporting." * 

The Valuation Division provides various other 
aids for the assessment of personal property. I n  
1961 it published a 755-page third edition of its 
Cost Factors Book containing prices of new ma- 
chinery and equipment for industrial and commer- 
cial establishments, and it also compiles and issues 
a recommended schedule of depreciation for ma- 
chinery and equipment. Additionally, the division 
provides a detailed personal property reporting 
form that has been adopted in about half of the 
counties, compiles and publishes annually true cash 
value schedules for certain classes of personalty, 
compiles market data to guide the assessors' live- 
stock committees in setting values, and has demon- 
strated the use of aerial photo,graphs in counting 
cattle. 

Setting appraisal standards. Supplementing and 
reinforcing the technical and general assistance, as- 
sessment ratio studies and other aids that have been 
described, the Valuation Division prepares and dis- 
tributes to all assessment officials various manuals 
and handbooks designed to assure uniformity of ap- 
praisal methods. Included are the Ad V a l o r e m  
Property T a x  Regulations, noted earlier as the basic 

'The January 1961 report of the Legislative Interim 
Tax Study Committee, 1959-61, while recognizing im- 
provement in the administration of the inventory tax, 
recommended its repeal on grounds that it was inequitable 
in its impact on the various types of business and en- 
couraged business policies that were economically un- 
sound, and proposed its replacement by a new 1.5-percent 
tax on all business net income. 

guide for all assessment ~ractice; a Manual  of Ap- 
praisal Methods,  a textbook of fundamental ap- 
praisal procedure published in 1957; several cost 
factor books, revised in 1960 with the aid of a firm 
of appraisal engineers; and the personal property 
assessment guides previously mentioned. The di- 
vision has a section organized for research-the 
Appraisal Standards Section-which, in addition 
to conducting and supervising assessment ratio 
studies, does research in valuation methods and 
standards that produces frequent supplements to 
the basic manuals. 

Inseruice training. The Tax Commission is re- 
quired by law to carry on inservice training pro- 
grams for assessors, tax collectors, and county boards 
of equalization. Among other things it conducts 
an annual training school for each of these groups. 
Inservice training, both for its own staff and for 
county assessors' staffs, has been virtually a contin- 
uous function of the Valuation Division during the 
course of the reappraisal program. For its own 
staff, the division supplements individual and spe- 
cial training with an annual 2-day school for the 
entire staff. 

Since 1956, the Tax Commission and Oregon 
State University have cooperated in conducting an- 
nually an "Appraisal Short Course" on the Cor- 
vallis campus. This is a carefully planned 5-day 
session for assessors and appraisers, with lectures, 
discussions, and demonstrations by technical and 
professional specialists from the commission, the 
university, and elsewhere in and outside the State. 
Initially, the short course had to deal with funda- 
mentals for a largely unskilled enrollment, but each 
year it has been possible to add some sophistication 
to the program, and by 1961 it had become evident 
that an advanced course would have to be added 
because of the progress made in professionalizing 
the assessment function in the State. Attending 
the 1961 session were 164 assessors and appraisers 
from 34 of Oregon's 36 counties, 7 members of 
boards of equalization, and 32 representatives of 
other government agencies and private business- 
a total of 208 compared with 144 in 1960.O 

Public Relations and Education 
Oregon's broad program of property tax rehabili- 

tation has required, and received, intelligent legis- 
lative backing and strong State administrative lead- 
ership, courage, and ability; but its progress also 
has depended on making the policy of State-local 
cooperation actually function and on winning un- 
derstanding taxpayer support. From the start of 
the undertaking the Tax Commission has carried 
on a well-devised program of public relations and 
education and appears to be promoting it with in- 
creasing ingenuity instead of permitting it to lapse 
into a perfunctory routine. 

Registrants are charged a tuition fee of $25 and are 
providpd with inexpensive living quarters. 
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The educational and promotional devices used 
in the individual counties contracting for reap- 
praisal have been described in the earlier discus- 
sion of this program. To provide information to 
the public on a statewide basis, the Tax Commis- 
sion and its staff make many speeches, use press 
releases and radio and television programs, and in- 
ject interest and readability into their publications. 
Telecasts over the State owned station that ex- 
plained the various aspects of property tax adminis- 
tration and the State's program have been filmed 
and the films made available on loan. They have 
been used widely by assessors and civic groups and 
also have had some demand from commercial tele- 
vision stations and from government agencies in 
other States. An eight-page, pocket-sized pamphlet, 
Oregon's Property Tax, explaining the tax and its 
administration in popular form, was published in 
1960 to help assessors and tax collectors in their 
taxpayer relations and soon required a second edi- 
tion. 

The biennial reports of the Oregon Commission 
have the somewhat unusual quality of being in- 
teresting. They explain clearly and nontechnically 
each period's developments in tax policy and per- 
formance, and give attention to the property tax 
that is commensurate with its importance. The 
Tax Commission also initiated in 1957 the monthly 
publication of an ingeniously edited eight-page 
Bulletin that integrates local and State tax news, 
issues, and problems in such manner as to interest 
and aid tax administrators and taxpayers at both 
State and local IeveIs. 
Review and Appeal 

Through legislation enacted in recent years, Ore- 
gon has developed review and appeal procedures 
designed to make the review of assessments a more 
effective function and to help the taxpayer pro- 
tect himself against inequitable assessment. The 
organization for these purposes includes the county 
boards of equalization; the State Tax Commission, 
which has review powers and serves also as an ap- 
peal board; and the courts, including a new tax 
court created in 1961. 

County boards of equalization are both review 
and appeal boards. Each board consists of three 
members appointed annually-the county govern- 
ing body and the county budget committee each 
selects one of its own members, who in turn ap- 
point a nonofficeholding freeholder as a third mem- 
ber. The law tries to make the board's review 
function meaningful rather than perfunctory by 
requiring the assessor to prepare for the board each 
year an assessment ratio study, previously described, 
covering separately the major classes of real prop- 
erty, and by authorizing the board to employ quali- 
fied appraisers to aid in analyzing the study. The 
board is required to convene for three separate 
meeting periods annually. At the first session, in 

November, its duty is to examine the assessor's last 
ratio study, the report of its technical advisers (if 
it has employed any), and the analytical data sub- 
mitted by the Tax commission, and then instruct 
the assessor in writing as to the steps he must follow 
to obtain assessment uniformity at  the ratio re- 
quired by law. At the second session, in April, 
the board's function is to analyze the newly com- 
pleted ratio study (conducted by the assessor be- 
tween December 15 and April 15) and accept or 
require correction of the assessor's posted ratio. At 
the third session, beginning in May and running 
from 3 to 5 weeks, the board hears appeals, in- 
creases or reduces particular assessments, and equal- 
izes the new assessment roll. 

Whether many of the counties will be able to 
develop effective use of this demanding system of 
equalization at the county level is open to some 
question, but the State Tax Commission is en- 
couraging efficient compliance with the law in sev- 
eral ways. I t  assists with assessment ratio studies, 
issues a carefully prepared Manual for Boards of 
Equalization, and conducts annually a 1-day school 
for county board of equalization members. Offi- 
cials from 30 counties attended the school in 1961, 
but only 24 counties were represented in 1962. 
Safeguarding the review and equalization func- 
tions, regardless of their quality at the county level, 
is the Tax Commission's adequate authority in these 
matters, as noted in the earlier summary of the com- 
mission's organization and powers. 

A taxpayer who believes he has been treated in- 
equitably may petition the county board of equali- 
zation to reduce and equalize his assessment and he 
may appeal a decision of the county board to the 
State Tax Commission. He also has had a right to 
take appeals to the State courts which has been fa- 
cilitated by the creation of a tax court with a small 
claims division. Under Oregon law this means for 
the taxpayer to obtain correction of an inequitable 
assessment is available in fact, not just in theory, for 
even small property owners. He knows from the 
assessor's posted ratio what the actual level of as- 
sessment is, which enables him to check the equity 
of his own assessment. He does not have to resort to 
the expensive process of amassing comparative data 
on other properties in support of his petition. The 
law requires that his petition to the board of equali- 
zation be in writing and shall state, verified by oath, 
the facts and the grounds upon which the petition 
is made; but the petition need refer only to the pe- 
titioner's property in relation to the posted ratio. 
The board is directed to "consider the correct as- 
sessed valuation of the property to be the result ob- 
tained by multiplying the true cash value of the 
property, as determined by the board, by the per- 
centage" shown in the posted notice. 

Tax Court. The 1961 legislature created a Tax 
Court, operative in 1962, to handle the appeals of 
property and other taxpayers. This action frees 
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the State's regular circuit courts from concern with 
technical tax questions and looks hopefully to the 
development of a specialized court that can become 
increasingly efficient and expert in the area of taxa- 
tion. The court consists of a single judge popularly 
elected on a nonpartisan basis for a 6-year term, but 
the State supreme court may appoint judges pro 
tempore as needed. The Tax Court hears appeals 
from decisions of the Tax Commission formerly 
going to the circuit courts, "without a jury and de 
novo." Appeals may be taken to the supreme court. 
Possibly modifying the authority of the Tax Com- 
mission is a provision permitting an appeal to the 
Tax Court by any taxpayer, assessor, board of 
equalization, or sheriff "aggrieved by and directly 
affected by an order of the State Tax Commission." 

A novel feature of the new court is a Small 
Claims Division, which utilizes the regular Tax 
Court judge or judges to hear the appeals of small 
taxpayers. In the area of property taxes the di- 
vision's jurisdiction applies only to the true value 
of real property which has been determined by a 

board of equalization to have a true cash value of 
no more than $25,000. A taxpayer who is dissatis- 
fied with the value placed on his property by a 
board of equalization may elect to bypass an appeal 
to the State Tax Commission and appeal directly 
to the Small Claims Division. He pays a filing fee 
of $1.50 and may appear on his own behalf or may 
have legal or other professional aid. The procedure 
is informal, but all testimony must be given under 
oath. The State Tax Commission may appear 
amicus curiae in any proceedings. The court may 
hold hearings in any county seat, and the intention 
is to hold small claims hearinm in the counties " 
where the claims originate in order to minimize 
inconvenience and expense to the taxpayer. Once 
the taxpayer elects this procedure, he may not re- 
voke the election and has no further right to ap- 
peal or bring suit on the issue for the particular tax 
year. The decision does not set a legal precedent, 
applies only to the year in question, and may not be 
appealed. 



PENNSYLVANIA 
The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania exercises a 

minimum of supervision over the local units' ad- 
ministration of the property tax, but it has enacted 
several notably significant measures in the period 
since the close of World War 11, including the re- 
quirement that all fourth- to eighth-class counties 
conduct revaluations of property for tax purposes 
and the provision for annual equalization for use 
in school aid apportionments. 

The State does not use the general property tax 
for State purposes. Except for intangibles, per- 
sonal property is not taxed and the local property 
tax is in effect a real property tax. The intangible 
tax is a 4-mill county tax, statewide, applicable to 
stocks, bonds, and other securities. Local units 
in Pennsylvania have broad authority for levying a 
wide variety of nonproperty taxes. 

Revaluation. In  1951 the legislature enacted 
the fourth- to eighth-class county assessment law 
which provided that these counties should establish 
a permanent system of records consisting of tax 
maps, property record cards, and property owners' 
index cards, and that property shouId be revalued 
and assessments based on a predetermined ratio of 
value. This work was to be completed by the end 
of January 1959. (The fourth- to eighth-class 
counties included 59 of the 67 counties, excluding 
Philadelphia, Allegheny, Delaware, Lackawanna, 
Luzerne, Montgomery, Northampton, and West- 
moreland.) The legislature set up a Committee of 
Ten, consisting of five county commissioners and 
five members of the general assembly, to prepare 
the specifications for the tax maps, the forms for 
property record cards, and the forms for the own- 
ers' index. When this work was completed, the 
committee disbanded and the counties proceeded 
without central supervision or direction. A mail 
questionnaire survey made by the State Depart- 
ment of Internal Affairs indicated that as of August 
15, 1958, 17 counties had completed the project, 
with 8 others expecting to complete it by the end 
of January 1959, while others were at various stages, 
with 2 not yet started.l I t  appears that all the 
counties affected by the 1951 law had virtually 
completed the program by early 1962, but no re- 
cent report on the program has been published. 
Many of the counties had the work done by private 
appraisal firms, with costs ranging up to about 
$500,000. 

While the law apparently anticipated mainte- 
nance of the record system by the counties and an- 

' J. Martin Kelly, Jr., "Reassessment Program Com- 
pleted in 25 Counties; 20 Other Counties Started," 
Internal Affairs Monthly Bulletin, December 1958, Com- 
monwealth of Pennsylvania, Harrisburg, pp. 22-25. 

nual review of the assessments, no specific followup 
was provided. Fragmentary information indicates 
that in some counties, at least, officials are not 
keeping the records up to date. 

The 1951 reassessment law made a significant 
change in assessment procedure. Formerly valua- 
tions were set by assessors elected in boroughs and 
townships. Since 195 1, valuations are fixed by the 
chief assessor, a county official appointed by the 
county commissioners, the commissioners them- 
selves acting as a board of assessment. The borough 
and township assessors are still elected, but their 
function now is described as to supply information 
to the chief assessor-information such as new 
building construction. The county is thus in a 
position to equalize valuations among local units. 

When the revaluation program was first initiated, 
it was planned that values should be set at market 
value, but this proposal was amended to provide 
that for purposes of taxation, the county commis- 
sioners should set a ratio of assessed to market value, 
not in excess of 75 percent. In  most cases the 
commissioners set the level a t  35 to 40 percent or 
what the Tax Equalization Board had shown the 
ratio to have been prior to reassessment. I t  has 
been pointed out that the counties, the govern- 
mentaI level at which the ratio was set generally, 
were less pressed for revenues than other units of 
government and therefore had no urgency to raise 
the level of assessment as a means of obtaining more 
revenue without increasing tax rates. The State 
board certification as of June 30, 1961, showed 
county ratios ranging from 15 to 68 percent, with 
a State figure of 42 percent. 

Manual. In  the fall of 1959 the Department 
of Internal Affairs issued an Assessors' Handbook. 
The handbook, prepared for the department by 
Dr. J. H. Vanderzell of Franklin and Marshall 
College in cooperation with the Municipal Asses- 
sors' Association of Pennsylvania, was described 
as serving as an introduction to assessment proce- 
dures, techniques, and problems for those new to 
assessment work, and as a brief refresher course for 
those already in the field. The department is 
planning a reprint, or possibly a revision, of the 
handbook. 

Equalization. The State Tax Equalization Board 
was created by the general assembly in 1947 to pro- 
vide data for distribution of State school aid.' The 

' A  very informative description of the work of the 
board is given in School Subsidies, Pennsylvania's Program 
for State Support of Public Education, 1954, and Origin, 
Functions, Procedures, State T a x  Equalization Board 
Program, 1962, both published by State Tax Equalization 
Board, Harrisburg. 
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principal function of the board is to determine an- 
nually the aggregate market value of assessed tax- 
able real property in each of the State's school dis- 
tricts (2,244 in 1961). The board is directed to 
reevaluate, revise, and adjust market values an- 
nually to reflect changes due to economic conditions 
or other relevant data. The market values are cer- 
tified annually to the Department of Public In- 
struction to be used as one of the basic factors in 
the distribution of subsidies to school districts. The 
annual certification is published, the report show- 
ing for each district, by counties, the market values 
and assessed values of real property and the ratios 
of assessed to market value. 

The Tax Equalization Board has no supervision 
over local assessments of taxable property, no power 
to order reassessment, and no prescribed responsi- 
bility for improving local assessments. While the 
board's powers are thus limited, the findings have 
materially assisted local officials (and contributed 
to the 1951 assessment laws) and staff members who 
are familiar with assessment procedures, when re- 
quested, have given local officials the benefit of their 
experience, for information purposes only. 

Market value, as defined by the board, is "the 
reasonable exchange value in the current year be- 
tween a willing buyer and a willing seller, each be- 
ing familiar with all the facts relating to the par- 
ticular property," or, as the board notes, their "defi- 
nition and use of market values interprets today's 
values as normal for today's conditions." Since the 
board is to determine the aggregate market value of 
taxable real property in each school district, a 
sampling of market value evidence can be adequate 
for the estimates. The sample, however, must 
represent adequately different types of property in 
various locations within each district. The board 
considers all available sources of market value evi- 
dence such as real estate sales, replacement cost less 
depreciation and obsolescence, capitalized income, 
unbiased estimates of local specialists, and any other 
available evidence. 

The counties are required by law to report to the 
board monthly all real estate sales and pertinent 
information regarding them. The counties are paid 
10 cents for each sale reported. I n  some years it 

has been found that sales, after processing and in- 
vestigation, constitute adequate and representative 
samples of evidence of market value. I n  other cases 
sales may be supplemented by other data such as 
appraisals. Procedures are described in the board's 
publications. (See footnote 2.) 

Equalization personnel and cost. The State Tax 
Equalization Board consists of three members ap- 
pointed by the Governor. The staff consists of 
persons trained or experienced in government ad- 
ministration, engineering, or business administra- 
tion, and each staff member has a practical knowl- 
edge of real estate appraisals, real estate assessment, 
or governmental research. Functions and proce- 
dures pertaining to market value analysis are con- 
trolled from the central office in order to assure uni- 
formity of treatment. 

The board appropriation for 1947-49, the first 
biennium of its activity, was $500,000, and in the 
spring of 1950 the board had a staff of about 50 
full-time employees. The appropriation, now made 
on an annual basis, was $363,000 for 1961-62. I n  
the spring of 1962 the board staff, in addition to 
the 3 board members, included 18 central office 
personnel and 25 field representatives. 

Use of equalizatiou ratios. The Tax Equaliza- 
tion Board was established specifically to provide 
material for use in allocating school aid, as noted 
above. Any other use of the board's ratios-such 
as improvement of assessment equalization among 
units within counties, simplification of computa- 
tions when districts consolidated, consideration by 
the State School Authority in planning its con- 
struction program-was indirect. Under 1961 
legislation, the board market values are used in dis- 
tributing State aid to local libraries, in determining 
limitations on real estate taxes in school districts 
lying in more than one county, and in determining 
overall limitations of tax revenues under the "Local 
Tax Anything Law" for political subdivisions and 
school districts where such values are not available 
from local assessment authorities. There are several 
other State agencies which also use the board valua- 
tions in the administration of their own programs, 
notably the State Department of Welfare and the 
Sanitary Water Board of the Department of Health. 
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The administration of the property tax in Rhode 

Island is a strictly local function, but the State 
makes equalization studies for use in distributing 
State school aid. The first Rhode Island school 
for assessors was held in 1962 at the University of 
Rhode Island. 

Assessment organization. Primary assessing in 
Rhode Island is the responsibility of the major local 
units, 8 cities and 31 towns which cover the entire 
State area. The assessing is done by an assessor or, 
more usually, a board of three assessors, elected, and 
serving 1- or 2-year terms, on a full- or part-time 
basis. These local units assess all taxable property, 
including that of railroads and other public utilities. 
They also assess intangibles which are taxed uni- 
formly at a rate set by State law, $4 per $1,000 of 
assessed value. In 1960 the legislature attempted 
to transfer the assessment and collection of the in- 
tangible tax to the State, but the law was declared 
unconstitutional. The State does no assessing, and 
no supervision of assessing. 

In  addition to its 39 general purpose local units, 
Rhode Island has a substantial, but indeterminate, 
number of special districts, authorities, etc., with 
one or more specialized functions. Such units have 
been created for the most part under special legis- 
lative acts, and while many of these acts provide 
that the districts have three elected assessors, most 
of them also provide for assessment in accordance 
with the last valuation made by the assessor of the 
town wherein the property is located.= A few dis- 
tricts apparently make separate assessments for their 
own use. 

The assessment situation was described in 1959, 
in a comprehensive study of State-local relations 
made by the Institute of Public Administrati~n,~ 
as varying widely in adequacy and competence of 
organization, in the quality of assessing, and in 
policy among the cities and towns as to the degree 
of underassessment. This study secured data on 
the cost of administering the property tax in most 
of the 39 local units and related such costs to their 
property tax levies. The costs ranged from less 
than one-half of 1 percent of the levy to over 4 
wercent. and there was a "fairlv close inverse corre- 
lation between costs of administration and the size 
of the municipality." 

Frederick L. Bird, Local Special Districts and Authori- 
ties in Rhode Island, Bureau of Government, University 
of Fhode Island, 1962, p. 14. 

State-Local Relations in Metropolitan Rhode Island, 
Special Commission To  Appraise the Financial Opera- 
tions of the State Government and the Matter of State- 
Local Financial Relations, 1959, vol. 11, p. 373. 

Zbid., p. 374. 

The Institute of Public Administration, on the 
basis of its study, recommended complete centrali- 
zation of property tax administration in Rhode 
Island, saying: 

To raise the quality of all property tax administration 
in the State, with special emphasis on assessment admin- 
istration, a t  least to the reasonably satisfactory level that 
now prevails in some areas of the State would be a valu- 
able contribution to Rhode Island's finances and economy. 
An increasing number of progressive States are adopting 
programs for this purpose. Their methods follow vari- 
ously the three requirements noted earlier, that the as- 
sessing areas be large enough to permit the employment of 
full-time professional staffs, that elective assessors be re- 
placed by the appointment of well-trained professional 
personnel, and that the State assume greater responsi- 
bility for the direct assessment of some kinds of property 
and for the supervision and equalization of all local as- 
sessment. 

Rhode Island could meet the required objectives bet- 
ter, without duplication of administration and at  less 
expense, by consolidating and centralizing all aspects of 
property tax administration in a single State agency pro- 
fessionally organized and equipped for the job. 

Under this proposal each local unit would deter- 
mine the amount of taxes to be levied for its own 
budget, but the assessment of property, billing and 
collection of taxes, and enforcement of tax liens 
would be centralized in the State. The taxes would 
be remitted to local units as collected. The insti- 
tute recognized the ability of Providence and the 
other larger units to do good-quality, low-cost prop- 
erty tax administration, but believed that centrali- 
zation would have advantages for them as well as 
for municipalities too small to afford scientific prop- 
erty tax administration. 

The State Fiscal Commission, it may be noted, 
approved the institute proposal and said, in its own 
report, "We recommend that the State take over 
the assessment and administration of the property 
tax, to improve its fairness and workability; . . . ." 
The legislature, however, has taken no action on the 
proposal. 

Assessment ratio studies. While the State does 
no assessing and has no authority to change assess- 
ments made locally, it carries out each year an 
"equalization" study. This procedure was initiated 
under legislation of 1956 which established a State 
Board of Tax Equalization to determine the equal- 
ized weighted assessed valuation of the several cities 
and towns and certify such valuations to the com- 
missioner of education. The equalization is used 
solely in the distribution of State school aid. 

