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Preface

Auditor. The purpose of the report isto catalog effective methods in the appeals process  and the organ-

izational structure of Minnesota s system of property assessments, demonstrate the condit  ions under
which they may be successful, and encourage their adoption wherever appropriate throughout  the state. We
based the report on a statewide survey of current practices of counties, cities, and townshi  ps, aswell asinforma-
tion from other participantsin the property assessment system.

T hisreport isabest practicesreview — areatively new kind of report from the MinnesotaLe gidative

Thisreport should be used as a source of ideas that may be helpful to jurisdictionsaround the  state. We hope
that Minnesota sloca governments will actively use this report to examine their own pract ices and consider al -
ternative ways of getting the job done as cost effectively and efficiently as possible.

In addition to recommendations to assessorsin thisreview, we list threeissueswith stat - ewide implications that
we observed as we conducted the review: local governmentsthat do not have active boardsof  review, thelack
of minimum guidelines in computerization, and the difficulty in assessing income-produci  ng properties. Ap-
pendix A contains a memorandum to the L egidature that addresses these three issues.

We appreciate the assistance of the many assessors, apprai sers, employees of the Minnes  ota Department of
Revenue, members of boards of review and equalization, property owners, and othersinteres ted in the system
of property valuations who provided us with information through surveys, visits, and interv  iews. The report
was researched and written by Jody Hauer (best practices coordinator), Jennifer Moenck Feige , and Diane Ry -
drych, with technical assistance from David Bernier.

<. Paul, Minnesota
May 1996



Property Assessments.
Structureand Appeals

A Best Practices Review
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

roperty taxes generate the bulk
Pof local governments’ revenue

in Minnesota. Accurate and
uniform estimates of property value
are key to aworkable property tax sys -
tem. Whether the property tax burden
isdigtributed asintended by the Legis -
lature — with owners of some types
of property, such as commercial build -
ings, paying heavier sharesthan own -
ers of other types, such ashomes —
depends a great deal on the quality of
the assessment of property value.

This
review
focuses
on two
aspects of
the

Thisisareview of two components of
local government property assess -
mentsin Minnesota: the organiza -
tional structure of the assessment

system and the process for appedl i'ng assessmen t
property value estimates. The review ]
highlights some of the practicesre - SyStem .
lated to organizationa structure and :
appedls processes that counties, cities, 0 rg aniza-
and townships have found to be effec - I

tive or efficient. We hopethat thein - t|0nal
formation will be useful to local structure
governments interested in measuresre -

lated to effectively structured assess - and

ment systems and well-managed

appeal s processes. appeals '
THE PROPERTY

ASSESSMENT

SYSTEM

In Minnesota, counties and cities con -
duct property assessmentswithin a
system designed by the Legidature.

Minnesota
Office of the
Legislative Auditor

May 1996

By law, Minnesota assessors must esti -
mate land and buildings at their mar -
ket value, that is, the selling price
likely to be obtained during an arm’s
length transaction in an open and com -
petitive market. Assessors estimate
property values as of January 2 each
year. These values comprise the tax
base that determineswho will pay

what share of property taxesfor local
governments' budgetsin the following
yedr.

The organizationa structure of assess -
ment services — who isresponsible
for viewing and assessing property —
varies somewhat around the state.
Similarly, the process for property
ownersto appedl the estimated value
of their property can differ from
county to county and within counties.

Organizational Structure
of Property Assessment

Each of Minnesota’s 87 counties has
an appointed county assessor, al -
though some counties share assessors.
In 1994, 23 counties had a"county -
wide assessment system” in which the
county assessor offices assessed the
value of all property within their
boundaries. County assessorsin 10
other counties did not view or ingpect
properties directly, but instead over -
saw assessments produced by local as -
sessors working for cities or
townships. In 54 other counties, the
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Counties Grouped by Structure of
Assessment Systems, 1994

Countywide All Local
Assessors 11%

Assessment 26%

Mix of Local and
County Assessors 62%

Note: Does not sum to 100 percent due to rounding error.

Source: Legislative Auditor’s Office Survey of Assessors,

1995.

county assessor’ s office assessed some parcels and
local assessors assessed others.

A county assessor provided assessment services for
most Minnesota cities and townshipsin 1994. How -
ever, about 43 percent of cities and townshipscon -
tracted with local assessors or employed their own
assessing staff. County assessors are responsible

for reviewing the assessments made by local asses -
sors and ensuring compliance with assessment

laws. Minnesapolis, Duluth, and St. Cloud each ap -
points a city assessor with the powers and duties of
acounty assessor.

Property Assessment Appeals
Process

During every spring, Minnesota property owners
can contest the property values estimated by their
assessor. Any time after they receive their property
valuation notices, property owners may contact
their assessors' office to question their assessments.
In addition, state statutes set up two principal routes
for appeal s beyond the assessor: (1) appedingtoa
local board of review, a county board of equdiza -
tion, and, finally, Minnesota Tax Court; or (2) ap -
pealing directly to the Minnesota Tax Court.

Taking the first route of appeal, property owners
may appear before their local board of review or
equalization, most often comprised of the mayor
and city council or township board, but sometimes

comprised of a special appointed board. Loca
boards of review or equalization have authority to
determine whether the assessor has properly vaued
all parcels of taxable property in the assessment dis -
trict.

Dissatisfied property owners may appear before the
county board of equalization, usually made up of
county commissioners and the county auditor, but
sometimes comprised of a gpecial appointed board.
The county board of equalization is authorized to
compare property assessments and equaize them so
that each parcel islisted at its market value.

Property ownerswho are still dissatisfied may then
file apetition in Minnesota Tax Court, whichisa
circuit court that meetsin judicial district court -
rooms across the state. Minnesota Tax Court has
two divisions: the regular divison and the small
clamsdivision. Inthecourt’sregular division,
property owners pay a $122 fee when they file and

What is this best practices
review?

This report identifies some of the effective and
efficient practices related to the organizational
structure of assessment services and the proc-
ess for appealing assessments in Minnesota.
It is based on a statewide study of the current
practices of assessors and boards of review or
equalization in counties, cities, and townships.

The purpose of this report is to catalog effec-
tive methods, demonstrate the conditions un-
der which they may be successful, and
encourage their adoption wherever appropriate
throughout the state. Unlike a regular audit or
evaluation, this report does not focus on defi-
ciencies, but highlights successful practices.

We hope that Minnesota’s local governments
will actively use this report to examine their
own practices and consider other ideas that
contribute to estimating property uniformly and
at market value and produce fair, under-
standable appeals processes.

This best practices review is part of a program
created by the Minnesota Legislature in 1994
to identify best practices in local government
service delivery.
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The Property Assessment Appeals Process
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Property owners may contact the assessor's office at
any point in the appeals process
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Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor.

tax court

v

Regular division
of
tax court

A 4

Supreme
Court

are often represented by an attorney. Appedls of
non-homestead properties with values of at least
$100,000 must be heard in the regular division. In
thelessformal smal claimsdivisonindividuals
pay a$25 fee and typicaly represent themselves.

The second major route of appeal involvesgoing di -
rectly to Minnesota Tax Court. Property owners

may bypasstheir boards of review and equalization
and file directly in the regular division of tax court.
The small claimsdivision of tax courtisnotanop -
tion inthisroute. Using either route of appedl, own -
ersmay file atax court petition until March 31 of

the year taxes are due.

Tax Abatement Process

Minnesota statutes alow countiesto return taxesa -
ready paid by property owners when an error or in -
justice resulted in an overpayment. Tax abatements
can reduce the estimated market value, reduce the
tax, or change a property’s classification. Taxpay -
ers may file abatement requests for the current tax

year or, in the case of clerica errors or whenthetax -
payer failsto file due to hardship, for the prior two

tax years. Tax abatements are not apart of thefor -

mal appeal s process that ends when boards of

equalization adjourn in June, but they represent one

method for reducing estimates of value under spe -

cia circumstances.

GOALS AND ACTIONS THAT
DEFINE BEST PRACTICES

To help identify best practices, we outlined the

goals of effective assessment systems and deter -
mined what actionswould help fulfill these goals.
"Best practices’ are the effective methods and tech -
niques used by local governments to meet their

goals. However, not every practice listed will apply

to every assessment jurisdiction. Local govern -
ments will have to come to their own conclusion
about what practices make sense for them given

their individual needs and circumstances.
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First we discuss goals, actions, and practices related
to the organizational structure of assessment sys -
tems. Then we discuss goals, actions, and practices

pertaining to appeal's processes.

Effective Organizational Structures
of Assessment Systems

Weidentified two fundamental goalsfor effectively
structured assessment systems:

The assessment system should estimate
property valuesat market valuein a
cost-effective manner.

The assessment system should estimate
property valuesuniformly in a
cost-effective manner.

Thefirst goa meansthat assessors estimates
should be close to market value, as measured by the
salling prices of properties on the open market. The
second goal intends that assessors' individua esti -
mates should be equitable. Both goals recognize
the limitations of time, personnel, and financia re -
SOUrces.

We also identified two important actions that can
help assessment jurisdictions reach the goals.
While these actions and the practices related to
them are essential, they do not cover the full range
of actionsthat mark effective organizational struc -
tures.

Two Actions for Effectively
Structured Assessment
Systems

Maintain adequate personnel and
equipment to produce assessments
accurately and efficiently

Communicate understandable as -
sessment information to property
owners and others interested in the
assessment

1. Maintain Adequate Personnd and
Equipment to Produce Assessments
Accurately and Efficiently

Thefirst action means assessors need sufficient per -
sonnel to estimate market values accurately and effi -
ciently. Further, to perform successfully, assessors
need basic equipment, such as maps and computers,
and access to ongoing training. Without these ne -
cessities, assessors' offices cannot expect to pro -
duce high quality property valuations efficiently.

We describe below some of the best practicesre -
lated to this action.

M anage Effective Staff-to-Par cel Ratios

According to appraisal industry standards, a
successful mass appraisa program needs at
least one appraiser for every 5,000 parcels.
Maintaining this minimum personnd ratio
will help ensure that the office can adequately
complete its appraisal, mapping, drafting, data
processing, and administrative responsibili -
ties. Most Minnesota assessment jurisdictions
meet this standard.

Adjust All Parcels Value Annually

Idedlly, assessors should update the values of
parcelsin their jurisdiction each year to cap -
ture ongoing changes in the market. In most
Minnesota counties and cities the assessors ad -
just the value of all parcels annually based on
property sales, costs, and other market condi -
tions.

Conduct a High Percentage of Interior
I nspections

Interior ingpections alow assessorsto verify
or update existing data related to the condi -
tion, amenities, and other structura features
not apparent from the outside of properties.

These data permit more precise analyses for
estimating values and matching comparable
properties. High percentages of interior in -
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spections contribute to acceptable levels of as -

sessment — Coon Rapids —

Have a Complete Set of Maps

Because assessors have to locate and inven -
tory al property in their jurisdiction, acom -
plete set of mapsis essential. Mapsare
necessary for locating properties, determining
parcel size and shape, and analyzing geo -
graphic features that can affect value, among
other things.

Use Computers Fully

Computers dramatically improve the effi -
ciency and accuracy of work requiredin as -
sessing property values. They expand the
range of analyses assessors can readily per -
form and provide more accurate, current data.
A ssessors use computers to perform routine
calculations and process records but some
also use computersto assist in estimating
property values. Others use computerized
mapping to keep maps as current as possible
and help highlight propertiesthat require ad -
justmentsto vaue.

The Coon Rapids City Assessor’s Office
uses a geographic information system
(GIS) to view its neighborhoods’ land
values parcel by parcel on color-coded
maps. Produced electronically by blend-
ing computerized maps and other land-
based data, GIS maps are easily
updated to reflect market changes.

The maps show assessors whether val-
ues are consistent, allowing assessors
to quickly yet comprehensively detect
and correct equalization problems. The
maps show whether all properties af-
fected by certain land uses, such as rail-
roads, are treated equally.

Coon Rapids’ assessors have also used
GIS to locate properties eligible for
value exemptions associated with the
"This Old House" program. By mapping
the date of residential construction, as-
sessors see where the areas affected
by the law lie.

Provide

Adequate Staff
Training and
Office Equipment

Ongoing assessor training
is considered essential for
effective assessments,
given the complexity of
thejob. Assessorshaveto
be well versed in land eco -
nomics, appraisal tech -
niques, market analysis,
construction materials and
types, and income and ex -
pense analysis. Certain
equipment in addition to
computers and mapsis
also essentid, such as
field gppraisal equipment

and cost manuals.

Coon Rapids’ City Assessor’s Office uses maps generated by a geographic information system.
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2. Communicate Under standable Assess -

ment I nformation to Property Own -
ersand Othersinterested in the
Assessment

Effective communication is a second important ac -
tion to reach the goals of estimating property uni -
formly and at market value. Good communication
with property ownersis especialy needed when as -
sessors notify owners of estimated market values
and conduct their field work. We describe below
some of the best practices related to this action.

Provide Complete and Clear Property
Valuation Notices

The notice of property valueistypicaly the
first, and sometimes the only, communication
that property owners receive from assessors,
making it especialy important that the infor -
mation is complete and stated clearly. Some
assessors' offices supplement the valuation
notice with brochures or pamphletsto help ex -
plain property assessments.

Notify Property Ownersin Advance

Before visiting propertiesin thefield, someas -
sessorstry to alert property owners about up -
coming inspections. Advance notification
before inspecting properties contributesto

good public relations and may make property
owners more cooperative and receptive to the
inspection.

Preparefor Field Vidts

Preparing for property visits means planning
ahead and taking steps to help ensure success -
ful ingpections. Theseinclude wearing pic -
ture identification, establishing a greeting that
includes a proper introduction and statement

of thevist's purpose, and preparing materials
for properties where the owners are unavail -
able.

Duluth

As a means of improving public rela-
tions, the Duluth City Assessor’s Office
sends notification letters to homeown-
ers whose homes are to be reap-
praised, alerting them in advance of the
appraisers’ visit.

Appraisers sign and send letters to
homeowners about two weeks prior to
visiting the neighborhood. The letters
make residents aware of appraisers’
pending inspections, describe the impor-
tance of the inspections for consistent
and accurate appraisals, and suggest
that owners who will not be home sched-
ule an appointment at their convenience.

The notification letters benefit residents
and appraisers. Residents appreciate
knowing when the appraisers are work-
ing in their neighborhood. Homeowners
tend to be more receptive to appraisers’
inspections.

Effectiveness by Structure of Assessment
System

Generaly, assessors in counties from different re -
gions of the state produce an effective level and
quality of assessment, athough we found that coun -
ties with countywide assessment tended to domi -
nate others on certain measures of efficiency and
effectiveness. We looked at three structures of as -
sessment jurisdictionsin the state: (1) countywide
assessment, accounting for 23 Minnesota counties;
(2) systemsthat are largely county assessed, that is,
where the county assessor’ s office assesses at |east
half of the parcels, accounting for 26 counties; and
(3) systemsthat are largely locally assessed, that is,
where the county assessor assesses less than half of
the parcels while local assessors assess the mgjority,
with 37 counties.

In many respects, assessors from countiesin all
three of these structures performed well, according
to our datafor 1994. For instance, the likelihood
that assessors adjusted al parcels vauesonanan -
nual basis was the same whether the assessor wasin



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY XV

a county with countywide assessment, a county ing best practices — those practices that could save

largely county assessed, or a county largely locally resources or improve effectiveness. Thegoasare:

assessed. When comparing effective assessments

on residential property, countiesfrom al three struc - - The process should offer afair and

tures were likely to produce agood level of assess - objective forum to appeal property

ment, as defined by assessment/saesratios. assessments.

However, on certain measures counties with county - - Theprocess should be under standable,

wide assessment systems gain advantages related to easy to use, and effective for all

their structure. For example, the number of asses - participants.

sors in these counties tended to be more efficient

than elsewhere. Measuresin which countywideas - Thefirst goal impliesthat a property owner with an

sessment systems tended to dominate weretypi - assessment dispute should have aviable opportu -

caly less common throughout the state, such asuse nity to be heard and understood and that &l those

of computer-assisted mass appraisa (CAMA). with similar situations should receive equitable

About 61 percent of assessorsin counties with coun - treatment without caprice. The second goal under -

tywide assessment reported using CAMA in 1994, lines the importance of an appeals process that

compared to about 38 percent of assessorsin other meets the conflicting needs of three parties. prop -

counties. erty ownerswho may not be familiar with property
assessment and appedls, assessorswhose job it isto

Because we studied only some of the actionsin an complete property value estimates, and board mem -

effective organizational structure, we cannot con - berswho sit in judgment of assessors’ estimates of

clude that agiven structureisthe single or even a value.

primary cause of efficiency and effectiveness. We

did not examine with enough detail the varioustech - We identified five actions that we believe help as -

niques assessors used to estimate value, or whether sessment offices reach these goals. By taking these

these techniques varied by type of structure, to actions, assessment jurisdictions are more likely to

reach such aconclusion. achieve fair and objective appeals processes that are
easly understood and effective for participants.

We also measured cost effectiveness by countiesin Although we believe these five actions are instru -

these three organizational categories. To do this,

we compared total costs per parcel for counties with

cfoctive ents, including both county ) Five Actions for Effective Appeals

sor's costs and estimated local assessors' costs. We Processes

salesratios for reSdm“aI, @ricultural, commercial Values and assessment among
indugrial, and seasonal-recreational residential members of boards of review and
properties were between 90 and 105 percent in equalization

1994. Wefound little variation in median costs per _
parcel among effective assessors officesin counties - Resolve property owners’ questions
with countywide assessment when compared to objectively, fairly, and efficiently
largely assessed by local assessors. peals information to property owners

Provide flexibility in the appeals
process to accommodate varying
We outlined two goals and five actions of effective schedules

processes for property assessment appedls. The . Adopt clear tax abatement policies
goals and actions provide aframework for identify -

Effective Appeals Processes
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mental to effective appeal's processes, they are not
exhaustive.

1. Foster Knowledge About Property Val -

uesand Assessment Among Mem -
bers of Boards of Review and
Equalization

Since most individuas serving on boards of review
and equalization are not necessarily trained in the
field of appraisal, advance preparation helps. In -
formed board members are better qualified to make
educated appeals decisions. We describe below
some of the best practices related to this action.

Provide Relevant Assessment and Sales
Information tothe Board

Many assessors offices provide information

to prepare board members for the board meet -
ing. Pertinent information often includesare -
view of the board’ s duties, adiscussion of the
assessment process, descriptions of value
changes and market trends by property type
over the past year, areview of the appeals
process, recent changes in assessment Stat -
utes, and typical questionsto expect.

AsaBoard Member, Preparefor the
M eeting

Training courses are available specifically to
acquaint elected officials with the assessment
process and duties of the boards. Board mem -
bers may also prepare by familiarizing them -
selves with the board’ s process, consulting
with the assessor, and reviewing data on mar -
ket trends.

Appoint Memberswith Relevant
Experienceto Boards

The composition of some boards of review
and equalization includes memberswith real
estate or appraisa experience. Thistype of
experience hel ps board members make more

informed decisions and can increase their
comfort level with the appeal s process.

Blaine

The city of Blaine appoints a special
board of review with five members,
three of whom must be either apprais-
ers or real estate agents.

One of the reasons Blaine initiated the
appointed board was to bring to assess-
ment issues those persons who are
knowledgeable about buildings and
land, their values, and real estate mar-
kets. The appointed board has profes-
sional experience in residential and
commercial building values, under-
stands the issues involved with deter-
mining property and land values, and is
familiar with local markets.

To connect the work of the appointed
board to the elected council members,
and to involve council members with as-
sessment issues at the policy level,
Blaine’s ordinance also established an
annual workshop. During the work-
shop, city council members and board
appointees learn about current assess-
ment trends and changes in property
tax laws.

2. ResolveProperty Owners Questions
Objectively, Fairly, and Efficiently

A SSess0rs receive numerous inquiries from property
owners, particularly in the spring following the
mailing of valuation notices. To the extent that as -
sessors  offices answer some of the tens of thou -
sands of questions before boards of review or
equalization meet, property owners, board mem -
bers, and assessors themsel ves can benefit. Some
of the practices allowing assessors to resolve inquir -
ies early are actively encouraging property owners
to contact the assessors’ offices and holding "open
book™ meetings.
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formation written in lay
persons termsand pro -
vided in easily read for -
mats. We discuss below
some of the practicesre -
lated to understandable ap -
peals information bel ow.

Provide Helpful
and Clear
Property
Valuation Notices

A property owner speaks before a board of review.

Encourage Property Ownersto Contact
Assessors' Offices

By encouraging property owners to contact
the assessor’ s office prior to attending the
board of review meeting, assessors have a
grester opportunity to resolve questions early.
Some assessors use the real estate valuation
notice to suggest contacting the officeasa
first step when owners dispute their assess -
ments and using the board of review only af -
ter discussion with an assessor.

Hold Open Book M eetings

Some assessors' offices hold informal "open
book™ meetings during the evenings or week -
endsto answer property owners questions.
The mestings provide forumsfor property

ownersto inquire about their assessment with -

out lodging aformal appedl.

Communicate Under standable Appeals

Information to Property Owners

Although state statutes require certain infor -
mation on the property valuation notice, many
assessors' offices use the notices to provide
additional information to assist property own -
erswho have questions about their assess -
ment. For instance, many notices include
information on steps property owners must
take to appeal their assessment.

— Dakota County —

The Dakota County Assessor’s Office
conducts "open book" meetings each
spring prior to meetings of local boards
of review. The meetings provide a fo-
rum for property owners to meet with ap-
praisers on an informal basis to review
information on their property values and
receive answers to their questions.

The open book meetings occur over a
series of days. Taxpayers may come in

Effective communications help increase public
awareness of the assessment and appeals processes
and contribute to a better understanding of the prop -
erty tax system in general.

Because most property owners do not havered es -
tate or appraisal backgrounds, they need appedlsin -

any time between 9:00 a.m. and 7:30
p.m. to speak one-on-one with appraisal
staff. In this way the assessor’s office
resolves questions and minimizes the
number of owners who appeal their as-
sessments before a local board of re-
view or county board of equalization.
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— Breckenridge —

To help the board of review process run
as smoothly as possible, city officials in
Breckenridge stress open communica-
tion and education with their residents.
After citizens receive their valuation no-
tices, the city begins an information
campaign to educate citizens about the
property valuation process.

Using the local newspaper and public-
service announcements on cable televi-
sion, the city advertises names and
telephone numbers of the appropriate
people to call when residents have valu-
ation questions. In addition, the mayor
uses a live radio broadcast to describe
the board of review process.

The city council meets to acquaint
newly elected members with board re-
sponsibilities, the format of the meeting,
how members can prepare for it, and
the role of the assessor.

Develop Additional Information for
Property OwnersWho Want to Appeal

Other communications beyond the valuation
notice are important year round but particu -
larly during the appedls process. Good infor -
mation reduces the mystery and increases
owners awareness of the assessment and ap -
peals processes. These communications can
also improve public relations.

4. Provide Flexibility in Appeals Process
to Accommodate Varying Schedules

Although state statutes prescribe the dates within
which boards of review and equaization mest, as -
sessors and boards have leeway in arranging the
time and place of the meetings. Some assessment
jurisdictions use practices that provide additional
flexibility in the appeals process for people with
work and family commitments during the day or
time and distance constraints.

Hold Meetings at Convenient Times

To make the appeals process more conven -
ient, some jurisdictions hold board meetings
during evening hours to accommodate people
with traditional work schedules or who live or
work outside the county in which the property
islocated. Open book meetings can also add
flexibility.

Schedule Appointments

Appointments to appear at board meetings
can benefit both boards and appellants. When
assessors know who is appearing, they can
provide background information on the prop -
erty to aid the board' sdeliberations. Appd -
lants avoid waiting through other testimony.

— Cass County —

The assessor’s office in Cass County
holds a series of Saturday meetings
each year to provide property owners
an opportunity to talk informally with as-
sessors about their property assess-
ments.

The principal reason for initiating the
meetings was to resolve property own-
ers’ questions early and lessen the bur-
den on local boards of review. Each
area the county reappraises during a
given year is the site for a Saturday
meeting.

Taxpayers have voiced approval of the
Saturday meetings because they can re-
ceive answers to their assessment ques-
tions in a comfortable, informal setting.
Holding Saturday meetings prior to local
boards of review has helped reduce the
number of local board appeals 40 per-
cent from the preceding four-year aver-
age.

5. Adopt Clear Tax Abatement Palicies

Counties grant reductions in estimated market value
and tax abatements to taxpayers who paid taxeser -
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roneoudly or unjustly. Tax abatement policies help
counties control unnecessary or unfounded abate -
ment requests.

Write Explicit Abatement Policies and
Define" Hardship”

Explicit written tax abatement policies give
counties aframework to trest all abatement re -
quests uniformly. For counties that consider
abatement requests for the two prior tax years,
defining hardship sets ground rulesfor decid -
ing which property owners are eligible.

— Beltrami County —

In 1994, Beltrami County adopted a
structured, well-defined abatement pol-
icy. The assessor’s office wanted both
taxpayers and county officials to have a
clear understanding of what taxes the
county would and would not abate.

Because of the office’s work in verifying
homeowners’ homestead status each
year, the abatement policy limits the
time for considering homestead abate-
ments to the year taxes are due. The
county also considers other types of re-
guests for the prior tax year when the
property is over valued or improperly
classified and the property owner pro-
vides good reason for not having ap-
pealed to the boards of review or
equalization.

Following this abatement policy gives
staff definitive guidelines for determining
what abatement requests qualify and
benefits taxpayers because all abate-
ment requests are judged by the same
standards.

CONCLUSION

Best practices in assessment jurisdictions range
from measures that are widespread to those less
commonly found. During the review, we observed

XiX

dedicated assessors and individuals on boards of re -
view and equdization trying new methods and
working to improve their services. Designing effec -
tive processes for appealing assessmentstypically
requires planning and taking steps far in advance of
the formal appeal s process designated in statutes.
Some assessment jurisdictions have aggressively
worked to increase the efficiency of their process
while recognizing the needs of property owners

who may be unfamiliar with assessing and redl es -
tate markets. Although assessment servicesare
structured differently around Minnesota, the type of
structure does not seem to inhibit assessors' ability
to produce quality assessments. Assessors have had
to adapt to circumstances and needs in their own ju -
risdictions. Yet many of the ideas and practices

they use are suitable for others aswell.

In addition to the effective practices and methods

we observed during this review, we noted threeis -
sues that deserve attention from the Legidature:

(2) the small yet troubling number of local govern -
ments that do not fulfill their statutory obligations

as boards of review; (2) thelack of minimum guide -
linesin computerization of assessment work; and

(3) the difficulty some assessors may face estimat -
ing values of income-producing properties.

To address these issues we think the Legidature
should:

Consder allowing Minnesota citiesand
townshipswith inactive boar ds of review
to delegate their powersand dutiesas
boards of review to the county board of
equalization or alocal board authorized
to represent multiple citiesor townships.

Establish atask forceto evaluate the need
for minimum statewide guidelinesfor
computer systems used by assessors.

Consder arange of actionsto improve
the process of estimating valuesfor
income-producing properties. The costs
and benefits of each action to both
assessorsand property owners should
also be considered.



| ntr oduction

n 1994 the Legidature gavere -

sponsibility to the Office of the

Legidative Auditor for conducting
best practices reviews of local govern -
ment servicesin Minnesota. * Minne-
sota’' s approach is similar to one used
by the British Audit Commissionin
England and Wales to determine the
"dtate of the art” in the delivery of lo -
cal services. The MinnesotaLegida -
ture created this new tool to identify
practices for delivering local govern -
ment services more efficiently or more
effectively.

While traditional auditing producesre -
ports that identify organizationa and
performance deficiencies, best prac -
tices reviews identify successesin the
design and delivery of services. Suc -
cessis defined as achieving ahigh
level of desired efficiency and effec -
tiveness within cost constraints. The
Legidature hopes that communities
can improvetheir service delivery by
learning about effective methods used
by other smilar jurisdictions. Our in -
tent isto provide information to local
jurisdictions about the process for ap -
pealing property valuations and the
structure of property assessment sys -
tems that could improve efficiency
and effectiveness. Whilewe under -
stand that every practice cannot, and
should not, be adopted everywhere,
we identify many ideas — old, new,
and evolving — that could prove effec -
tive to assessors around Minnesota.

When the 1994 L egidature established
the best practices reviews program, it

A best
practices
review
looks at
effective

efficient

methods of
delivering

govern-
ment
services.

created alocal government advisory
council to help the Legidative Audit
Commission select topicsfor reviews.
The advisory council consists of three
members appointed by the L eague of
Minnesota Cities, three appointed by
the Association of Minnesota Coun -
ties, and two by the Association of
Metropolitan Municipalities. Inthe
summer of 1994, the advisory council
recommended areview of property as -
sessments. The Legidative Audit
Commission approved thistopic in
September 1994.

SCOPE OF THE
REVIEW

This review focuses on two distinct
aspectsin the system of property as -
sessments: (1) the organizational
structure of assessment districts, and
(2) the process for appealing assessors
estimates of property value. Wedo

not examine the methods for inspect -
ing and appraising properties or profes -
sional standards for appraisal.

Because professional organizations,
such asthe International Association

of Assessing Officersand the Ap -
praisal Foundation, have established
and continue to enhance appraisal pro -
cedures and standards, we concen -
trated our research instead on property
appedls and organizationa arrange -
ments.

We use thisreview to first present
some goals that we think ought to

1 Minn. Stat. §3.971, subd. 4.
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guide the structure of assessment systemsand ap -
peals processes. The goals provide aframework for
identifying actions and methods that can be defined
as best practices. Then we describe some concrete
examples of select local governments that currently
use the best practicesto save resources or improve
service ddivery.

To conduct this review, we collected information in
avariety of ways. In addition to areview of current
literature on the property assessment system, we
held a roundtable discussion with practitionersin
the field of assessment; conducted field observa -
tions of assessment staff and boards of review and
equalization; surveyed assessors, board members,
and property owners who appedled their valuations,
interviewed tax court appellants and tax court attor -
neys, and visited select counties, cities, and town -
shipsaround Minnesota. A ten-person technical
panel and a consultant provided us with technical
and professiona assistance throughout this review.
(Appendix | liststhese individuals and Appendices
B, C, and D contain more information on how we
conducted thisreview.)

HOW THIS REPORT IS
ORGANIZED

Thisreport has four chapters. Chapter 1 provides
background information about Minnesota s system
of property assessment and where the appeals proc -
essfitsinto the system. Chapter 2 contains goals
and actions related to effective structural arrange -
ments of assessment districts. Chapter 3 presents
goasand actionsfor effective appeal s processes.
Chapter 4 provides detailed examples of effective
practices currently in use by select counties, cities,
and townships.

STRUCTURE AND APPEALS



Background

ssessing property valuesisan

essential component of Min -

nesota s property tax system,
where property owners are taxed ac -
cording to their property’svalue.
Generally, property owners pay
higher taxesif they own property of
higher value and lower taxesif they
own lower-vaued properties.

Assessments define the tax base and,
consequently, determine who pays
what share of the property tax burden.
If some properties valuations are too
high, those property ownerswill pay
more than their fair share of property
taxes. Conversdly, if some properties
vauations are too low, those owners
will pay lessthan their fair share.
When property isvaued correctly,
the property tax burden is distributed
equitably, as defined by the Legida -
ture. The processin Minnesotafor
appealing estimated market values
helps assure residents that estimates
are both correct and equitable.

This chapter presents background in -
formation about various aspects of
the property assessment system. We
first provide a general description of
the system of property assessment in
Minnesota. Thisincludesan analysis
of how the system is structured and
how responsihilities are divided be -
tween counties and local jurisdic -
tions. Wethen takealook at the
specific process for appeding prop -
erty assessments.  In this chapter we
ask:

CHAPTER 1

This
report
reviews
the
structure
of
Minnesota’'s

property
assess-

ment
system
and the
appeals
Process.

What arethegeneral
components of the property
assessment system? How is
the system structured?

Wheredoesthe appeals
processfit into the property
assessment system?

What stepsareinvolved in
appealing valuations?

How do appeals processes
differ around the state?

Part of the information we used to an -
swer these questions came from sur -
veys we conducted of assessors and
boards of review or equdizationin all
87 Minnesota counties, all 118 cities
with populations of 5,000 or more,
and 100 each of randomly selected
smaller citiesand townships. Data
from these surveys pertained to caen -
dar year 1994. Wedsordiedonin -
formation gathered from our survey

of 713 property owners who appeded
to boards of review or equalization
around the statein 1994. (Appendix

B contains more information about
the results and methodol ogy of the
surveys.)

THE PROPERTY
ASSESSMENT
SYSTEM

Loca governments generally provide
the service of ng, but within a
framework set by the Legidature.



State statutes govern many aspects of assessors

jobs and prescribe an annual cycle of assessment ac -
tivities. (SeeFigure 1.1.) Over any given year, the
assessment cycleincludes: setting the estimated
market valuesfor al taxable property, arranging

and conducting an appeals process, visting and in -
specting parcels of property within the assessment
district, and analyzing the market to determine the
estimated values for the next year.

Estimating Market Value

In estimating property values, Minnesota assessors
must estimate land and buildings at their market
vauel Market value isthesdling pricethat is

PROPERTY ASSESSMENTS: STRUCTURE AND APPEALS

likely to be obtained during an arm’s Ien%th transac -
tion in an open and competitive market.

Each year, assessors must set the estimated market
value for parcels of rea property asof January 2. 3
These assessments are the values that will be used
when local governments set their budgetsin the
coming months and calculate taxes for the follow -
ing year. Thus, assessments set as of January 2,
1996 will eventually form the tax base that deter -
mines the amount and distribution of property taxes
paidin 1997.

Minnesota Statutes require assessorsto view and de -
termine the market value of real taxable property at

December

« Counties review local assessors’ appraisals
December 15

« Last day to file homestead application with
assessor

December 31

* Counties file corrections of clerical errors
made after boards of review

September 1
* Assessors file final assessment
abstract based on state board of

equalization changes Oct

Sep

July

« Five days after board of
equalization, assessor files
assessment changes

July 1

 All assessments finalized

Aug
July

Nov

Figure 1.1: Major Statutory Dates that Affect Assessment Activities

January 2
* Counties set assessments

February 15
« Counties set boards of review meetings

February - March
Dec Jan « Assessors send property value
notices at least 10 days prior
Feb to local board meetings
Mar March 31
Apr « Last day to file petition in
p MN Tax Court for current
May year taxes
June
April 1

June

« Within 10 days of local board, assessor
changes assessment abstract

« County board of equalization meets
during last two weeks

June 30

« Last day for state board of equalization

« Boards of review may convene
¢ Counties file assessment abstracts
with Revenue Department

May 31
« Boards of review must adjourn

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor.

1 Minn. Sat. 8273.11, subd. 1.

2 Minn. Stat. §272.03, subd. 8. Other definitions of market value exit, as defined by professional appr aisal organizations, but they
all denote the ideas of prices resulting from sales in an open, unconstrained market, conduct ed by willing and informed buyers and sdll -

ersacting in their own best interests.

3  Minn. Sat. §273.01.
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maximum intervals of four years. 4 This require-
ment recognizes that market forces, buildingim -
provements, public improvements such as streets,
and other economic changes affect property values.
In most cases, assessors adjust property valuesan -
nually even though they may not physically view
all properties each year. Certain properties, such as
churches, schools, and public cemeteries, areex -
empt from taxation. Nonetheless, the assessor must
estimate the value of tax-exempt property and desig -
nate its use every six years.

The Minnesota Department of Revenue uses stetisti -
cal measures to annually judge the quality of theas -
sessments submitted by county assessors. The
department produces assessment/sales ratio studies

to evaluate the assessment level and uniformity.
Commonly referred to as"sdlesratio” studies, the
analyses compare the actual prices at which proper -
ties sold to the market values estimated by the asses -

Figure 1.2: Counties Grouped by
Structure of Assessment System,
1994

Countywide All Local
Assessment 26% Assessors 11%

Mix of Local and
County Assessors 62%

Note: Does not sum to 100 percent due to rounding error.

Source: Legislative Auditor’s Office Survey of Assessors,
1995.

sor. In general, the closer the estimated values are
to the salling prices of property, the closer they are
to market value.

In Minnesota, the State Board of Equdization isthe
Commissioner of Revenue. Statutes charge the
Board of Equalization with examining assessments
provided by the counties and equalizing them so

that all property is assessed at its market value. 6
The board uses the sales ratios developed by the de -
partment to determine whether the median salesra -
tio of an assessment falls within arange of 90 to

105 percent for any given classfication of property.
Communities with assessments that do not meet

this criterion may receive a state board order requir -
ing the assessor to change the assessment o that it
complies.

Organizational Structure of
Property Assessment in Minnesota

Each of Minnesota’s 87 counties has a county asses -
sor, who worksin varying degreeswith local asses -
sors.” Insome counties, cities and townships either
employ or contract with local assessorsfor their
property valuations. In these counties, the county
assessor isresponsible for advising and assisting lo -
cal assessors, reviewing the assessments they make,
and ensuring compliance with assessment laws. In
other counties, local assessors and the county asses -
sors office divide responsibility for assessments.

Still other counties have opted to use the county as -
sessor’ s office to assess all parcels within their
boundaries, employing no local assessors. 8 (See
Figure 1.2.) In these so-called countywide assess -
ment systems, the county assessor’ s office inspects
all parcels and estimates all market values. In our
survey of Minnesota assessors, we found that:

4  Minn. Sat. §273.08.
5 Minn. Sat. §273.18.

6 Minn. Stat. §270.12, subd. 2. Equalization refers to techniques used to correct inequities in the ass essment among classes of prop-

erty or assessment jurisdictions.

7 A few counties share the services of a single county assessor; for instance, Mahnoman and Norm an Countiesin northwestern Min-

nesota use the same assessor.

8 Since 1969, counties have had the authority to pass resol utions establishing countywide ass essment systems. (See Minn. Sat.
§273.052.) In communities with local assessors, the county assessor may appraise certain types of property, such asindustrial, when lo-

cal assessors are not qualified to do so.
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Sixty-two per cent of counties used a mix
of local and county assessor s, 26 per cent
had a countywide assessment system, and
11 percent used all local assessorsin
1994.°

Asshown in Figure 1.3, most Minnesota cities have
assessment services provided by their county asses -
sor. Wefound that:

Nearly 57 percent of Minnesota citiesand
townships used the county assessor for
assessment servicesin 1994, while 43
percent used local assessors.

Minneapolis, Duluth, and St. Cloud each appoints a
City assessor who has the powers and duties of a
county assessor. 10 0of cities and townshi pswesur -
veyed with local assessors, 65 percent had contracts
with local assessors and 35 percent had their own
staff assessors. ! No townships reported employing
their own assessment staff.

Figure 1.3: Cities and Townships by
Structure of Assessment System, 1994

Local Assessor 43%

County Assessor 57%

Source: Legislative Auditor’s Office Survey of Assessors,
1995.

THE PROPERTY
ASSESSMENT APPEALS
PROCESS

The process for appealing property valuesis one
specific component of the property assessment sys -
tem. (SeeFigure 1.4.) Assessors may use sophisti -
cated dtatistical models to gauge market trends and
rely on years of real estate experience to help them

Figure 1.4: Major Components of the Property Assessment System
INSPECT ESTIMATE NOTIFY REVIEW APPEAL FINALIZE
Assessors
estimate ASSESSOrS Assessors Owners Assessors
Assessors market mail notices review appeal finalize
visit and value as of of estimates in estimates to assess-
inventory Jan. 2 for estimated response to boards of ments July
taxable taxes to be market property review and 1 for the
property paid the value owner equalization following
following questions or to tax court year
year
Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor.

9 County assessorsin al 87 counties responded to our survey.

10 St Cloud's city assessor has the powers and duties of a county assessor due to the city’sloc ation amidst three separate counties.
(See Minn. Laws (1974), Ch. 175.) Assessorsin citieswith populations of at least 30,000 also have the powers and duties of county as-
sessors, with the distinction that the county assessors till retain supervisory duties. (See Minn. Stat. §273.063.) The city of St. Paul
and other citiesin Ramsey County are exceptions to this statute because of Ramsey County’s ¢ ountywide assessment system.