The State Board of Equalization began its work 
in September 1956, and issued its first report about 

' Zbid., p. 377. 
Ibid., p. 460. 
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3 years later. A second report was published in 
1960. In 1961, the legislature created a new Di- 
vision of Local and Metropolitan Government as 
one of the divisions in the State Department of Ad- 
ministration, and this new division was given re- 
sponsibility for the tax equalization studies. The 
division issued reports in 1961 and 1962. 

Basic to the computation of the "equalized 
weighted assessed valuation" required by the law is 
the determination of true and market valuation of 
property in each of the 39 cities and towns. The 
procedure was worked out by professional statis- 
ticians and appraisers engaged in research and 
property valuation. Samples are chosen to be rep- 
resentative of the major classes of property in each 
tax roll and- 

The estimate of market value was computed from the 
weighted average of assessments on properties of which a 
sales record was available and certain randomly selected 
appraisals included in the various samples. A further 
estimate of market value based on regression analysis 
of sales and appraisals samples was also computed. 
Sampling errors of the weighted average and regression 
estimate were calculated and the final determination is 
based on the estimate reflecting the smaller error? 

In  its appraisal work the division normally uses 
State staff for residential appraisals, but employs 
private professional survey teams for the larger 
commercial and industrial properties. 

After determination of the true and market value 
for each city and town, a comparison is made with 
the assessed valuation and percentage adjustments 
made to arrive at the adjusted valuation for each 
unit, that is, the equalized weighted assessed valu- 
ation. For example, the State equalization table 
for 1961 tax rolls showed the assessed valuation for 
the 39 units totaling $2,798 million, the full value 
(based on 1960 market value) $4,174 million, and 
the equalized weighted assessed value $2,798 mil- 
lion, the same as the assessed. The statewide rate 
of assessment was 67.02 percent. For the separate 
local units the ratios ranged from 37.69 percent to 
93.38 percent. 

Division of Local and Metropolitan Government. 
In 1961 the legislature created a Division of Local 
and Metropolitan Government in the State De- 

e Annual R e j o r t  on T a x  Equalization, August 1962, 
Division of Local and Metropolitan Government, De- 
partment of Administration, State of Rhode Island and 
Providence Plantations, 1962, p. 3. 

partment of Administration, carrying out a recom- 
mendation made by the Institute of Public Ad- 
ministration and the Fiscal Study Commission in 
1959. The new division was assigned the equaliza- 
tion function formerly handled by a separate board 
as noted above. In this connection the division was 
given authority to require municipal officers to re- 
port on property assessment and give testimony on 
local tax matters. Like the former board, the di- 
vision has no power to change assessments, and it is 
specifically provided that nothing in the law shall 
be construed as giving the division any power to 
interfere with the duties of the local officials in 
determining assessments or tax rates. 

This restriction, however, has not kept the divi- 
sion from cooperating with assessors in several proj- 
ects. In the summer of 1962, at the request of local 
assessors, it caused to be printed Principles and 
Procedures of Urban Assessing which was distrib- 
uted as a joint venture of the division, the Bureau 
of Government Research at the University of Rhode 
Island, and the Rhode Island Association of Assess- 
ing Officers. The division is accumulating a library 
of material on assessing for use by local officials as 
well as its own staff. I t  is also prepared to give 
advice and answer questions concerning records 
and any other matters permissible under the law, 
with such service available on request of the local 
assessors. The division cooperates in the school 
program noted below. 

School for assessors. In July 1962, the first school 
for assessors in the history of Rhode Island was 
held at the University of Rhode Island. This was 
a 1-day school for assessors and boards of review, 
sponsored by the University Bureau of Government 
Research, the State Division of Local and Metro- 
politan Government, the Rhode Island Association 
of Assessing Officers, and Rhode Island Tax Of- 
ficials Association. About 60 local officials attended. 

The program was intensive, with most of the 
day having two concurrent lecture sessions, with 
some discussion time. Subjects considered included 
valuation factors and methods, commercial and in- 
dustrial personal property, depreciation and ob- 
solescence with a sample house appraisal, establish- 
ing land values, legal problems, etc. Speakers were 
mainly experienced assessors from Rhode Island. 
The school was regarded as successful and a 2-day 
program was planned for 1963. 
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The South Carolina property tax has three fea- 

tures especially notable for this study-the practice 
of State assessment of a very substantial part of the 
total valuation, the long series of studies pointing 
up inequities and proposing remedies, and the re- 
cent State action to put some of the recommenda- 
tions into effect. 

The State Tax Commission was created in 1915 
largely to provide equitable assessment of property 
for taxation. The commission functions have been 
greatly expanded to include administration of in- 
come, sales, gasoline, and practically all other major 
State revenues, but the agency continues to have 
general jurisdiction over local boards of assessors 
and boards of equalization, provides technical 
assistance when requested, and functions as an ap- 
pellate body handling appeals from local boards. 

State  assessment. The Property Tax Division 
fixes assessments on "all merchants, sundry manu- 
facturers, printers, textile plants, oil mills, fertilizer 
plants, telephone and telegraph companies, railroad 
and power companies, and others." 

These valuations set by the State in 1961 repre- 
sented about 46 percent of the total valuation for 
that year. For some types of property the State 
valuation represents personal property only, as for 
merchants' inventory and fixtures, while for others 
the assessments include real property, the latter 
group including textile plants, etc. The assessments 
made by the State are for local purposes, as the 
State does not use the property tax for its own pur- 
poses. Intangibles, it may be noted, are not taxed 
in South Carolina. 

The Tax Commission follows established formu- 
las in its assessing. Merchants' inventorv and fix- " 
tures, for example, were assessed at 18 percent of 
fair market value for 1961, but the percentage was 
to be reduced to 14 percent for 1963 and there- 
after. Manufacturers, it is reported, are assessed 
at 42 percent of the fair market value of their tax- 
able wlant account. but after all deductions are 
allowed, this results in an average assessment of 
manufacturers throu~hout the State of around 13 " 
percent of fair market value. 

State assessment is regarded as a strong feature of 
the South Carolina property tax. A report of a 
subcommittee for the Tax Study Commission said, 
"Since the State Tax Commission is directly re- 
sponsible for the assessment of corporation and 

' 4 6 t h  Annual Report of the South Carolina T a x  Com- 
mission, 1960, p. 53. 

146 

public utility property, it is generally agreed that 
such property is more equitably assessed than, for 
example, farm and city real estate." The Griffen- 
hagen report of 1956'was even stronger in its ap- 
proval, saying, "The taxation system, and we be- 
lieve particularly State assessment of business assets, 
has been a factor that has encouraged industrial 
expansion." 

The Tax Commission has a staff of about 21 
persons assisting in assessing (in mid- 1962) . In  
1959-60 the Tax Commission tabulation of its ex- 
penditures included $61,634 for the Property Tax 
Division with the note that this division "produces 
no State revenue." The Griffenhagen report said, 
"The present cost of the assessing done by the State 
is a fantastically low amount per dollar of tax the 
localities collect and is not adequate." The Re- 
port recommended that an adequate appropriation 
for the Property Tax Division, not exceeding 11/2 
percent of the estimated collections (of above 
$20 million), be a deduction from State aid allo- 
cated to school districts, counties, and munici- 
palities. 

Local assessing. Local assessing cannot be de- 
scribed adequately in few words. The Griffenhagen 
report noted that a review of assessing in many 
communities showed no two exactly alike. In gen- 
eral, the county auditor may be regarded as the 
primary local assessing officer, but all assessments 
are subject to review by district and county boards, 
appointed or serving ex officio. Original responsi- 
bility rests with the property owner, however, as 
he is required to file with the county auditor a list 
of his property with his own estimate of value. 

. . . In actual fact, i t  is most unusual for property to 
be returned at anything even approaching its actual mar- 
ket value and many owners do not even take the trouble to 
make a 'return.' Although this makes them liable to 
a 50-percent penalty, the penalty is seldom applied. 

When an owner fails to 'return' his property, i t  be- 
comes the responsibility of local assessors to seek out, 
enumerate, and assign a value to the property. In cases 
where the property owner makes the 'return,' the local 
board either accepts or modifies his estimate of value 
and passes the return along to the county auditor. Here 
it is subject to review and approval or modification by 
the auditor and the county board. Rarely is the prop- 

' G. H. Aull, Property T a x  Equalization in South Caro- 
lina, report of a subcommittee prepared for the Tax 
Study Comnlission, 1960, p. 4. 

Griffenhagen & Associates, A Report to the State of  
South Carolina State T a x  Commission, Survey and Rec- 
ommendations Relating to Equalization of Property Tax 
Assessments in South Carolina, 1956, p. 2. 
' Ibid., p. 28. 
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erty subjected to any sort of appraisal or even a cursory 
inspection. . . ? 

The cost of local assessing is low-not "more 
than about one-quarter of the expenditure we would 
have expected to find," said the 1956 Griffenhagen 
report. The State, it may be noted, provides $3,000 
annually toward the salary of each county auditor. 

The ratio of assessed to full value in South Caro- 
lina is notoriously low. For most of the 46 counties 
the average is believed to be not far from 10 percent. 
Since the ratio for State assessed properties is above 
this level, locally assessed property would average, 
in general, less than 10 percent-but with the usual 
spread. "Presently similar property is permitted 
to be assessed at percentages of true value varying 
from often less than 10 percent to greater than 40 
percent, with occasional divergences much more 
pronounced," according to the 1961 Tax Study 
Commission report. 

Special studies prior to 1959. South Carolina 
has had a long succession of special tax studies 
dealing with the property tax and some of them 
have made significant recommendations for 
improvement. 

For the long period from 1920 through 1959, 
legislative committee studies were made-but gen- 
erally neglected. A committee appointed in 1939 
recommended that property be assessed at actual 
value by full-time trained, nonpolitical personnel 
under State supervision. A committee appointed 
in 1948 recommended property assessment by the 
State Tax Commission and referred to the existing 
property tax laws as antiquated. This committee 
said, ". . . no criticism is directed toward the officers 
whose duty is to make assessments, but of the laws 
providing for the assessments. The task of the 
officers has been a difficult, and in some instances, 
an impossible one in view of the laws under which 
they have operated." Legislative committees were 
appointed in 1951, 1952, 1957, and 1958, "but 
very little corrective action has resulted despite the 
fact that many inequities were pinpointed." 

Since 1925 the South Carolina Agricultural Ex- 
periment Station, Clemson, has carried on a series 
of studies on various phases of the property tax. 
These studies, many of them made by or under the 
direction of Dr. G. H. Aull, head of the Depart- 
ment of Agricultural Economics and Rural So- 
ciology at Clemson, have supplied extensive factual 

' C. C. Taylor and G. H. Aull, Assessment of Farm Real 
Estate for T a x  Purposes in South Carolina, South Car- 
olina Agricultural Experiment Station of Clemson Agri- 
cultural College, Bulletin 416, 1954, p. 9. The penalty 
may be waived, under legislation enacted in 1960, by any 
county upon the written approval of a majority of the 
county legislative delegation, including the senator. 
' The 1939 and 1948 committee reports are noted briefly 

in G. H. Aull, Property T a x  Equalization in South Caro- 
lina, op. cit., and in First Annual Report of the South 
Carolina T a x  Study Commission, 1960. The latter report 
is the source of the final quotation here. 

data on assessments and impact of the property 
tax and have resulted not only in broad recom- 
mendations of general policy but in specific, detailed 
proposals for techniques for local assessors. 
- o n e  group of the-Clemson studies examined as- 
sessment-sales ratio data. For a long-range analy- 
sis more than 30,000 recorded transfers of farm real 
estate, over a period of 40 years through 1937 were 
examined, and one conclusion was that the devia- 
tions among the counties and during the 40 years 
were less significant than those between properties 
in the same county in the same year.7 A more 
recent study in this series was a n  intensive exami- 
nation of farm real estate sales in one county over 
2 years, the smallness of the sample permitting de- 
tailed study and checking of the properties involved 
as well as the diversity of assessment  result^.^ One 
effective chart in this study spotted the individual 
assessment ratios against a targetlike background 
with the bull's eye 15 percent of sales value, the 
average level. The report commented, "A marks- 
man obtaining results such as shown . . . would 
immediately question the adequacy of his tools and 
techniques." Noting the "haphazard" way in 
which buildings are listed and assessed, the authors 
observed that buildings, primarily residences, were 
usually assessed at $50 each and that assessors 
seemed reluctant to varv from this average. Aver- - 
age values are also used in assessing land. The 
study pointed out, however: 

Assessors are likewise forced by existing circumstances 
to make their estimates of value primarily on the basis of 
averages. These men, even if adequately trained and 
experienced, are simply not allowed sufficient time, re- 
muneration, and facilities for doing more than a cursory 
inspection of the tax digests which have been copied from 
records of previous years. Any appraisal they may make 
must necessarily be based on personal familiarity with 
individual properties or upon an estimated average for all 
properties. Apparently most of their attempts at assess- 
ment are based on some average value for the district 
and most assessors are reluctant to depart very much from 
this average figure. Indeed, they have insufficient infor- 
mation for doing so because land is customarily described 
on the tax records only in terms of acres and buildings 
only in terms of numbers. The inevitable result is over- 
assessment of properties poorer than the average and 
underassessment of properties better than the averaqe. 
This not only distributes the tax burden inequitably, but 
places an excessive burden upon properties that are least 
able to carry it  and grants a partial exemption to prop- 
erties that are most able to bear it.' 

A substantial part of this 1957 study was devoted to 
procedures for improving farm real estate assess- 
ing-including illustrative material, land classifica- 

G. 11. Aull, T h e  Sale Price and Assessed Value of Farm 
Real Estate in South Carolina, South Carolina Agricul- 
tural Experiment Station of Clemson Agricultural College, 
Bu811etin 334, 1941, p. 36. 

C. C. Taylor and G.  H. Aull, Improving Farm Real 
Estate Assessment in South Carolina, Agricultural Ex- 
periment Station Clemson Agricultural College, Bulletin 
450, 1957. 

Ibid., p. 12. 
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tion, formulas, etc. I t  emphasized, too, that such 
basic tools as maps and records were essential. The 
Clemson Agricultural College has published addi- 
tional reports providing procedures and techniques 
for assessing farm real estate. 

Griffenhagen report. As a result of 1955 legisla- 
tion, the firm of Griffenhagen & Associates was en- 
gaged to make a survey and "make recomrnenda- 
tions necessary to equalize assessments of property 
for taxation." The report,1° submitted in 1956, 
proposed a program to this end under two headings: 
"Immediate Program" and "Complete Program." 
A series of notable recommendations included, in 
part, that the State: contract for preparation of 
a manual and instruction in its use; initiate a pro- 
gram of tax mapping, reappraisal, and records 
installation; establish an office for property tax 
statistics, including sales analysis; provide that all 
counties have a single countywide assessing organi- 
zation headed by the auditor, to be called the 
chief assessor, and that all or nearly all have at  
least one full-time assistant with the title of asses- 
sor; enact legislation enabling, but not requiring, 
counties to employ one or more salaried assessors, 
to abolish existing boards of assessors, equalization, 
etc., and create a new county advi~or~~committee 
and board of tax appeals with representation of 
city and county government and taxpayers, both 
locally and State assessed; amend the constitution 
to permit classification of property for taxation and 
in anticipation of this amendment select a desirable, 
feasible fraction of full value to which each county 
would be asked to equalize all assessed values, not 
less than 10 percent, and in general use this same 
percent of full market value for State assessed prop- 
erties; prepare plans for in lieu taxation of timber, 
motor vehicles, and merchants' inventories; prepare 
plans to legalize nonfiling of property tax returns 
in counties which have adequate assessing facilities. 

While most of the recommendations of the Grif- 
fenhagen report had already been made in the sev- 
eral Clemson studies, their proposal by a well-known 
outside source gave them new emphasis. Also, the 
report stressed that a program for good assessing 
and equalization would require money, manpower, 
and management at State and local levels. I t  
pointed out that any practical plan for statewide 
equalization in South Carolina would require at  
least 10 or 12 years for completion. 

Tax Study Commission. The 1958 legislature 
provided for a new kind of Tax Study Commis- 
sion-a continuing committee to report to the legis- 
lature annually on the revenue system and proposed 
chan~es. The commission has three members for " 
the senate, three for the house, and three appointed 
by the Governor. A preliminary report was sub- 
mitted in 1959 and there have been three annual 

ID Griffenhagen & Associates, op. cit.  
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reports since, each making recommendations on 
the property tax. 

The first annual report, made to the 1960 legis- 
lature, noted ". . . some positive start toward 
eliminating the present inequities in the property 
tax structure of our State is almost mandatory." 
A brief but informative introductory statement is 
followed by specific recommendations clearly ex- 
plained, and by proposals for legislation necessary 
to effect the recommendations. The 1960 report 
recommended : ( 1) amendment of the constitution 
to eliminate the requirement that property be taxed 
at a uniform rate, i.e., to permit the general assem- 
bly to classify property for assessment purposes; l1 
(2) a specific directive to the State Tax Commission 
to provide manuals, guides, other aids and training 
for assessors and other assistance to counties when 
requested, and to designate one member as a prop- 
erty tax commissioner to have responsibility for 
property tax assistance and administration; and 
(3) further study of the taxation of motor vehicles 
and merchants' inventories. The 1960 legislature 
accepted part of the second recommendation, di- 
recting the Tax Commission to provide manuals 
and other aid to counties, and, in effect, the third 
recommendation. 

The 1961 report noted progress made under the 
1960 legislation, invited attention again to the ad- 
vantage of its proposed classification approach and 
said, "Until South Carolina generally is willing to 
tackle the overall problem of our inequitable prop- 
erty tax system through classification, equalization, 
or some other form of modernization, your Study 
Commission is of the opinion that certain of the 
more serious inequities should immediately be at- 
tacked." The one recommendation made con- 
cerned the tax on merchants' inventories, furniture, 
etc., proposing assessment at the local level as a 
means of reducing the basis of assessment from 
higher levels used by the State to the low levels 
used locally. The legislature took action on this 
subject by providing a new formula to be used by 
the State in assessing merchants, reducing the ratio 
over 3 years, and providing for the use of monthly 
rather than annual inventory data. 

The 1962 report, noting that the overall property 
tax problems remain, made three specific property 
tax recommendations : ( 1 ) further revision of the 
merchants' tax formula to eliminate the monthlv 
inventory which had created some problems of local 
administration; (2) exemption from the property 
tax of property in interstate commerce, the "free 
port" plan; and (3)  requirement that applications 
for motor vehicle licenses include a sworn state- 

UAmendment of the constitution to permit classifica- 
tion was proposed by a 1920 tax study committee, and by 
practically every property tax study since then. The 
Griffenhagen report described the existing situation as "an 
unplanned and unregulated classification of property for 
taxation, running wild." 
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ment as to bona fide residence and an improved 
form of certificate as to payment of local taxes both 
designed to strengthen it as an aid in collecting 
personal property taxes on motor vehicles. The 
1962 legislature enacted measures putting into 
effect all three recommendations. 

Recent developments. That the legislatures 
have consistently taken favorable action on recom- 
mendations of the Tax Study Commission may be 
regarded as especially significant in view of the long 
record of inaction on the property tax. Even more 
significant is the result, especially of the 1960 ac- 
tion directing assessment aid to local units. In its 
1961 report, the commission noted a property tax 
assessment manual had been completed, methods 
for training assessors worked out, revised forms and 

instructions were under consideration. In its 1962 
report the commission referred to the technical 
assistance now available as an aid to solution of 
troublesome property tax problems and pointed to 
the experience in one county using State aids. By 
mid-1962 several other counties were also engaged 
in mapping and reappraisal. 

This is clearly a small start, but it is a start in the 
right direction. I t  may be that the example of those 
counties now working with the State and of those 
units which previously had undertaken action to- 
ward better assessing procedures will stimulate and 
accelerate further action. Certainly one real ad- 
vantage is the continuing attention.and consistent 
pressure bv the informed, concerned Tax Study 
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With the enactment of a county assessor law in 

1955, South Dakota entered a period of vigorous 
action directed toward improving property tax ad- 
ministration, with emphasis on assessing. The 
property tax currently is not used for State purposes 
and it has been so used only irregularly for a num- 
ber of years, but it still constitutes a very substantial 
part of the overall State-local revenue system. 

Organization for assessing. In  1955 the legisla- 
ture enacted a county assessor law, and while this 
law was repealed in 1957, a new law enacted in that 
year also provided for far-reaching changes in assess- 
ment organization. Prior to 1955 local assessing in 
South Dakota had been the function of some 1,900 
assessors, most of them elected annually and with 
only 17 serving full time. I t  was estimated that 
each year one-third or more of the assessors assessed 
for the first time. As a Legislative Council study 
reported in 1954: while the State had general 
supervision over the administration of the assess- 
ment and tax laws of the State, "effective super- 
vision is rendered all but impossible" with the large 
number of local assessors and the limited State staff. 
The 1954 study recommended a county assessor 
system, with alternative arrangements. The 1955 
legislature provided for a county system, with coun- 
ties to appoint a county assessor (director of assess- 
ments) or a county supervisor of assessors, the ap- 
pointment to be made after qualifying examination. 

I n  1957 the legislature repealed the 1955 law 
and provided for the establishment in each county 
of the office of county director of equalization to 
direct and supervise all assessments in the county. 
The director is appointed by the county commis- 
sioners and, while the 1957 law eliminated provision 
for qualifying examination, the director "shall 
possess knowledge and training in the field of prop- 
erty taxation and his appointment shall not be de- 
pendent upon any residence requirements, but he 
shall reside within the county for which he is ap- 
pointed during the tenure of his office." One 
interesting feature of the appointment is that if the 
county contains a city which has 50 percent or more 
of the county population, the mayor of such city 
shall sit with the board and have a vote in the ap- 
pointment of the director of equalization. With 
the appointment of the director of equalization, the 
office of assessor was abolished, but it was provided 

Report  o f  the Commit tee  on Assessment and Taxat ion 
to the Executive Board, South Dakota Legislative Re- 
seych Council, 1954, p. 8. 

South Dakota Assessor's Handbook,  1958-59, Depart- 
ment of Revenue, p. 27. 

that local taxing districts may appoint their own 
assessors if they wish, to serve subject to the rec- 
ommendations of the director. 

By the fall of 1960,37 counties had abolished en- 
tirely the office of local assessor, others limited local 
assessors to those in cities, and the total number of 
assessing officers was 230, with 110 full time. I n  
the summer of 1962, all 64 organized counties had 
their directors of equalization, there were 47 deputy 
directors and there were 20 assessors in the larger 
cities all working closely with the county directors. 
There were only 16 counties still using local asses- 
sors, but they had a total of 262 township and 69 
city and village assessors. While the directors of 
equalization currently are appointed for only I-year 
terms, 56 of the 64 have served 2 to 6 years. 

With 64 county directors replacing hundreds of 
part-time assessors, a realistic State program of 
supervision became feasible and the 1957 legisla- 
ture confirmed the appointment of a new State 
Commissioner of Revenue, Mr. Bruce D. Gillis. 
The commissioner of revenue has a duty to confer 
with, advise and direct assessors and boards of 
review and equalization, and to investigate the 
work of all taxing officers in the assessment, equal- 
ization, and taxation of all property subject to taxa- 
tion. He also assesses the operating property of 
railroads and other utilities, and certifies the values 
to the county auditors. The Revenue Department, 
in addition to its property tax functions, is respon- 
sible for collection of major State revenues. Since 
1957 the department has been reorganized and 
strengthened. Property tax operations have been 
consolidated under a new Property Tax Division, 
the staff of which now includes a director, three 
fieldmen, and a utilities valuation engineer, and 
an active program of aid and training has been 
developed for local assessing officers. 

State aid and supervision. In this program, em- 
phasis has been placed on direct aid by State staff 
and serious education. The State gives assistance 
on special appraisals or reassessments. At least four 
times a year assessors in each of the State's eight 
districts have group meetings, with at least one 
State staff member present, to discuss local prob- 
lems and to review problems previously sent to them 
by the State director. The State issues the As- 
sessors' Handbook with supplements as needed, ex- 
plaining legislation, the duties of State and local 
agencies involved in assessing, suggesting proce- 
dures, etc. Additional special bulletins are issued 
from time to time. The State, working with the 
Association of Assessing Officers, develops and dis- 
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tributes annually a detailed and informative per- 
sonal property price guide. The State has endorsed 
a real estate manual which is used in most counties, 
but where counties prefer to continue use of other 
manuals, fieldmen have been instructed in their 
use to avoid disturbing an established system. Con- 
version tables are supplied to keep the State manual 
up to date. 

A major feature of the South Dakota program 
is the annual Assessors' School. This is a 1-week 
school, held at the university and sponsored by the 
State Department of Revenue and the State uni- 
versity, and having as its purpose "the assisting of 
the assessor in acquiring basic knowledge and skill 
in the field of property appraisal for tax assess- 
ment." The schools follow a course of study set 
forth in a syllabus prepared to cover a 5-year pro- 
gram. Sessions, starting at 8 in the morning, are 
held through the day and in some evenings, and 
include lectures, demonstrations, discussions, and 
other educational techniques. Examinations are 
held daily as well as at the end of the course. The 
faculty includes university economists, agronomists, 
soil specialists, and lawyers, key men from nationally 
known appraisal firms and outstanding assessing 
officials from neighboring States. The 1962 school 
had some sessions separated into elementary and 
advanced groups, the elementary classes for stu- 
dents of 2 or less years. The published proceed- 
ings provide an up-to-date textbook and practical 
reference and guide of continuing value to asses- 
sors and others concerned. 

The fourth annual school, held early in September 
1962, was attended by 86 students. This total 
included 51 county directors, 4 deputy county di- 
rectors, 14 city assessors, 2 deputy city assessors, 
1 city commissioner, 9 Highway Department ap- 
praisers, 2 independent appraisers, and 3 Depart- 
ment of Revenue fieldmen. The attendance at the 
first school in 1959 totaled 51, representing 43 
counties; the attendance rose to 62 in 1960, and 
72, representing 5 1 counties, in 196 1. 

T o  meet the cost of the school the legislature 
appropriates $1,500 annually to cover faculty ex- 
pense. The local governments pay for mileage, 
board, room, and textbooks of their students at- 
tending. The university charges $30 for board 
and room for the period. 

Ratio studies. In 1958 the State Revenue De- 
partment undertook the first official, statewide, real 
estate assessment-sales ratio study in South Dakota 
and this has now become a continuing program with 
annual publication of results. Basic data are col- 
lected by the chief county assessing officers. The 
law creating the office of director of equalization 
provided that these officers shall "regularly examine 
all conveyames of real estate in the county as filed 
with the registrar of deeds, and keep a record by 
description, of the consideration shown thereon." 
The State provides forms on which the director is to 

record sales, including details on the property, sales 
price, and assessment. One card is for his own 
records; a duplicate is for local assessors, boards, 
etc. Pertinent data from such records are sum- 
marized and sent to the State Department of Reve- 
nue where they are studied and checked and com- 
piled for analysis and publication. 

The published report gives significant and use- 
ful detail. I t  shows by counties, separated as to 
rural and urban properties: the medians and fre- 
quency distribution, the ratios for various classes of 
property, and coefficients of dispersion. Various 
summary and trend data are also reported. The 
1961 study showed county weighted average ratios 
for all properties ranging from 27.3 to 59.8, with 
25 counties between 50 and 60, 23 between 40 and 
50, 15 between 30 and 40, and 3 below 30 percent 
(the total of 66 including 2 unorganized counties). 
The statewide weighted average was 47.5 (up from 
45.7 in 1958). Especially interesting is the coeffi- 
cient of dispersion, given separately for urban and 
rural properties for each county. In  1958 there 
were 11 counties for which both coefficients were 
20 or lower; in 1961 there were 15. I n  both years 
there were three counties with both coefficients over 
40 (not the same counties it may be noted), but in 
1958 the coefficients ranged up to 74, with only two 
in the 40's, while in 1961 the high was 55, with four 
in the 40's. 

Starting with the first study, stress has been placed 
on the potential uses of a ratio study. I t  was 
pointed out there that the information gathered 
was not solely for use of the State Department of 
Revenue. "The primary use that these forms 
should be put to remains at the local level. I t  will 
be indicative to the directors, assessors, review 
boards, and equalization boards as a guide as to the 
status of the assessment of property within their 
districts. The copy forwarded to the department 
will be used . . . in the allocation of State funds, 
and the assessment of utilities." I t  was also noted 
that "when the director of equalization has a part 
in the collection of the sales data and in the analysis, 
he is likely to have more confidence in the results, 
than if the study is made by some outside agency. 
More important, he will probably be inclined to do 
something about the inequity if he has had a hand 
in the project." ' 

The South Dakota use of the sales ratio studies 
was described by Mr. Bruce D. Gillis, State Com- 
missioner of Revenue, as follows: s 

. . . Ratio studies take place on the local level, with 
the assistance of staff members. The studies become a 

F i r ~ t  Report of Real Estate Assessment Ratio Study, 
State of  South Dakota, Department of Revenue, 1958, p. 5. 
' Ibid., p. 4. 
'Bruce D. Gillis, "Assistance from Both Angles," in 

Assessment Administration 1960, papers presented at the 
26th International Conference on Assessment Administra- 
tion, International Association of Assessing Officers, 1961, 
pp. 81-82. 
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tool for local equalization, since classifications extend 
to township and village levels. 

One result is that assessors themselves adjust their 
thinking, not only to individual equalization ( a  tradi- 
tional objective), but to mass equalization. This latter 
phase formerly gravitated to various boards by default, 
and often amateur action only aggravated inequities in- 
stead of correcting them. Assessors are also becoming 
increasingly proficient in presenting evidence to sustain 
their assessments at  board hearings and in the courts. 
In  the process our average ratio has increased from 25 
percent to 45 percent since 1955. 

Inservice training has made the ratio study a prac- 
tical tool which the assessor would not release. He no 
longer regards it  as a theory which might have merit 
for deliberations of equalization boards without possess- 
ing any practical utility. The boards, for their part, 
now realize to a greater extent how important it is that 
assessors understand and believe in the concept of equal- 
ization and the mutual use of ratio study. I t  is comfort- 
ing for us to note how the upgrading of assessors and 
boards becomes a concurrent phenomenon. 

Assessment level. One of the important enact- 
ments of the 1957 legislature was establishment of 
taxable value at 60 percent of full value. All prop- 
erty shall be assessed at its true and full value in 
money, and the assessor shall retain in his files a 
record of such full and true value, but taxable 
value to be entered on the assessment rolls shall 
be 60 percent of the full value. 

Prior to 1957, it is reported, while the legal 
assessment standard was 100 percent, many dis- 
tricts used less than one-third. In adopting 60 
percent the State "made a major step toward 
bringing the legal basis for taxation and the practice 
of assessment into conformity. While assessors still 
have a lot of work to do before all classes of prop- 
erty in every district have a 60-percent assessment 
ratio, we have made considerable progress toward 
that goal." 

Recent tax studies and legislative action. Two 
of the special studies made over the past decade 
appear to have been especially influential in the 
recent developments in the property tax in South 
Dakota. A committee of the Legislative Research 
Council in 1954 recommended. among other " 
things, establishment of a county assessor system, 
self-listing for personal property, setting 50 percent 
of full value as the assessment base, and revision 
of the money and credits tax to exempt uninvested 
funds.' The 1955 legislature adopted a county 
assessor system, modified in 1957, and provided for 

" Avon M. Dreyer, "Significance of Percentage of Full 
Value Assessments," Proceedings First Annual School for 
South Dakota Assessing Officers, Governmental Research 
Bu~eau, State University of South Dakota, 1959, p. 6. 

Report of the Committee on Assessment and Taxa- 
tion, op.  cit., pp. i, ii. 

self-listing of personal property; the 1957 legisla- 
ture, in addition to changing the county system 
enacted in 1955, provided that taxable values be 
60 percent of full value, and changed the money 
and credits tax to exempt money on deposit not 
drawing interest and all money and credits up to 
$5,000. The 1959 legislature increased this money 
and credits general exemption to $15,000, with a 
special exemption for annuities and royalties. 

In 1959, a Citizens Tax Study Committee re- 
p ~ r t e d . ~  This committee, which had broad ob- 
jectives and considered the overall tax structure, 
made some significant comments and recommenda- 
tions on the property tax. Discussing inequality 
in the tax burden, the committee said, "Increased 
authority at the State level appears necessary in 
order to reduce this variation and establish the 
needed equality of assessments." Recommends- 
tions included : All county directors of equalization 
should be under jurisdiction of the State Director of 
Revenue; the directors should be appointed by 
county commissioners from qualified persons certi- 
fied by the State, have 4-year terms, and be paid 
a salary sufficient to obtain properly qualified 
men; a division of property valuation and assess- 
ment should be established and an appropriation 
made to maintain a field staff of not less than 12 
members; the State Director of Revenue should be 
given power to appeal the assessment of any county 
to the State Board of Equalization for review and 
open hearing, and the State board should be au- 
thorized to equalize property in the appealed coun- 
ty with property of other counties; when equity in 
assessments is improved with all assessments ap- 
proaching 60 percent of true value, consideration 
should be given to revising limitations on mill levies 
and debt (but one specific mill limit should be re- 
pealed immediately) ; commercial flight property 
and house trailers should be taxed as recommended; 
money and credits taxation should be abandoned; 
a special study should be made on taxation of rail- 
roads and other utilities. 

Some of these recommendations are now in effect. 
A Property Tax Division was established in 1961 
in the Department of Revenue, but with a much 
smaller st& than recommended, and new laws 
taxing flight property and house trailers have been 
enacted. While many valuable recommendations 
remain for future action, they suggest continuing 
pressure toward notable strengthening of the prop- 
erty tax in South Dakota. 

Report of the South Dakota Citizens T a x  Study Com- 
mittee, appointed by Gov. Ralph Herseth, 1959. 

Zbid., p. 70. 
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Tennessee has not used the property tax for State 

purposes since 1949, but the State has maintained 
its concern for the administration of the tax. In 
1955 the general assembly directed the Legislative 
Council to make a study of property assessment and 
taxes and a special county tax assessment subcom- 
mittee was created. The subcommittee emphasized 
that its study would be directed toward attaining 
equity in assessment rather than increased revenue. 

Survey of 1955-56. The study made by the sub- 
committee is a very valuable contribution toward 
strengthening the property tax in Tennessee.l 

One feature of the survey was an analysis of the 
existing office of assessor in the State. Assessing is 
primarily the responsibility of the 95 county asses- 
sors, elected by popular vote for 4-year terms. 
About 100 municipalities have special charter au- 
thority to make independent assessments, but not 
all exercise this power. The report considered for 
the county assessors and some of the city assessors 
their experience and educational backgrounds, 
salaries, time spent on the job, assessing tools and 
equipment, office facilities and assistance, and other 
features. The office of county assessor is set by 
general State law, but the law then specified no mini- 
mum or maximum salary, and the salaries, usually 
set by private act, in 1956 ranged from $720 to 
$9,000, with a median of $2,400. Tax assessors 
have now been included in the minimum salary 
act. The investigation indicated that only 6 of 
the 95 county assessors had equipment which could 
be considered complete and adequate, and only 
4 counties had complete tax maps. 

In order to get objective evidence of assessment 
levels, sales ratio studies were made for real prop- 
erty in 21 counties and 7 cities, the units chosen 
to be thoroughly representative of the State and - .  - 
where full cooperation was assured by local officials. 
Classifying assessments for each county as satis- 
factory, reasonably satisfactory, or unsatisfactory- 
depending on their relation to that county's median 
ratio-the survey found that on the basis of the 
samples used, only 3 of the 21 counties checked had 
50 percent or more of their assessments in the satis- 
factory or reasonably satisfactory groupings. For 
the 21 counties the median assessment ratios ranged 
from 11 to 49 percent. In one county, it was found 
that the ratio of assessed value to actual market 

'Proper ty  Assessment Administration in Tennessee, 
1955-56, Report to the County Tax Assessment Sub- 
committee of the Legislative Council committee, Cecil 
Morgan, Director of Field Study, 1956. 

value ranged from 1 percent to over 900 percent. 
But the report also noted that ". . . it is generally 
believed that considerable amounts of real property 
in Tennessee are escaping taxation altogether." 

Personal property assessment, the report points 
out, is most irregular. During the survey in 1956, 
four counties were making no assessment of per- 
sonalty, with the quarterly county courts in two of 
the counties having passed resolutions directing the 
assessors not to make personalty assessments. It  
was found that 18 counties assessed industrial and 
commercial personalty, but not individually owned 
personalty. Several types of personal property, 
however, are not of concern to the county assessor. 
There is, for example, a special merchants' ad 
valorem tax assessed and administered by the 
county clerks (except in some cities). Nor is the 
local assessor concerned with most intangibles as 
stocks and bonds are taxed not ad valorem but on an 
income basis, and the tax on stock in banks, in- 
surance companies, etc., is usually paid by the 
institution. 

Public utility property, it may be noted, is as- 
sessed by the State Public Service Commission. 
After the valuations have been approved by the 
State Board of Equalization, they are certified to 
the local taxing jurisdictions. 

Recommendations resulting from survey. The 
field study director filed with the council a group 
of significant conclusions and recommendations. 
The members of the Advisory Committee decided 
on seven "suggestions for improvements" including, 
in summary, better educated and better qualified 
assessors with better pay and adequate office space 
and equipment, selection of county assessor by the 
county court instead of by popular election, reap- 
praisal every 6 years, some means to include a 
larger percentage of personalty on the rolls, State 
aid in the form of schools, manuals and assistance 
when requested, and creation of a State agency 
to give leadership, training, and assistance to local 
 official^.^ 

The Legislative Council recognized the merit in 
the recommendations made by the study director, 
but concluded that a major revision of an undesir- 

a Ibid.,  p. 41. 
'For details of the Study Director's conclusions and 

recommendations, the Advisory Committee's suggestions, 
and the comment and recommendations of the Legisla- 
tive Council, see T h e  Final Report of the Legislative 
Council Committee o f  the General Assembly, State of 
Tennessee, to  the Governor and Members of the General 
Assembly, 1956, pp. 51-63. 
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able situation which was "the result of many years 
of drifting in the wrong direction" should "be ap- 
proached with caution and by degrees, so that the 
orderly procedure of government will continue with 
the least possible interruption and so as to avoid 
any violent change in well-established customs." * 

The council therefore limited its recommenda- 
tions to two: (1)  Creation of an administrative 
agency under the State Board of Equalization to 
give assistance to local units on request, with the 
services of this agency to be expanded gradually 
to provide manuals, assist in reappraisals, hold 
schools, etc., to aid local assessors in achieving 
more thorough and equitable assessments; and ( 2 )  
an increase in the membership of the State Board 
of Equalization to include one member represent- 
ing the cities and one the counties, these members, 
to be appointed by the Governor for 4-year terms, 
to be qualified by experience in matters relating to 
local tax assessment. (Other members of the 
board, all ex officio, are the Governor, commissioner 
of revenue, secretary of state, treasurer and 
comptroller.) 

The 1957 legislature adopted both recommenda- 
tions of the council. T o  implement the first pro- 
posal there was established the office of executive 
secretary of the State Board of Equalization, a 
full-time position with provision for employment 
of staff assistants and clerical help. 

Educational actiuities of O f i ce  of Executive Sec- 
retary. Since its creation the Office of the Execu- 
tive Secretary has been very active in carrying out 
its duties. Personnel includes in addition to the 
secretary, a senior property consultant, a junior 
property consultant, and two officeworkers. 

Provision of a manual was one of the first proj- 
ects. By early in 1960 the office had prepared 
and distributed a County and Municipal Assessor's 
Guidebook, the first in the history of the State, 
and a revised edition was issued in 1961. The 
guidebook contains principles and procedures for 
mapping, appraisal, assessing, and equalization. 
I t  has forms, tables, and other useful material, 
including pertinent statutes on assessment. 

A school for assessors, also the first in Tennessee, 
was held in 1960 with a concentrated 2%-day pro- 
gram. A similar school was held in the fall of 1961 
on the theme "The Role of the Assessor in the Prog- 
ress of Tennessee," with a program covering basic 
techniques, procedures, and practices in Tennessee, 
reports on new county equalization programs, etc. 
Attendance at the first school was 102, representing 
40 counties and 11 municipalities; at the second, 
103, representing 35 counties and 16 cities. The 
State finances part of the cost, covering remunera- 
tion for any paid instructors and reimbursing ex- 
penses for one assessing official from each taxing 
jurisdiction. Such reimbursement is for actual ex- 

' Final Report of the Legislative Council Committee, 
op. cit., p. 60. 

penses in accordance with State travel regulations 
which provide a maximum of $12 a day for food 
and lodging, plus a travel allowance. In addition 
to the annual school, a series of 1-day area confer- 
ences have been held, 9 in 1960 and 12 in 1961, 
with more than 376 delegates representing 47 coun- 
ties attending to discuss assessment and equalization. 

I n  1960 a survey was made of the 95 county 
assessors' offices, strengthening the earlier conclu- 
sions that too little attention was being paid to this 
important function. The results of the survey were 
published in a widely distributed pamphlet and a 
few counties have taken steps to improve conditions. 

The office has carried on a constant program to 
inform local officials of the services it could give 
them and to encourage the development of revalu- 
ation and equalization programs. News releases 
are sent to newspapers, radio and television stations 
with a booklet on "Guideline Editorial Material on 
Property Equalization and Revaluation Programs." 
A series of 10 folders-interesting, attractive six- 
page pieces-were distributed, discussing equaliza- 
tion and describing features of a complete reap- 
praisal. The content is partially suggested by titles, 
which included "Equalization, Key to Fair Prop- 
erty Taxes," "What Every Tennessee County and 
City Official Should Know" about the executive 
secretary's office and services, "Sales Ratio Study," 
"Tax Maps," "Property Record Cards," "What Re- 
valuation of Property Means in Terms of the Tax 
Levy," etc. Another useful publication is "Rules 
and Regulations of Practice and Procedure Before 
the State Board of Equalization," designed to aid 
and instruct potential appellants or others desiring 
hearings or conferences. 

Sales ratio studies. The office has particularly 
encouraged county sales ratio studies as a prelimi- 
nary to reappraisals. Its folder on the "Sales Ratio 
Study" points out that the basic research may be 
done by a local citizen employed for the purpose 
by the county concerned, using forms prepared by, 
and under supervision of, the State. Analysis of 
the data and preparation of a report will be done 
by the secretary's office. Such "technical advice, 
assistance, and consultation by the executive secre- 
tary's office will be provided to any county upon 
request and without cost to the county government." 
Experience has shown that the county cost to con- 
duct the survey will be about $300, including mime- 
~graphing .~  

By mid-1962 the secretary's office had completed 
18 sales ratio studies and 4 were in process. While 
the State makes no direct use of the studies, they 
are the basis for analysis by the local unit involved 
and by the Tennessee Taxpayers' Association. 
Under 1963 legislation the Board of Equalization 

' "Sales Ratio Study," Folder No. 3, prepared by the 
Office of the Executive Secretary, Tennessee State Board 
of Equalization. 
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is authorized to publish annually the results of 
sales ratio studies conducted in the various coun- 
ties, cities, and towns. The board may require each 
county, city, or town to furnish to the extent that 
it is available in usable form such information as 
may be needed to prepare the sales ratio studies. 

Revaluation. The State has given encourage- 
ment and assistance to revaluation projects. It 
prepared and distributed "Suggested Guideline 
Material" with a list of the steps proposed for ini- 
tiating and carrying through a revaluation and 
a set of documents-resolutions, contracts, etc.- 
which could serve as models for the local unit 
undertaking such a project. The State offers as- 
sistance whenever needed. The secretary's office 
has no authority to approve or to recommend con- 
sultants or appraisal firms, but it does supply a 
list of firms which have done work in Tennessee 
or have indicated an interest in work there. 

A considerable number of revaluation programs 
have been completed over the past few years. As 

of June 1, 1962, 21 counties and 5 municipalities 
had completed or made contracts for revaluations. 
Others have used private firms for mapping. 

A provision which is regarded by some State 
officials as a helpful factor in getting revaluations 
voted is the law authorizing counties to use capital 
outlay notes to finance "property valuation, tax 
assessment, and tax equalization programs," sub- 
ject to approval of the State Director of Local 
Finance (who must approve the issue of such notes 
for any purpose). Capital outlay notes are ex- 
ecuted for a period of 3 years and if any notes 
remain unpaid at the end of the 3-year period, 
the balance shall be converted to bonds. 

Also likely to encourage revaluations is a new 
law which authorizes the Board of Equalization 
to contract with the governing body of any county 
or municipality to furnish such personnel, sup- 
plies, funds, and technical assistance as may be 
needed to carry out a program of assessment, reas- 
sessment, or equalization of property taxes. 
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Over the past several years in Texas there has 

been mounting emphasis on study of the property 
tax and improvement of its administration. This 
emphasis was recently reflected in the submission 
of a number of recommendations for constructive 
action by the 1963 legislature. 

Organization for assessing. Assessing in Texas is 
the function of some 1,500 local officers. This total 
includes the county assessor-collectors in each of the 
254 counties who do the assessing which is the basis 
for State, county, and some special district taxes: 
and the assessing officers in a host of overlapping 
assessment districts, sometimes in several layers. 
Some of the other local units-cities, school dis- 
tricts, and other special districts-also use the county 
valuations, but many such units have their own 
assessing organizations, which set valuations used 
as a base for their own taxes. The State itself does 
relatively little assessing, the State Tax Board valu- 
ing only the intangible assets of certain specified 
transportation companies. 