11 Of the 318 cities and townships we surveyed, 86 percent responded. Results are subject to a sampling error of plus or minus 4 per-

centage points.
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arrive at estimated market values. However, accu -
rate assessing is not an exact science. Further, as -

sessors who meet all the sandards for effective and
uniform assessments may still face appealsfrom

property owners.

All property owners are entitled to disputethe esti -
mated vaues of their property, regardless of how
close to market value the assessor’ s estimate was.
For example, if the market for lakeshore properties
isvery strong and driving up prices, the assessors
estimates will reflect that. In thisinstance, even
lakeshore owners who did nothing to improve their
property will see an increasein their estimated mar -
ket values, which could result in a high number of
appedls. Accuracy notwithstanding, property own -
ersmay question assessors' estimates.

Recognizing this, the state designed asystem that a -
lows property ownersto chalenge assessors esti -
mated market values. Minnesota property owners
basically have two routes they may take to appedal
their assessments: (1) appeal to the local board of
review, then to the county board of equalization,

and then to Minnesota Tax Court; or (2) apped di -
rectly to Minnesota Tax Court. (SeeFigure 1.5.)

However, before each of these formal appeals
routes property owners may contact their assessors
office to question their assessments — which many
do. Assessorsin 1994 received tens of thousands of
assessment questions statewide prior to the boards
of review. Over half the county assessors estimated
that they resolved between 75 and 100 percent of
those questions received prior to board meetings.

Appealing to Boards of Review and
Equalization

Thefirst route of appeal is athree-step processthat
involves meeting with boards. Property owners

may initially appear before aloca board of review.
Typicaly consisting of the township board or city
council, thelocal board of review is authorized to
determine whether the assessor has properly vaued
all parcels of taxable property in the assessment dis -
trict.X? Accordi ng to our survey of county assessors.

Figure 1.5: The Property Assessment Appeals Process

A 4

Property Route 2
owner
appeal
Assessor’s office
Property owners may contact the

éU assessor’s office at any point in the
c appeals process
@
=

A 4

Local board of . County
review > board of
equalization

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor.

Regular
> division of
tax court
Small claims A4
> division of Supreme
tax court Court

12 Minn. Sat. §274.01, subd. 1.
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L ocal boards of review received over
15,000 appealsin 1994.

If property owners remain dissatisfied with their es -
timated value, they may appear before a second
board, the county board of equalization. This
board, usualy made up of the elected county com -
missioners and the county auditor, meetsto com -
pare property assessments and equalize them so that
each parcdl in the county islisted at its market
value 13 Property owners who contest their values
to the county board of equalization must have first
appeared before the local board of review. 14 per-
sonswho fail to appear before their local board may
not proceed to their county board. We found that:

County boards of equalization received
over 1,300 appealsin 1994.

Thethird and final step property owners may take
inthis route of appeal isto fileapetitionin Minne -
sota Tax Court. Thetax court, with three judgesap -
pointed by the governor, isacircuit court that meets
in district courtrooms around the state. Tax court
hastwo divisons: (1) the smal clamsdivison and
(2) theregular division.

The small clamsdivision of tax court, in which
owners pay a$25 appeal fee when filing the appeal
and typicaly represent themselves, hasjurisdiction
over cases involving homes and non-homestead
property of $100,000 or less. 5 Property owners
must have appeared before both their local board of
review and county board of equalization to file with
the small claimsdivison. Thesmall claimsdivi -
sonislessforma than the regular divison and de -
cisons do not set precedent. Judgments from the
small claims divison may not be appealed.

In the regular division of tax court, property owners
pay a$122 gpped fee when filing a petition and are
most often represented by an attorney. Casesin -

volving non-homestead properties with values of at
least $100,000 must be filed in the regular division.
Unlike the smal clamsdivision, cases heard in the
regular division may be appedled to the Minnesota
Supreme Court.

Appealing Directly to Minnesota
Tax Court

The second route for appealing property assess -
mentsis going directly to the regular division of
Minnesota Tax Court, bypassing the local boards of
review and equaization. The samefiling require -
ments and deadlines apply. However, property own -
erswho take this route may not file in the small
clamsdivision.

Mogt of the petitions filed with Minnesota Tax
Court arefor theregular division. Only afraction
of property owners who appeal to their local boards
of review continue the process and appedl to their
county boards of equalization, and an even smaller
percentage continue on to tax court. Becausethe
small clams division requires property ownersto
have appeared before their local and county boards,
the number of petitionsfiled in the small claimsdi -
vision is quite small relative to the regular division.

Of the thousands of tax court petitionsfiled each
year in Minnesota, the majority do not actually go
totrial. Instead, in most cases the property owner
and the assessor end up settling the case or the prop -
erty owner dismissesthe case. Wefound that:

Over athree-year period between 1992
and 1994, when taxpayer sfiled over
15,000 petitionsin Minnesota Tax Court,
69 per cent of the caseswer e settled, 20
per cent wer e dismissed, 9 per cent went to
trial, and 2 percent ended in a variety of
other results, 1

13 Minn. Sat. §274.13, subd. 1.

14 Owners may physicaly appear before the board, have someone el se represent them at the board meeting, or provide written commu-
nication of their appeal. Any of these three actions qualifies owners to proceed with their appeals to other venues, if they wish.

15 Both the small claims and regular divisions may charge law library feesin addition to appea fees.

16 State of Minnesota Tax Court, Case Management System, Case Disposition Report, Property Pay Years 1992-1994 (St. Paul, 1993-
1995). Numbers of cases settled, dismissed, and in trial include closed cases and open cases that await paperwork. These are cases for

property taxes paid in 1992, 1993, and 1994.
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Abating Taxes

Tax abatements are not a part of the formal appedls
process. Nonetheless, we discussthem inthisre -
view because abatements are one method that prop -
erty owners may use to reduce estimated market
valuesin special cases.

With tax abatements, Minnesota counties have
authority to return tax dollarsto property owners
who paid taxes unjustly or erroneoudy. Taxpayers
may receive abatements to reduce the estimated
market value, reduce the tax, or change a property’s
classification. 1’

Prior to 1990, the Department of Revenue reviewed
every abatement request. However, 21990 law
change gave counties discretion over tax abate -
ments. Despite this county discretion, state statutes
prescribe the reasons for granting abatements, time -
lines within which they may be considered, and
lines of authority for approving them. 18

According to our survey:

Minnesota countiesreceived nearly
11,000 abatement applicationsin 1994.

Before a county decides an abatement request in
any amount grester than $10,000, it must give 20
days notice to the school district and city in which
the subject property islocated. If either the school
board or municipality objects to the abatement, the
county must refer the abatement to the commis -
sioner of revenue.

Applications for abatements must receive approval
from the county assessor (or the city assessor in cer -
tain cases), the county auditor, and the county board

of commissioners. 19 If any of these threefail to ap -
prove the abatement request, the request is denied.

A taxpayer whose abatement request isdenied can -
not appeal the decision in tax court.

DIFFERENCES IN APPEALS
PROCESSES

All assessment districts in Minnesota have some
process for appealing property valuations, usually
involving alocal board of review and county board
of equalization. These boardslisten to residents
guestion their property assessments, hear assessors
justify their assessments, and determine, to the best
of their ahility, the estimated market value or class -
fication of the property in question. In this section
we present some of the differencesin the property
assessment appeals processes. We discuss differ -
ences in boards of review and equalization, tax
court, and abatements.

Communities without Local Boards
of Review

In two counties, Ramsey and Dakota, the local
board of review processis quite different from that
of other counties. Ramsey County not only pro -
vides assessment servicesfor all municipalitiesin
the county, but its board of equalization also serves
asthe board of review for al residents. 2° In effect,
Ramsey County residents do not have athree-step
appedls process as citizens do in other counties. If
property owners want to formally appeal their as -
sessments, their first step is appearing before the
county board of equalization, not alocal board of
review.

17 Many states around the country authorize local governments to grant tax abatements as an ince ntive for economic development. By
contrast, Minnesota has allowed abatements only to correct errors or refund taxes unjustly paid. The 1996 L egidature granted county
boards authority to abate county taxes on commercial or industria property receiving impro vements of certain amounts. The authority
liesin nonmetropolitan counties where the county tax rateis at least 45 points higher than an eighboring county. (See Minn. Laws

(1996), Ch. 471, Art. 3, Sec. 37.)
18 Minn. Sat. §375.192, subd. 2.

19 A 1995 law change alows the county board to delegate its authority regarding abatements to th e county auditor. (See Minn. Laws

(1995), Ch. 264, Art. 3, Sec. 26.)

20 Ramsey County has operated a countywide system since at least the 1930s, according to Ramsey County Assessor Brian Ducklow.
In 1974, the Legidature passed alaw officially conferring to the county assessor authori ty for assessing al taxable property in Ramsey

County, including that in St. Paul. (See Minn. Sat. §383.33, subd. 4.)
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Dakota County aso has adifferent system. Special
legidation in 1991 enabled Dakota County cities
and townshipsto delegate board of review dutiesto
the county board of equalization. 2L Eleven out of
34 communities, representing about 65 percent of
the parcelsin the county, have chosen this option.
Asin Ramsey County, the city councilsin those 11
citiesno longer operate aslocal boards of review.

Active Boards of Review

Some boards of review were more active and
placed a higher priority on the board’ s function in
1994 than others. A small percentage of local gov -
ernments responding to our survey said that they
did not have aloca board of review, when in fact
they should have, and other local boards did not
meet with aquorum of members. We found that:

Out of 255 citiesand townshipsthat
responded to our survey of board of
review members, 7 percent said that they
did not have local boar ds of review, even
though they wererequired by law. 22

Most local boards of review metin 1994 asre -
quired. Roughly haf of Minnesota county asses -
sorsreported that al of their county’slocal boards

of review met in 1994 with quorums; another 38
percent said at |least three-quarters of their local
boards met with quorums. However, in 6 counties
the number of boards that did not meet with quo -
rumswas significant — these county assessorsre -
ported that only between 25 and 50 percent of their
local boards met with quorums. The mgority of lo -
cal boards across Minnesota that did not meet with
guorums werein smaller cities and townships.

When quorums were not present, assessors usualy
met with any residents who appeared and tried to re -
solve their questions without the presence of the
board. Inthese situations, if theinformal negotia -
tions resulted in changed values or classifications,
the assessor brought the changes to the county

board of equalization.

Special Appointed Boards of
Review

Legidation passed in 1975 grants cities the option

of appointing a specia board and delegating all

board of review powers and dutiesto it. 23 Cities de-
termine how many members to appoint, whether to
compensate appointees, and lengths of appointees
terms. The special appointed board must have at
least one member who is an appraiser, red estate
agent, or other person familiar with property vau -
ation in the assessment district.

According to our survey:

In 1994, 12 percent of thecitiesin
Minnesota with populations of 5,000 or
mor e conducted their appeals processes
with a special appointed board of review.
(SeeFigure16.)

Some cities structured these appointed boardsasad -
visory to the city council; others gave the appointed
boards full authority to conduct board of review
business. None of the smaller citiesin our sample
appointed a special board of review.

Figure 1.6: Cities With
Appointed Boards of Review

Austin Minneapolis
Blaine Minnetonka
Bloomington Moorhead
Detroit Lakes North Mankato
Duluth Richfield

Eden Prairie St. Cloud
Mankato West St. Paul

Note: In some cases the appointed members serveto -
gether with city councilmembers. Some of the appointed
boards are advisory to the city council.

Source: Office of the Legislative Auditor Surveys of Asses -
sors and Boards of Review, 1995.

21 Minn. Sat. 8383D.73.

22 Ancther 18 cities that said they did not have boards of review were in Ramsey and Dakota counties, w hich have other arrangements

in lieu of local boards.

23 SeeMinn. Sat. §274.01, subd. 2. This statute gives authority for appointing a specia board of review to cities, but not to town-

ships.
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Special Appointed Boards of
Equalization

Similar to cities, counties have the option to appoint
members to a special county board of equaliza -
tion.?* The special appointed board must have at
least one member who is an appraiser, red estate
agent, or other person familiar with property vau -
ation in the county. With the appointed boards, the
county auditor is a non-voting member who serves
asrecorder. Wefound that:

In 1994, five countiesin Minnesota
conducted their appeals processeswith a
special appointed board of equalization.

Thefive countieswere: Anoka, Dakota, Hennepin,
Ramsey, and Saint Louis. The mgjority of the mem -
bers on these appointed boards were real estate
agents, appraisers, or others familiar with property
valuation.

Tax Court Petitions

Responding to tax court petitionsis one of the

many functions performed by assessors’ offices. Al -
though assessors spend time defending their assess -
mentsin court, they devote much of their resources
to other activities related to the tax court process.
The number of staff hours spent by an assessor’sof -
fice on tax court appeals depends largely on the
number of tax court petitionsfiled in that jurisdic -
tion.

The number of tax court petitions varied signifi -
cantly from one jurisdiction to the next in 1994.
However, an unusually large share of this workload
was concentrated in two metropolitan counties. We
found that:

Among casesfor taxes paid in 1994,
Hennepin and Ramsey County — which
have about one-quarter of all parcelsin
the state — accounted for 73 percent of
all petitionsfiled with Minnesota Tax
Court that year.

11

Overall, metropolitan jurisdictions reported a higher
number of tax court petitions and a greater number
of staff hours spent on tax court appeals than other
regions of the state. (See Table1.1.)

Table 1.1: Workload on Tax
Court Petitions by Region, 1994

Non-
Metropolitan Metropolitan
County City County City
Average 2 3 37 44
Tax Court
Petitions/
10,000
Parcels
Average Staff a7 25 346 459
Hours on
Petitions/
10,000
Parcels

Source: Legislative Auditor’s Office Survey of Assessors,
1995.

Property Tax Abatements

We found that some counties’ abatement policies
were much more gtrict than others. Those with
dtricter policiestypicaly limited the time, amount,
and conditions under which abatements would be
considered. According to our survey:

Morethan half of the countieswith
explicit abatement policiesin 1994 limited
consderation of abatement requeststo
the current year only and set minimum
dollar thresholdsfor abatement
requests25

Another third of the counties required that specific
conditions, such asthetimely filing of ahomestead
application, be met before the county considered an
abatement application.

24 Minn. Sat. §274.13, subd. 2.

25 Infour of the 31 policies limiting abatement requests to the current year only, counties made provi sions for certain rare exceptions.
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SUMMARY

The structure of property assessment in Minnesota
varies among counties, cities, and townships. In
some counties, the county assessor’ s office assesses
all properties. 1n others, the county assessor’s of -
fice assesses some of the propertieswhileloca as -
sessors are responsible for others. In still other
counties, cities and townships employ local asses -
sorsto assess al properties. Some of these cities
have their own assessors on staff, while other cities
and townships use contract assessors.

The process for appealing valuationsis one specific
component of the property assessment system. The
appedl s process can include appearing before a
board of review, appearing before a board of equali -
zation, and filing a petition with tax court. Most
county boards of equalization were comprised of
county commissionersin 1994, but somehad ap -
pointed members with particular experiencein rea
estateissues. Similarly, while the mgjority of cities
and townships had boards of review comprised of
elected officias to hear resdents questions about
valuationsin 1994, afew cities appointed members
specifically experienced in red estate. Tax abate -
ments, a method property owners can use to reduce
estimated market values when needed to correct er -
rors, are consdered and granted at counties’ discre -
tion.

STRUCTURE AND APPEALS



Actionsfor Effectively
Structured Assessment Systems

his chapter describes goals for
I the structural arrangement of

property assessment systems
and some actions needed to reach
those goals. The goals and actions
provide aframework for identifying
best practices in assessment systems;
they offer ageneral guide to desirable
assessment practices. We bdievethe
goals and actions apply to assessment
jurisdictions of al sizesand inall re -
gions of the state.

We use the goals and actions to help
define what isand isnot a best prac -
tice. However, particular practices
may be more appropriate in someju -
risdictions than others. Not every
practice will necessarily make sense
for every assessment district. None -
thel ess, we describe some of the effec -
tive practices that Minnesota local
governments now use. Chapter 4 pro -
vides examples of select counties, cit -
ies, and townships where specific
practices are in use and the circum -
stances under which they have been
effective. Inthis chapter we ask:

What arethe main goalsfor
the structural arrangement
of assessment systems?

What actions need to be
taken to reach those goals?

What are some practices
now in usethat reflect these
actions?

When discussing the structure of Min -
nesota s assessment systems, we

CHAPTER 2

Assess-
ment
systems
should
estimate

property
values

cost
effectively
and
uniformly
at market
value.

mean the degree of centralization
within the systems. Counties where
the county assessor’ s office assesses
all or most of the parcels have central -
ized structures; counties where local
assessor's assess most of the parcels
are decentralized.

Weidentified two fundamental goals
for effectively structured assessment
systems. We based the goals on state
laws, information from our surveys
and interviews, and assessment litera -
ture. Thegoasare simpleyet funda -
mental to the structure of assessment
systems. Thetwo goalsare:

The assessment system should
estimate property values at
market valuein a
cost-effective manner.

The assessment system should
estimate property values
uniformly in a cogt-effective
manner.

Thefirst goal means that assessors
estimates should be as close as poss -
ble to market value, as measured by
the sdlling prices of properties on the
open market. The second goal means
that assessors’ individua estimates
should be equitable. Both goalsrec -
ognize the limitations of time, person -
nel, and financial resources. They
reflect the need to achieve equitable
assessments without undue expendi -
tures.

We adso identified two actions that
help reach the goals. We predicated
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the actions on survey research and on established
standards in the assessment profession. Assess -
ment systems that take these actions are more likely
to meet the goals of providing cost effective and
uniform estimates of market value. The two actions
are:

1. Maintain adequate personnel and equipment
to produce assessments accurately and ef -
ficiently.

2.  Communicate under standable assessment in -
formation to property ownersand others
interested in the assessment.

These actions, and the practices related to them, are
essential yet do not cover the full range of actions
that mark effective structura arrangements. The
limited scope of our review prevented us from look -
ing a all actions that would contribute to reaching
the two goals. We had to forego studying other ac -
tions, such as attaining the optimal degrees of detall
in recording property characteristics or collecting
and verifying sales data for valuation models, that
would also help reach the goals.

Because we studied only some of the actionsin an
effective structural arrangement, when we compare
the actions among the different ways assessment
services are structured, we cannot conclude that a
given structure isthe single or even a primary cause
of efficiency and effectiveness. We did not exam -
ine with enough detail the various techniques asses -
0rs use to estimate value, or whether these
techniques vary by type of structure, to reach such a
conclusion. Instead, we describe the two actions
we studied and how well they characterize the dif -
ferent structural arrangements in Minnesota.

In this chapter, we look at how these actions —
maintai ning adequate personnel and equipment and
communicating effectively — differ by type of as-
sessment structure in Minnesota. We also list some
of the practices now in usethat are related to the ac -
tions. These practices help illustrate the meaning
and value of the two actions. We then examine

how well the actions and related practices apply to
each of the structural arrangements. By doing this,
we determine whether any of the effective practices
aremore likely to be found in one Structure over an -
other.

In Chapter 4, we describe specific, concrete exam -
ples of local governments using the best practices.
We begin with adescription of current structural ar -
rangementsin Minnesota s assessment system and
their overall cost effectiveness.

COST EFFECTIVENESS BY
STRUCTURE OF
ASSESSMENT SYSTEM

Throughout this chapter, we discuss three structures
typical of assessment systemsin different Minne -
sota counties:

(1) countywide assessment (23 counties),

(2) systemsthat arelargey county assessed,
that is, wher e the county assessor’s office
assesses at least half of the par cels (26
counties), and

(3) systemsthat arelargely locally assessed,
that is, wher e the county assessor assesses
lessthan half of the parcelswhilelocal as -
sessor s assess the majority (37 counties).

Wefirst looked at cost effectiveness for each of the
county structural types. Cost effectiveness de -
scribes costs of aservicein light of its actual re -
sults. We can measure how well jurisdictions
estimate properties at market value, and theuni -
formity of the assessment, with the assess -
ment/salesratio study. For example, 89 percent of
all counties met the state’ s standard for the median
salesratio on residential property in 1994, indicat -
ing agood leve of assessment. Countiesfrom all
three organizationa structures were likely to pro -
duce acceptable assessments on residential property.