The county assessor-collector is a constitutional 
officer, elected for a 4-year term. His duties in- 
clude assessment and collection of ad valorem prop- 
erty taxes and also of poll and motor vehicle sales 
and use taxes. He also collects State motor vehicle 
registration fees. The assessor's salary is fixed by 
State law under a schedule based on the population 
of the county. The State comptroller's office has a 
direct interest in the property tax collections for 
State purposes, and this office designs and provides 
forms for the counties and audits their State prop- 
erty tax accounts. The counties receive compensa- 
tion from the State, with their fees based on assess- 
ments for assessing, and on collections for collecting. 

In those local units which do not use the county 
valuations but have separate, overlapping assess- 
ment organization, as in many cities, school dis- 
tricts, etc., the office of assessor is appointive. Such 
assessors have no connection with the State comp- 
troller's office. 

Assistance and training. The State contribution 
in training and other forms of aid is directed to- 
ward the county assessor-collectors. The State 
comptroller issues a manual which contains in- 
structions on assessing, use of forms, answers to 
usual questions, rulings and opinions of the Attor- 
ney General as well as statutory requirements, and 
the rules and regulations pertinent to the conduct 
of the office of county assessor-collector. Through 
the Ad Valorem and Intangibles Tax Division of 
the comptroller's office, the manual is supplemented 

l The State tax is levied on the county valuation less 
homestead exemptions. Homestead property to a value 
of $3,000 is exempt from State property taxes. 

156 

by advice, interpretations of the law, etc. The As- 
sociation of County Assessor-Collectors holds an 
annual conference, attended by staff of the comp- 
troller's office, at which property tax matters are 
discussed, and special sessions are held for newly 
elected county assessor-collectors. The State audi- 
tors, who check county property tax records for the 
State comptroller, aid the local officials by answer- 
ing questions on procedure and other matters. 

An annual Institute for Tax Assessors is spon- 
sored by the Institute of Public Affairs and Divi- 
sion of Extension of the University of Texas in 
cooperation with the Texas Association of Assess- 
ing Officers and the Texas Municipal League. 
This institute is a 2-day intensive training school 
initiated by the Institute of Public Affairs and 
approved by the International Association of As- 
sessing Officers for meeting part of the training 
requirements for CAE designation. The Fourth 
Annual Institute, held in December 1962, was de- 
scribed as "an advanced-level, inservice training 
course designed to meet the professional needs of 
Texas tax assessors and their subordinate personnel 
in all units of local government-counties, cities, 
school districts, and other special districts. . . . 
Because the subject matter of this institute is ad- 
vanced in nature, only those assessment personnel 
who have had prior basic training and experience 
should attend." 

Sessions at the 1962 institute included lectures 
and discussions on such subjects as trends in real 
estate marketing, making and using assessment ratio 
studies, building cost estimating, accounting proce- 
dures for tax departments, problems in property 
tax law, appraisal of specific types of property, etc. 
There was a fee of $17.50 covering instructional 
services and materials, proceedings, and dinner for 
the one dinner meeting. A total of 212 persons 
attended the 1962 institute (including only 4 
county assessor-collectors) . 

The Texas Association of Assessing Officers also 
conducts training schools. Courses in basic as- 
sessment techniques and procedures are sponsored 
by local chapters as well as by the State organiza- 
tion. The association is also responsible, through 
the Institute for Texas Assessors, for the certifica- 
tion of assessors who Dass an examination and 
meet other requirements, awarding the designation 
Certified Texas Assessor (CTA) . 

Regular courses in real estate appraisal are in- 
cluded in the curriculum of some educational in- 
stitutions in Texas, and Texas A. & M. has been 

a Program, Fourth Institute for  T a x  Assessors, Institute 
of Public Affairs, the University of Texas. 
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concerned with methods of using production data 
in valuing agricultural lands. 

Tax studies. A Texas Tax Study Commission, 
reporting in 1958, pointed out not only the im- 
portance of the property tax in Texas State-local 
finance but also its outstanding weaknesses and 
emphasized the need for further study of the sub- 
ject. Recognizing this need, the legislature in 1959 
provided for a Commission on State and Local Tax 
Policy. The new commission was directed to con- 
sider various tax problems, including specific as- 
pects of the tax. 

The commission secured the services of the Texas 
Research League, a nonprofit, professional govern- 
ment research agency financed by citizen contribu- 
tions, to do the research at no cost to the State. 
Emphasis during the 1960-61 study period was not 
on the property tax, but a preliminary report on 
this subject was issued early in 1961 and the 
study was continued through 1962. During 1962 
the commission issued a series of "summary reports," 
clear, informative but brief discussions of the main 
subjects under consideration. These reports, dis- 
tributed widely and used as a basis for hearings 
and discussion, covered such subjects as: the prop- 
erty tax for State purposes, intangibles, ad valorem 
motor vehicle taxation, need for clarification of the 
property tax law, and provisions for taxpayers' 
appeal of property assessments. A comprehensive 
staff analysis of the property tax laws was also 
published. 

Recommendations of the Commission on State 
and Local Tax Policy were made in three brief 
"final reports" published in December 1962.4 In 
T h e  State Property Tax the commission recom- 
mended that Texas abandon the property tax as a 
source of State revenue. effective in 1968. The 
commission recognized that serious inequity exists 
in the impact of the State tax,5 and after consider- 

a Property Taxation and Local Revenues, Preliminary 
Report of the Texas Commission on State and Local 
T t x  Policy, Austin, 1961. 

The  State Property Tax, Improving the Texas Prop- 
erty Tax  Law, and Final Report, each a report by the 
Texas Commission on State and Local Tax Policy, Austin, . . 
1962. 

'The commission said, "Just about everybody who has 
ever studied the Texas State property tax agrees on one 
fact-the tax is poorly administered and inequitable in its 
application." The situation was documented by the Tax 
Study Commission in 1958 as "With the cooperation of 
local assessors, the commission demonstrated that the 
State tax on a $35,000 home varied from 10 cents to $35, 
depending on the county in which the home was located." 
The Tax Policy Commission continued: 

"Although State property tax inequities for homeowners 
are often cited as a major indictment of the tax, the fact 
is that, for the majority of residential property owners, 
the inequity is either very small or nonexistent. This is 
because the counties assess residential property at  a very 
low percentage of true value (the average is about 18 per- 
cent) and this low ratio together with the homestead 
exemption of $3,000 eliminates the State property tax on 
many homes. . . . 

ing the alternative of greater State supervision and 
control, recommended that the State withdraw 
from the property tax. Related recommendations 
were designed to make provision for the functions 
presently financed from State property tax revenues, 
but with final action on replacement revenues left 
for later decision. 

Under the heading "Improving the Property Tax 
Law," the Commission made 16 recommendations 
designed to strengthen and clarify the law, and 
bring law and practice into more realistic relation- 
ship. Important recommendations in this group 
included: exemption from property taxation of in- 
tangibles, with certain exceptions; taxation of lease- 
hold interests; clear definition of real and personal 
property and of intangible and tangible personal 
property; several recommendations as to tax situs 
of various kinds of property; exemption of family 
household and kitchen furniture; etc. A major 
proposal in this report was for clear, statutory recog- 
nition of a taxpayer's right to appeal to the courts 
in matters of assessments by the establishment of 
procedures and regulations. 

A final r e~om~enda t ion  was that the legislature 
create a permanent Commission on State and Local 
Tax Policy composed of three senators appointed 
by the Lieutenant Governor, three representatives 
appointed by the speaker of the house, and three 
lay members appointed by the Governor. The 
commission pointed out a variety of specific tax 
problems requiring further study, including those 
on the property tax. I t  also said: 

This commission believes that the concept of a tax 
study commission . . . is basically sound and that it  can 
do much to improve the tax system of our State and local 
governments by providing a mechanism whereby tax prob- 
lems can be studied and discussed without the pressures 
that exist during a legislative session. 

I n  a very interesting discussion of the State prop- 
erty tax-its history and other factors which affect 
prospective changes-Prof. Lynn F. Anderson said 
recently: 

The State property tax has been studied on numerous 
occasions during its lifetime, but at no time in recent years 
has it  been brought so close to legislative and public atten- 
tion as in the recent report of the Commission on State 
and Local Tax Policy. 

"In actual fact the combination of low assessments and 
the homestead exemption results in changing the State 
property tax from a general tax to a tax that falls almost 
exclusively on business. When it is applied to business 
properties, however, the inequity becomes very real, for 
such properties are frequently so valuable that, even with 
fractional assessment, the State property tax levy can run 
into large sums and the differential on similar properties 
located in different counties can be very substantial in- 
deyl." ( T h e  State Property Tax, op. cit., pp. 8-9.) 

Final Report, op. cit., p. 8. 
'Lynn F. Anderson, "The State Property Tax in Texas: 

Requiem or Rejuvenation?" Public Affairs Comment, In- 
stitute of Public Affairs, The University of Texas, Janu- 
ary 1963, p. 4. 
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The Utah State government maintains an active 

role in property tax administration. There is a 
State property tax for the purpose of balancing a 
uniform school fund, and the State has a major 
part in setting assessed valuations. Its concern with 
the property tax has been persistent and of long 
standing; this State issued its first appraisers' man- 
ual in 193 1 and- 

Utilizing this standard manual, and following standard 
procedures, State employed engineers appraised each and 
every structure in the State. Added to a rural land ap- 
praisal program completed a few years before by the old 
State Board of Equalization and an urban land program 
making good progress, it represented an exceptional ac- 
complishment. Utah officials were justly proud of this 
statewide appraisal-it was the first of its kind in the 
United States.' 

The State has now put its reappraisals on a regular 
5-year cycle, and supplements them with sales ratio 
studies designed as a major equalization tool. 

State assessing. The State Tax Commission is 
responsible for the primary assessment of a substan- 
tial part of the State's taxable valuation-mining 
property, railroads, power companies, and other 
utilities. State assessed properties aggregated 
$486,320,868 in 1961, or 36 percent of the total 
taxable valuation (mines 21 percent, railroads 5 
percent, with the remaining 10 percent covering all 
other categories). 

State participation in setting the values for local- 
ly assessed property is very substantial, as shown in 
the following section. The Tax Commission also 
determines the State school levy. 

The property tax functions are only one of the 
responsibilities of the Tax Commission. This four- 
member appointive board collects revenue from 
sales, gasoline, income, and other major taxes and 
fees, and has power to establish accounting systems 
for all taxing units. 

State appraisal of locally assessed property. A 
constitutional amendment of 1930 established the 
State Tax Commission to replace a former Board 
of Equalization and, with supporting legislation, 
gave the commission extensive powers of review 
and equalization. In  1931 the Property Tax Di- 
vision of the commission undertook an appraisal 
of improvements in one of the smaller counties, and 
the program was subsequently extended so that by 
1939 all locally assessed real property in the State's 
29 counties had been appraised by the State Tax 

'John Rackham, "The Theory and Practice of Equali- 
zation" in Property Tax Problems in Utah,  speeches and 
papers presented at the Fifth Annual School for Assessors, 
The State Tax Commission of Utah, Salt Lake City, 1961, 
p. 43. 

Commission. During the war State appraisal ac- 
tivities were limited to new buildings and some 
"hot spot" appraisals, and this continued during the 
early postwar period. 

In 1953 the legislature reinstated the reappraisal 
program, requiring the State Tax Commission to 
appraise all tangible property on a 5-year rotation 
basis. "The legislature neglected, however, to give 
an appropriation to the Tax Commission in that 
year. Consequently, it was not until the year 1955 
that the program got underway in earnest." The 
first cycle in the program involved a complete re- 
appraisal of all buildings in the State and almost all 
the land, emphasis in the latter being on urban 
lands where the more rapid changes were occurring. 

A second 5-year appraisal cycle was begun July 
1, 1961. Adequate appropriations were made to 
get the program off to a good start and by mid- 
1962 five counties had been completely reappraised, 
land appraisals had been completed in three other 
counties, and both building and land appraisals 
were well underway in the three largest counties. 

For the current cycle, appraisals are made on the 
basis of a new manual, carefully worked out with 
use of 1960 costs. The formulas call for determi- 
nation of value as replacement cost less depreciation, 
with thorough checks as to functional or economic 
obsolescence. The State appraisals are the basis for 
assessed valuation in the year immediately follow- 
ing the appraisal, and usually remain so until the 
next reappraisal. 

The Tax Commission appraisals are made with 
State staff, supplemented in some areas by local 
persons especially well informed on land values in 
their sections. The State finances almost the entire 
cost, paying its staff membersJ salaries, supplying 
necessary materials and equipment, and meeting 
travel expenses other than meals and lodging. In 
the first reappraisal cycle some of the outlying 
counties contributed subsistence money. 

The reappraisal program has placed its emphasis 
on real estate, but the Commission staff has been 
conducting extensive studies in personal property. 
As a result of this study it was planned that in 
1963 commission appraisers would start a check on 
merchandise fixtures, agricultural, industrial and 
commercial machinery, and other forms of personal 
property. Household furnishings, it may be noted, 
have been exempt from taxation since 1959 when 
the legislature implemented authorization of such 
exemption by a 1958 constitutional amendment. 

15th Biennial Report of the Utah State Tax Com- 
mission, 1960, p. 28. 
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Other State aids and services. In  addition to its 
major contribution in reappraisal, Utah provides 
substantial aids to local assessing. Manuals, sched- 
ules of value for motor vehicles, machinery and 
other equipment, forms, bulletins on laws and on 
special types of property, and advice on legal and 
other problems are all supplied. 

In December 1961, the Commission initiated Tax 
Topics, a publication issued from time to time to 
provide interesting and timely information on spe- 
cial programs and events, summaries of reports, 
commission plans and activities, etc. 

An assessors' school is held annually in accord- 
ance with a directive in legislation enacted in 1957. 
The sixth such school, conducted by the commis- 
sion, was held in 1962. Recent schools have had a 
2-day program with speakers and panel workshop 
discussions covering a wide range of material, in- 
cluding new legislation, the reduction in assessment 
ratio, appraisal practice, obsolescence and deprecia- 
tion, equalization, personal property assessment, use 
of new manuals, etc. Most of the papers are pub- 
lished and distributed to assessors. The law re- 
quires that the county assessors attend unless ex- 
cused. The counties pay the assessors' expenses. 

Stafl. The property tax work of the Tax Com- 
mission is carried on by 35 persons (in mid-1962). 
While there is some overlapping of duties, the staff 
may be grouped as follows: 18 engaged in reap- 
praisal of improvements on real property; 4 in ap- 
praisal of land; 5 in mines, public utilities, and 
common carriers; 1 in personal property problems. 
Four are engaged in supervisory and clerical work, 
and three constitute the permanent research staff. 
For about 2 months of the year, during the sales 
survey period, some of the appraisers do research 
on property records and conduct personal inter- 
views for the survey. 

Level of assessment. Under 1961 legislation it 
was provided that taxable tangible property should 
be assessed at 30 percent of its reasonable fair cash 
value. Prior to 1961, a 40 percent ratio had been 
prescribed by law. 

The 30 percent ratio was decided on largely to 
bring the legal ratio nearer to the actual practice, 
but the 30 percent is still well above the commonly 
used ratios in the State. In  general, 30 percent 
is regarded as a maximum ratio, with 20 percent 
typically used. 

Sales ratio study. A sales ratio study was started 
by the Tax Commission in July 1960, and its first 
phase, completed in August 1961, showed the aver- 
age assessed value for the State (weighted by pop- 
ulation) to be 16.38 percent of market value. 
Assessment levels for the 29 counties ranged from 
15.45 to 23.16. The summary report "showed the 
data grouped by areas in each county, such areas, 

- 

' Variance of Imfiroued Property Assessment Levals 
Within and Between the Various Counties of  Utah, The 
Sta.te Tax Commission of Utah, 1961. 

"characterized by (1) contiguity and (2) a high 
degree of homogeneity of building types." There 
was a total of about 250 such areas, the number 
ranging from 1 in 1 county up to 38 for Salt Lake 
County. The area ratios showed variations from 
12.86 in what is known as Roll No. 7, an older 
residential area in Salt Lake City, to 32.89 in the 
Scipio area of Millard County. The 1962 study 
showed a notably narrower range. The lowest of 
the districts had a ratio of 13.98 percent; the high- 
est, 28.96 percent. The State ratio, at 16.34 per- 
cent, was almost identical with that of 1961. 

The ratio study generally followed the procedures 
prescribed in the NATA Guide for Assessment- 
Sales Ratio Studies. Almost 20,000 sales were 
studied, and after detailed checking, verification, 
etc., over 10,000 were used as a basis for the com- 
putations. The sample developed represented al- 
most 5 percent of the total properties of the class 
and was "stratified by age of improvements and 
population distribution within areas and weighted 
relative to the comparable stratification of the 
properties comprising the universe." 

The potential significance of the sales ratio work 
was indicated clearly in the definition of its pur- 
poses. The study was designed to:5 (1) Check 
the degree of accuracy and uniformity in the build- 
ing and land reappraisal; (2) determine the effect 
of valuation factors not inherent in the properties 
by measuring influences of market demand on the 
properties by age, type, and area; ( 3 )  provide 
foundations for equating the standards used for 
setting values on the several classes of property; 
(4) measure variance of assessment levels within 
and between the classes of property to aid in 
equalization. 

One of the special aspects of the study was noted 
in the report as follows : 

Although the total sample comprises a variety of prop- 
erty types and classes, fully 95 percent of the verified 
sales represent improved properties of less than 3 acres. 
Emphasis on this class is by design. Real property parcels 
in Utah have for many years past been appraised for as- 
sessment purposes on the basis of market established prices 
of comparable properties. Accumulation of a vast num- 
ber of sales of unimproved properties for equalization 
purposes would, therefore, be redundant. In the com- 
parison of unit sales price to assessed valuation based upon 
summation appraisal, the value of land is carried as a 
constant. 

The ratio study was undertaken under a special 
deficit appropriation sufficient just to start the proj- 
ect. The 1961 legislature, however, provided funds 
to put the program on a continuing basis. The re- 
search staff has been working on various supple- 
mentary studies to make full use of the data 
available. The ratio studv material has alreadv 
had significant results in the equalization process. 

Ibid., pp. 1-2. 
' Zbid., p. 1 .  
' Ibid., p. 3. 
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Equalization. The Tax Commission has broad 
powers of equalization and its programs have been 
developed to improve uniformity and equity. While 
the work of the 1930's went far toward this goal, 
the "fair and equitable" base then achieved be- 
came increasingly inequitable with the rising costs 
and sharp shifts in population of the 1940's. About 
1947 a land reappraisal was initiated, but major 
remedial action was provided in 1953 with the pro- 
gram of complete revaluation put on a regular 5- 
year cycle. Toward the close of the first cycle, the 
need for additional data as a basis for equalization 
was recognized and the Tax Commission began the 
sales ratio study to supplement the reappraisal 
program. 

As a result of the ratio study, the Tax Commis- 
sion in 1961 issued a series of equalization factors 
to local units to be applied to the assessed valua- 
tions of improvements on real property. For the 
22 areas which showed assessment levels below 15 
percent, such factors provided for increasing values 
from 1 to 17 percent to bring the valuations up 
to 15 percent. For five areas with ratios over 30 
percent, factors were issued to reduce the assess- 
ment level to the mean for their counties. In one 
community a thorough physical reappraisal was 
made befbre the ratio was recomputed and an 
equalization factor issued. In two others with high 
ratios, action had already been taken, in 1960, to 
reduce ratios to a 20 percent level. 

While the recent emphasis has been on equaliza- 
tion of real property, the commission has been con- 
cerned also with equalization between classes. Mr. 
John Rackham, director of the Valuation Division 
of the State Tax Commission, under whose direc- 
tion the ratio studies are carried out, speaking at 
the 1961 assessors' school, pointed out that the re- 
placement cost approach to valuation of property 
improvements is related to a fixed base, tied to his- 
torical values, while other classes of property, such 
as merchandise inventories, motor vehicles, and 
real property, can be valued only within a con- 
temporary context, and said, "In Utah, and else- 
where, the method utilized to offset the disparities 
arising within the mixed system consisted of reduc- 
ing, for assessment purposes, the percentage of full 
value of those classes computed on a current basis. 
This is an equalization of sorts. . . ." After dis- 
cussing the ratio study analyses, he concluded his 
paperas follows: 

I n  the next few years, substantial equalization can be 
effected in the Utah property tax picture. We feel uni- 
formity can be attained both within and between property 
classes throughout the state-and the commission will 
diligently pursue the course that leads to this ideal. 

But there is more, we want to identify the influences 
that brought on the state of valuation imbalance. And 
then we want to start correcting by adding or removing 
until we get equilibrium. 

*John Rackham, of.  cit., pp. 45-46. 
' Ibid., p. 49. 



VERMONT 
Since 1910 the State commissioner of taxes has 

had statutory powers and duties concerning local 
taxes. They include conferring with and advising 
listers (assessors) on their duties, furnishing instruc- 
tions, etc. He is also empowered to collect infor- 
mation, prescribe forms, summon listers to schools, 
receive appeals, etc. In  August 1956, there was 
created the position of director of local property 
taxes and a staff member who had had much ex- 
perience on town tax matters was appointed to the 
post-the title of which was later changed, under 
a general reorganization, to municipal tax consul- 
tant. In 1958 it was reported that after the creation 
of this position, "steady progress was made . . . in 
increasing the amount and quality of the assistance 
rendered by the Tax Department to towns and 
cities in the assessment and collection of property 
and poll taxes." 

Starting in 1956, the department has issued a 
series of published materials. In October of that 
year it started "Tax Aids," a monthly mimeographed 
bulletin covering changes in tax laws, comment on 
litigation, reminders of dates in the tax calendar, 
announcements of meetings, and other pertinent 
material. The department also distributed in 1958 
a Handbook for Vermont Listers, and in 1960 a 
Timberland Appraisal Guide. The handbook is 
described in its foreword as "the first effort ever 
made by the Vermont Tax Department to provide 
the listers of the State with a reference book in 
which can be found reasonably detailed instruc- 
tions concerning the methods which should be fol- 
lowed to provide equitable listing." 

An annual listers school is held. This 3-day ses- 
sion is sponsored by the State Department of Taxes, 
the University of Vermont, and the Vermont As- 
sociation of Listers & Assessors. The school had 
been held regularly at  the university, but beginning 
in 1960, two separate schools have been held, one 
at the university in Burlington and one in the 
southern part of the State at Castleton. At the 
tenth annual school in September 1959, the regis- 
tration was 170, including 154 listers from 11 1 
towns. The registration in 1960, at the 2 schools, 
was 255, including 230 listers; in 1962 the combined 
registration was 265, with 246 listers and 19 non- 
listers. This 1962 registration compares with 72 in 
1956, 129 in 1957, 121 in 1958, and 170 in 1959. 

The 1957 general assembly made two notable 
changes in the laws governing property tax assess- 
ments--one on the frequency of appraisal and one 
on the level of assessment. Prior to 1957 the law 
had provided for quadrennial appraisal of real 
property; the 1957 law provided for an annual ap- 
praisal (assessment) to be effective in all munici- 

palities after July 1, 1961, unless adopted sooner 
(and most units provided for earlier shift to the 
annual system). Legislation of 1957 also repealed 
the old provision that all property be set in the 
grand list a t  its "true value in money" and pro- 
vided that listers shall appraise property at its "fair 
market value," and then list the same without dis- 
crimination on "a proportionate basis of such 
value" for the grand list. I n  addition, the listers are 
required to file with the town clerk the agreed ratio 
or percentage at which they will list real and per- 
sonal property. The ratios for real and personal 
property were not necessarily the same under the 
1957 law, but in 1959 the legislature provided that 
real and personal property shall be listed at  the 
same percent of appraisal value. 

Recognizing that the wide and now official varia- 
tion in the basis of assessment resulted in clear-cut 
inequality in the application of a veterans' exemp- 
tion provision, the 1961 legislature amended the 
law. Of concern here is the application of the 
exemption. Previously the exemption granted to 
qualifying veterans was $2,000 deducted from the 
"listed value." For 1962 and later, a property ex- 
emption of $6,000 is to be deducted from the ap- 
praisal or "estimated fair market value" and the 
ratio applied to that figure to obtain the "listed 
value." 

The State has done some work on sales ratio 
studies. In 1957 the town clerks were asked to send 
to the State, on forms it supplied, data on selling 
price and listed value of all property sold. A num- 
ber of the clerks cooperated and in November 1957, 
the results of the first 6 months of records were 
published in "Tax Aids." While sales in some 
towns were too few to be significant, the first study 
covered 99 towns. Six months later, 67 towns were 
covered in a similar survey. "Tax Aids" continues 
to invite cooperation by the town clerks, pointing 
out that the State will reimburse the town clerks 
at  the rate of 10 cents per transfer reported, and 
emphasizing the value to local listers of the State 
study. For the last half of 1960, however, only 
about 35 clerks sent in the data. The tax com- 
missioner, in his 1958 report, recommended that the 
legislature require town clerks to send in the neces- 
sary information and that the Tax Department be 
given funds to compensate the clerks, pointing out 
"Statewide coverage of sales ratio studies would be 
of inestimable value to the listers . . . in checking 
the accuracy of their work, would go far toward 
establishing greater equality in local property assess- 
ments, and would assist future legislatures consider- 
ing problems of local finances." 



VIRGINIA 
The changes in local assessment of real property in 

Virginia since the close of World War I1 have been 
described as a quiet revolution. I n  1944 the gen- 
eral assembly, "acutely aware of the deplorable 
assessment conditions existing in the majority of 
the counties and in many cities," directed the Vir- 
ginia Advisory Legislative Council to study State 
and local taxati0n.l In  accordance with the recom- 
mendations of the council, in 1946 the legislature 
provided for mandatory periodic reassessment in 
all local units and directed the State Department 
of Taxation to aid local units on a voluntary basis. 
The "revolution" has occurred as a result of carry- 
ing out this legislation. 

Mandatory reassessment. General statutes now 
require all cities and counties to have periodic re- 
assessments of all locally taxable real estate, but re- 
quirements differ for different types of local units. 
The cities reassess quadrennially (in 1962, with the 
next scheduled reassessment in 1966), but there are 
exceptions in favor of annual assessments. Under 
general law any city having a population of less 
than 30,000 (by the last preceding census) may 
provide for annual assessment and reassessment, 
and among the larger cities several have had 
charter changes or special legislation to permit an- 
nual assessment. As of early in 1963, 19 cities have 
annual reassessment and 15 reassess quadrennially; 
the 19 use regular assessment staffs; in the 15, the 
quadrennial reassessment is done by court-appointed 
assessors. The counties may reassess in any year, 
but must reassess in at least the sixth year after 
their last general reassessment. Four counties now 
provide for annual assessments, or reassessments, 
with 92 having the periodic mandatory reassess- 
ments of real estate. While mandatory reassess- 
ment had been in effect for some years prior to 
the early 1900's, the mandatory requirement for 
counties was specifically repealed in 1930, and when 
the new program was initiated in the 1940's some 
areas had not been reassessed for over 20 years. 

State aid. The State tax commissioner had long 
had the responsibility for providing advisory aid or 
assistance, on request, in equalizing assessments, 

' F. C .  Forberg, "Assessment: Recent  Developments i n  
Virginia," T h e  Uniuersity of Virginia News Letter, Bu- 
reau o f  Public Administration, University o f  Virginia,  
Dec. 15, 1960. T h i s  article and correspondence w i t h  
Mr.  Forberg, director o f  t h e  Division o f  Real Estate Ap- 
praisal and Mapping,  Department  o f  Taxation,  have been 
especially helpful  in t h e  f reparation o f  this section o n  
Virginia.  
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but as a result of the postwar laws requiring reas- 
sessment there was a substantial increase in the 
amount of aid requested. Requests for aid have 
become the rule rather than the exception, and 
while such requests have been primarily in connec- 
tion with mapping and reassessment, the State has 
been called on for advice on all sorts of assessment 
problems. 

A special section was established in the Division 
of Research to carry out the advisory program, but 
in 1950 this section was reorganized as a separate 
Division of Real Estate Appraisal and Mapping. 
The division budget has grown from $20,000 to 
about $100,000 annually, and early in 1963 it had 
a central staff of 16. This staff included 5 appraisal 
supervisory personnel, 10 affiliated with mapping, 
and 1 clerical worker-but the staff was not large 
enough to keep up with the requests of local units. 

A major service of the division is its provision of 
a staff for carrying out local reassessments. In  ad- 
dition to its central personnel, the division main- 
tains a corps of trained real estate appraisers, who 
serve the counties and cities in reassessment, etc. 
This staff, 20 persons early in 1963, works in teams 
and is compensated by the localities using their 
services, with salaries and reimbursement for nec- 
essary travel within the employing unit. 

The primary problem as it appeared in the early 
postwar years was the lack of basic tools for assess- 
ment and of qualified personnel. The State insti- 
tuted a program to develop (1)  a uniform ap- 
praisal, ( 2 )  real property identification maps, and 
( 3 )  real property record cards. I t  concentrated its 
efforts on the original assessment, or reassessment, 
recognizing that "Review and equalization are to- 
tally inadequate substitutes for a good original as- 
sessment. Initial assessments, poorly made, in- 
evitably find their way on to the tax rolls irrespec- 
tive of-the diligence and care exercised by the re- 
viewing agency." = A major problem in reassess- 
ment was the development of mapping and meet- 
ing the cost. Experimenting showed that the prep- 
aration of adequate maps could be within the reach 
of any city or county. State-local sharing in the 
expense has been a notable factor, with the local 
unit meeting the expense of the real estate appraiser 
who serves as mapping technician and of all ma- 
terials needed, while the State meets the cost of 
drafting, field inspection, integration of the prop- 
erty map, preparation of listings, etc. 

Ibid., p. 14. 
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By the close of 1962, 51 counties had up-to-date 
real property identification maps. For 49 of these 
counties the maps had been prepared by joint State- 
local effort, in one an engineering firm had done 
the work, and in the other, local forces had done 
it. Of the 34 independent cities, 30 had real prop- 
erty maps, including 15 prepared with State aid, 
and 4 cities still lacked adequate maps. Almost all 
counties and cities had installed adequate record 
card systems by the close of 1960. While such sys- 
tems varied, they were adapted to the needs of the 
local units involved. 

In the various aspects of reassessment including 
mapping, etc., the division, at the request of the 
local unit, has aided 89 of the counties and 27 of 
the cities, leaving only 7 counties and 7 cities (as 
constituted early in 1963) which have not availed 
themselves of the State services. 

In addition to these special services, the State 
Department of Taxation prescribes and furnishes 
various basic forms for local use, but local units 
may adopt their own if they include certain mini- 
mum data. Another significant service of the de- 
partment is the regular publication, after each legis- 
lative session, of the Tax Code, including any new 
legislation. 

Training. In  developing its own staff, the State 
has had a notable impact on the training of local 
assessing officials. In 1960 it was reported that 
more than 30 appraisal and mapping technicians 
who had formerly worked under the auspices of the 
State Division of Real Estate Appraisal and Map- 
ping were then employed by local units. 

In 1956 the first Annual Assessors' Institute was 
held at the University of Virginia. This institute, 
sponsored by the Bureau of Public Administration 
of the University of Virginia and the Virginia As- 
sociation of Assessing Officers, receives active sup- 
port from the State in its planning and program. 
The institute program has now been developed 
under a consistent 5-year plan, and starting with 
1961 the curriculum was divided into three sec- 
tions to provide for the varying experience and 
qualifications of those attending. Subjects dis- 
cussed in 1961 included the legal basis for assessing; 
the several approaches to value, maps, adminis- 
tration, etc.; and there were demonstration ap- 
praisals and question periods. Participants in- 
cluded principally experienced local assessors and 
university and Department of Taxation staff. Pro- 
ceedings are published and provide an interesting 
and useful textbook on the material covered. 

A significant factor in the improvement of as- 
sessing in the State is the Virginia Association of 
Assessing Officers, organized in 1949. The group 
was organized with the cooperation of the State, 
and State staff members have been active in its 
leadership. The association is responsible for pub- 
lication, in 1960, of an Assessors' Manual. 

Tax  base and leuel of assessment. Under a con- 
stitutional amendment of 1928 the property tax 
base is segregated for State and local purposes. 
Local units are permitted to tax tangible property, 
real and personal, while the State taxes intangible 
property. The local tax base includes property of 
public service corporations, but such property is 
assessed by the State Corporation Commission. As- 
sessments'of these corp&ations are pegged at  40 
Dercent of the value established bv the commis- 
I .  

slon. The assessment ratio for locally assessed prop- 
erty, on the other hand, varies widely as noted 
below. 

The constitution "provides that real property 
shall be assessed at its fair market value and . . . 
that all taxes shall be uniform upon the same class of 
property within the territorial limits of the authority 
levying the tax. . . . There is no constitutional 
justification for the practice in Virginia of assessors 
establishing ratios of assessed values to true values, 
but the courts have approved this system, if uni- 
form. This affords tax advantages when applied 
to higher assessment ratios made by the State 
Corporation Commission on public service corpora- 
tions. I t  is the tax assessors' haven, since it ob- 
scures inequities." 

The wide range in assessment ratios used by the 
local units in Virginia is shown by the real estate 
assessment ratio studies made for 1956 and 1962 
by the Department of Taxation through its Divisions 
of Research and Real Estate Appraisal and 
Mamine. For 1962 the ratios in the counties 

A. " 
ranged from 6.2 percent to 36.7 percent, and in 
the cities, from 11.6 to 84.7 percent. The weighted- 
average ratio for the State & a whole was 32.1 per- 
cent. As compared with 1956 the ratios were higher 
in 70 units, lower in 58 units, and unchanged in 1, 
and there were 3 new cities in 1962 for which no 
comparison could be made. For the study the sell- 
ing vrice of each usable and identifiable 1961 trans- 

v L 

fer was compared with the 1962 assessed valuation, 
except that in cities and counties with more than 
1,000 usable items, a representative sample of ap- 
proximately 1,000 was used. The published re- 
sults are brief, giving, for 1956 and 1962, for each 
of the counties and cities, the assessment ratio, aver- 
age nominal tax rate, and "average effective true 
tax rate." The primary use of the State ratio 
study is to determine true values in order for the 
State to ascertain the eli~ibilitv of local units to 

L S  

share in certain educational grants-in-aid. 
The State ratio study as published does not in- 

clude data on intra-area uniformity, and it is there- 

' Ernest P. Gates, "Virginia Code Provisions Relating 
to Real Estate Assessments," Proceedings of the Sixth An- 
nual Virginia Assessors' Institute, Bureau of Public Ad- 
ministration, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, 1962, 
pp. 64-65. 
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fore pertinent to point out that some Virginia units population. Of this group, 22 percent had co- 
have a record of high-quality assessing, as shown in efficients of 20 or better. There were 11 Virginia 
the assessment-sales ratio data collected and pub- units reported in the total and of them, 7, or 64 
lished by the Census Bureau as part of its 1957 percent, had coefficients of 20 or better. Of a total 
Census of Governments. The Bureau, reporting of 27 units reported having coefficients of 16 or 
on single-family nonfarm houses, gave coefficients lower, 5 were in Virginia, a larger number than 
of dispersion for 395 assessing areas of over 50,000 for any other State in this select ,group. 



WASHINGTON 
Over the past decade Washington has made spe- 

cial efforts to improve the administration of the 
property tax and has made considerable progress 
in this direction, but recognizes that it still has 
much to accomplish. The State's own use of the 
property tax is limited, with approximately 5 per- 
cent of the total State-local property tax revenue 
designated for State purposes. 

Organization for Assessment Administration 

Assessment administration in Washington is 
largely the responsibility of the elective county 
assessors in the State's 39 counties, but the State's 
participation is of importance. The State's share 
of the work is handled by the State Tax Commis- 
sion, which, through its Property Tax Division, 
assesses major public utilities and makes certain 
services and technical aid available to local asses- 
sors. The Commission's regulatory powers over 
local assessing are limited, but it does serve as a 
board of equalization. 

State Tax Commission. The State Tax Com- 
mission is a board of three members appointed by 
the Governor. The chairman serves at the pleasure 
of the Governor; the other two members are ap- 
pointed for 6-year overlapping terms. The com- 
mission's responsibilities include administration of 
such major taxes as sales, business and occupation, 
cigarette, etc., as well as various property tax func- 
tions. Commission members have specific areas 
of responsibility, with one assigned the Property 
Tax Division. The State Tax Commission is also 
the State Board of Equalization and in the latter 
capacity equalizes property values as a base for de- 
termining the amount of State property taxes to be 
collected in each county. 

The commission's Property Tax Division has two 
major sections, the Valuation Section and the As- 
sessment Standards Section. The former fixes the 
values of private car companies and the operating 
properties of interstate and intercounty public utili- 
ties-properties which represent about 10 percent 
of the assessed value of all taxable property in the 
State. The Assessment Standards Section is con- 
cerned with the functions involving locally assessed 
property and the work of the 39 county assessors. 

In  valuine utilities the arocedure involves de- 
'2 

termination of the total worth of each company, 
allocation of a systems value to the State, apportion- 
ment of this value to counties and taxing districts, 
and "equalization of full value so as to produce an 
assessed value to which tax levies can be applied." 

This last step is the work of the Board of Equaliza- 
tion. Since 1951, when studies showed that the 
ratios used in setting values for State assessed prop- 
erty were much higher than the levels for locally 
assessed real estate, in order "to achieve uniformity 
between State assessed and locally-assessed prop- 
erty and at the same time not have an adverse effect 
on the tax base of the local taxing districts, a pro- 
gram of gradual ratio reduction was initiated. 
Since that time the 'fixed ratios' have been lowered 
each year." 

In  addition to its work on utilities, the Valuation 
Section does advisory valuations of industrial plants 
for the counties which ask for this service. The 
plan was initiated in 1936 for pulp and paper plants, 
but through 1955 seldom more than 30 plants had 
been valued by the State in any year. The number 
has increased since then and the Tax Commission 
report shows 83 plants valued in 1962 (28 pulp 
and paper, 42 sawmills and plywood plants, and 
13 others) with a combined "advisory value" in ex- 
cess of $700 million. Under the program the Valu- 
ation Section "secures a report from the company 
and proceeds to use trended cost figures, inventory 
and physical appraisals, earnings, stock and debt 
and/or other data available to arrive at a 100 
percent value of the property. This result is certi- 
fied to the assessor, who then applies his assessed 
value percentage level to the full value as deter- 
mined by the Valuation Section to obtain his as- 
sessed value." = 

The Assessment Standards Section operates "to- 
ward eliminating inequality and nonuniformity in 
valuation of all classes of locally assessed property 
for tax purposes . . . and to generally supervise 
revaluation statewide." To this end it provides a 
variety of aids and technical services. 

General aids to county assessors. The Assess- 
ment Standards Section provides forms for use by 
local assessors and has issued a series of manuals 
and price schedules. The manual for residential, 
commercial, and industrial buildings was revised 
by a private appraisal firm in 1959 and further up- 

' 19th Biennial Report ,  State of Washington T a x  C o m -  
mission, Olympia, 1962, pp. 19-2 1. 
' G. Merton Dick, "Assessment Procedures of Regu- 

lated Utilities as Compared to Locally Assessed Industrial 
Property," address at  the WSATA Convention, Sept. 
9-12, 1962, p. 5. 

Chas. W. Hodde, "Technical Assistance Programs To  
Help Local Assessors," Revenue Administration, 1962, 
National Association of Tax Administrators, Chicago, 
1963, p. 54. 
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dating is planned. A personal property manual 
was issued in 1961 and a timber manual issued 
several years ago is under further study. A new 
land manual is to be published in 1963. 

Training schools, sponsored by the Tax Commis- 
sion and the Washington State Assessors' Associa- 
tion, have been held regularly since 1959. Classes 
are held for 4 days, with examinations on the fifth 
day. The schools, approved as to material pre- 
sented and instructors by the International Asso- 
ciation of Assessing Officers, have been held for 
real property (with three separate courses) and for 
personal property. A special school on land ap- 
praisal is planned when the new manual is issued. 
"Active wholehearted participation in the schools 
by the 39 counties led to greater equity and effi- 
ciency in property appraisal of all types both with- 
in the counties and statewide," according to the 
Commi~sion.~ 

The section gives direct technical aid to the as- 
sessors, on request, in appraisals and in auditing for 
personal property work. Where limited work is 
done, the service is free, but for extensive work a 
contract is usually negotiated. The State staff in- 
cludes personnel trained in appraisal of land, build- 
ings, timber, and other classes of taxable property. 
Other special service includes study of office pro- 
cedures and management, preparation of budgets, 
and other administrative aids. 

When the Tax Commission receives appeals 
from decisions of the county boards of equaliza- 
tion, preliminary work is done by the Assessment 
Standards Section. Frequently a staff member 
makes a field trip to secure material for the com- 
mission's consideration of appeals. 

A public relations program is a significant part 
of the work of the Assessment Standards Section. 
In  addition to keeping assessing officials informed 
on developments through a Newsletter, schools, 
and ~ersonal conferences. the section aims to 
broadkn the interest and Lowledge of the public. 
Besides distribution of news releases and popular 
and technical material on revaluation. wartici~a- 
tion in meetings, etc., the commission has prepared 
several films on the property tax for use at meetings 
and/or by television stations. 

A major phase of the section's activity is the gen- 
eral supervision of, and aid in, the revaluation pro- 
gram, discussed below. 

Use of Study Committees 

Assessment study of 1953-54. In  1953 the State 
Legislative Council, through its Subcommittee on 
Revenue and Taxation, initiated a study of real 
property assessments in Washington. Various other 
groups also sponsored the work and a Property Tax 

' 1962 Progress Report to the Legislature on Property 
Revaluation, Tax Commission, State of Washington, 
Olympia, 1962, p. 7. 

Advisory Committee was formed. The result was 
a comprehensive assessment sales ratio study, with 
the published report giving extensive details by 
classes of property and by counties. The report, 
in its introd~ct ion,~ describes its purpose and notes 
also existing provisions of law on assessment levels. 

While the determination of the relative level of assess- 
ment in each of Washington's 39 counties is one of the 
primary objectives of this study, the most important con- 
cern of this analysis is the degree of assessment uniformity 
which prevails within each county. The Fourteenth 
Amendment to the Washington State Constitution states 
that 'all taxes shall be uniform upon the same class of 
property . . .' and 'all real estate shall constitute one 
class.' . . . 

All property shall be assessed a t  50 percent of its true 
and fair value in money. I n  determining the true and 
fair value of property, the assessor shall not adopt a lower 
or  different standard of value because it  is to serve as a 
basis of taxation; . . . 

A material aid in the work was the availability 
of actual sales prices. A law of 195 1 had authorized 
counties to impose an excise tax on real estate trans- 
actions with the filing of affidavits of sale. All 
counties had such excise taxes in effect when the 
study was made. 

The study used 41,713 sales of 1953-represent- 
ing all usable sales in most counties and a scien- 
tifically selected sample in the large counties. I t  
showed a State average assessment ratio of 19.6 
percent, but with ratios for 10 different types of 
property ranging from 18.9 for single-family 
dwellings and 19.1 for motels to 32.6 for industrial 
improvements and 37.7 for warehouses. Average 
assessment ratios for the 39 counties ranged from 
13.3 to 38.5 percent. Coefficients of dispersion in 
the counties ranged from 33.4 to 79.8, with only 9 
counties having such coefficients of 40 or better and 
with 10 counties having coefficients of 60 or higher. 

I n  discussing the ratio study, Prof. James K. Hall, 
speaking at the National Tax Association meeting 
in 1956, said: 

Although there was a general realization by property 
owners and public and private groups in the State that 
substantial discriminations in real property assessments 
existed, nevertheless it was with no small sense of 'shock' 
that the quantitative record of assessment maladministra- 
tion was received. 

Revaluation. Following publication of the as- 
sessment study in December 1954, the legislature 
in 1955 enacted the revaluation of property law 
which directed that all real property in the State 

' A  Study of Real Property Assessments in the State o f  
Washington, Report of the Subcommittee on Revenue and 
Taxation of the Washington State Legislative Council, 
1953-55 Biennium, Olympia, 1954, p. 1. 

Single-family dwellings, vacant land, miscellaneous im- 
provements, rural property, retail stores, duplex dwellings, 
multiple family dwellings, motels, industrial improvements, 
and warehouses. 
' James K. Hall, "Equalization of Property Assessments 

in Washincton." National T a x  Association, Proceedings of the 4 9 t h U ~ n n u a l  Conference, 1956, p. 2 1  1; 
- 
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be revalued by June 1, 1958, with a continuing 
program thereafter to provide a complete inspec- 
tion of every parcel of property at least once every 
4 years. By the close of 1962 only 2 of the 39 coun- 
ties had actually completed the revaluation of all 
property, but many counties had completed revalua- 
tion of some classes of property and were working 
on the second round in those classes. 

The 1955 law provided not only for supervision 
by the State but also for State participation in re- 
valuation when so requested by the counties, with 
such participation to be both operational and 
financial. The Assessment Standards Section, 
which was created early in the revaluation pro- 
gram, works in cooperation with the counties. The 
State and counties may enter into agreements for 
appraisals under contract, with the State reimbursed 
in full or in part for the services rendered. For 
less extensive work, when State staff is available, 
direct assistance is given without the formality of 
a contract and without reimbursement. The ap- 
praisal assistance contracts have been effective in 
accelerating revaluation in counties needing special- 
ized appraisal or financial aid. 