1 Oneof the 87 counties did not report sufficient data to be included in the analysis. Wedid not analyze separately the group of coun-
tiesin which all communities rely on local assessors because it seemed inappropriate to compare counties with no local assessorsto
countieswith all local assessors, given the differences in the scope of their responsibili ties.
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Measuring the Level and Quality of the Assessment

The assessment/sales ratio study, a comparison of the estimated market values to the sales prices of a set
of properties, offers a number of statistical tools to evaluate property assessments. The median sales ratio
is one measure that shows the central tendency of the ratio, that is, how close assessment value is to the
market value. Assessments should have median sales ratios between 90 and 110 percent, according to
standards set by the International Association of Assessing Officers. In Minnesota, the Department of
Revenue uses a range between 90 and 105 percent.

Other statistics measure the uniformity of the assessment. The coefficient of dispersion (average absolute
deviation of the individual ratios from the median, divided by the median ratio and converted to a percent-
age) measures the tightness of the individual ratios around the median sales ratio. Low coefficients indi-
cate acceptable uniformity among assessments; high coefficients indicate inconsistent assessments. For
uniformity among single-family residential properties, a coefficient of 15 or less is considered acceptable;
among income-producing properties, a coefficient of 20 or less is acceptable.

The price-related differential, sometimes called the index of regressivity, is the mean divided by the
weighted mean. It measures whether assessments are regressive, that is, whether appraisals are higher
on lower-valued homes than they are on homes of greater value. A price-related differential of 1 indicates
no bias between lower- and higher-valued properties. Assessments with price-related differentials greater
than one are considered regressive, while those less than one are considered progressive. The range of
acceptable price-related differentials is between 98 and 103 percent.

Source: International Association of Assessing Officers, Standard on Ratio Studies (Chicago: IAAQO, 1990), 23-25.

Because we were primarily interested in the goal of
estimating property at market value, we defined as
effective those jurisdictions with property assess -
ments that met the standard for median salesratios
on residential, agricultural, commercial industrial,
and seasonal-residential recreational properties. 2
When disaggregated by organizational structure,

tal assessment cost among al counties was $14 per
parcel. Asshownin Table 2.1, wefound that:

Cost effectivenessdid not vary
sgnificantly by structur e of assessment
system in 1994.

about 48 percent each of counties with countywide
assessment and counties largely locally assessed,
and about 27 percent of countieslargely county as -
sessed, had effective median salesratios on these
four property classes.

Then we looked at total assessment costs per parcel

Thisfinding may seem surprising because contract
assessorstypically charge relatively low rates per
parcel and communities do not directly pay the

costs of the contractors' benefits or insurance.
However, itislikely that the fees paid to contract as -
sessors do not represent the full cost of the assess -
ment for those communities. A mgjority of the

in counties that had effective salesratios. Wein -
cluded in thistotal both the county’ s assessment
costs and those of local assessors. 3 The median to-

assessors in these smaller jurisdictions are Certified
Minnesota Assessors, who are not trained to assess
income-producing properties. Other assessorswith

2 When counties had fewer than six salesin aclass of property, we assumed they had effective sales ratios because the statistical
measures could not reliably confirm or deny effectiveness with that low number of property sales. We also looked at counties with co-
efficients of dispersion below 20 percent and price-related differentials between 98 and 103 percent for these 4 property classes, how -
ever, for this cost-effectiveness analysis we focused exclusively on median salesratios.

3 Wecalculated total assessment cost for a county as the sum of (1) total expenditures by th e county assessor’s office, (2) total expen-
ditures by cities with their own assessment staff, and (3) estimated expenditures for citi es and townships that contracted with local asses-
sors, based on our sample of contract assessors. To estimate local contract assessors' ex penditures, we calculated ratios of coststo par -
celsfor four regions of the state and multiplied the ratios by the number of parcels assessed by local contract assessors for countiesin
each region. Appendix K depicts the four regions. We did not include costs for assessorsi n the cities of Duluth, Minneapolis, and St.
Cloud in their respective counties' total costs because these three offices have the powers and duties of a county assessor.
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Table 2.1: Cost Effectiveness by Structural Type, 1994

Median Cost Per Parcel

Countywide

Counties with median sales ratios $14
between 90 and 105%? n=11
Counties without median sales ratios $13
between 90 and 105%? n=11

Note: Costs are the sum of county assessors’ office expenditures, city assessors’ office e  xpenditures, and an estimate of local ex -
penditures for contract assessors. Costs exclude expenditures for Duluth, Minneapolis, and St. Cloud, where city assessors have
the duties of a county assessor. This table excludes five counties that did not report cost  data.

For residential, agricultural, commercial-industrial, and seasonal-residential recreat ional property.

Source: Legislative Auditor’'s Office Survey of Assessors, 1995, and Minnesota Departmen  t of Revenue.

Largely Largely
County Assessed Locally Assessed
$12 $14
n=7 n=16
$15 $14
n=19 n=18

the appropriate skill level, usualy from the county
assessor’ s office, provide those assessments. Other
aspects of the assessment, such as mailing thevalu -
ation notice and the county assessor review of loca
assessments, are typically not included inthe con -
tractors fees. However, taxpayers pay for these
servicesin another way — as part of the county
property tax levy for the county assessor’s office.

In addition, it is possible that countiesin county -
wide systems and those largely county assessed
gain efficiencies with computerized assessment and
fewer total staff, characteristics we explore later in
this chapter.

Counties that were effective by our definition had
similar expenditures per parcel in 1994 to counties
where salesratios did not meet the 90 to 105 per -
cent criterion. The median costs per parcel for
counties with effective sales ratios for residentia,
agricultural, commercial-industrial, and seasonal-
recregtiona property were approximately the same
as costs for counties without effective median sales
ratios on these four property classes, as Table 2.1
illustrates.

Because cost effectiveness per parcel did not vary
much by type of assessment structure, we look at

other indicators of effectiveness and efficiency in
the remainder of this chapter. For each of thetwo
main actions — maintaining adequate personnel
and equipment and communicating information
clearly — welist related practices that assessment
offices use and illustrate how these practices differ
by type of assessment structure.

MAINTAIN ADEQUATE
PERSONNEL AND EQUIPMENT

Thefirst action is maintaining adequate personnel
and equipment to produce cogt-effective assess -
ments. Assessors need sufficient levels of person -
nel to estimate market values accurately and
efficiently. To perform successfully, assessors also
need basic equipment, such as maps and computers,
and access to ongoing training. Without these ne -
cessities, assessors' offices cannot expect to pro -
duce high quality property valuations at low cost. 4

In addition, to be effective, these resources have to
be well managed, something we did not measurein
thisreview.

4 International Association of Assessing Officers, Sandard on Mass Appraisal of Real Property (Chicago: 1AAQ, 1984), 5-12. The
IAAO isanon-profit educational association that offers courses and seminars, and conducts research, in the field of property assess-

ment.
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Best Practices Related to Adequate - Theratio of total assessorsto parcelsin
Personnel and Equipment 1994 indicated that the median number of

assessorsin countieswith countywide

Some of the best practices related to this action are: assessment was slightly more efficient
managing effective staff-to-parcel ratios, annually than that in countiesthat arelargely
adjusting all parcels value, conducting a high per - county assessed.

centage of interior inspections, having a complete

set of maps, using computers fully, and providing However, countiesthat were |argely locally as -
adequate staff training and office equipment. Chap - sessed had |ess efficient ratios of assessorsto par -
ter 4 prmts $a:|f|C, detailed exarnples of local cels than the other two structural '[ypeS Counties
governments where assessors use these practices. that are entirely or largely county assessed seem to

benefit from the economies of scale inherent with a
Manage Effective Staff-to-Parcel Ratios

One standard for staff ratios developed by the Inter - Table 2.2: Personnel Ratios by

national Association of Assessing Officers (IAAQ) Structural Type, 1994

suggests that a successful mass appraisa program Median
would have aratio no greater than 5,000 parcels per Assessors
appraiser.® Thisisequivalent to 2 appraisers per Median Plus Other

10,000 parcels, the unit of measure we used in our Assessors/  FTE Staff/

. C . 10,000 10,000
analysis. Jurisdictions with more parcels per ap - Parcels Parcels
praiser could be cause for concern, according to the _

IAAO standard. 6 Countywide 2.5 3.8
Largely County 3.8 5.0

In Minnesota counties, the median ratio of county Assessed

assessors and their assessment staff was 3.6 per Largely Assessed 8.4 9.9

10,000 parcelsin 1994, which iswithin the standard by Local Assessors

set by the IAAO. ! However, to better compare per - _ _

.. . Notes: Number of personnel includes those in county as -
sonnel efficiencies by county assessment structure, sessors’ offices, those in city assessors’ offices with their
we looked at the total number of assessorsin each own staff, and an estimate of local contract assessors.

. . "Other FTE Staff* means administrative, data processing,
county, including both county assessment staff and mapping, clerical, and other support-services staff.

local assessors.® Asshownin Table2.2: _— . ,
Source: Legislative Auditor’'s Office Survey of Assessors,

1995.

5 Ibid., 10. Thisratioisabenchmark. Assessors' offices may still produce effective assessments with asmaller ratio if they have suf -
ficient computer capabilities, support staff, and other necessary equipment.

6 Regarding total employees, that is, appraisers plus other staff, the IAAQ standard ranges fr om one employee for 1,500 parcelsin
small assessment districts to one employee per 3,500 parcelsin very large districts. The equ ivalent ratios based on the units of measure
we used are 6.7 employees per 10,000 parcelsin small districts and 2.9 employees per 10,000 p arcelsin very large districts.

7 Assessors officesin seven counties did not meet the equivalent IAAO standard because they h ad too few assessors for the existing
number of parcels.

8 To caculate total assessors by county, we added the number of assessors from the county ass essor’s office to the number of asses-
sorsfrom local assessors’ offices with their own staff (excluding the cities of Duluth, Min neapoalis, and St. Cloud). To that sum we
added an estimate of the number of local contract assessors based on those we surveyed. We calculated aratio of contract assessors to
parcelsfor each of four regionsin the state and applied that ratio to the parcelsin each cou nty estimated to be assessed by contract as-
SESSOIS.
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centralized county function. 9 \We saw similar re-
sults when looking at total full-time equivaent
staff, which included data processing, mapping,
clerical, and other support-services staff.

We aso looked specifically at city and township as -
sessment systems. We divided cities and townships
with local assessors between (1) those with their
own assessors on staff and (2) those that contract
with alocal assessor to see any potential differences
in the two arrangements. Wefound variation in
staffing ratios of local assessors' offices. In cities
and townships combined, the median ratio was 3.3
assessors per 10,000 parcels. 10 However, in cities
with thelr own assessment staff, the median ratio
wasrelatively low at 3.1 assessors per 10,000 par -
cels, while the median for cities and townships with
contract assessors was higher at 5.3 assessors per
10,000 parcels. Citieswith their own staff tended

to bethe larger cities and their size likely provided
economies of scale that helped make them moreef -
ficient.*

Adjust All Parcels’ Values Annually

Idedlly, assessors should update the values of par -
celsin their jurisdiction each year to capture annual
changes in the market. 12 Although statutes require
assessors to determine the market value of parcels
at least once each four years, in most Minnesota
counties and cities the assessors adjust the value of
all parcels annually. 13 We found that:

Assessorsin 80 of the 87 counties
adjusted all parcels values each year.
Among assessorsfor citiesand townships,

92 percent reported adjusting all parcels
values annually.

We noted no significant differencesin thefre -
guency of adjusting values among the different
structural types. Very high percentages of asses -
sors' offices from all types of assessment systems
reported annual valuation adjustments.

Conduct a High Percentage of Interior
Inspections

In many jurisdictions, assessors visit about one-
quarter of the devel oped properties each year, ena -
bling them to view all parcels over afour-year time
span. Inspecting theinside of developed properties
provides assessors with more information to esti -
mate values. Interior inspections alow assessorsto
verify or update existing data related to the condi -
tion, amenities, and other structural featuresnot ap -
parent from the outside of the properties. Some of
the items obtained from an interior inspectionin -
clude: type of heating/cooling systems, remodel -
ing, number of rooms and bedrooms, degree of
basement and attic finish, condition of living space,
fireplace, and other features. Consequently, thede -
tails provided from interior inspections permit more
precise analyses for estimating values and matching
comparable properties.

We do not suggest that it is redistic or necessary for
assessors to inspect the interior of every property
they vigit. In some cases, assessors may find it vir -
tually impossible to do so. For instance, in areas
with high concentrations of cabin property, asses -
sors may find it difficult to inspect the interiors of
properties that are occupied primarily on weekends

9 Many assessors who contract with local jurisdications work on a part-time basis. To distin guish between full- and part-time asses-
sors, we asked assessors in our sample to report how many full-time equivalent (FTE) assessor sworked in thejurisdiction. Although
somelocal contract assessors reported themselves as less than full time, others reported th emselves as one FTE assessor. If somein this
latter group werein fact part-time assessors, the range in assessors per parcel would be smal ler than what our dataindicate. However,
even if al the local contract assessors worked on a h af-time basis, the median number of assessors per 10,000 parcels in counties that
arelargely locally assessed would till be more than twice the median number in counties with countywide assessment.

10 Four cities have fewer assessors per 10,000 parcels than needed to meet the IAAO standard; all four were larger cities (with popula-

tions above 5,000) and had their own assessment staff.

11 All but two of the cities with their own assessment staff had populations above 5,000. No town ships had their own assessment staff.
12 Joseph K. Eckert, editor, Property Appraisal and Assessment Administration (Chicago: 1AAO, 1990), 9-10.

13 Thisdoes not mean that assessors visit each parcel every year; rather, they adjust the value of these parcels based on property sales,

costs, and other market conditions.
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during limited months of the year. In addition,

some homeowners resist having the assessor inside
their home. Nonetheless, we found that more asses -
sorswho conducted high percentages of interior in -
spections tended to be in counties with acceptable
salesratios in 1994 than assessors who conducted
fewer interior inspections. 14 As Figure 2.1 shows,

About 57 percent of county assessor swho
inspected the interiorsof a high

per centage (at least 60 per cent) of the
propertiesthey viewed in 1994 werein
countieswith satisfactory salesratios,
while only 34 per cent of assessors
inspecting a low per centage (below 40

per cent) of properties interiorswerein
countieswith acceptable salesratios.

Figure 2.1: Effectiveness of Interior
Inspections

Percent of
Counties
66%
60%1 57%
50% 50%

43%
40%T 349

20%T

0% —
0-40% 41-60% 60-100%
n=47 n=14 n=21

Percent of Properties Receiving Interior Inspections by County

‘ . Acceptable Sales Ratios I:l Unacceptable Sales Ratios

Note: Acceptable assessment/sales ratios were those with
medians between 90 and 105 percent on residential, agricul -
tural, commercial-industrial, and seasonal-recreational resi -
dential property. Five counties did not respond to this
question.

Source: Legislative Auditor’'s Office Survey of Assessors,
1995.

We aso looked at the percentage of properties that
received interior inspections from among theim -
proved land and buildings viewed by assessors' of -
ficesin 1994. Asillustrated in Figure 2.2,

Assessorsin 24 per cent of the counties
and 15 percent of citiesand townships

Figure 2.2: Percent of Improved
Properties Viewed that Received
Interior Inspections, 1994

County Assessors by Percent
of Interior Inspections

50% T

40% %
30% | 31%
20% 7 16% 16%
1294 12% 13%
1 9% I
0%

0-20% 21-40% 41-60% 61-80% 81-100%
Percent of Properties Receiving Interior Inspections

‘ . Counties

D Cities and Townships |

Note: Percentages do not add to 100 because some jurisdic -
tions did not respond to this survey question.

Source: Legislative Auditor’'s Office Survey of Assessors,
1995.

reported that they inspected theinteriors
of at least 60 per cent of the properties
they visited in 1994.

We noted no significant differences in the percent

of interior ingpections by type of assessment struc -
ture among counties. Approximately equal percent -
ages of countiesin each of the three structural types
conducted interior inspectionsin at least 60 percent
of the propertiesthey viewed. Among local asses -
0rs, however, assessors in cities with their own as -
sessment staff were more likely to conduct high
percentages of interior ingpections than assessors

on contract. According to our survey:

Assessorsin about 27 percent of thecities
with their own assessment staff conducted
interior ingpectionsin at least 60 per cent
of the par cels assessor svisited in 1994,
compared to 8 percent of contract
asses0r's.

14 Weincluded salesratios for residential, agricultural, commercial-industrial, and seaso nal-residential recreational properties when

looking at acceptable sales ratios.
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Have a Complete Set of Maps

Becauise assessors have to locate and inventory all
property in their jurisdiction, acomplete set of
mapsis essential to performing their job well.
Maps are necessary for locating the properties and
determining the size and shape of the parcels.

Maps aso allow assessorsto analyze property val -
uesin the context of the geographic features that
can affect value.

Assessors generally need several different types of
maps and map overlays to make optima use of

their parcel information. 15 Different types of maps
serve different purposes for the assessor. Forin -
stance, "cadastral maps’ show subdivision bounda -
ries, dimensions of individual tracts, parcel
numbers, and surrounding land uses. Asshownin
Table 2.3, according to our survey:

About 38 percent of county assessorsand
64 per cent of local assessor s said they had
a complete set of maps showing the size,
shape, and location of parcelsin 1994.

Assessors in counties with a countywide assess -
ment system were more likely to have acomplete
set of maps than those in counties largely assessed
by either the county or local assessors. We found
that:

Assessorsin about 48 percent of the
countieswith countywide systems had
complete sets of maps, compared to 31
per cent of assessorsin counties largely
county assessed and 38 per cent of
assessor sin counties lar gely assessed by
local assessors.

Among loca assessorsin cities and townships,
more of the citieswith their own assessment staff
had complete sets of maps compared to communi -
tieswith contract assessors. According to our sur -

vey:

About 80 percent of the city assessors
with their own staff had complete sets of
maps, but only 54 per cent of contract
assessor shad complete maps.

Use Computers Fully

Computers can dramatically improve the efficiency
and accuraq of work required in assessing prop -
erty values. 6 Atamini mum, computers can
gresatly increase the efficiency of routine tasks, such
as producing the assessment roll. Particularly
where assessors are valuing numerous parcels at a
time (mass appraisals), computers allow assessors
to readily and quickly adjust the estimated values of
property based on recent data regarding building

No Set Incomplete Set

Table 2.3: Assessment Jurisdictions with Maps, 1994

Nearly

Complete Set Complete Set

Number Percent Number

Counties 10 12% 25
(n=87)

Cities and 16 20 4
Townships

(n=80)

Number Percent Number Percent

19 22% 33 38%

Source: Legislative Auditor’'s Office Survey of Assessors, 1995.

15 International Association of Assessing Officers, Standard on Cadastral Maps and Parcel Identifiers (Chicago: 1AAO, 1988), 5.

16 International Association of Assessing Officers, Sandard on Facilities, Computers, Equipment, and Supplies (Chicago: I1AAQ,
1989), 6.
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characteristics and market conditions. Accurate,
current data are essential to the uniform valuation

of property, and computers expand the range of
analyses assessors can readily perform to improve
the uniformity of their assessments. Computers can
also reduce the time needed to perform such analy -
ses. According to our survey:

All Minnesota county assessor s offices
used computersfor at least some of their
work in 1994.

Most counties belonged to one of three computer
consortiums in the state, which provide accessto
data processing, software, and support serviceson a
cooperative basis, thus spreading out the costs. The
computer consortiums offer counties programming
and software packages that some might not other -
wise be able to afford on their own.

However, not al county assessors' offices were at
the samelevel of sophigtication in their use of com
puters. Lessthan half used computer-assisted mass
appraisal (CAMA), for instance. CAMA systems
allow assessorsto readily enter and updateinven -
tory data collected about the properties, maintain
data on property sales and perform analyses based
on those sales, and automate methods for calculat -
ing the cost, sales, and income approachesto esti -
mating property values. CAMA systems have
varying degrees of sophitication to accommodate
jurisdictions with different levels of commercial
property and market activity. Table 2.4 showsthat:
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Assessorsin 44 per cent of the counties,
and in 48 per cent of citiesand townships,
reported using someform of CAMA in
1994.

Another level of computerization is geographicin -
formation systems (GIS). GlSisatool that blends
computerized mapping with various pieces of land-
based information gathered from numerous sources.
The use of eectronic base maps and map overlays
allows assessors to continuoudly incorporate
changes into the system, thereby keeping the maps
as current as possible. Typically, points on the map
are precisaly defined using latitudinal and longitudi -
nal coordinates. GIS enables assessorsto immedi -
ately highlight properties with inequitable
assessments that require adjustments.