I t  is significant, however, that the work of the 
Assessment Standards Section "is largely persuasion, 
advice, and cooperation, since statutes (and several 
court decisions) place major responsibility for ad- 
ministering local assessment laws on elected local 
officials." I n  this connection it is pertinent that 
in two counties where substantial work was done 
by the State a t  the request of the counties, only lim- 
ited use was made of the State valuations. While 
the State program had been set up carefully with 
the aid and approval of local officials and com- 
munity committees and with educational publicity, 
one county curtailed the equalization by reducing 
values on certain classes of property and another 
county ignored the State established valuations. 

The law requires the Tax Commission to report 
to each biennial legislature the progress of the re- 
valuation. The latest report, a n  interesting and in- 
formative document, summarizes background and 
gives for each county a two-page description with 
details as to the valuations by classes, the number 
of properties in each class, the percentage revalued, 
the budget and staff, and also a short description 
of records and tools such as maps, form of rolls, 
equipment, etc., and recommendations. The re- 
port points out in its summary that "This revalu- 
ation program has now been in effect for 7 years 
and revaluation and equalization of all property has 
not been achieved," and states that the job cannot 
be done without adequately trained staffs, adequate 
budgets, and "a clearly defined judicial determina- 
tion of the duties and authority of the county as- 

= Fred Wilson, "The State of Aid in the State of Wash- 
ington," in Assessment Administration: 1960, Interna- 
tional Association of Assessing Officers, Chicago, 1961, 
p. 88. 

sessor and the State Tax Commission." The com- 
mission believes equalization between counties vir- 
tually impossible as long as each county sets its 
own level of assessment, and says, "To achieve 
equity in the taxation of all local property and the 
distribution of State funds used for local purposes 
it may be desirable to require a common level of 
assessment ratio for all classes of property to be 
uniformly used by all counties." 

One line of possible action to be taken in the 
event of the failure of the 1955 revaluation pro- 
gram was suggested by Professor Hall early in that 
program. He proposed vesting the original assess- 
ment of property in the State Tax Commission, 
with this agency to be removed from politics as far 
as possible by the requirement of high professional 
standards for appointment, long-term appoint- 
ments, and responsibility of reporting to the legis- 
lature as well as the Governor. The plan involved 
a technically qualified State staff responsible for 
original assessments under standardized procedures, 
with such staff under civil service and with salaries 
reasonably competitive with equivalent positions in 
private employment.1° 

Tax Aduisory Council. A Tax Advisory Council 
of representative citizens was established in 1957 
to survey the State's tax statutes and their adminis- 
tration. The council, under the chairmanship of 
Mr. Harold S. Shefelman, reporting in 1958 made 
notable recommendations on the property tax, 
saying : l1 

A vigorous effort must be made to rehabilitate the 
property tax, to make it more equitable as among property 
owners, and at  the same time make it more responsive 
to the revenue needs of the various units of local govern- 
ments. . . . 

The council pointed out that "the main prob- 
lem is the all-too-prevalent lack of uniformity in 
assessments" with the lack of uniformity within the 
county more pressing than intercounty uniformity. 
Recommendations included: continuation of the 
system of elected county assessors, but with provision 
that the deputies "who do the actual job of ap- 
praising" be required to meet standards of com- 
petence set by a State b a r d  within a reasonable 
time after their appointment and that tenure and 
adequate salaries be provided; that assessors be 
given the right of access to personal property rec- 
ords of any taxpayer for inspection by employees 
whose qualifications are certified by the State Tax 
Commission; that the Tax Commission be given 
funds to audit annually, without county request, a 
5- or 10-percent sample of personal property tax re- 
turns in each county; that improvements be made 
in procedures for appeal. 

' 1962 Progress Report on Revaluation, op.  cit., p. 11. 
James K. Hall, op. cit., pp. 2 13-2 14. 

l1 Financing State and Local Government in Washing- 
ton, a Program for Action, Report of the Tax Advisory 
Council of the State of Washington, Olympia, 1958, p. 11. 
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The council said that "the role of the State Tax 
Commission in the property tax must be strength- 
ened," and advocated continuation of its activities 
under the revaluation law. I t  also proposed that 
the commission equalize utility assessments to the 
levels of local assessments found in its ratio studies. 

To make the property tax more responsive to 
local needs, the council program was summarized 
as follows: l2 

First, the county assessor should no longer have the 
responsibility for determining the assessed valuation of 
property, but rather should be responsible only for the 
determination of the full, true and fair value. This value 
would be the actual value of the property as estimated 
by the assessor in accordance with the valuation manuals 
supplied by the Tax Commission. Second, the Tax Com- 
mission should determine the average relationship between 
the value found by the county assessor and the actual 
value of the property in the county by analysis of sales, 
test appraisals and other appropriate factors. The valu- 
ation rolls of each county should then be adjusted to a 
true lo! percent value on the basis of the findings of the 
commission. Third, a newly created board of assessment, 
consisting of the three county commissioners, one repre- 
sentative of the incorporated cities in the county selected 
by the governing boards of the various cities, and one 
representative of the school districts in the county selected 
by the directors of the various school districts, should meet 
annually to set the level of assessment for taxation pur- 
poses for the ensuing year. I t  is anticipated by the coun- 
cil that the level of assessment would be set sufficiently 
high to provide an adequate tax base for the various 
units of government. Any excess of tax base which might 
be provided by the assessment board could be compen- 
sated for by the individual districts through a reduction in 
their millage rates. There is no need whatsoever for this 
plan to result in a wasteful increase in property taxes. 

While something of the same result might be 
achieved by elimination of the @-mill constitutional 
tax limitation, the council believed "that the millage 
limitation may even serve a useful purpose by pro- 
viding an incentive for vigorous action in the im- 
provement of assessments." 

One recommendation of the council, which had 
also been advocated by the Tax Commission, was 
adopted in 1961 when the legislature enacted a law 
permitting assessors and their deputies to examine 
books and records of personalty of taxpayers to as- 
certain values. These powers were limited to per- 
sons qualified for such work. By the close of 1962 
some 20 or 25 local staff members, mostly deputy 
assessors, were regarded as qualified through schools 
and inservice training, and about 7 of them were 
doing audit work. 

"Tax Advisory Council, op. cit., pp. 31-32. 

Personal property program. The commission has 
recently inaugurated an extensive program to deter- 
mine the actual ratio of assessed to full value for 
personal property and the relationship of personal 
to other types of property. Prior to the enactment 
of the 1961 law which gave county assessors the 
right to examine the books and records of tax- 
payers, the assessors had to rely on the taxpayer's 
estimate of the value of his personal property. 
There developed a general practice of assessing 
personalty at a higher ratio than other property. 

The current study involves an audit by the State 
of the personal property of taxpayers selected by a 
random sampling method. Personal property list- 
ings in each county are grouped by assessed value 
(as $0-$999, $1,000-$1,999, etc.) . The number of 
audits necessary for each county having been de- 
termined, the listings to be audited are selected from 
the valuation groupings. In some counties all list- 
ings over $50,000 will be audited. 

Since personal property represents about 22 per- 
cent of all locally assessed property, the program 
for improving assessment of personalty is of major 
significance. 

Proposed ratio study. There has been no large- 
scale, comprehensive assessment ratio study since 
that of 1953-54. The Tax Commission has made 
limited studies annually, primarily for its use in the 
equalization of county valuations to determine the 
base for the State property tax, and also to equalize 
the values of the State assessed utility properties. 
The commission, however, has been seeking appro- 
priations to make a more complete study. I t  put 
the case strongly in its latest biennial report, indi- 
cating that the 1955 revaluation pro,gram has fallen 
short of its goal and that wide variation in the level 
of assessment continues. I t  says : l3 

While the Assessment Standards Section has done as 
much as possible to correct these disparities through con- 
sultation with and assistance to the assessors, the fact 
remains that significant gains can be achieved only through 
a ~omprehensive study of ratios of assessment to full value 
for all major classes of property in each of the 39 counties. 
While such a study would rely to such an extent as pos- 
sible on sales, actual appraisal of certain types of property 
for which sales data are limited or not available would 
be required. In terms of present budget limitations, how- 
ever, this type of study is not possible. T h e  commission 
feels that the gains from such a study would far outweigh 
the costs. The  importance of a comprehensive ratio sur- 
vey cannot be over-emphasized. The  only way in which 
equity can be achieved is through such a program. 

I3 19th Biennial Report, op.  cit., p. 22. 
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In 1958 West Virginia initiated a statewide re- 

valuation program, with appraisal of all nonutility 
property to be made by the State tax commissioner. 
After some setbacks in the early stages, the program 
is now progressing well and it is estimated that all 
55 counties will be completed in 1965 or 1966. The 
revaluation is financed 90 percent by the State and 
10 percent by the counties. 

Property tax base. Consideration of the prop- 
erty tax in West Virginia requires reference to the 
constitutional amendment of 1932 which classified 
property and set a tax rate limit for each class. 
There are four classes of property which, very 
briefly described, are : I. Tangible personal prop- 
erty employed exclusively in agriculture; products 
of agriculture (including livestock) while owned 
by the producer; all notes, bonds, bills and ac- 
counts receivable, stocks and other intangible per- 
sonal property; 11. Property owned, used, and oc- 
cupied by the owner exclusively for residential pur- 
poses; farms, including land used for horticulture 
and grazing, occupied and cultivated by owners or 
bona fide tenants; 111. All real and personal prop- 
erty outside of municipalities exclusive of classes I 
and 11; IV. All real and personal property situated 
inside municipalities, exclusive of classes I and 11. 

The constitutional tax rate limits as fixed in 1932 
were, on each $100 of assessed valuation: 50 cents 
on class I, $1 on class 11, $1.50 on class 111, and 
$2 on class IV. The legislature apportioned these 
rates among the State and the county courts, county 
boards of education, and municipalities. The lim- 
its may be exceeded to provide for certain debt 
service and, subject to restrictions, when the excess 
levy is approved by 60 percent of the voters. Un- 
der the better schools amendment approved in 
1958, more liberal provisions govern excess levies 
for school purposes. 

Assessing. The counties are the primary assess- 
ing unit in West Virginia, and except for public 
utilities, all property is assessed by the county as- 
sessor. Public utility assessments are made by the 
State Board of Public Works, an ex officio body of 
which the Governor is chairman, with the aid of 
the State tax commissioner through a special di- 
vision in his 0ffice.l The State tax commissioner, 

' A  Tax Study Commission reporting in 1960 recom- 
mended that utility assessing be transferred from the Board 
of Public Works to a new three-member commission un- 
der the chairmanship of the tax commissioner, such com- 
mission to be an agency in the commissioner's office. 
West Virginia Taxes. Final Report of the State Tax 
Study Commission, Charleston, 1960, p. 13. 

who is appointed by the Governor, has in his office 
several divisions concerned with the property tax, 
including revaluation, and he is responsible also for 
administration of major State taxes. 

The county assessors are elected officials and 
their work is subject to review at the local level by 
the county court, sitting as a board of review and 
equalization. The assessors are elected for 4-year 
terms and listings shown in the Blue Books of 1952, 
1956, and 1960 showed tenure relatively stable in 
about half the counties. For 21 counties, assessors 
in office in 1960 were serving their first terms.2 

A survey of the assessors' offices made in 1957 by 
the Division of Property Evaluation showed that 
of the 55 county assessors, only 14 had full-time 
field deputies, such deputies ranging from 1 to 22 
in number. Where part-time fieldmen were em- 
ployed, they usually collected only personal prop- 
erty data, indicating "practically no real property 
appraisal in 41 counties." In  47 counties there 
were no sales data files or real property survey 
cards. There were no tax maps in 39 counties 
and "only 5 counties had mapping that could be 
termed adequate." While telephones, typewriters, 
and calculators were adequate in most counties, 
the space provided most assessors "did not permit 
efficient office operation." Assessorsy salaries re- 
ported in 1961 ranged from $1,800 to $7,500, with 
18 of the 55 counties paying $5,000 or more. 

Until a few years ago the assessors had received 
relatively little assistance from the State. In 1956, 
the State tax commissioner, in cooperation with 
West Virginia University and the Assessors' Associa- 
tion, sponsored a 2-day training school which has 
become an annual project. A revised manual, is- 
sued by the State in 1958, is described as "designed 
for an assessor who knows nothing of assessing work, 
covers such subjects as an assessor's duties, the forms 
he must use, tax maps, classes and types of prop- 
erty, and the various State laws pertaining to as- 
se~sment."~ In the course of the spot check 
program, described below, State staff members co- 
operated with assessors and gave some assistance, 
but in view of the nature of this program, such as- 
sistance was very limited. 

The revahation, however, under one broad pro- 
gram, provides a variety of special aids to local 

' Claude J. Davis, West Virginia's State-wide Reap- 
praisal Program, Bureau for Government Research, West 
Virginia University, Morgantown, and West Virginia As- 
sociation of County Officials, Charleston, 1961, p. 13. 

As reported in Davis, op. cit., p. 12. 
' Davis, op. cit., p. 15. 
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units. The county assessors are receiving a com- 
plete valuation of all property and the appropriate 
maps, records, and filing equipment to facilitate use. 
Equally important is their opportunity to work with 
professional appraisers and learn techniques not 
only in appraising but also in explaining procedures 
to questioning property owners. The assessors also 
receive practical training in working with the State 
staff in checking results and records. 

Spot  appraisal. In  1947, in order to aid in al- 
locating State aid to schools, the legislature directed 
the tax commissioner to make surveys of the several 
classes of property to determine the true and actual 
value thereof. The program, known as the "spot 
appraisal" or more commonly the "spot check" pro- 
gram, calls for the actual appraisal each year of a 
sample of the property in each county and com- 
parison with assessments to determine the estimated 
actual value of property in each county. ( A  spec- 
ified tax rate is applied to 50 percent of this esti- 
mated value to ascertain what such rate should pro- 
duce as the "local share" of the cost of the school 
program.) This spot check is to continue in each 
county until its revaluation is completed, when the 
spot check will be discontinued. 

To  conduct these appraisals a Property Evalua- 
tion Department was created in the office of the 
tax commissioner. A private appraisal firm was re- 
tained to aid in setting up procedures and training 
staff members. Services of private appraisal firms 
are still used for complex industrial properties, etc., 
but other work is done by the State staff. This 
State staff, in mid-1962, included 10 appraisers 
(under civil service since July 1, 1961 ) and the de- 
partment director. 

Imposition of penal tie^.^ By computing the local 
share of school costs on the basis of 50 percent of 
the full value of ~ r o ~ e r t v  as estimated bv the Eval- 

A * ,  

uation Department, it was anticipated that the 
counties would increase their assessed valuations 
to meet this ratio. While this occurred to some 
extent, in 1955 the legislature sought to expedite 
the process by requiring a gradual increase to this . . 

level and imposing a penalty on counties which 
failed to meet requirements. As described by Dr. 
Davis, effective with the assessment year 1956: 
. . . for a county to qualify for its full allocation of State 
aid for schools, the assessed valuation of all non-public- 
utility property must be not less than 50 percent of the 
appraised value of such property as determined by the 
tax commissioner in his annual "spot appraisals." Un- 
der this law, whenever for any year a county failed to 
raise the assessed valuation of the non-public-utility prop- 
erty to the required assessment level, State aid to that 
county was to have been reduced by the same number 
of percentage points by which the county failed to reach 
the required assessment level. For instance, if in 1959 
a county's assessment level was only 43 percent instead 
of the required 50 percent, the State aid to that county's 

'This description of the penalty provisions is based 
largely on the material in Davis, op.  cit., pp. 24-25. 
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schools would be 7 percent less than it would have been 
had the assessment level been raised to 50 percent. 

During the 4 years this law was in effect, 16 dif- 
ferent counties lost some school aid (1 county in all 
4 years). There was considerable feeling that the 
schools were penalized for what they could not 
remedy, since fixing the valuation was the responsi- 
bility of the assessor and county court, and the 1955 
penalty provisions were repealed in 1960. 

Under a new law enacted in 1960, the penalty 
for failure to meet the prescribed assessment level 
was charged to the county court. This law, Senate 
Bill 29, prescribed that assessments be at least 50 
percent of appraised value in each of the four 
classes of property, not including public utility 
property. Failure of the assessors and county courts 
(as the boards of review and equalization) to meet 
the requirement was made grounds for removal 
from office. Moreover, the county courts were re- 
quired to transfer to the school boards sufficient 
cqunty taxing power to make up the difference be- 
tween the computed local share of school costs 
(which determined State aid) and the amount pro- 
vided by the valuation as fixed by the county. With 
this enactment, 13 counties were liable for transfers 
of taxing power to the school boards in 1960-61, 
in amounts totaling $393,000. Transfers were made 
by six counties, the total aggregating about 
$273,000. The other county school boards did not 
press for the transfers. 

New legislation was enacted in 1961-House Bill 
No. 75-which provided similar penalties but, in 
effect, gave the counties 3 years to reach the 50 
percent level. Under this legislation no county 
court would be penalized if it raised its nonutility 
assessments a stated percentage each year so that 
in 1963 the total valuation met the requirement 
of equaling 50 percent of the appraised value set 
by the tax commi~sioner.~ The appraised value set 
by the tax commissioner would be the new revalua- 
tion figure in counties where this program is com- 
pleted and the value estimated by the spot appraisal 
in other counties. For 1961-62, the first year un- 
der the 1961 law, no county was required to trans- 
fer any of its levying power to the school board. 

The Revaluation Program 

Revaluation. Raising valuations under penalty 
provisions was clearly not a real solution to the 

"Under legislation passed in March 1963, it is pro- 
vided that until completion of the appraisal in all 55 coun- 
ties, when an appraisal is complete and delivered to a 
county, and when the assessed valuation is less than 50 
percent of the appraised valuation, the county shall in- 
crease the assessed valuation, in approximately equal 
steps, so that in the third year after delivery of the ap- 
praised value, the assessed valuation in each class is 
not less than 50 percent of the appraised valuation as 
delivered by the tax commissioner. Thus the require- 
ment of the 50-percent level by the 1963 assessment year 
appears to be superseded. 
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problem. A different, and drastic, action was 
needed. Tax Commissioner Battle, summarizing 
the situation and the resulting decision, said that 
the spot appraisal program- 
indicated that many real estate improvements were omit- 
ted from the property books or assessment rolls and that 
glaring inequities in assessments as between counties and 
also within counties existed . . . 

The best and perhaps the only way to bring assess- 
ments up to statutory requirements and to equalize as- 
sessments . . . was obviously complete reappraisal. The 
only drawback was the problem of who was going to do 
it and who was going to finance it. . . . [In 19581 the 
West Virginia reappraisal program was 'born' with the 
passage of senate bill 34. The pertinent provision of the 
law is: 'The tax commissioner shall make or cause to be 
made an appraisal of all nonutility property, both real 
and personal, in the several counties of the State. Such 
appraisal shall be based on the true and actual value of 
said property.' Cost of the program is borne 90 percent 
by the State and 10 percent by the county government. 

To carry out the program there was established 
in the office of the tax commissioner a new Division 
of Assessment Equalization under a director. 

The revaluation program is organized into four 
separate phases to be carried out in each county: 
microfilming, tax mapping, appraisal, and certifica- 
tion. The first three steps are handled by private 
firms under contract, subject to continuous State 
supervision, and the fourth step is done directly by 
the State staff. 

The first step is to microfilm all property tax 
records in the county. This includes deeds, wills, 
maps or plats and related records maintained in 
the office of the clerk of the county court. The 
microfilm negatives are stored for safekeeping and 
the positive film is cut into strips of 10 book pages, 
mounted in a cellophane jacket, clearly marked, 
and readily available for use in an enlarger. The 
microfilm is submitted to the State tax commis- 
sioner for inspection and approval and then de- 
livered to a mapping contractor. 

The second step, mapping, involves aerial photo- 
graphs, development of maps showing natural and 
manmade features, drawn to scales ranging from 1 
inch for 50 feet for urban commercial areas to 1 
inch for 800 feet for State gamelands and forests. 
The maps are completed from the microfilmed rec- 
ords to show property lines, dimensions or acreage, 
and improvements, with lots and parcels identified 
so that ownership may be checked through refer- 
ence to accompanying property index records and 
a property owner's file. The mapping usually re- 
sults in finding large numbers of properties not pre- 
viously on the tax records. 

The film, photography, and original copies of 
tax maps are the property of the State and any 
reproduction, copying, or sale thereof, without writ- 
ten permission of the tax commissioner, is pro- 

'G. Thomas Battle, "Survey of Reappraisal Projects," 
Revenue Administration, 1962, National Association of 
Tax Administrators, Chicago, 1963. 

hibited. The tax commissioner establishes proce- 
dures for reproduction and sale of maps, etc. 

For appraisal, the third step in the program, a 
private professional appraisal firm investigates 
building costs, land values, and other pertinent 
factors in the county under consideration and car- 
ries out the detailed appraisal. Results are on 
record cards showing separately values of land, 
buildings, equipment, etc. In the case of compli- 
cated industrial structures, such cards may be sup- 
plemented by pages of work data. During the ap- 
praisal the company is required to train and 
instruct Tax Department employees and the county 
assessor may assign deputies, not more than two at 
any one time, to receive similar training. 
The statute requires appraisals to be made on the basis 
of true and actual value as set forth in the West Virginia 
Code, which requires emphasis to be placed on the his- 
toric and fair concept of willing buyer and willing seller, 
and rental income that it might be expected to earn, must 
be considered in the appraisal of residential and farm 
properties in the locality where situated, if rented. How- 
ever, in order to provide uniformity, not only within, 
but among, the several counties, the first guide post for 
structures remains reproduction cost as of the year the 
appraisal is being made, less the appropriate depreciation. 
In  the case of personal property, a present day sound 
value is established by appraisers. . . . 
Special provision is made for appraising mineral 
properties, using formulas worked out by mining 
engineers familiar with the area involved, and 
much painstaking work is required especially in 
determining the smaller mineral interests. 

The fourth and final step, certification, is car- 
ried out entirely by the State Tax Department staff. 
This involves a team of two to five workers who 
check details, correct obvious errors, bring items up 
to date, compare record cards, etc. They compile 
data for districts by classes of property and arrange 
cards to facilitate their use by the assessor. 

- 

When the certification is complete, the tax com- 
missioner officiallv notifies the countv court and 
the county assessor, giving them the valuations by 
class and stating the requirements for the use of 
the data under State law. 