Because of the cost, coordination, time, and techno -
logical skillsrequired for successful GIS, relatively
few jurisdictionswere using it in 1994. According
to our survey:

Assessorsin 12 counties said they used
GISin 1994, with another 20 county
assessorsin some stage of GIS
development. Local assessorsin 16
communities said they used GIS, with
another 16 local assessorsin the process
of developing it.

However, those using GIS were far more likely to
have a quality level and uniformity of assessment
for resdential property. According to our survey,

(CAMA), 1994

Use CAMA

Number Percent

Counties 38 44%
(n=287)

Cities and Townships 38 48
(n=79)

Table 2.4: Jurisdictions Using Computer-Assisted Mass Appraisal

CAMA Under Do Not
Development Use CAMA

Number Percent

Source: Legislative Auditor’'s Office Survey of Assessors, 1995.

Number Percent

28 32% 21 24%

10 13 31 39
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two-thirds of assessorsin counties using GIS had
acceptable assessment/sal es ratios, coefficients of
dispersion, and price-related differentials for their
resdential property in 1994, compared to 22 per -
cent of those without GIS.

Assessorsin counties with countywide assessment
were more likely to use CAMA and GIS computer
applicationsin 1994 than in other counties. This
was also true for local assessorsin cities with their
own assessment staff when compared to communi -
tieswith contract assessors. We found that:

About 61 percent of assessorswith
countywide assessment systems used
CAMA in 1994, compar ed to about 38
percent of assessorsin all other counties.
About 66 percent of assessorsin cities
with their own staff, compared to 38

per cent of contract assessors, used
CAMA.

About 22 percent of assessors with countywide as -
sessment systems used GISin 1994, while only 15
percent of assessorsin counties largely county as -
sessed and 8 percent of those in countieslargely lo -
cally assessed did. Among local assessors, 27
percent of staff assessors and 17 percent of contract
assessors reported using GIS.

Provide Adequate Staff Training and
Office Equipment

Ongoing assessor training is considered essential

for effective assessments, given the complexity of
thejob and its changing nature. =* In Minnesota,
the State Board of ASsessors reguires assessors at
each of four levels of licensure to attain continuing
education credits over each four-year period. Be -
cause assessors have to be well versed in land eco -
nomics, appraisal techniques, market analysis,
construction materials and types, and income and
expense analysis, they need ongoing education.
Training adds to the professionalism of assessors
and helps ensure that assessors are qualified to per -
form thetasks at hand. Many, but not al, county
and local assessors reported that they received ade -
quatetraining. (See Table2.5.)

Certain equipment is also essential to the assessor’s
job. Besides mapping and computer equipment, as -
sessors offices need field appraisal equipment,

such as measuring instruments and motor vehicles,
aswell as standard office equipment. 18 Nearly
equa shares of assessors from countiesin the three
structural arrangements reported having adequate
training and adequate equipment. Among loca as -
sessors, high percentages of both staff assessors and
contract assessors reported adequate staff training

Source: Legislative Auditor’'s Office Survey of Assessors, 1995.

Table 2.5: Adequacy of Training and Equipment, 1994

Adequate Adequate Inadequate Inadequate
Equipment Equipment But Equipment But Equipment
and Training Inadequate Training Adequate Training and Training
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
Counties 63 73% 1 18 21% 4 5%
(n=86)
Cities and 74 91 1 5 6 1 1
Townships
(n=81)

17 International Association of Assessing Officers, Sandard on Education and Training for Assessing Officers (Chicago: IAAQ,

1989), 5.

18 International Association of Assessing Officers, Sandard on Facilities, Computers, Equipment, and Supplies (Chicago: IAAQ,

1989), 5-6.
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and equipment in 1994; however, the share of con -
tract assessors was larger than staff assessors.

COMMUNICATE
UNDERSTANDABLE
ASSESSMENT INFORMATION

The second action needed to reach the goals of cost
effectively estimating property uniformly and at
market value is effective communication. Promot -
ing public understanding of assessors work and

how and why they conduct their assessmentsisan
important task for assessors’ offices. 19 Thisis espe-
cialy true because many assessors comeinto direct
contact with abroad cross section of the public and
their work affects an evocative topic — what prop-
erty taxes people will pay. Generating a coopera -
tive, helpful atmosphere for taxpayers and

enhancing taxpayers awareness of ng helps
develop apositive image of the assessment office
and in turn assists assessors do their job. Herewe
focus on communi cations with property owners at
the times assessors (1) notify property owners of es -
timated market values and (2) conduct their field
work.

Best Practices Related to Effective
Communication

Among practices used by assessors to communicate
effectively are: providing complete and clear prop -
erty valuation notices and other information, notify -
ing property ownersin advance of visiting
properties to prepare homeowners for upcoming vis -
its, and preparing for conducting field visits. Chap -
ter 4 describes examples of specific counties and
citieswhere assessors use these best practices.

Provide Complete and Understandable
Property Valuation Notices and Other
Information

The notice of property valueistypically thefirgt,
and sometimes the only, communication that prop -
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erty owners receive from assessors each year. Con -
sequently, it isimportant that the information on the
notice is complete and stated clearly. Well written
value notices can a so help the assessor by allowing
property ownersto spot and report inventory or
valuation errors. Some assessors' offices supple -
ment the valuation notice with brochures or |esflets
to help explain the complexities and processesin -
volved with property assessment. Because many
property owners are generdly not familiar with as -
sessment work, and may not understand the termi -
nology that assessors use daily, assessors haveto
take care to use language that is not so technica as
to be misunderstood.

Although statutes require valuation noticesto con -
tain certain information, many assessors' offices
provided additional types of informationin 1994 to
help property owners understand their assessment.
(See Figure 2.3.) Besides providing information on
procedures for appealing estimated market values,
some county assessors' offices summarized assess -
ment methods, defined uncommon terms, and ex -
plained how the notice differs from and relates to
the tax bill.

However, we noted no pattern in the kind of infor -
mation provided by type of assessment structure.
Assessors from counties with countywide systems
tended to include some types of information, such
as distinguishing the valuation notice from the tax
statement, while assessors from counties with other
structural typestended to provide other kinds of in -
formation, such as contact phone numbers.

Notify Property Owners Before Visiting

Advance notification before inspecti n% properties
contributes to good public relations. 2 The notifica-
tion can explain the purpose of the appraisas and

the importance of current, accurate data collection.
Because the notices alert property owners to expect
the assessors’ visit, they may help assuage some of
the security or other concerns that some property
owners have about interior ingpections. Although
our datadid not alow usto measure the cost effec -

19 International Association of Assessing Officers, Sandard on Public Relations (Chicago: IAAO, 1988), 5-8.
20 Joseph J. Eckert, editor, Property Appraisal and Assessment Administration (Chicago: 1AAOQ, 1990), 121-122.
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Figure 2.3: Additional Informa-
tion Counties Provided on Valuation
Notices, 1994

Number Percent

Procedures for appealing 83 95%
assessment with boards of

equalization

Procedures for appealing to 82 94
local boards

Procedures for appealing to 81 93
tax court

Procedures for appealing 72 83
assessment with the assessor

Contact phone numbers 67 77
Non-technical summary of 23 26
assessment methods

Definitions of uncommon 20 23
terms

Distinction between tax 15 17
statement and value notice

Explanation of how value is 14 16
related to tax bill

Description of how tax bills 3 3
are calculated

Miscellaneous (Amounts of 4 5

new construction value,
"Green Acres" deferments,
etc.)

Note: Percentages do not total 100 because survey re -
spondents could select more than one option.

Source: Legislative Auditor’'s Office Survey of Assessors,
1995.

tiveness of advance notices on a statewide basis,
Chapter 4 describes severa assessors offices that
have found the advantages of advance noticesto
outweigh their costs. We found that:

About 27 percent of county assessors, and
35 per cent of local assessor s, notified
property ownersin advance of assessors
visgtseither by mail, phone, or other
meansin 1994.

Assessors from countywide assessment systems
were more likely than assessors from other counties
to notify property owners prior to their visits. Simi -

larly, assessors from cities with their own staff as -
sessors were more likely than contract assessors to
provide advance notification. According to our sur -

vey:

About 39 percent of assessorsfrom
countywide assessment systems notified
property ownersin advance of the
assessor s’ visits, compared to 31 per cent
from countieslargely county assessed and
17 per cent from countieslargely locally
assessed.

Among loca assessors, haf of staff assessors and
26 percent of contract assessors provided advance
notification.

Prepare to Conduct Field Visits

Usually each assessor’ s office has its own guide -
lines for how assessors are to conduct property vis -
itsinthefield. Here we discuss some of the more
common practices. Assessors have found that pre -
senting proper visible identification, such asapic -
ture identification badge and identifying insigniaon
automobiles, helps the property owner confirm that
the assessors are indeed from the assessor’ s office
and are visiting for legitimate business purposes.
Once at a property, assessors who identify them -
selvesimmediately and state the purpose of the visit
present a professional image and get started on the
right foot. If the property owner isnot home, asses -
sors have found it useful to use eye-catching, pre-
printed door hangers. The door hangers provide
information and a telephone number to increase the
likelihood that the owner will call for an appoint -
ment. Assessorswho are refused entry have some -
times found that leaving written material describing
the need for an interior ingpection and providing an
opportunity for the owner to make an appoi ntment

improves receptivity.
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SUMMARY

Two goals fundamental to guiding the structural ar -
rangements of assessment systems are estimating
property values at market value in a cost effective
manner and estimating property values uniformly in
acost effective manner. Many actions can help
jurisdictions reach these goals, not al of which are
covered in thisreview. Two of the important ac -
tions, however, are (1) maintaining adequate person -
nel and equipment to produce assessments
accurately and efficiently and (2) communicating
understandabl e assessment information.

We used these goals and actions to help identify
some best practices. Assessors' offices around the
state use some of these practices, but to varying de -
grees. When welooked at how well the actions and
practices characterized the three structures, we
noted some differences. For some practices, we
saw no differences among counties that have coun -
tywide assessment, counties that are largely county
assessed, and countiesthat are largely assessed by
local assessors. These were typically the more com -
mon and widely used practices, such as adjusting
parcels vaue annualy. For other practices, how -
ever, countiesthat had all or high percentages of
parcels county assessed tended to dominate; typi -
cally these were the lesswidely used practices, such
as use of computer-assisted mass appraisal.

A similar pattern was apparent among local asses -
sors offices. The practicesthat were effective but
less widely used tended to characterize larger
shares of assessors from citieswith their own as -
sessment staff than contract assessors.
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Actionsfor Effective Appeals

his chapter describes goals
I and actions for effective prop -

erty assessment appeals proc -
esses. The goals and actions provide
aframework for identifying best prac -
tices — those practices that could
save resources or improve effective -
ness. We believe the godsand ac -
tions apply to effective appedls
processesin al assessment jurisdic -
tions, regardless of their size or loca -
tion in the state.

We use the goals and actionsto help
define what qudifies as abest prac -
tice. However, an individual practice
may not be appropriate in every juris -
diction around the state. \We recog -
nize that acommunity’ s unique
circumstances may prevent it from
adopting a particular practice that
worked well elsewhere. Notwith -
standing this, we describe some of the
effective practices used by Minnesota
assessment jurisdictions. Chapter 4
details examples of select counties,
cities, and townships where some of
these specific practicesareinuse. In
this chapter we ask:

What arethe goals of an
effective appeals process?

What actions need to be
taken to reach those goals?

What are some practices
that reflect these actions?

We identified two goasimportant to
achieving a successful appeals proc -
ess. Thefirst god is:

Processes

CHAPTER 3

Appeals
processes
should
provide
objective
forums
for
guestioning
assess-
ments
and be
under-
standable
and
effective
for all
partici-
pants.

The process should offer afair
and objectiveforum to appeal
property assessments.

This meansthat any property owner
with an assessment dispute should
have an opportunity to be heard and
that all those with similar situations
should receive equitable treatment
without caprice. The second godl is.

The process should be
understandable, easy to use,
and effectivefor all
participants.

This second goa underlinestheim -
portance of an appeal s process that
meets the conflicting needs of three
parties: property owners who may

not be familiar with property assess -
ment and appeal s, assessors whose
jobitisto complete property value es -
timates, and board members who sit

in judgment of assessors estimates of
value.

We identified five actions that we be -
lieve will help assessment offices
reach these goals. We derived these
actions from surveys of assessors,
boards of review and equalization,
and appellants; field observations of
boards asthey met; and literature pub -
lished about appealing assessments.
By taking these actions, assessment
jurisdictions are more likely to
achievefair and objective appedls
processesthat are easily understood
and effective for al participants. The
fiveactionsare:
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1. Foster knowledge about property values and FOSTER KNOWLEDGE
assessment among member s of boar ds of ABOUT PROPERTY

review and equalization.

ASSESSMENT AMONG
2. Resolve property owners questionsobjec - BOARDS OF REVIEW AND
tively, fairly, and efficiently.
EQUALIZATION
3. Communicate under standable appealsinfor -
mation to property owners. The first action needed for an effective appeals proc -
essis helping board of review and equaization
4. Provideflexibility in the appeals processto members to be knowledgeable about vauation and
accommodate varying schedules. appraisal. Board members with this knowledge will
not only be better qualified to confer with appel -
5. Adopt clear tax abatement policies. lants, but will also be better equipped to make well-
informed appeals decisions. 1 We found higher
We included tax abatements even though they are levels of satisfaction among board members who
not part of the formal appeal s process because they had prepared in advance of the meeting or had re -
allow taxpayers to recelve assessment reductions celved training. 2 Asillustrated in Figure3.1, ac -
and tax refunds for taxes paid erroneoudly in the cording to our board surveys:
past.
A somewhat larger percentage of board
Although we believe thesefive actions areinstru - member swith training than those without
mentd to effective appeal's processes, they are not training said that they were very satisfied
necessarily adl inclusive. Additional actions may with the overall fairnessand ease of the
also help satisfy the goals of fair and objective ap - processfor board members.

peals processes that are understandable and effec -
tivefor all participants.

Figure 3.1: Board Member

Assessment jurisdictions can implement these five Satisfaction with Overall Fairness and
actionsin avariety of ways. In the next section we Ease of Appeals Process, By Training,
describe each action and list some practices, used 1994
by Minnesotalocal governmentsin 1994, that illus - Percent Satisfied
trate the value of these actions. Chapter 4 describes 100% 96%
. g 88% 87%
how specific local governments use these best prac - 60 78%
tices. ’

60%

40%

20%

0% b
County Board Members Local Board Members

‘ [l 7raining [ ]No Training

Source: Legislative Auditor's Office Survey of Boards of Re -
view and Equalization, 1995.

1 International Association of Assessing Officers, Sandard on Assessment Appeal (Chicago: 1AAQ, 1982), 6.

2 Of the 87 members of county boards of equalization we surveyed, 84 percent responded. Of the 318 members of local boards of re-
view we surveyed, 80 percent responded. Results are subject to a sampling error of plus or minus 7 percentage points on the county
equalization board survey and plus or minus 5 percentage points on the local board survey.
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Similarly, board members who spent time preparing
were somewhat more likely to be very satisfied

with the appeal s process than those who had not pre -
pared. We found that:

About 57 percent of board memberswho
prepared beforethe meeting werevery
satisfied with the board’s overall

under standing of theissuesin the appeals
pr ocess, compar ed to 48 per cent who did
not prepare.

Members of some loca boards of review and

county boards of equalization have served in their
elected capacities for years and are well acquainted
with the board’ s purpose and procedures. Other
members are less familiar. For the 1994 assessment
year, few had professional experiencein real estate
or appraisd, yet they were expected as board mem -
bers to make judgments on the assessors' assess -
ments and classifications. (See Table3.1)

Table 3.1: Professional Background
of Board Members

County
Boards of Local Boards
Equalization of Review

(n=73) (n=210)

Real estate
agent % 6%

Appraiser 6 2
Other 88 92

Note: May not sum to 100 percent due to rounding error.

Source: Legislative Auditor's Office Survey of Boards of Re -
view and Equalization, 1995.

Appelantsin 1994 were mixed in their opinion of
boards preparation and experience. We found that:

About half of the people who appealed
their estimated valuesin 1994 felt the
board waswell prepared and experienced
to make a decision on their particular

appeal.
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From among persons we interviewed who had filed
petitions in tax court, we noted dissatisfaction with
thelocal boards level of knowledge and interest in

their appedl.

Best Practices Related to Fostering
Knowledge Among Boards of
Review and Equalization

Since most individuals serving on boards of review
and equalization are not necessarily trained in the
field of appraisal, advance preparation helps. Some
of the practicesjurisdictionsfollow to foster knowl -
edgeable boards involve: assessors providing rele -
vant assessment and sales information to the board,
board members preparing themselves for the meet -
ing, and local governments appointing members
with real estate backgrounds and experienceto
boards of review and equalization. In Chapter 4,

we describe specific examples of how local govern -
ments use these practices.

Provide Relevant Information to Boards

We observed that many assessors’ offices provided
information to prepare board membersfor their
meeting. This helped board membersreview thena -
ture and scope of their duties as well asthat of the
whole appeals process. Pertinent information in -
cluded areview of the board’srolesand respons -
hilities, adiscussion of the assessment and

valuation process, a description of value changes

and market trends by property type over the past
year, recent changes in assessment statutes, and
typical questions to expect from taxpayers. When
possible, some assessors offices also provided in -
formation specific to the parcelsin question. AsTa -
ble 3.2 shows, according to our board survey:

M orethan two-thirds of county boar ds of
equalization received sometraining or
orientation prior to the 1994 board
meeting. About one-third of the local
boards of review received training.

The completeness of the training or orientation ma -
terials provided by assessors varied among jurisdic -
tions. AsTable 3.3 shows, we found that:
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Table 3.2: Training Received by
Boards of Review and Equalization,

1994
Counties  Cities Townships
(n=73) (n=137) (n=70)

Received

Training 68% 40% 23%
Received

No Training 32 60 77

Source: Legislative Auditor's Office Survey of Boards of Re -
view and Equalization, 1995.

Most board members' training consisted
of areview of theboard’sresponsibilities,
and many included a discussion of the
assessment, appraisal, and valuation

pr ocess.

As Board Members, Prepare for
Meetings

Board members have an opportunity to take advan -
tage of training offered specifically to acquaint

elected officials with the assessment processand du -

ties of the boards. 3 They also can preparein ad -
vance of the meeting by familiarizing themselves
with the board’ s process, consulting with the asses -
sor, and reviewing information about market trends
or specific parcels. We found that:

Member s of about 59 percent of the
county boards of equalization, and about
45 per cent of thelocal boards of review,
spent time preparing prior to the 1994
meeting.

Appoint Board Members with Real
Estate or Appraisal Experience

The composition of some boardsincludes members
with real estate or appraisal experience. Thistype

of experience helps board members make informed
decisions and increases their comfort level with the
appedals process. According to our survey, afew cit -
ies and counties gained property-related expertise

by appointing members with assessment or ap -
praisal backgrounds to a specid board of review or
equalization. Most of the board appointeesin 1994
werered estate agents, appraisers, or were other -
wise familiar with property valuations. Appointed
board members tended to be more satisfied with the
appedl s process and how it worked than other mem -
bers who were elected officias. Wefound that:

About 63 percent of board members
serving on appointed boardswerevery
satisfied with how user friendly the
appeals processwasfor them, compared
to 45 percent of members serving on
regular boards comprised of elected
officials.

Discussion of the Responsibilities of the Board

Process

Questions

Discussion of the Assessment, Appraisal, and Valuation

Discussion of Possible Responses to Typical Taxpayer

Table 3.3: Types of Training and Orientation Received by Boards, 1994

Counties Cities Townships
(n=50) (n=55) (n=17)
78% 80% 59%
52 49 47
46 27 29

Note: Percentages do not total 100 because survey respondents could select more than one op  tion.

Source: Legislative Auditor's Office Survey of Boards of Review and Equalization, 1995.

3 TheUniversity of Minnesota' s Extension Service, for example, makes board member training availablein different locations

around the state each year.
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Similarly, about 69 percent of memberson ap -
pointed boards were very satisfied with the overdl
fairness of the appeals process, compared to 50 per -
cent of regular board members.

We also learned about certain Dakota County com -
munitiesthat had delegated their authority as
boards of review to the county’s special appointed
board of equalization under provisions of special
legidation. In these cases, cities and townships
transferred their board of review responsibilitiesto
the members of the county’ s appointed board, all of
whom have appraisal, redlty, or other property-re -
lated backgrounds.

Despite the fact that relatively few jurisdictions
have taken advantage of Minnesota slaw alowing
city councils and county boardsto delegate their
board of review or equalization authority to aspe -
cial appointed board, those with appointed boards
have generally met with success. Communities that
attempted to gauge citizens' reactionsto their ap -
pointed boards discovered support for such boards
largely because of the expertise that appointed
board memberstypically have exhibited. In some
communities, the appointed boards replaced what
had been a somewhat political process of granting
valuation reductionsin an arbitrary or subjective
way. We heard about elected officials who appreci -
ated avoiding a confrontational processin which
they had to frequently deny their congtituents' re -
quests.

On the other hand, some city council members had
doubts about appointed boardsin their cities. They
believed that the board of review’s duties are part of
thejob to which they were elected and feel arespon -
shility to their constituents to perform this duty.
Council members who remained guarded about the
appointed boards believed that the boards have to
prove themselves over alonger period of time, and
under various market conditions. Yet even among
the skeptics we found agreement that the appointed
boards have worked well in practice.

Assessors have been pleased to work with ap -
pointed board members experienced in property as -
sessment issues and the real estate market. More
often than not, assessors who worked with ap -
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pointed boards had as much or morework todo in
appointing and preparing the appointed boards than
they did when their local eected officials sat on the
board. For instance, the appointed boards may have
required extra meetings for the staff, who had to fa -
miliarize appointees with their tasks, or for elected
officials, who may have reviewed the appointed
boards work. However, assessors consdered the
extra efforts worthwhile given the overall benefits

of the appointed board.

RESOLVE PROPERTY
OWNERS' QUESTIONS
EFFICIENTLY AND
OBJECTIVELY

The second major action needed to reach the overall
goal of effectivenessin the appeals processistore -
solve property owners questions efficiently and ob -
jectively. Assessors receive inquiries from property
owners throughout the year, but particularly in the
spring following the mailing of valuation notices.
Although assessment offices receive tens of thou -
sands of these calls across the state, assessorsan -
swer many of the inquiries informally, before the
boards of review mest.

To the extent that assessors' offices handle requests
before the board meeting, all partiesinvolved bene -
fit. Property owners are better served because they
receive immediate answersto their questions. They
are spared from attending an extra meeting, and
spend lesstime and expense than if they had to take
off hours from work or away from other obliga -
tions. Board members are in abetter position as
well. They do not have to deal with property owner
guestions that could have been easily answered
with a check of the assessors' files; board member
timeisreserved for genuine differencesin agree -
ment between property owners and the assessor’s
office. Assessorsaso benefit. By resolving issues
as early as possible, assessors minimize thetime
they need to spend reviewing property and defend -
ing assessments during the local board of review
process.
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In 1994, many assessors offices resolved alarge
portion of property owners' inquiries before the
board of review met. According to our survey:

About half of thelocal and county
assessorsreported that they resolved at
least 75 per cent of assessment inquiries
they received prior to board of review
meetingsin 1994.

Because preparing for aboard of review meeting is
typically more complex and time consuming than
theinformal review process, encouraging taxpayers
to discusstheir questions with assessment staff be -
fore making aformal appeal can savetime and
money.4 We found:

County assessors' officesthat resolved a
high per centage of property owners
inquiriesprior tolocal board of review
meetings typically had fewer appeals per
parcd at their local board of review
meetingsthan other counties. They also
tended to be dightly more efficient than
others.

County assessor offices that resolved at least 75 per -
cent of theinquiriesthey received prior to the board
of review reported having a median 51 appeals per
10,000 parcels at their board of review meetings

and amedian $19 per parcel county assessment
cost.’ This compared to amedian 108 appedls per
10,000 parcels and a median $23 county cost per
parcel for those resolving fewer inquiries. Around
the state, the median number of appeals at boards of
review was 64 appeals per 10,000 parcels; theme -
dian total county assessment costs were $19 per par -
cel for which the county was responsible in 1994.
Because the difference in median costs per parcel
was dight, we do not want to overstate itsimpor -
tance, especidly in light of the many factorsthat go
into determining an assessment office’ stotal expen -
dituresfor ayear.

Best Practices Related to Resolving
Questions Efficiently

Some assessors' officestake particular stepsthat a -
low them to resolve inquiries as early as possible.
These practices include encouraging property own -
ersto contact assessors' offices and holding "open
book™" meetings. 1n Chapter 4, we provide details
on certain local governments using these practices.

Encourage Owners to Contact
Assessors’ Offices

By encouraging property ownersto contact the as -
sessor’ s office prior to attending the board of re -
view meeting, assessors have a greater opportunity
to resolve questions early. We found that someas -
Sessors were proactive in encouraging property
ownersto contact their offices before attending the
board meeting in 1994. For instance, some asses -
sors used the real estate valuation notice to adver -
tise the telephone number of the assessor that
property owners could call with questions. Inde -
scribing the procedures for appealing value, some
notices suggested contacting the office as afirst
step. Others stated that property owners consider
the board of review as aforum for appeal only after
discussing the situation with the assessor.

This approach invited property owners to contact

the office without preventing those who wished to
appear before the board from doing so. The method
required assessors to structure adequate time in the
appesdls process for property ownersto inquire infor -
mally about their assessments. It aso required as -
sessors offices to prepare their staff with the
appropriate information, procedures, and time for
handling what could be alarge volume of calsor
visits.

Many assessors provided objective and fair informa -
tion to property ownerswho called, according to
our survey of taxpayers. 6 Wefound that appellants

4 Joseph K. Eckert, editor, Property Appraisal and Assessment Administration (Chicago: 1AAQ, 1990), 554-558.

5 To compare efficiency, weisolated county assessor offices’ total expendituresfor al assessment costsin 1994 (exclusive of local as-
sessors' costs) on a per parcel basis, including only those parcels for which the county offi ce was directly responsible. Then we com-
pared total county costs per parcel by the share of taxpayers' questions those county offices resolved before boards of review met.

6 Of the 328 appedlants to county boards of equalization we surveyed, 73 percent responded. O f the 385 appellants to local boards
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who contacted their assessor’ s office after receiving formation to property owners. Effective communi -

their valuation notices were generally favorably im - cation helps increase public awareness of the assess -

pressed with how fairly they were treated. We ment and appeal s processes and contributesto a

found that: better understanding of the property tax systemin

generd. 7 Assessors have many groups with whom

About 65 per cent of the appellantswho they interact — property owners, real estate agents
contacted their assessors' officeswith and lawyers, developers, board members, and
guestions after reading their valuation elected officials — but we chose to focus on the
notices said they received either very fair communication between assessors and the taxpay -
or moder ately fair treatment from the ing public.

assessor’'s office.
Best Practices Related to Effective

Hold Open Book Meetings Communication

Some assessors' offices held "open book" meetings Because most property owners do not havered es -
to answer property owners questions. Theseinfor - tate or appraisal backgrounds, they need appedsin -
mal meetings, typically held during the evenings or formation written in lay persons’ terms and
weekends, allowed property ownersto learn how provided in easily read formats. Among the prac -
the assessor arrived at the estimated value. Owners tices used by assessors to communicate effectively
attended the meeting to discusstheir assessments are: providing helpful and clear property valuation
on aone-on-one basis with assessment steff. Staff notices, and providing additional information spe -
members had access to property information either cifically for property owners who want to appear be -
from field cards or computer databases they fore aboard of review or equalization or filein tax
brought to the meeting. The atmosphere was gener - court.

ally open, non-confrontational, and focused on pro -

viding information to owners about their particular Provide Helpful and Clear Property

concerns. The meetings gave owners an opportu -
nity to inquire about their assessment and receive

Valuation Notices

an answer without lodging a formal apped or hav - State statutes require certain information on aprop -
ing to demonsirate why they thought their estimate erty valuation notice, such asthe market value, lim -
should be lowered. From this standpoint, .the public ited-market value, classification, assessor’s office
was better served. These open book meetings also address, and logistical information regarding meet -
alowed assessors to resolve many questions that ings of the boards of review and equalization. & All
might otherwise have gone to boards of review and notices contain that information, however, many as -
equalization. sessors’ offices use the notices to provide additional
information to assist property owners who have
COMMUNICATE guestions about their assessment.
UNDERSTANDABLE We found that most counties included information
APPEALS INFORMATION TO on the valuation notice regarding what steps prop -
PROPERTY OWNERS erty owners must take to appeal their assessment, in

addition to information required by statute on date,
places, and times of board of review and equaliza -
The third action needed to achieve an effective ap - tion meetings. According to our survey:
pedals processis communicating understandablein -

of review we surveyed, 71 percent responded. Results are subject to a sampling error of plu s or minus 6 percentage points.
7 International Association of Assessing Officers, Sandard on Public Relations (Chicago: 1AAQ, 1988), 5.
8 Minn. Sat. §273.121.
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Assessorsin 95 percent of the counties,
and in 74 per cent of the citiesthat sent
valuation notices, described procedures
for appealing estimated market valueson
the valuation notice above and beyond
what statutesrequired in 1994.

A majority of the persons we surveyed who ap -
peaed their assessmentsin 1994 before local
boards of review and county boards of equalization
said they became aware of the process for appealing
assessments from the property valuation notice.
(SeeTable3.4.)

Table 3.4: Sources of Information
About Appealling to Boards, 1994

Source of Appellants
Information (n=514)
Property Valuation 57%
Notice

Prior Experiences 27
Contacted the Assessor 18
Called county, city, or 13
township officials

Neighbors/Friends 12
Other 36

Note: Respondents may have marked more than one
source of information.

Source: Legislative Auditor’s Office Survey of Appellants,
1996.

Mogt of the property owners found the notices bene -
ficial. According to our survey:

Morethan three-quartersof the
appellantsin 1994 said they found the
property valuation notice either very
useful or moder ately useful and
informativein providing infor mation
about appealing property value estimates.

Develop Additional Useful Information
for Appellants

Other communications from assessors' offices, be -
yond the valuation notice, are important year round
but perhaps especially so during the appeals proc -
ess. Reducing the mystery and increasing the
awareness of the assessment and appeals process

are good public relations. Moreover, appellants are
less apt to fed that the deck is automatically

stacked againgt them when they understand how as -
sessors arrived at their value estimates, seethe com -
parable properties against which their own was
compared, and realize that the assessor did not sin -
glethem out for an increase.

For property ownerswho contested their property
valuesin 1994, information from the assessor’ s of -
fice helped them know what to expect and prepare
for aprocess that is otherwise foreign. Some of the
information that assessors' offices provided to po -
tential appellantsincluded: (1) the steps owners
should take to prepare for an apped of their assess -
ment, (2) the types of information appellants should
bring to a board meeting, and (3) asummary of the
process assessors follow in estimating values.

Mogt of the appellants we surveyed said they spent
some time preparing for the 1994 board meeting in
advance. For those who prepared, the assessor’s of -
fice was one of the sources appellantsrelied on for
information. According to our survey:

Among appellantswho prepared in
advance of a board meeting, about 41

per cent of appellantsto county boar ds of
equalization, and 20 per cent of appellants
to local boards of review, said they relied
on ether the property valuation notice or
the assessor for information about how to
preparefor the meeting.

For those appellants who contacted their assessor of -
ter receiving the notice, 71 percent reported that the
information they obtained was either very clear or
moderately clear and understandable. At the same
time, some respondents said they did not under -
stand how the assessment process worked, and in
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particular, how an assessor calculated their prop -
erty’svalue or why their value increased.

PROVIDE FLEXIBILITY IN THE
APPEALS PROCESS

The fourth action needed for an effective appeals
processis providing flexibility in the process. Al -
though state statutes prescribe the time periods
within which boards of review and equaization
meet, boards have leeway in arranging the time and
place of the meetings. Because of work and family
commitments or time and distance constraints, not
all property owners are able to attend these board
meetings.

According to our survey of appdllants, about athird
of the respondents at the local board level, and over
half of those at the county level, did not actually ap -
pear before their respective boards. Most of those
who did not appear either communicated by letter

to the board, dropped the inquiry, or spoke with the
assessors  office to resolve the problem. However,
some of the appellants we surveyed specifically
noted difficulties with attending meetings of boards
of review or equalization. We found that:

Of those appdlantswho decided against
appearing beforethe board, about 17
percent said the meetingwasheld at a
timeor place wherethey could not

In particular, property owners from outside the
county where the property was located voiced prob -
lems with attending board meetings. These were
owners of avariety of property types — residentia
homesteads, agricultural property, and seasonal rec -
reational residences. An additional 10 percent of
those who did not appear said work or family com -
mitments prevented them from attending. Although
these property owners had the option of stating their
casein writing, some believed they would be at a
disadvantage if they did not attend the meeting be -
cause their absence could allow assessors and
boards to more easily dismiss their concerns.
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Best Practices Related to Flexibility

Some jurisdictions use practices that provide addi -
tional flexibility in the appeals process. Theseprac -
tices include scheduling meetings at convenient
times and scheduling appointments.

Hold Meetings at Convenient Times

To make the process more convenient for property
owners and board members, some jurisdictions
have scheduled board meetings during evening
hours or that overlap into the evening. Thisaccom -
modated those persons with traditional work sched -
ules, or somewho live or work outside the county
inwhich the property islocated and could not eas -
ily attend a meeting during the day. With the use of
open book meetings on weekends or during eve -
nings, some assessors provided additional flexibil -
ity for property owners who had valuation

guestions but did not wish to appear before the
board or could not attend the board meeting.

Schedule Appointments

Appointments to appear at board meetings bene -
fited both the boards and the appellants, especidly
in jurisdictions where the potential number of appel -
lantswas large. When assessors knew in advance
who would appear, they could provide background
information on the property in question to aid the
board’ sdeliberations. Property information, com -
bined with the appellants’ discussion, gave board
members complete information on which they

could base their decision. Appellants benefit be -
cause they could appear at a predetermined time
and avoid waiting through what could often be
hours of other testimony. Many counties and some
cities required appellants who wanted to appear be -
fore the board to schedule an appointment. Some
others provided appointments as an option, but did
not require them.
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ADOPT CLEAR TAX
ABATEMENT POLICIES

The fifth and final action we discuss to meet the
goals of an effective appeals process is adopting

clear tax abatement policies. Counties may grant es -
timated market value reductions and tax abatements
to tax payers who paid taxes erroneoudly or un -
justly. Tax abatements are not a part of the formal
appedls process that ends when boards of equaliza -
tion adjourn in June, but we discuss them here be -
cause they represent a method for reducing certain
estimates of value under specia circumstances.

Laws passed in 1990 and 1993 give counties discre -
tion over considering abatement requests, but allow
counties to consider abatements only asthey relate
to taxes payable in the current year and the two

prior years. o Further, abatements of taxes for the
two prior years may only be considered when one

of two conditionsexist: (1) clerical errorsor (2)
when the taxpayer failsto file due to hardship, as
determined by the county board.

Many counties responded to the tax abatement
authority granted them in 1990 by developing or up -
grading policies to help determine what abatement
requests they would consider. The policiesreduce
the risk that counties will be subject to charges of
treating abatement reguests capricioudly, or giving
unfair treatment to one taxpayer over another. By
setting an abatement policy and making it known,
the county better protectsitself against such
charges. The policy also becomesacommunica -
tionstool, signifying to property ownersthe condi -
tions under which abatement requests will be
considered. If the conditions are not met, the
county has grounds for refusing to grant the abate -
ment request.

Best Practices Related to Adopting
Abatement Policies

Tax abatement policies help counties control unnec -
essary or unfounded abatement requests. The prac -
tices for adopting tax abatement policies, which

jurisdictions can use as aframework for treating all
abatement requests uniformly, are straightforward:
write explicit abatement policies and define hard -
ship inthem. In Chapter 4 we discuss some abate -
ment policies used by specific counties.

Write Explicit Tax Abatement Policies

Many countiesin 1994 had explicit abatement poli -
cies. AsshowninFigure3.2,

Assessorsin 55 of the 87 counties
indicated that they had an explicit policy
on considering and granting abatements
in 1994.

Assessorsin 32 percent of the larger citieswith
authority for considering abatements said they had
explicit policies on tax abatements.

Figure 3.2: Counties with Explicit
Policies Regarding Tax Abatements,
1994

Policy Under
Development 15%

Do Not Have
Policy 22%

Have Explicit Policy 63%

Source: Legislative Auditor’s Office Survey of Assessors,
1995.

Define Hardship in Abatement Policies

For those counties that consider abatement requests
for the two prior tax years, defining hardship sets
the ground rules for deciding which property own -
ersqualify. According to our survey, assessorsin
30 counties said they considered abatement re -
quests from the two prior tax years; 46 counties did
not. Only afew counties had defined hardship.

9 Minn. Sat. §375.192, subd. 2 and Minn. Laws (1993), Ch. 375, Art. 5, Sec. 31.
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Among those who consider ed abatement
requestsfrom earlier years, assessorsin
10 counties said they had defined
"hardship," one of thetwo conditions
under which the law says counties may
consider abatement requestsfrom the
prior two tax years.

Countiestypically described hardship as extreme
circumstances beyond the control of the taxpayer
that prevent the taxpayer from correcting the situ -
ation sooner. (See Figure 3.3 for examples.)
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SUMMARY

Two goasfor guiding effective appeal s processes
are: (1) the process should offer afair and objec -
tive forum to appeal property assessments and (2)
the process should be understandable, easy to use,
and effective for al participants. Inthisreview we
recommend five actions for meeting these goals, a -
though other actions may aso be appropriate. The
fiveactionsare:

1. Foster knowledge about property valuesand as -
sessment among members of boards of review
and equalization.

county assessor.

board.

Lake — Severe illness or hospitalization.

promote economic and social stability.

period.

Figure 3.3: Definitions of Hardship for Considering Tax Abatements

Anoka — Any event or circumstance beyond the control of the taxpayer which precludes the taxpayer
from filing for a reduction or an adjustment of the property taxes. Examples of "hardship” may include
the incapacity of the taxpayer or illness of the taxpayer or taxpayer’s immediate family and other
events or circumstances which may constitute excusable neglect on the part of the taxpayer.

Becker — Hardship is defined as a condition whereby the owner is not physically capable of acting on, or
mentally capable of understanding, the valuation and classification of their property.

Chippewa — A serious illness causing an extensive hospitalization or any other means which would have
prohibited them from physically or verbally contacting the assessor’s office.

Crow Wing — Hardship is defined as: (1) problems resulting with first-time and/or out-of-state home buy-
ers, (2) documented mail problems, or (3) documented medical reasons.

Dakota — A tragedy or casualty suffered by the taxpayer such as death in the family, extreme or ex-
tended illness, accident, fire, or other extreme hardship, if said hardship can be documented to the

Kittson — A condition whereby the owner is not physically capable of acting on, or mentally capable of
understanding, the valuation and classification of their property, as determined by an affidavit stating
such and signed by a medical doctor. Hardship is also defined as the property owner having a family
emergency or being out of the area for military service, or other situation as determined by the county

Ramsey — Where extraordinary or special circumstances exist and the abatement of the taxes, penalty,
interest, costs, and/or values would be in the interest of the tax paying public of Ramsey County, re-
duce tax forfeitures, protect the financial interest of the taxing entities within Ramsey County, and /or

St. Louis — (1) Medical or familial distress of individuals or principals of a business (partnerships, single
proprietorships, sub-chapter S); (2) Being in the process of foreclosure or bankruptcy procedures; (3)
Disaster affecting the property or business (i.e., fire, flood, windstorm, etc.), during the applicable time
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2. Resolve property owners questions objectively,
fairly, and efficiently.

3. Communicate understandable appealsinforma -
tion to property owners.

4. Provideflexibility in the appeals processto ac -
commodate varying schedules.

5. Adopt clear tax abatement policies.

We used these goals and actions to hel p identify
some best practices related to the appeals process.
Assessors' offices and members of boards of review
and equalization in Minnesota use these practices,
although not universally. The effective practices
include: providing relevant information and train -
ing to board members, encouraging property own -
ersto contact assessors' officeswith their questions,
holding open book meetings, providing under -
standable valuation notices and other information,
scheduling board meetings at convenient times, and
writing tax abatement policies.