State officials are forthright in describing rnis- 
takes made in the early stages of their program and 
are thus extremely helpful in indicating pitfalls to 
be avoided in other revaluation ~roiects. For ex- 

A ,  

ample, in their eagerness to get started, they were 
too sanguine about all companies performing ac- 
cording to their contracts and did not investigate 
adequately the qualifications of bidders. Some 
firms did not fulfill contract terms and work had 
to be done over, in part or in whole. However, 
inferior firms have been eliminated and the num- 
ber of mapping firms used has been reduced from 

' G. Fairfax Brown, "Supervision of Revaluation Proj- 
ects," 1962 Assessment Administration, International As- 
sociation of Assessing Officers, Chicago, 1963, p. 98. 
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14 to 4, and the number of appraisal firms from 
7 to 4. Contracts are no longer awarded on a low- 
bid basis, but following negotiation with proven 
companies, and performance bonds are required 
for all contracts. In addition, contracts provide 
for withholding by the tax commisioner of part 
of the fee pending satisfactory completion of con- 
tract requirements. 

Another development has been the constant su- 
pervision and checking by the State at all stages of 
the work. At the start of 1961 the Assessment 
Equalization Division administering the revaluation 
program had nine employees including six field- 
men, "only three of whom had suficient training 
to the point where they were dependable and could 
be utilized." By the fall of 1962 the division had 
a staff of 25, including 18 fieldworkers of increased 
experience and ability, and the division was able 
to check 25 percent of all work during the progress 
of a contract. 

The cost of the revaluation program, as noted 
above, is met 90 percent by the State and 10 per- 
cent by the counties. Under a 1963 amendment to 
the law, it is provided that payments made by the 
counties for their share shall be de~osited to the - - - - -  

appropriation account from which the State's ex- 
penditures were made. Formerly such repayments 
were placed in the State's general fund. 

Progress of revaluation. The first county to be 
completely revalued was certified in June 1961. 
By mid-October 1962, a total of 12 counties had 
been completed and certified, and 8 more were 
in process of certification. Appraisals were under 
way in 7 counties, and it was anticipated that con- 
tracts for appraisals in another 12 counties would 
be awarded before the close of 1962. Mappin,g 
was completed or under way in 51 of the 55 coun- 
ties. 

Estimates of time required for completion of the 
revaluation have differed, but in October 1962, 
Mr. G. Fairfax Brown, director of the Assessments 
and Levies Division, reported that on the basis of 
experience to that time, the program could prob- 
ably be completed in 1965, at  a total estimated cost 
of $10 million. 

Reualuation results. Among the notable results 
of the revaluation is the finding of much property 
previously not on the assessment rolls or listed in 
the wrong class and paying taxes on a lower tax 
rate than it should have. Early in 1962 it was 
reported the appraisal work to that time showed 
"flagrant examples of assessment omissions," com- 
mon to all counties, which seemed to have existed 
for years, attributed primarily to roll copying. The 
most common omissions were : ( 1 ) parcels never on 
the assessment rolls; (2) parcels assessed as unim- 
proved while homes and other structures had been 
on the property for many years; ( 3 )  ?roperties in- 

correctly classified-primarily properties listed in 
class I1 or residential, when they were class IV  or 
income-producing property carrying a higher tax 
rate. 

In Mineral County, the first to be certified, the 
total assessed valuation after the appraisal, based 
on the minimum 50 percent ratio of assessed to ap- 
praised value for each class required by law, was 
some $6 million higher than the vrevious valua- " 
tion. If the same average levy rates were used, 
approximately $129,500 would be realized in addi- 
tional taxes-more than enough in 1 year to cover 
the $96,000 cost of the revaluation in that county. 
More important, however, is the fact that approxi- 
mately one-half of the increase could be attributed 
to the recording of formerly omitted properties, so 
that such properties would finance the cost of the 
revaluation in less than 2 years. 

After the appraisal was complete and Mineral 
County tax bills based on the new values were 
mailed, there were, of course, complaints. The 
State Tax Department staff members spent several 
weeks aiding the county in taking care of such 
complaints and it reports "90 percent were satisfied 
when the procedures were fully explained and they 
were shown that each taxpayer was treated alike 
. . . approximately 5 percent had complaints . . . 
which were justified and the necessary adjustments 
made. The remainder was comvrised of individ- 
uals who will never be satisfied as long as there are 
taxes to be paid." 

One aspect of the law which could have signif- 
icant effect on the results of the revaluation should 
be noted. The law provides that when the ap- 
praisal is delivered to the county, the assessor and 
the county court, sitting as a board of equalization 
and review, "shall use such appraised valuations 
as a basis for determining the true and actual value 
for assessment purposes of the several classes of 
property. The total assessed valuation in each of 
the four classes of property shall be not less than 
50 percent nor more than 100 percent of the ap- 
praised valuation of each said class of property." 
As Mr. Brown put it : 

I t  is the position of the Tax Department that the as- 
sessor and the county court . . . has the power, and in 
fact it is their duty by statute, to make such changes and 
revisions as are necessary to assess property at  its true 
and actual value. They are bound by appraisals only 
to the extent that the totals for each class must equal 
the minimum 50 percent of the total appraised valua- 
tions certified to the county. All changes made by the 
assessor and board of review and equalization are to be 
reported to the department on the form provided for this 
purpose. These changes will be reviewed-and where 

Report o f  Statewide Rea$praircl Program (House Bill 
No. 75), Dec. 31, 1961, Office of State Tax Commissioner, 
Charleston, 1962, p. 19. 

'O G. Fairfax Brown, op. cit., p. 101. 
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approved-the appraised values delivered to the county 
will be revised. All previously existing appellate pro- 
cedures remain undisturbed. 

Thus it appears that there is nothing to prevent 
the counties from making substantial changes within 
classes and thus materially weakening the equaliza- 
tion effected by the State revaluation program. 

Future program. The law specifically provides 
that the tax commissioner shall maintain the ap- 
praisal, and State officials are well aware that un- 
less adequate provision is made for maintenance, 
much of the work already done would be at  least 
partly wasted. The director of the Assessment 
Equalization Division in his 1961 report said, "With 
the program steadily forging ahead, maintenance 
continues to be a problem which looms larger each 
day and must be resolved promptly." One con- 
structive step was taken by the 1962 legislature 
when, at the request of the tax commissioner, it 
provided that all property owners must file with 
the county assessor notice of any improvement 
valued at  $1,000 or more. While no appropria- 
tion specifically for maintenance activities had 
been made through 1962, the tax commissioner's 
office was working on plans and procedures. 

A major aspect of a maintenance program, un- 
less it is to be carried out entirely by the State, is 

the office of the county assessor. As the 1961 re- 
port significantly stated in its conclusion: 'I 

When the statewide reappraisal program is carried to 
its proper conclusion, West Virginia assessors will have, 
for the first time, all the tools needed for an equitable and 
uniform assessment of property. T o  complement this 
tool, the State needs experienced, qualified assessors who 
are trained to do the job without fear of loss of position 
at  the hands of property tax evaders. 

The problem was expressed forcefully by Mr. 
Richard Shelton, executive secretary, West Vir- 
ginia Association of County Officials, in his fore- 
word to Dr. Davis' study when he said, in part: 

As good as this program is, and as necessary as it is, 
it only covers one phase of the improvement of local 
assessments in this State. There still is no provision of 
the law which requires the equalization of individual 
parcels of property. . . . The office of assessor, basically, 
is the foundation of the assessment program in West Vir- 
gma.  While we are improving the information that we 
give the assessor, we still are doing very little to improve 
the office of assessor. The pay scaIe of the assessor and 
his deputies still remains a scandal and a disgrace. . . . 

The statewide reappraisal program is a good beginning. 
But it is only a beginning. Carried to its proper comple- 
tion, I think that West Virginia will have the best prop- 
erty assessment program in the Nation. . . . 

"Report  of  Statewide Reappraisal Program, op.  cit., 
n. 52. r- " Claude J. Davis, op. cit., p. iii. 
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Wisconsin's long-established reputation as a lead- 

ing State in the quality of its property assessment 
administration is related to more than 60 years of 
active State supervision by an able administrative 
agency. While the agency's resources have tended 
to lag behind its responsibilities from time to time, 
the sound principles of supervision established in 
the early years have had a good degree of con- 
tinuity. 

State supervision in Wisconsin places its greatest 
emphasis on interarea equalization of assessments 
on a full value basis, using methods that have been 
very successful in eliminating the inequities and 
uncertainties that are generated by a lack of uni- 
formity in assessing among assessment districts. 
The State agency also directs its attention, to the 
extent that its resources permit, to help improve the 
quality of assessing within the individual assessment 
districts, although the statewide organizational set- 
up of the districts is not conducive to effective super- 
vision. 

Recent property tax developments in Wisconsin 
have included, most notably, additions to the State 
supervisory agency's staff that are permitting some 
of the needed expansion of its equalizing and super- 
visory functions, and, in the field of tax policy, adop- 
tion of a unique and large-scale property tax relief 
program. 

Organization for Assessment 
Administration 

The State maintains three levels of assessment 
administration. The cities, towns, and villages 
comprise the primary assessment districts. The 
county boards, the second level of assessing agen- 
cies, do no actual appraisal but are responsible for 
determining the relative value of the total property 
in the several taxing districts within their respective 
counties. The distribution of the county tax to 
municipalities is based on the county board's assess- 
ment. The State Department of Taxation assesses 
railroads and most public utility properties subject 
to ad valorem taxation, determines the full market 
value of locally assessable property by taxing dis- 
tricts, and recommends full value assessments to 
the county boards. 

There are over 1,800 primary assessment districts 
in the State, identified with its cities, villages, and 
towns. Since only 20 of these places have popula- 
tions of over 20,000, and only 41 over 10,000, there 
are numerous 1-man assessing staffs and the great 
majority of the districts are served by part-time 
assessors. While there are some appointive profes- 

sional assessors, mainly in the cities, the great ma- 
jority of assessors are elected for Zyear terms, and 
there is a turnover of about 25 percent every 2 years. 
The Department of Taxation's supervisory responsi- 
bilities cover these primary assessing units and also 
the boards of the 7 1 counties. 

State Department of Taxation 
The continuity of active State supervision goes 

back to the turn of the century when an appointive 
Tax Commission replaced an ineffective ex officio 
Board of Assessments. With distinguished and 
energetic leadership the Tax Commission was able 
within a few years to become an effective influence 
in the quality of assessing throughout the State. 
Initially it worked through 7 1 locally appointed 
county supervisors of assessments, but in 191 1 these 
supervisors became State employees. This super- 
visorial system has continued without interruption, 
but over the past several years it comprised only 
four supervisors, each responsible for a multicounty 
district. I n  1962 the number of supervisors and 
districts was increased to six.= 

In 1939 a Department of Taxation, headed by a 
single commissioner, assumed the administrative 
functions of the former tax commission, and a 
Board of Tax Appeals took over the judicial func- 
tions. The Department of Taxation, which ad- 
ministers the State's major taxes, handles its prop- 
erty assessment equalization and supervisory func- 
tions through a Property Tax Division. 

The Property Tax Division, under a director, has, 
in addition to its central staff, a field staff assigned 
to six field offices, each having jurisdiction over a 
QTOUD of counties. The offices are so distributed 
U 1 

about the State as to make them readily accessible 
to all local assessors. The staff of each office com- 
prises a supervisor, four or five professional aides, 
and a few clerical assistants. 

The Equalization Process 

The State Department of Taxation is required 
by law, before September 15 of each year: 
From a11 the sources of information accessible to it . . . 
to determine and assess the value of all property subject 
to general property taxation in each county, city, village 
and town . . . which shall be the full value according 
to its best judgment. (ch. 70, sec. 70.57.) 

For a good description of the system and its opera- 
tions, see Clara Penniman, "Property Tax Equalization in 
Wisconsin," in National Tax Journal, June 1961, pp. 182- 
187. 



Also, not later than November 1 each year, it- 
shall total the assessments of counties made . . . pursuant 
to section 70.57, and such total shall be known as the 
State assessment and shall be the full market value. . . . 
(sec. 70.575.) 

Since 1911 the law has required that the State's 
full value assessments be presented to the county 
boards when they act as equalization bodies. Al- 
though they are recommended rather than man- 
datory figures, for over a quarter of a century every 
one of the 71 county boards, with only a very-few 
exceptions, has adopted the State's assessments 
each year for intracounty equali~ation.~ 

In addition to providing the counties with a de- 
pendable means of equalizing local assessments, 
these full value figures give the State a sound, uni- 
form regulatory and measurement base for many 
purposes. A compilation by the Department of 
Taxation in 1961 disclosed over 80 statutory uses 
for which it was being employed. I t  is used, for 
example, to apportion the State tax levy, to estab- 
lish the statewide average full value tax rate for 
railroad and utility taxation, to apportion taxes in 
joint school districts, to distribute equalizing fiscal 
aid, to determine when a town may become a city, 
and to limit local taxing and borrowing. 

The Procedure for Equalization 
Compliance by a relatively small staff with a 

statutory requirement for annual full value assess- 
ment has called for ingenuity in developing a sys- 
tem that can be made to ~roduce reasonablv ac- 
curate results by a combinakon of the departkentys 
version of mass appraisals and continuous study of 
sales of property. Instead of conducting assess- 
ment ratio studies by scientific sampling methods, 
the department, through its field offices, analyzes 
all transfers of property in the State as a guide 
to market value levels and trends, accumulates and 
evaluates all other available sources of information 
that are the customary tools of appraisers, and car- 
ries on continuous field appraisal throughout the 
State. Each district office is expected to assess 
all property within the district on a 6-year cycle, 
but because of inadequate staff the period has been 
running to about 8 years. 

Use of sales. Each district office obtains and 
screens sales data as follows: Local personnel are 
employed in each county to copy on standard cards 
from the records in the office of the register of deeds 
all pertinent data respecting recorded sales of real 
estate. In the district office these sales cards are 
sorted by cities, villages, and towns; all those ob- 
viously unusable are rejected; for the others, ques- 
tionnaires are sent to the buyers or sellers 
requesting verifying information; on the basis of the 

' See Pennirnan, op. cit., p. 184. 

information received, the usable sales are selected, 
classified by taxing districts and types of property,' 
and compared with assessed valuations; and the 
completed sales cards and questionnaires are filed 
for use in the equalization process. 

The sales ratios are used as evidence of the as- 
sessment levels of the classes of property for which 
they are available, their year-to-year trends are 
studied to help determine whether assessments are 
keeping pace with economic changes, and sales 
over a period of years are analyzed to determine 
trends in going value. These sales data are re- 
corded on annually compiled district value cards, 
one for each taxing district, on which are recorded 
also summaries of change in dollar value, by classes 
of property, as determined by mass appraisals, 
changes due to such factors as new construction, 
fire losses, changes in land use, etc., and other 
pertinent data. These value evidences, set up by 
land and improvements separately for each statutory 
classification of property, are compared with the 
full values determined for the previous year and 
such increases or decreases made as the evidence 
appears to warrant. Actual appraisal evidence is 
available only at about &year intervals; sales evi- 
dence is the chief dependence in intervening years. 

Mass appraisal. The district supervisors of as- 
sessments and their staffs are required to revalue 
the entire State every 6 years by field appraisal in 
every city, village, and town. (The cycle, as noted, 
has been taking about 8 years.) The actual process 
is a combination of "windshield appraisal" of classes 
of property for which representative sales data are 
available and more intensive appraisaI, to some ex- 
tent on a sampling basis, of classes of property for . - 

which representative sales are not available. 
When an appraiser goes into a rural town he is 

equipped with a plat map for each section on which 
are spotted the properties sold over the past 3 years, 
with the pertinent sales data. In cities and villages, 
sales are spotted similarly for plots and subdivisions. 
By analyzing the sales the appraiser establishes value . - 

leiels for land and improvements that can be used 
for rapid valuation of similar classes of property, 
with due consideration given to anv unusual fat- " 
tors that cause deviations from ordinary or general 
values. For classes of property lacking representa- 
tive sales, appraisals are made by use of the most 
appropriate professional methods. In  the larger 
urban places sample appraisals are made, but with 
large s&nples taken from every area. 

Personal property. Of the assessed valuation 
of property subject to the general property tax, 
tangible personal property accounts for about 16 
percent. While tangible personalty is broadly tax- 

' The statutory classification for real property is: (1) residential, (2 )  mercantile, (3 )  manufacturing, (4)  agn- 
cultural, (5) marsh, cutover and waste land, (6) timber. 
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able, subject to the exemption of some classes that 
are most difficult to assess, 96 percent of the State 
assessment of such property in 1960 comprised live- 
stock, merchants' stock, manufacturers' stock, ma- 
chinery and tools, and furniture, fixtures and equip 
ment. The State's job of full value assessment 
of this property is difficult because of the year-to- 
year fluctuations in the amount and value of much 
of it and the greater dependence than in the in- 
stance of real property on what the local assessors 
discover and assess. The interval between the May 
1 local assessment date and September 15 when the 
department is required to its assessment 
for the year to the county boards gives the super- 
visors little time for personal property assessment, 
but they follow procedures that produce more than 
perfunctory results. 

The supervisors have separate procedures for 
valuing a dozen different classes of personal prop- 
e r t ~ . ~  For example, for manufacturers' and mer- 
chants' inventories, the two largest classes, each of- 
fice maintains as complete lists as possible of the 
owners of such property and tabulates annually the 
inventories reported, studies and compares inven- 
tory trends by trades and industries, and has the 
advantage of the so-called form 10 law. As part 
of their income tax returns, persons and firms are 
required to file for each taxing district in which 
they have inventory a form showing the inventory 
at the beginning and end of the calendar or fiscal 
year and the amount of merchandise purchased 
and total sales during the year. This information 
goes to the supervisors for tabulation and then to 
the local assessors. With adjustments to allow for 
differences in inventory at the assessment date and 
form 10 date, and with other adjustments based 
on study and experience, the supervisors and their 
staffs seem able to do a reasonably satisfactory job 
of valuing inventories. 

Validity of the full value assessments. The meth- 
ods and ~rocedures used bv the De~artment of 
Taxation are designed to produce the full market 
value assessment mandated by law and to achieve 
this standard for personal property as well as real 
property. This administrative agency undertakes 
to administer the law as written, rather than to 
interpose its own revised version of the law. While 
some of the mass appraisal and personal property 
valuation methods that have been developed may 
produce less than precise results, they have ex- 
perience and skill in their support and are dictated 
by the demands placed on a relatively small staff 
to do a very large job. 

4 These procedures, some of them no more than inge- 
nious and experienced estimates and assumptions, were 
well described by Forrest W. Gillett, in a Report to Com- 
mittee Appointed T o  Study Present Process of Determin- 
ing Full or Equalized Values of Property, Wisconsin De- 
partment of Taxation (Mimeo.) , 1956. 

In postwar years many local assessment districts 
have had reassessments by independent appraisers 
in order to correct internal inequities, and the mar- 
ket value findings of these appraisers have in most 
instances been very close to those of the Department 
of Taxation. A comparison made in 1956 of 226 
such reappraisals in the years 1949-55 found that 
the full value assessments as determined by the out- 
side experts averaged 100.7 percent of the State's 
recommended full value f ig~res .~  

That the people of the State have confidence in 
the State determined full value figures is of con- 
siderable significance. They are adopted by the 
county boards and become the county assessments 
only after equalization committees of the boards 
have met with the field staffs, examined the pro- 
posed figures and supporting data, and had oppor- 
tunity to present factual information that would 
justify altering the figures. The use of equalized 
figures for very many regulatory, measurement, and 
apportionment purposes is a protective factor for 
all local governments and removes incentives for 
competitive underassessment, while equalization at 
the full value level not only identifies clearly the 
taxable resources of all of the State's taxing districts 
but gives the legislature a meaningful base on 
which to establish regulatory and measurement 
standards relating to property values. 

State Supervision of Local Assessing 

The Department of Taxation has been placing 
primary emphasis on interarea equalization, but it is 
well aware that the key to true uniformity of assess- 
ment is high-grade primary assessing by the local 
assessment districts themselves. I t  has extensive 
powers to supervise local assessment and uses them 
effectively in a number of ways to the extent that its 
resources and the character of local organization for 
assessment permit. 

Local assessing has had for many years the ad- 
vantages of constructive State direction and guid- - 
ante. The system of district supervisors of assess- 
ments extends back over more than 50 years. The 
requirement that assessors break down taxable 
property by specified categories for assessing and 
reporting stems from the early 1920's, and the State 
Tax Commission issued the first edition of its as- 
sessors' manual in 1930. Also influencing the 
quality of local assessing have been such intangibles 
as a strong pride in local government, demand for 
integrity in public office, and a cooperative relation- 
ship between the State supervisory authorities and 
the local assessors. The larger Wisconsin cities are 
all recognized as having outstanding assessment 
administration, and the State as a whole is regarded 

' See Gillett, op.  cit., pp. 3 3 4 0 .  
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to rank high in this respect; but according to a 
Revenue Survey Commission reporting in 1960, 
"Substantial inequities in the burden of the real 
property tax result from the wide variations in the 
level of assessments among properties within assess- 
ment jurisdictions." The report did not specify 
how widespread this condition is among the State's 
myriad of assessment districts, but a study of the 
situation for the legislature is in progress. 

Supervisory Powers and Duties 

The Department of Taxation is authorized by 
law to supervise assessors, boards of review, and the 
assessment work of county boards. Among the stat- 
utory powers and duties specifically assigned to 
supervisors of assessments are those to provide in- 
struction to local assessors, to test the work of local 
assessors, bring action against assessors for violation 
of duties, hold annual meetings of assessors, and 
make an annual report to each county board on 
the work of local assessors. 

The department's power to supervise local as- 
sessing, in fact, is so broad that the amount of con- 
trol to be exercised is largely a matter of policy. 
I t  can reassess a parcel or class of property upon 
complaint of a local taxpayer, and invoke court 
action against, or even dismiss, local assessors, 
though such drastic action is rarely used. Reassess- 
ments of the taxable property in any district may 
be obtained upon a written appeal to the depart- 
ment by owners of not less than 5 percent of the 
assessed value of property in the district, upon pub- 
lic hearing and proof that the assessment com- 
plained of is not in substantial compliance with law. 
The department may order a reassessment and a p  
point persons to conduct the work, or it may order 
special supervision of succeeding assessments either 
by a department employee or other qualified per- 
son. Some use is made of this means of minority 
vrotection. 

The department's services to assessors and local 
boards of review include the publication of bulle- 
tins, reports, and manuals, and professional aid by 
the field staff. In addition to wrovidine manuals " 
and guides for assessors, the department prescribes 
standard forms for the valuation wrocess. The de- 
partment's annual statistical bulletins carry a wealth 
of analyzed statistical data on assessments and taxes, 
useful to taxpayers as well as tax officers, and these 

T h e  assessment-sales ratio study of 1,263 selected local 
assessment districts in 48 States conducted by the Census 
Bureau in conjunction with its 1957 Census of Govern- 
ments found that 72 percent of the 40 Wisconsin districts 
included in the study had a good to high degree of uni- 
formity of assessment (coefficient of dispersion under 20), 
compared with only 20 percent for the group as a whole. 
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, Taxable Property Values in 
the United States (1957 Census of Governments, vol. V), 
table 19.) 