STRUCTURE AND APPEALS



Examples of Best

his chapter provides examples
I of effective methods and prac -

tices used by Minnesota asses -
sors, local boards of review, and
county boards of equalization. They
illustrate how some local govern -
ments have used certain practicesto
help save time, money, personnel, or
otherwise improve their assessment
service and appeal s process.

We chose the assessors and boards de -
scribed in this chapter for two rea -
sons. Firg, they scored well when we
measured their performance with indi -
cators of outcomes, efficiency, and
cost effectiveness. Second, because
many local governments performed
well, we sdlected jurisdictions of dif -
fering sizes and geographic locations
to give us abroad cross section of 1o -
cal governments. We visited or con -
ducted telephone interviews with
assessors and board membersin 27 ju -
risdictions around Minnesota, includ -
ing 11 counties, 14 cities, and 2
townships. (SeeFigure4.1) Al -
though we identified as effective afar
larger group of local governments

than the ones described here, time

and other resource constraints limited
the number we could visit.

In describing these examples of effec -
tive practices, we are not suggesting
that these practices are used only by
these particular jurisdictions. Many
other local governmentsfollow some
of the same practices and methods.
Further, effectivenessis not limited to
the practicesillustrated here. Loca
governments may use other effective

CHAPTER 4

These
examples
offer ways

to save
resources

or
Improve

assess-
ment
service
and the
appeals
Process.

Practices

and efficient methods and practices
beyond those we describe. Nonethe -
less, the practices we describe pro -
vide agood sample of what various
Minnesotalocal governments have
found effective or efficient.

We grouped the effective methods
into five areas. Each areacorre -
sponds to the actions we recommend
in chapters 2 and 3 for effectively
structured assessment systemsand ef -
fective appeal processes. Thefivear -
ess are:

1. Foster knowledge about property
values and assessment among
members of boards of review
and equalization.

2. Resolveproperty owners ques -
tions objectively, fairly, and effi -
ciently.

3. Communicate under standable ap -
peals and assessment informa -
tion to property ownersand
othersinterested in the assess -
ment.

4. Maintain adequate per sonnel and
equipment to produce assess -
ments accur ately and efficiently.

5. Adopt clear tax abatement poli -
cies.

Thesefive areasrelate to goalslad
out in previous chapters. cost-effec -
tively estimating property valuesuni -
formly and at market value; offering a
fair and objective forum to appesl
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Figure 4.1: Local Government Sites
for Interviews, 1996
Counties Cities Townships
Anoka Bemid;i Brockway
Beltrami Blaine Leavenworth
Big Stone Bloomington
Cass Breckenridge
Clearwater Brooklyn Park
Dakota Coon Rapids
Nicollet Duluth
Pipestone Eden Prairie
Ramsey Hibbing
Washington  Hugo
Wright Minnetonka
Plymouth
Saint Cloud
Waite Park

property assessments; and making the appeals proc -
ess understandable, easy to use, and effectivefor all
participants.

In each of the five areas, we provide information on
severd local jurisdictions that have devel oped and
used practices to improve effectiveness or effi -
ciency. We describe why the assessors and boards
adopted the practices or methods, the advantages
they gained, and any problems they encountered
that could impede other local governments from
adopting similar practices. We aso includethe
names and tel ephone numbers of contact persons
who can provide moreinformation to readers. Al -
though the action in Chapter 3 on flexibility in the
appedls process is not a separate category of best
practices here, examples of practicesthat increase
flexibility are found throughout the other categories.

FOSTER KNOWLEDGE
AMONG MEMBERS OF
BOARDS OF REVIEW AND
EQUALIZATION

Appointing a Special Board of
Equalization

Ramsey County

Ramsey County, ametropolitan county with

491,000 residents, began appointing a specia board
of equalization in 1980. The appointed board con -
ssts of ten members, al Ramsey County residents,
nominated by one of seven county commissioners.
The assessor’ s office has found that reducing the po -
litical nature of the board has resulted in more ob -
jective appeals decisions.

At atime when Ramsey County commissioners be -
lieved the number of appeals wastoo small to jus -
tify devoting significant amounts of their timeto
equalization meetings, they decided to appoint indi -
vidualsto servein their place on the board of equali -
zation. Now the assessor’ s office contacts
commissioners each spring to collect the names of
the appointed board members. Typicaly, four com -
missioners each appoint one member and three com -
missioners each appoint two members. The board

of equalization consists of individuas both with

and without real estate or appraisal backgrounds.
Generaly, one-third to one-half of board appointees
have knowledge or experiencein thefield.

Once the assessor’ s office receives the names of ap -
pointed board members, staff send the membersa
letter congratulating them on their appointment and
informing them of the board of equalization dates.
Staff then contact members by phone to inquire
about meeting date conflicts and inform them of the
scheduled orientation and training meeting. In
1995, the assessor’ s office sent an informational
packet in advance of orientation; the membersre -
viewed the materials and brought questionsto the
meeting.
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Assessment staff hold orientation on the morning of
thefirst day the board meets. Staff walk board
members through a valuation summary report, ex -
plaining such concepts as market value, assessment,
equalization, and legidation like limited market
value and "This Old House." Members then review
aboard of equalization packet that explainsthe
unigue nature of the countywide assessment sys -
tem, the options available for appeals decisions, fur -
ther appedls alternatives for property owners
dissatisfied with the board' s ruling, the appointment
schedule, and the process for notifying appellants of
board decisons. While orientation isauseful re -
fresher for incumbent members and appointees with
rea estate backgrounds, the information proves par -
ticularly beneficia to newer members and appoint -
ees with little or no real estate and appraisal
experience.

Appointees serve on three-person boards based on
their availability and experience. The membership
of the boards is not fixed; rather, office staff assign
appointees to boards, whose membership may
change daily, according to scheduling needs, board
experience, and professiond background. Typi -
caly, two three-member boards meet smultane -
oudy. Staff try to schedule one new member with
two experienced members, at least one of whom
hasreal estate or appraisal experience. Thereiscur -
rently no limitation on the number of termsan ap -
pointee may serve. New members generally
observe thefirst afternoon meeting in order to gain
a better understanding of how the meetings operate.

The assessor’ s office requires property ownerswant -
ing to appear before the board to complete aform
about their assessment question and schedulean ap -
pointment. The office then sends property ownersa
notice of the date and time of their appointment and
asks appellants to notify the office 48 hoursinad -
vanceif they need to postpone or reschedule their
appointment. Appointmentsfor property appeals

are every 30 minutes. Staff balance the needs of
property owners and board members when schedul -
ing meetings over the ten-day period set aside for
the board of equdization. Ramsey County provides
board members with a $100 per diem, guaranteeing
aminimum $500.
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Ramsey County’ s appointed board of equalization
has received prai se from commissioners and assess -
ment staff. Commissioners welcome the separation
of politicsfrom appeals decisons, and believe ap -
pointees can devote their time and attention to the
equalization board. Assessment staff believe mem -
bers are able to decide assessment questions based
on market value datainstead of political concerns.
Property owners ultimately benefit becausethe ap -
pointed board makes objective appeals decisions.

Appointed boards could work well in other jurisdic -
tions. Based on Ramsey County’s experience,
scheduled appointments are important to the
smooth operation of its board of equalization meet -
ings alowing assessment staff to prepare informa -
tion on appedlsin advance and diminate time
wasted on easily resolved questions. Ultimately,
the possihility of effectively using an appointed
board will rest with the degree of control over as -
sessment disputes desired by a jurisdiction’s eected
officials.

For more information contact:

Brian Ducklow
Ramsey County Assessor
(612)266-2103

or

Richard Smmer
Assistant Manager, Assessment Services
(612)266-2106

Appointing a Special Board of
Review in a City that Is County
Assessed

City of Blaine

The city of Blaine, with 40,800 residents located in
Anoka County, isinitsthird year of usngan ap -
pointed board of review. A 1993 city ordinancedi -
rected the city council to appoint a five-member
board, three of whom must be either appraisers or
real estate agents familiar with property valuation.
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Members serve one-year terms. Each year the city
council must approve anew board, although noth -
ing preventsit from reappointing board members.
This allows the council, along with the assessor and
staff, to evaluate the appointed board of review
process from year to year. The elected city council
has an opportunity to examine the performance of

the board and judge whether it wants to continue us -

ing an appointed board of review in each upcoming
assessment cycle.

Blaineinitiated the appointed board to involve per -
sons who are knowledgeabl e about buildings and
land, their values, and real estate markets. The
level of such expertise anong eected city council
members varies considerably, with some know! -
edgeable about property valuation and othersfar
less sn. By contrast, the appointed board consists
of professionasin therea estate industry with ex -
perience in matters of residential and commercial
building values and property markets. They under -
stand the issuesinvolved with determining property
and land values and are familiar with local markets.
Although there isapotential for aconflict of inter -
est among appointed professonasin the real estate
industry who could conceivably be deciding values
of property that affect their livelihood, this situation
has not arisen in Blaine' stwo-year experience.

Blaine also went to an appointed board of review
because appointed members could be objective
about valuation decisions without feeling beholden
to property ownersfor political reasons. Appointed
board members could make independent decisions
without fear that any single decision may play a
rolein their re-appointment. Appointed members
could decide questions of valuation based on their

knowledge of property sales, smilar properties va -

ues, and market conditions. In Minnesota, the
heavy reliance on property taxes for revenuerein -
forces theimportance of ensuring that the values
are assessed equitably and taxes collected uni -
formly so that all taxpayers pay their fair share. A
majority of Blaine' s elected officialsfelt that having
knowledgeable and experienced professonasde -
cide issues of property valuation would demondtrate

that citizens were being treated equitably. Anobjec -

tive board of review with redl estate experience
could help dispel any perception of elected officias

changing property vaues, regardless of merit, to
help their own constituents at the expense of other
residents who did not attend the board meeting.

To connect the work of the appointed board to the
eected council members, Blaine' s ordinance also
established an annua workshop for both council
members and board appointees. Here they meet
with the Anoka County Assessor, whose officeas -
sesses property valuesin Blaine, to review current
market and assessment trends and changes in prop -
erty tax laws for the past year; values for homes,
businesses, and other types of property; law
changes that affect assessments; changesin tax
rates at the county, city, and school district levels;
and changes in assessment functions. Thiswork -
shop benefits both parties. Council members stay
involved with assessment issues at the policy level
and everyone gainsfrom areview of the roles and
duties of the board, aswell aslaw and market
changes over the past year.

Blaine follows the same procedures for appointing
members to the board of review asit does for other
appointments to city commissions and boards.
Based on recommendations from staff and council
members, the mayor appoints board members, sub -
ject to approval by the full council. The mayor
makes the recommendations at one meeting and the
council affirms at a subsequent mesting, allowing
time for council membersto register disagreements.
The mayor appointsthe chair from among the ap -
pointees.

The direct cost to the city for using an appointed
board of review isnomina. Blaine pays board
members a stipend of $100 per meeting attended, in -
cluding the workshop. Board memberswith experi -
ence as a certified licensed appraiser receive

dightly higher pay of $150. The stipends recognize
the value of the professional judgment brought to
assessment issues by the appointed board members.
The city also reimbursestravel expensesto meet -
ings. Liability for board actionsis covered under

the city’ sinsurance.

Although Blaine' s city council doesnot unani -
mousdly support an appointed board of review, some
members who philosophically disagree with itscon -
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cept say that the board has worked well in itsfirst
two years. Blaine has been able to maintain fairly
constant levels of spending and has enjoyed a stable
property market over the last two years. However,
because the city has avoided steep tax increases and
rapidly changing property vaues, Blain€ sap -
pointed board has not yet been fully tested. The
board has not faced large numbers of upset property
owners.

Public expectations of locally elected officials may
color the receptivity of an appointed board of re -
view in somejurisdictions. Although Blain€sap -
pointed board of review has worked effectively in
theseinitial years, it is unclear whether residents of
smaller citieswould view the appointed board in

the same light, given the sometimes closer relation -
ship between citizens and their elected officialsin
smaller jurisdictions.

For more information contact:

Elwyn Tinklenberg
Mayor, Blaine
(612)784-6700

or

Dick Swanson
City Councilman, Blaine
(612)784-6700

Appointing and Preparing a Special
Board of Review

City of Bloomington

Bloomington, a city of 87,000 residentslocated in
Hennepin County, appoints a specia board of re -
view with five members, all of whom havereal es -
tate experience. The city began appointing aboard
in 1994 in part because city council membersfelt
the process for deciding whether property had been
properly assessed would benefit from the input and
consideration of persons knowledgeable about real
estate values.

Board members must reside in Bloomington and
have experience as an appraiser, rea estate agent or
attorney, or property manager, or have other real es -
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tate valuation experience. In addition, at least two
of the five members must have experience with
commercial-industrial or gpartment valuations.
Members serve two-year terms and may bereap -
pointed for up to three terms (six years). Because
terms are staggered, the board has some continuity
in membership from year to year. The appointment
processis the same as that followed for other
boards and commissonsin the city: Bloomington's
city council appoints the members, based upon ap -
plications for the positions.

About two weeks prior to the board of review meset -
ing, members meet for an orientation session. At
this orientation, the city assessor’s office introduces
the appointees to the duties and responsibilities of
the board of review and describes the procedures

for the board meeting. The office providesan over -
view of 10-year tax and valuation historiesfor repre -
sentative properties, assessment reports from the
past year, property sales and salesratio information,
and market-va ue adjustments from the past year.
The appointees aso learn what the state and county
look for inthe way of salesratios, coefficients of
dispersion, and other technical information.

Because the assessor’ s office requests property own -
ersto apply to appear before the board, staff can
prepare background information regarding many of
the contested properties and present it to the ap -
pointees at their first board meeting. Appraisers

who talk with property owners about valuation ques -
tions after value notices are mailed send a board of
review application to anyone whose question can -
not be resolved. This application form alowsown -
ersto state what they believe the value should be

and explain their reasons for objecting to the asses -
Sor's estimate.

At the first board of review meeting, memberslis -
ten to property owners and any relevant information
from the city assessor’ s staff to support theesti -
mated market value. However, the board does not
make any valuation decisons at this meeting. The
board reconvenes two weeks later, reviews each
case heard at the first meeting, and rendersdeci -
sons. Although not required, board members have
taken the initiative to visit the subject properties be -
tween meetings for a more complete understanding
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that the board of review
should be treated as all
other city boards or com -
missions, and others argu -
ing that the specid
backgrounds and exper -
tise of board members
warrant compensation.

From the perspective of
the city assessor’ s office,
the appointed board pro -
videsthe high level of ex -
pertise needed to make
valuation decisions. Citi -
zen feedback to city coun -
cil members has been

The Bloomington Board of Review

of the property and its neighborhood. Bloomington
designed this dual-meeting processto enable ap -
pointees to hear al cases and gather any additional
information they required before making any deci -
sions.

The board of review is advisory to the council and
its judgments are preliminary until the city council
considers and approvesthem. The ordinance estab -
lishing the board of review specifies that the city
council must make its decision without further testi -
mony. Inthefirst two years of the appointed board,
city council members sustained all of the board’sde -
cisons. By designing the board of review asadvi -
sory, council members stay informed about the

city’ s valuation while benefiting from the knowl -
edge of personsinside the real estate profession.

Although using an appointed board generates more
work for the city assessor’ s office, including an ad -
ditiona city council meeting to review the board’s
recommendations, the parties involved agree that
the benefits judtify the extratime. Thecity incursa
nomina cost for rembursing appointees’ travel and
out-of-pocket expenses. Despite aprovisionin the
city’ s ordinance stating that appointed board mem -
bers may be compensated on a per meeting basis,
the city council does not currently provideadti -
pend. Whether the city will compensate members
in the future remains an issue, with some saying

positive, even from per -
sonswho disagreed with
the board' sfinal decision. Using an appointed
board also brings an increased level of inde -
pendence to the valuation decisions because mem -
bers may have less partiality to property owners
than elected officials might to their constituents.
Furthermore, the city’ s rules and procedures for the
board clearly define potential conflicts of interest
and require membersto decline from voting on
properties in which they have such conflicts.

For more information contact:

Peter Koole
Bloomington City Assessor
(612)948-8707

or

Bob Turek
Assessment Specialist
(612)948-8700 extension 4244

City of Duluth

The city of Duluth hasten years of experienceinap -
pointing a specia board of review. Duluthislo -
cated in St. Louis County and has 86,000 residents.
Because Duluth isacity of thefirst class, itscity as -
sessor has the powers and duties of a county asses -
or.
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The city council appointed its first special board of
review in 1986. At thetime, city council members
wereinterested in using aboard of review that had
expertise in valuation decisons. The city council
felt it lacked the background and knowledge that
rea estate and appraisal professionals could bring
to the board of review process.

Duluth’ s appointed board of review consists of four
members. area estate agent, an appraiser, ared es -
tate attorney, and a city council member. When the
city council created the appointed board it con -
ferred al board of review authority to the appoint -
ees. However, the council retained some input to
the board by requiring one of the four appointeesto
be a city council member. The mayor appoints
board members, upon recommendations by the city
assessor, and the city council approvesthe appoint -
ments. Appointees serve four-year terms and may
be reappointed to successve terms. Members serve
on the board out of a sense of civic duty and receive
no compensation or reimbursement of expenses.

On the property valuation notice, the assessor’sof -
fice asks that property ownerswith questionsin -
itidly review the assessment with the assessor’s
office. If ownersare unableto resolvetherr dis -
putes with the assessor’ s office, they are required to
register in advance for the board of review meeting,
allowing assessment staff to prepare brief summary
reports on the subject property and sales of compa -
rable properties.

The city assessor sends the property reportsand a
preliminary agenda to board members in advance of
themeeting. In early May each year, the board
meets one to three days, typically from about 4:00
p.m. to 7:30 p.m. to accommodate property owners
who work during normal business hours. Before
the meeting starts, the city assessor summarizes the
duties and responsibilities of the board and de -
scribes the appraisal work done in the past year.

During its meeting the board hearsfrom all prop -
erty owners present. The board usualy listensto
both the owner and the appraiser and, following
public input, makes a decision at the same meeting.
However, in some cases the board wants additional
information before making adecison. When this
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happens, the board may request additional research
and view the propertiesin question. After compil -
ing the additional information, the board reconve -
nes and decides the remaining cases.

The appointed board of review has been successful
for the city council, taxpayers, and the assessor’s of -
fice. Over theyears, city councils have been very
supportive of the appointed board because it hasful -
filled the primary objective of offering genuine real
estate expertise in making board of review deci -
sons. The appointed board has removed from its
decisions the appearance of political influences; ap -
pointed board members do not stand to gain politi -
caly from their valuation decisions. The public has
also been receptive to the appointed board, offering
positive comments and virtually no negativere -
marks regarding board performance over the past

10 years. A large part of the assessor’ s office sdtis -
faction with the appointed board comes from work -
ing with board members who understand the
appraisal process and local real estate market. The
assessor’ s office incurs no additional costs for using
the appointed board.

For other jurisdictionsinterested in appointing a
board of review, Duluth’'s assessor’ s office recom -
mends filling the board with memberswho are pro -
fessonalsinthered estate and appraisal fields. A
possible difficulty for smaler jurisdictionsisfind -
ing sufficient numbers of residents who are experi -
enced professionals and willing to devote their time
and energy to the process. To keep the board as
autonomous as possible, it isimportant to have an
objective and straightforward appointment process.

For more information contact:

M. Lynn Duncan
Duluth City Assessor
(218)723-3287

City of Eden Prairie

Since 1992, the city council in Eden Prairie, aHen -
nepin County suburb with 42,000 residents, has ap -
pointed membersto aspecia board of review. The
five appointees are residents of the city and have ex -
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perience and backgroundsin red estate or ap -
praisal.

Eden Prairie’ s city council opted to try a speciad ap -
pointed board of review because it considered the
former process time consuming and unsatisfactory.
Asthe board of review, council members were

faced with balancing the need for a quality assess -
ment of the city’ stax base against the wishes of res -
dentswho didliked their assessment. Although the
council considered appointing a board that was advi -
sory only, some saw an advisory board as cumber -
some and an additional, unnecessary layer in the
appedls process. Instead, the city council delegated
all powers and duties of the board of review to the
specia appointed board.