'Revenue Survey Commission, Final Report (to Gov- 
ernor and State Legislature), 1960, p. 21. 

are supplemented by the individual county reports 
of the supervisors. Here may be found, for ex- 
ample, comparative full value tax rates and the 
relation of assessed to full value by classes of prop- 
erty-the latter having a greater potential than has 
yet been developed for aiding taxpayers aggrieved 
by inequitable assessment. 

The district offices, with their constant accumu- 
lation and analysis of valuation data for their re- 
spective areas, and their staffs of technicians en- 
gaged in continuous field appraisal, are admirably 
situated to aid local assessors. For many years the 
field staff has held annually a 1-day assessors' school 
in each county, in which new legal, economic, and 
procedural developments are reviewed and such 
specific issues as livestock price schedules are de- 
termined. Throughout the year the staff works with 
local assessors, assists boards of review, and deals 
with questions and problems of taxpayers. For 
some years the field staff has been far too small 
to deal adequately with these supervisory functions 
in addition to its demanding task of equalization; 
thus the recent increase in number of offices from 
four to six and moderate increase in staff is a hope- 
ful omen, though more drastic organizational steps 
would appear to be needed to establish on a state- 
wide basis the high-quality assessment standards 
now maintained in numerous areas. 

Central Assessment and Taxation of 
Utilities 

The operating property of railroads and most 
classes of public utilities is taxed ad valorem in 
Wisconsin, with the railroads, and the utilities own- 
ing and operating property in more than one mu- 
nicipality, assessed by the State on a unitary basis 
and taxed only by the State.8 

The properties are assessed at  fulI value and 
taxed at the average full value tax rate for the 
State. This rate is determined each year by divid- 
ing the aggregate levy of State, county, local, and 
school taxes for the previous year by the full value 
of all taxable general property in the State for the 
current year. Thus each company pays just one 
tax bill, at the State average overall local rate 
equalized to full value. 

Under this tax plan, the State has no problem 
of allocating the unitarily assessed valuations 
among the local taxing districts. With respect to 
the railroads, it also has no problems of allocating 
the tax proceeds, as they are retained by the State 
except for terminal taxes returned to five lakeport 
cities. Air-carrier taxes are also retained by the 
State, for the use of the State Aeronautics Com- 
mission in constructing and improving airports. 

'Telephone companies, rural electric cooperative as- 
sociations, and freight line companies are taxed on the 
basis of gross earnings. 
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Some or all of the proceeds of the property taxes 
levied on the other classes of utilities are distributed 
to local governments, necessitating allocation for- 
mulas; but the procedure is less onerous than the 
more customary one of allocating assessed 
valuations. 

A Property Tax Relief Program 

Concern in Wisconsin over the effect of the 
State's tax structure on economic growth and over 
the most suitable means of revising the structure 
produced pertinent tax studies in 1959 and 1960 
and a major revamping of the structure in 1961 
that included novel measures for property tax re- 
lief. The property tax had been supplying about 
one-half of the State-local tax revenues. 

A University of Wisconsin Tax Study Commit- 
tee, in a background study of impact, incidence 
and tax revision alternatives designed to provide 
basic information rather than recommendations, 
found no conclusive evidence that the tax struc- 
ture was seriously hampering economic growth, and 
observed that for one State to accept an obliga- 
tion to conform to the tax pattern of other States 
"would reduce tax sovereignty to a fiction"; but 
indicated that the State's dependence on property 
taxes was slightly above average for neighboring 
States, that taxes paid by manufacturers apparently 
were the highest in the Midwest, and that in any 
program for business tax relief the tax on manu- 
facturers' inventories deserved high-priority con- 
sideration, with owners of livestock and household- 
ers also claimants for relief. The committee pointed 
out, however, that exemption or partial exemption 
of particular classes of property merely redistributed 
the property tax burden and might create new prob- 
lems, and, expressing concern over the wide ter- 
ritorial inequality in the distribution of the prop- 
erty tax-aggravated by the State's system of dis- 
tributing shared taxes-indicated some feeling that 
any fundamental tax reform should await "an over- 
haul of the whole system of territorial distribution 
of existing taxes." 

As possible sources of additional or replacement 
revenue, the committee listed an increased indi- 
vidual income tax, four versions of a retail sales 
tax, and a miscellaneous package that included an 
ad valorem tax on motor vehicles as a constructive 
means of redistributing the property tax burden 
which would lessen its regressivity. The commit- 
tee seemed to have no great enthusiasm for a sales 
tax. 

The Continuing Revenue Survey Commission, 
in its December 1960 report, declared that prop- 
erty taxes were disproportionately heavy, and that 

' University of Wisconsin Tax Study Committee, Wis- 
consin's State and Local Tax  Burden, Madison, 1959. 
See particularly ch. V, Wisconsin Property Taxes. 

the burden should be reduced, by other revenue 
sources, on homes, farmers, and business. In brief 
summary, the commission recommended that mer- 
chants' and manufacturers' inventories and farm 
livestock should be exempt from the property tax:' 
and that by offsetting this local revenue loss with 
State aid, adding to other State aid, and having the 
State take over the administration and financing 
of public assistance, roundly $100 million of prop- 
erty tax relief be provided. A vital feature of 
the recommendations, however, was insistence on 
drastic revision of the system for distributing State 
aid, and introduction of an equalizing factor, to 
narrow the disparities in local tax burdens.ll T o  
finance this increased State aid and an increase 
in other State budget requirements, the commis- 
sion recommended mainly a combination of a gen- 
eral sales tax of 2 percent and an increase in the 
income tax. 

Late in 1961, after various measures had failed 
to obtain adoption or had been vetoed by the 
Governor, the State legislature adopted compromise 
provisions representing the first major revision of 
the Wisconsin tax system in 50 years and providing 
a substantial amount of property tax relief. (Ch. 
620, Laws of 1961.) 

No change was made in the property tax struc- 
ture; no new exemptions were provided. The 
property tax relief plan adopted was a tax credit 
device. On tax bills covering merchants' and 
manufacturers' inventories and farmers' livestock, 
the taxpayers, beginning with payments due in 
1963, were to receive a credit of 50 percent. The 
aggregate amount of this credit was estimated to be 
initially about $30 million. For owners of other 
taxable property the legislature provided a specific 
aggregate tax credit of $55 million annually. This 
was to go to the railroads and utilities and to the 
more heavily taxed other taxpayers. 

The portion of this amount to be distributed to 
public utilities (about $5 million) is based on the 
ratio of the total tax levy on utility property to the 
total tax levy on all property in the State, after 
deducting from both figures the personal property 
credit. The remainder of the $55 million (about 
$50 million) goes to municipalities to provide tax 
credits for property other than utility property and 
property receiving personal property tax credit. T o  
qualify for a share, a municipality must have an 
overall full value tax rate in excess of 14 mills. T o  
determine the amount to which each municiaalitv 

I ,  

is entitled, the excess over 14 mills (computed 
against the average rate for the 3 preceding years) 
for each municipality is multiplied by its full value 
assessment (less personal property eligible for cred- 
it). The $50 million property tax credit fund is 

lo Ten of the 19 Commission members took exception 
to complete elimination of this tax. 

Revenue Survey Commission report, op.  cit., pp. 9-16. 
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then prorated among the municipalities on the basis 
of these products. This amount is in turn appor- 
tioned as credits to the taxpayers by each munici- 
pality. 

The revision and expansion of the State tax 
system that accompanied the property tax relief 
program included mainly extension of the corporate 
income tax to certain financial institutions, an in- 
crease in the personal income tax and adoption of 

provision for withholding, and adoption of a 3- 
percent sales and use tax on specified commodities 
and services levied on the gross receipts of the seller. 
Missing in the overall program was the construc- 
tive overhauling of the formulas for distribution 
of shared taxes which the University of Wisconsin 
Tax Study Committee and the Continuing Reve- 
nue Survey Commission had considered so vitally 
essential for property taxpayer relief. 



WYOMING 
A distinguishing feature of property tax admin- 

istration in Wyoming is the high percentage of the 
total valuation assessed directly by the State-53 
percent in 1961 according to the Census Bureau, 
higher than in any State except Hawaii where all 
property is State assessed. Recent searching studies 
by the Wyoming Legislative Council of local assess- 
ment administration and its State supervision have 
led to some reinforcement of State supervisory fa- 
cilities. 

Organization for assessment.' The property tax 
in Wyoming is under the direct supervision of the 
State Board of Equalization. This board has been 
composed of three members appointed by the Gov- 
ernor for 6-year terms, but under 1963 legislation 
the membership is increased to five. The board 
has broad property tax duties, including the fixing 
of a State general fund tax levy, direct assessment 
of public utility and mineral producing properties, 
supervision of assessment by local officers, and 
equalization of assessments. The board's other 
functions include two of major importance; it serves 
as the Public Service Commission, regulating com- 
mon carriers and other public utilities, and it has 
jurisdiction over the Department of Revenue, which 
collects sales, gasoIine, cigarette, and other taxes. 

Local assessing is primarily the responsibility of 
the 23 county assessors. The county assessor is 
elected for a 4-year term and must be an elector 
and property owner in his county. Each year coun- 
ties are divided into assessment districts by the coun- 
ty commissioners. The county assessor does the 
assessing in the district of his own residence, and for 
each of the other districts he appoints as deputy 
assessors residents of the respective districts. The 
county commissioners, besides setting up the assess- 
ment districts, act as the county board of equali- 
zation, hearing appeals by local taxpayers and 
equalizing assessments in the county. 

State supervision and aid. Among the duties 
prescribed by Wyoming law for the Board of Equal- 
ization are supervision of local assessment; prescrip- 
tion of a system for establishing valuation of prop- 
erties, real and personal; classification of land for 
assessing purposes; equalization among counties; 
and the making of changes in the original assess- 
ments of individuals, firms, and corporations. 
Some of the actions taken by the board in recent 
years in carrying out its duties are noted briefly 
in the following paragraphs. 

In this description of the assessment organization and 
in the following comment included here on Wyoming, 
extensive use is made of the very valuable study of Allyn 
0. Lockner, Property Taxation in Wyoming, Wyoming 
Legislative Research Committee, Cheyenne, 1960, and 
T h e  Wyoming School Foundation Program, Volume 11, 
A Proposed Revision of Property Tax Administration, 
Wyoming Legislative Council, Cheyenne, 1962. 
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In 1945 the legislature directed the Board of 
Equalization to prescribe a uniform valuation sys- 
tem to be installed in all counties by 1949. The 
board provided that for assessing improvements 
all counties should use the Boeckh system of ap- 
praisals-a system already used in some counties. 
Mr. Allyn Lockner, in his 1960 study of property 
taxation in Wyoming, says: 

With the use of the Boeckh system, remarkable progress 
has been made in the assessment of improvements. In 
most cases, an inventory of buildings has been taken and 
made a permanent record. Detailed data concerning 
many buildings are a matter of record. The most revolu- 
tionary development has been that appraisals in many 
cases have been made according to a definite system. It 
is quite evident that such assessments could not help but 
improve over the preexisting procedure of haggling be- 
tween the assessor and the property owners. 

But, as Mr. Lockner notes, the counties vary in their 
adherence to the system. 

Seventeen counties use this system voluntarily, two use 
it reluctantly, one county is using it partially, and another 
county is using a modified system in part. One county 
employs the Boeckh system, but does not allow any depre- 
ciation. Finally, one county does not use the Boeckh 
system at all. 

Moreover, there are notable departures from the 
system, including the failure to use appropriate cur- 
rent indexes, and Mr. Lockner states, "As imple- 
mented in Wyoming, the Boeckh system is unrealis- 
tic and inequitable. . . ." 

The need for equalizing urban land valuations 
resulted in the board, in 1955, ordering the coun- 
ties to revalue all city and town lots. I t  was rec- 
ommended that committees of local citizens be 
appointed to assist the assessors-such committees to 
set up zones within each community and establish 
relative values in each zone. By the fall of 1962, 
17 counties had completed the lot revaluation, 3 
others had started, and 3 had done nothing. I t  is 
hoped that with additional staff members authorized 
by the 1963 legislature, it will be possible to expedite 
the lot appraisal project. 

The board is required to classify the land in the 
State and to suggest values per acre for each type. 
In 1962 the board revised its valuation figures for 
dry farmland and for grazing land, the first notable 
revisions since 1948 and 1952, respectively. For 
the several classes of irrigated lands, however, the 
values suggested have not been changed since 1933. 
Mr. Lockner, writing in 1960, noted that the sug- 
gested values are, in most cases, employed by the 
county assessors. While the values suggested by the 
board have not always reflected current values, 
their widespread use should contribute to unifonn- 

' Allyn 0. Lockner, Property Taxation in Wyoming, 
pp; 121 R. 

Ibid., p. 6. 
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ity. The board is required also to set values on live- 
stock and this it does annually, with specific values 
set on various types and classes, largely on the basis 
of average market prices in the previous year as 
reported by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
but "no recognition is given to variations in the 
quality or grade or to the distance from the live- 
stock market centers." * Various other types of 
personal property are covered in schedules pre- 
scribed by the board, including oil field and con- 
struction equipment, household furniture and 
appliances, farm machinery, etc. 

State law provides that merchants' inventories 
shall be listed for taxation, and in estimating the 
value the merchant shall take the average value of 
such property during the year next previous to the 
time of listing. The Board of Equalization has in- 
structed the county assessors to use 60 percent of 
the average inventory as the basis for taxable val- 
uation. In a paper presented in September 1962, 
Mr. E. A. McKay, director of the Ad Valorem Tax 
Department, Wyoming State Board of Equalization, 
said, "Our assessors agree that inventory assessments 
are our most difficult problem. . . ." He went on 
to point out that not all assessors used the State 
prescribed system, and in this connection made a 
comment which has broad significance for the en- 
forcement of any type of State replation of 
assessing: 
. . . No doubt the first question you think of is why does 
the Board allow this disregard of its orders. I assure 
you that we have studied this problem and while the 
Wyoming Board of Equalization has broad powers over 
assessors, the penalty for noncompliance with its orders 
is rather severe as it provides for removal from office [by 
the Governor] for misconduct or neglect of duty and to 
my knowledge no assessor has been removed from office 
for failing to comply with a Board order. 

A major feature of the State's aid to local asses- 
sors is the complete appraisals made by the State 
staff. The board reported in 1962 that over the 2 
previous years appraisals had been maintained on 
52 industrial plants. This represents all the major 
installations in Wyoming. Appraisals are based on 
inspections and factual cost data supplied by the 
companies involved, and the counties are required 
to use the State appraisals as a basis for assess- 
ment. When the industrial plant appraisals were 
started by the State, four appraisers were engaged 
on the project, but the staff for this purpose was 
later reduced by two. The State staff also does 
extensive appraisal work on other buildings and 
structures. 

Level of real estate assessment. Prior to 1925 
there had been statutory provision for assessment 
of real estate at full value, giving consideration to 
quality, natural advantages, improvements, etc. A 

Lockner, op. cit . ,  p. 7. 
' E. A. McKay, "Problems Involved in Merchandise In- 

ventory Assessment and Equalization," a paper presented 
at the Conference of Western States Association of Tax 
Administrators, Denver, Sept. 9-12, 1962. 

constitutional amendment of 1955 and subsequent 
legislation provided that real and personal property 
be valued and assessed at fair value as set forth by 
the Board of Equalization. Mr. Lockner said: 

Apparently, with only a fractional assessment accom- 
plished in practice, the legislature and the board felt that 
full value assessments were not possible. Accordingly, in 
1955 they adopted the fractional basis of assessment of 
real property, with the intent of legalizing the existing 
practice and of achieving consistency in the statutory 
treatment of real and personal property. 

Sales ratio study. An assessment-sales ratio study, 
made by Mr. August Shopin at  the University of 
Wyoming,' showed for real estate a statewide medi- 
an ratio of 18.8 percent in 1957 and 17.9 percent 
in 1958. Classified as to urban and rural, the me- 
dian ratios were 19.4 and 18.1, respectively, in 
1957, and 19.6 and 15.9 in 1958. For the 23 coun- 
ties the median ratios were shown to range from 
14.8 percent to 28.9 percent in 1957, and from 14.4 
to 24.9 percent in 1958. 

Legislative Research Committee Study of 1960. 
In compliance with the State legislature's directive 
that its Legislative Research Committee study the 
Uniformity of Property Valuations and the Equi- 
tableness of Relative Tax Levies, a staff report 
prepared by Allyn 0. Lockner was presented in 
1960. This document described in detail the 
existing property tax system in Wyoming and ana- 
lyzed procedures and policies. Mr. Lockner gave 
attention, too, to basic principles, commenting, for 
instance, that "underassessment tends to disguise 
the true burden of the tax, serves as a cover for 
various types of inequities, and misplaces the legis- 
lative function of fiscal control," and he stressed 
the continuously changing pattern of both the level 
of property values and comparative values, so that 
"Given the rapid change in our present-day econ- 
omy, and if assessed values are several years be- 
hind current values, serious inequities are inevita- 
ble." He discussed each type of property, State 
assessed as well as locally assessed, describing prac- 
tice, indicating inequities, significant discrepancies 
in assessments shown by the sales ratio study, widen- 
ing differentials between assessed and actual values 
for certain types of property, and raising many 
questions. To improve the property tax in Wyo- 
ming, Mr. Lockner proposed two "feasible ap- 
proaches to the problems." 

The first of these approaches involved changes 
to be made under existing administrative frame- 
work, and included action by the board to: order 

"llyn 0. Lockner, Property Taxation in Wyoming, 
p. 25. 

'August Shopin, A Study of Relationship Between As- 
sessments and Selling Price of Real Estate in Wyoming, 
Years 1957, 1958, Division of Business and Economic Re- 
search, College of Commerce and Industry, University 
of Wyoming, Lararnie, 1959. 
4 ,, Allyn 0. Lockner, Property Taxation in Wyoming, p. 
I u. O Zbid., pp. 63-64. 
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complete revaluation of town lots and provide as- 
sistance if necessary; review the Boeckh system, put- 
ting it on a current construction basis and adjusting 
depreciation provisions, and order all assessors to 
use the system for valuing improvements; revalue 
the several types of lands, county by county, on 
the basis of current market values; suggest proce- 
dures for better inventory valuation; and employ 
additional nonprofessional office personnel to per- 
form elementary accounting checks and clerical 
work. The board has statutory authority to carry 
out many of these suggestions, "but for various rea- 
sons-for example, inadequate staff and noncom- 
pliance on the part of county assessors-have not 
been able to effectuate this authority." lo ( I t  is 
pertinent that since the publication of the study, 
the board modified depreciation schedules for 
buildings, increased the prescribed values of some 
types of land, and asked the 1963 legislature for, 
and received, funds to expand its staff.) 

For a more comprehensive, long-range, ap- 
proach, the report suggested: (1) Curtail duties 
of the Board of Equalization so that the members 
can concentrate on property tax administration, 
continually scrutinize procedures, and provide well- 
informed leadership in introducing changes as 
needed; (2) have professional evaluation of pro- 
cedures used in assessing public utility property; 
(3) employ a team of professional appraisers to 
carry on continuous, systematic revaluation of all 
local property with complete revaluation every 3 
to 5 years, to give on-the-job training and other 
assistance to local assessors, and to gather infor- 
mation pertinent to valuations for their own, cen- 
tral staff, and Board of Equalization uses; (4) pro- 
vide for continuous gathering, compilation, and dis- 
tribution of factual material on values for differ- 
ent types of land, construction cost indexes, and 
other pertinent data; (5) maintain continuous sales 
ratio studies by a group not directly connected with 
property tax administration with data on a moving 
3- to 5-year basis to offset the relatively infrequent 
sales in the State, provide wide publicizing of re- 
sults in simple layman's language, and make use of 
the studies in property tax administration. Such a 
program, it was noted, would take time for proper 
implementation, probably 3 to 5 years, and would 
increase costs. 

I t  was designed, however, to "permit Wyoming 
to most nearly approach the 'uniformity of prop- 
erty valuations and the equitableness of relative tax 
levies,' " and coincidentally strengthen the local tax 
base, for "it is advisable to make more complete 
and equitable utilization of existing taxes than to 
arbitrarily impose new taxes." l1 

Property tax study of 1962. In 1961 the legis- 
lature directed the Legislative Council to study 
school finances. The resulting study, The Wyo- 

* Lockner, op. cit., pp. 9-10. 
Ibid., pp. 13-14. 
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ming School Foundation Program, included one 
volume on the property tax. This report, Volume 
ZI. A Proposed Revision of Property Tax Admin- 
istration, stressed the dependence of the school 
foundation program on the property tax and the 
need of strengthening the program by improving 
the property tax. The study discussed such fea- 
tures as: exemptions; the level of assessment; in- 
creased authority for assessors or aid from the State 
in assessing inventories; reorganizing and enlarg- 
ing the State Board of Equalization; expanding the 
staff of the Board of Equalization; making the office 
of assessor appointive and/or requiring appropriate 
qualifications; requiring the Board of Equalization 
to promulgate written rules and regulations on the 
administration of the property tax, including spe- 
cific assessment procedures; and making annual 
sales ratio studies. The report said: la 

In short, available evidence indicates that a correction 
of the inadequacies and inequities of the property tax 
would assure every Wyoming school child at least a basic 
program of instruction as outlined by the Wyoming achool 
foundation program. 

The 1963 legislature took favorable action on 
two of the council proposals. I t  increased the mem- 
bership of the Board of Equalization from three 
to five, thus permitting some members more time 
to concentrate on the property tax. The legislature 
also provided for increasing the board staff by four 
members. 

Veterans' Exemption. Wyoming took a notable 
step toward strengthening its property tax base 
when it revised its veteransy exemption provisions 
in 1955. Before this change the law had provided 
for an exemption of $2,000 on property owned by 
veterans or their widows. This system was adopted 
in 1917 for Civil War veterans and was extended 
from time to time to cover others. The only lim- 
itation prior to 1955 was the requirement that vet- 
erans of World War I1 and the Korean War had to 
have been residents of the State at the time of their 
entering service. This last provision was made a p  
plicable to all veterans in 1955. 

More important, however, was the establishment 
in 1955 of a limit on the total tax benefit a veteran 
could receive. The 1955 law declared that the tax 
exemption was a bonus for military service and set 
a ceiling of $800 over a lifetime. The ceiling does 
not apply to widows of veterans during their widow- 
hood, and special provisions were made for disabled 
and partially disabled veterans. 

In  1955 the total veterans' tax exemption 
amounted to $25,052,092 (3.3 percent of the total 
taxable valuation) and represented actual tax ben- 
efits of $1,479,&8. By 1961 the exempt valuation 
was down to $1 1,221,365 and the tax benefit was 
$882,774. The loss in local tax revenue is reim- 
bursed from the State general fund. 

*The Wyoming School Foundation Program, op. cit., 
p. 3. 
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