Members on the appointed board serve one-year ap -
pointments. With one-year appointments, the city
council can control the board’s membership andre -
place membersif dissatisfied with their perform -
ance. However, members may be reappointedin
subsequent years. The city pays each appointee

$50 per meeting and reimburses driving expenses.

The city assessor holds an organizational meeting
with the appointees prior to their first meeting as

the board of review. At this meeting, members

meet each other, the assessment staff, and the city
manager. Members elect achair and vice-chair.

The city assessor instructs the members about their
statutory duties. He aso detailstherolesand re -
sponsibilities of other members of the appeals proc -
ess, from the L egidature and Minnesota

Department of Revenue to the county and city asses -
sors. Appointees receive information about the city
assessor’ s appraisal and revaluation practices, the
use of modelsto adjust property values based on
sales of surrounding properties, and the develop -
ment and use of salesratio studies. In addition, the
city assessor describes recent market trends and

their influences on property values over the past

year and annual changesin estimated market val -
ues.

The appointed board of review meeting begins at
7:30 p.m. to accommodate the schedules of most
Eden Prairie residents. City policy requests prop -
erty owners to complete a one-page application to

appear at the board of review meeting. Because the
assessor’ s office generaly receives applicationsin
advance, it provides board members with copies at
thefirst board meeting. Between the night of that
first meeting and 20 days later when the board re -
convenes, the assessment staff research and prepare
property reports for each property in question. As
appraisers complete the property reports, they send
copies to board members so that the board hastime
toread them all. At the board’ s second and final
meeting, members discuss and decide on each appli -
cation and property report.

This process has worked well in Eden Prairie by
severa measures. Although the city hasnot con -
ducted aformal evaluation of the process, city coun -
cil members have received positive feedback from
their constituents, the board, and from assessment
staff. Council members do not have to get involved
with assessment disputesinvolving their congtitu -
ents and can devote their time to other city issues.
Board appointees take their job serioudy and appre -
ciate the detailed property reportsthat staff prepare.
Although the statute requiring the board to adjourn
after a20 day period imposes a difficult deadline on
the assessment staff who write property reports,
board members say they need the amount of datain
the reports to make good decisions. The appointed
board members expertise provides an extraincen -
tivefor staff to prepare accurate and thorough re -

ports.

The process enhances the assessment staff’ scredi -
bility with residents and the city council. Having
board appointees who are knowledgesble about real
estate in the surrounding area hel ps verify for prop -
erty ownersthe accuracy of the assessor’ s estimates
of value. People who may otherwise have feared
that the assessor singled them out are generdly reas -
sured when experienced real estate professionals
vaidate the estimated market values. In addition,
board members provide feedback to city council
members about the staff’ s qudity work. Affirma -
tion from professionalsin the field augments the
elected officials confidence in the assessor’s office.

Although Eden Prairie chooses to appoint afull
date of board members who are experienced in buy -
ing, selling, leasing, or appraising property, smaller
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communities may have greater difficulty finding
enough qualified individuals willing to serve. In
those cases, communities might consider the option
of including fewer memberswith relevant back -
grounds or experience.

For more information contact:

Steve Sindll
Eden Prairie City Assessor
(612)949-8300

City of St. Cloud

For the last eight years, St. Cloud's city council has
appointed a specid five-person board to perform
board of review duties. Located in Benton, Sher -
burne, and Stearns counties, St. Cloud has a popula -
tion of about 58,000 and the city assessor hasthe
power and authority of a county assessor.

The city council decided to appoint a specia board
of review in 1989 to bring people knowledgeable
about real estate issuesinto the appeals process. At
first, the city council named just one person, anap -
praiser, to replace one of the council members.

Over time, asthe council realized the usefulness of
appointed professionals, it increased their repre -
sentation on the board. Although the city council is
till represented, real estate professionals make up a
majority on the board. Currently, the board of re -
view consists of two appointed appraisers, onered
estate agent, and two appointed city council mem -
bers.

The city council appoints board members upon rec -
ommendations by the city assessor’ s office. Mem -
bers rotate off the board with a new appointee

added on aregular basis. Appointed membersdo
not receive compensation for their service. Asare -
sult of the city’ s annexation of St. Cloud Township
in late 1995, future boards will have an additional
appointee familiar with the former township area

To prepare the board, the assessor’ s office mailsin -
formation to members about aweek prior to the
meeting. The information includes brief appraisal
reports on cases coming before the board. On prop -
erty valuation notices sent in early February, theas -
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Sessor suggests in bold print that property owners
who have assessment questions or wish to appear
before the board call to discusstheir question and
make an appointment if needed. Follow-up infor -
mation mailed to people who call in with questions
but are not satisfied also requests scheduling ap -
pointments with the board. Consequently, the asses -
sor’ s office has a good idea of who will appesar at
the board of review meeting and can prepare prop -
erty appraisal reportsin advance. Thereportscon -
st of basic information about the property in
guestion, such asits market value history, sales
price, characteristics of the exterior and interior fin -
ish, a photograph and sketch of the building, and
sales prices and characteristics of comparable prop -
erties.

Additiona information mailed to board members
describes the board’ sresponsibilities. In awritten
memorandum, the city assessor explainsthe board's
duties and the assessor’ sgoal of estimating market
value within the range of 90 to 105 percent of the
median salesratio. The memo describes a statutory
proscription against lowering the aggregate assess -
ment by more than one percent and considering as -
sessments for anything but the current year. In
addition, the memo rel ates some common concerns
taxpayers could raise and possible responsesto the
concerns. Along with the memorandum and ap -
praisal reports, the assessor sends definitions of
common terms that are likely to arise during the
board mesting.

The board meets one day in early to mid-April, usu
ally from 3:00 to about 6:00 p.m. to accommodate
the schedules of people with obligations during the
day. Property owners have about 10 minutesto
state their case. Those who scheduled appoint -
ments will have received |etters from the assessor's
office indicating the usefulness of presenting evi -
dence such as an appraisa or sales of comparable
properties. Property owners without appointments
have an opportunity to speak following the sched -
uled appointments. When unscheduled appellants
arrive, staff members pull the appropriate property
field cards and refer ownersto an appraiser if they
would rather discuss a question about their assess -
ment instead of make their case before the board.
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The appointed board of review has proven benefi -
cial to both property owners and the assessor’s of -
fice. Informal feedback from the public has been
positive. With the appointed board, property own -
ersreceive afair hearing by professionals know! -
edgeable about property values and appraisals.
Property owners seem to value the informed opin -
ions of personswith expertiseinthefield, asevi -
denced by the fact that only one person sincethe
use of the appointed board has taken the next step
and appealed to the county board of equalization.
Decisonsto raise or lower estimated market values
are based on empirical sales and market data,
largely removing politics from the decisions. For
the assessor’ s office, the appointed board offersan
assurance that itswork will be judged by people
with genera real estate backgroundswho under -
stand the three approaches to value and how to ana -
lyze comparable properties.

St. Cloud' s process may be useful to communities
considering an appointed board of review in that its
board began with onereal estate professional and
gradually grew to include more appointees from the
industry. As confidencein the appointed board in -
creased, the city council felt more comfortable add -
ing members with appraisal experience. St. Cloud's
assessor’ s office also found that the good relation -
shipsit had developed over time with theloca com -
munity of appraisers and real estate agents were
useful when time came to recommend appointees.

For more information contact:

Stephen C. Behrenbrinker
St. Cloud City Assessor
(612)255-7203

Appointing Special Advisors to a
Board of Review

City of Minnetonka

For over 10 years, the city of Minnetonka, with
49,300 residents located in Hennepin County, has
used an advisory panel to assst its board of review.
The advisory panel, consisting of four local profes -

sional real estate agents, isaresource for property
owners and the city council. The city council is
able to rely on expert opinions when making ap -
peals decisions, and property ownersreceive asec -
ond professiona estimate of their property’ s market
value.

Every January, the city council appoints four board
of review advisors. The advisorsareall local real
estate agents familiar with property inthearea. The
assessor’ s office recommends potential appointees
based on recommendations from the community
and self nominations. Although advisorsare ap -
pointed each year, the maximum length of time they
can serveiseight years. L

Minnetonka s board of review holds two meetings,
both of which appointees attend. Thefirst meeting
is to examine specific information regarding the
challenged estimates of market value and the sec -
ond isto decide each appeal. Prior to thefirst board
of review mesting, the assessor’ s office prepares
background materias for board membersand ap -
pointees.

The assessor’ s office prepares an annual assessment
report each January . The report describes general
information about the assessment process, aswell
as specific information regarding that year's assess -
ment. Itemsdiscussed include: estimating market
value; historical changesin market value; sdlesra -
tios; general assessments; apartment, commercial,
and industrial assessments; comparisons with other
cities; the appeals process; public information and
citizen rdations; the assessment calendar; and his -
torical tax rates. The city council and board ap -
pointees receive the report prior to a February work
session, at which time members discuss the assess -
ment report at length.

The assessor’ s office additionally furnishes both
board members and advisors with information on
each appedl. Minnetonka property owners receive
their valuation notices six to seven weeks before the
board of review meeting. On the notice, the asses -
sor' s office states the date, time, and location of the
local board of review meeting and requires property

1 Minnetonka s city charter restricts any city volunteer to amaximum eight years of service.
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owners to schedule an appointment to appear before
the board no later than two weeks prior to the sched -
uled meeting date. Because petitionersto the board
of review register in advance, the assessor’ s office
is able to assemble relevant property information,
owner information, a map and picture of the subject
property, pictures and descriptions of comparable
properties, and ajustification of the assessor’'sesti -
mated value. Assessors compile these data for
every scheduled petition, place the data in a board
of review agenda binder, and distribute the binder

to council members and advisors the weekend be -
forethe first board of review meeting.

Board members and advisors spend the first meet -
ing familiarizing themselves with each petition. Af -
ter the first meeting, advisors in teams of two
examine each challenged assessment and generate
their own estimate of the property’s market value.
Although the amount of time needed by advisorsde -
pends on the volume of appedls, typically 10 to 30
appedl s take advisors 2 to 3 days of field work.

Board advisors are compensated $25 per board
meeting and $50 per day spent in thefield.

The assessor’ s office incorporates the advisory
teams recommendations into afina summary of
each petition which it adds to the local board of re -
view binder. The summary lists the petitioner, the
property’ s value from the previous year, the asses -
sor’ s estimated value for the current year, and the
advisors recommended value for the current year.
At its second meeting, the board of review renders
decisions on each petition. The assessor’sofficeno -
tifiesal petitioners of the advisors recommended
property value, and invites property ownersto a -
tend the board of review meeting if they wish to

add any information. The board hearsany com -
ments from property owners, and asks questions of
the advisors as needed, before reaching its decisions.

The assessor’ s office has noted multiple benefits
from using an advisory pand to assst Minnetonka s
local board of review. First, the advisory pane
helps lessen the sometimes political nature of board
meetings. Before the establishment of the advisory
panel, council members had voiced concerns about
making decisonsin afield wherethey arenot ex -
pert. Members now believe that, in combination

49

with their own preparation prior to the board meet -
ing, they are able to make more knowledgeable and
informed decisions.

Minnetonka s assessor aso views the advisory

panel as an effective tool for the city to diminish the
public perception of government as an autocraticin -
dtitution. The advisory pand offers property own -
ers asecond, outside opinion based on expertisein
thefield of appraisal. Although assessment staff in -
itially had some apprehension about the potential

for weakening their opinions, they now believe that
the advisory pandl complements their assessment es -
timates. Assessorsfind the process an effective
learning tool, compelling them to fully substantiate
their estimated market values.

Based on Minnetonka s experience, asuccessful ad -
visory pand depends upon the strength of theap -
pointees. Not only must advisors possess the
knowledge and expertise to make and justify sound
recommendations, but they must also have effective
interpersona skills. Advisorsthat communicate ef -
fectively with the public during property visitsand
when answering questions at board meetings
strengthen public perceptions of the board of re -
view and assessor’ s office.

Educating both the advisors and the board has also
been important to the process’ success. Advisors
need to know their responsibilities and role in the
process. The board needs to understand the genera
assessment process and the roles of the assessor's
office and advisory teams. Although thetimein -
volved in preparing the background materialsissig -
nificant, approximately 80 staff hours for the annual
report and 240 hours for the board of review binder,
Minnetonka s assessor believes the benefitsfar out -
weigh the costs. A well-informed and well-pre -
pared assessment staff, advisory panel, and board of
review benefits property owners by ultimately pro -
viding fair and equalized property values.

For more information contact:

Richard Toy
Minnetonka City Assessor
(612)939-8226
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Preparing a City Board of Review
City of Brooklyn Park

Brooklyn Park’ s assessor’ s office provides exten -
sive background information for its city council in
preparation for board of review meetings. Brook -
lyn Park islocated in Hennepin County and has
about 58,000 residents; the assessor’ s officeisre -
sponsiblefor ng over 18,000 real estate par -
cels. Brooklyn Park holds two board of review
meetings each year, the first to hear citizens queries
and the second to make decisions on the contested
properties. Between meetings, the city assessor’'s
office gathersinformation on each of these proper -
ties and presents it to the board.

To prepare the city council for its duties as a board
of review, the city assessor’ s office develops a
packet of background information and sendsit to
the city council in advance of the first board meet -
ing. Thisinformation detailstherole and respons -
bilities of the board of review and explains major
components of the assessor’ swork. In past years,
the packet also has included tax information about
city properties. However, thisinformation is now
largely reserved for the truth-in-taxation meetings
that have been required of Minnesotalocal govern -
ments each fall since the early 1990s.

The background information packet includes — in
easy-to-read, bullet format — the statutory respons -
bilities of the board, such as the authority to add
omitted property to thetax rolls; statutory con -
straints on the board, such as the one-percent limit
imposed on changes to the city’ s aggregate market
value; and areview of the board' s procedures from

past years.

The packet also outlines the results of market
changes and the assessor’ swork from the last year.
The assessor provides an overview of valuesin the
city by type of property and describes how the
value of these classes of property changed since the
previousyear. A city map shows how the assessor
divided Brooklyn Park into quartersto conduct in -
spections of one-fourth of the city’s parcels each
year. The assessor includes a brief description of
saesratio studies, how they are compiled and used,

and the state and county requirementsfor sales-ra -
tio studies. To show the city council how closethe
estimated market values are to sale pricesin Brook -
lyn Park, the assessor provides results of the sales-
ratio studies for each of the major types of
single-family homes, such asramblersor spliten -
tries. The assessor includes definitions of market
value to make clear that the assessor’ sestimateisre -
quired by law to represent the usual selling price of
aproperty in an arm’slength transaction on the

open market.

The packet also contains information about the sys -
tem of appealing estimated market values. Itin -
cludes agraphic illustrating the various steps a
property owner can take to appeal vauations. Inad -
dition, the packet has a copy of the form that citi -
zens are asked to complete when they appear before
the board of review.

Armed with this background information, the board
of review holdsitsfirst meeting. The board spends
the entire meeting listening to the presentations and
guestions of the property owners. It adjourns after
informing the citizens that the assessor’ s office will
inspect and reappraise each of the propertiesin
guestion (usually about a dozen).

Over the next 10 days, the assessor’ s office regp -
praises the contested parcels. The assessor prepares
detailed information for each property, including a
photograph of the subject property and data on four
comparable properties. A comparison tableliststhe
characteristics of al five propertiesincluding: sale
dates and prices, style, square footage, the year
built, number of baths, size and finished percentage
of the basement, and amenities such as decks and
fireplaces. When necessary to show the location of
aproperty next to certain conditions, such asama -
jor roadway, the assessor aso includes amap of the
surrounding area. Before the board’ s second mest -
ing, board members receive this detailed informa -
tion about each contested parcel. At the second
meeting, members compare the information and de -
termine the appropriate valuations.

Each contested parcel requires about an average of
seven hoursto prepare. Although time consuming,
the Brooklyn Park city assessor considersthetime
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well spent. The materia helpsthe board of review
members, some of whom may havelittle real estate
experience, make informed decisions based on facts
and market reglities. The background information
buttresses the assessor’ s value determination and il -
lustrates how the assessor arrived at the property’s
value objectively and independently. Asaresult,
the board of review has concurred with virtually all
of the assessor’ s recommendations over the past
decade. Other jurisdictions with significantly
higher numbers of contested properties may not be
able to provide the same level of detail unlessthey
are able to complete some of the work in advance
of thefirst board mesting.

For more information contact:

Ned Storla
Brooklyn Park City Assessor
(612)493-8173

City of Coon Rapids

The city assessor’ s office in Coon Rapids, an Anoka
County city with nearly 62,000 residents, prepares
extensive materials each year to help educate city
council members and the mayor about their duties
asthelocal board of review. In addition to written
materialsin advance of the meeting, the city asses -
sor makes a brief presentation to the board immedi -
ately prior to the meeting, reviewing relevant
information.

The assessment staff provide detailed information
to update board members on annual changesin the
assessment and to reacquaint them with the appeals
process — something board memberstypically ded
with only once ayear. Theinformation helpsthe
board members respond knowledgeably to property
owners questions and make informed decisionson
value estimates.

In early March, the assessor’ s office sendsamemo -
randum to the city council and mayor explaining
that property owners are about to receive their tax
statements and describing pertinent information
council members may need to answer questions
they receive from congtituents. Theinformationin -
cludes descriptions of: valuation changes from the
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past year, tax capacity calculations for residential
and commercia properties, tax rates and their an -
nua changes for each of the taxing jurisdictions,
and estimates of taxes on some sample properties
and their changes over one year and over 10 years.
The assessor also describes the property tax refund
that is available for qualifying homeowners and any
other chargesin addition to taxes that appear on the
tax statement.

About two weeks before the board of review meets,
assessment staff send aboard of review book to all
members. The book serves three main functions:
(2) to describe the board of review’ s authority, (2)
to explain the appraisal work conducted in the past
year, and (3) to provide information on estimated
market values and taxes for a number of benchmark
properties for the current year and past 10 years. In
addition, the assessor describes new legidation that
affects the assessment, provides aglossary of real
estate appraisal terminology, presents an overview
of what appraisers ook for in determining property
values, and defines and describes the assess -
ment/salesratio study and its uses.

Assessment staff write the board of review book to
be thorough yet understandable to personsnot in -
volved with assessing on adaily basis. The book
describes changes in valuation and market trends,
but also gives the assessor the opportunity to raise
awareness about issues within the office, such as
the use of new software for mass gppraisa of com -
mercial property or current staffing levels.

In addition to the board of review book, the asses -
sor provides to board members a separate report on
resdential saleswithin the city. The report contains
sales and salesratio information on every sale of
resdentia property over the past year. For each
type of home, such asrambler or townhouse, there -
port lists the number of sales and the weighted ag -
gregate salesratios. The report aso lists sales and
sdesratios by size, price, and age of home. Findly,
the report looks at home sales by locational factors,
such as nearby railroads, rivers, or parks, to indicate
the level of the assessment for propertieswithval -
ues that may be affected by nearby land uses.
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At the start of the board of review meeting, the city
assessor reinforces the written materials with a brief
oral presentation on how values changed by prop -
erty type and what neighborhoods were the subject
of regppraisasthat year. The oral remarks serve as
an orientation for board members aswell asfor
property owners who have appeared to question
their estimated market values.

The biggest cost involved is the time devoted to pre -
paring the materials. However, the assessment staff
consider the time a good investment because the
board is better prepared to manage the appeals proc -
essasaresult. Because the assessor’s office has
been supplying written materials to the board for

the past two decades, it has abody of information
that it updates with relevant changes each year. In
addition, assessment staff use the sales information

in other ways, such as answering questions from
property ownerswho call with assessment ques -
tions. Assessors officesthat have not compiled

such extensive information would have to invest
considerable time to collect appropriate data and
build trend information from past years.

For more information contact:

Gaylord Aldinger
Coon Rapids City Assessor
(612)767-6445

City of Waite Park

In Waite Park, acity of 5,400 residentsin Stearns
County, the mayor has used data from the county to
compute asimple yet complete list of value and
taxesfor each property in the city. When the city
council and mayor meet as the board of review each
spring, they usethelist to help them decide prop -
erty owners appealsfor changes to estimated mar -
ket values. The city contracts for assessment
services.

The property list computed for the board of review
contains basic information about each parcel: the
property identification number, owner’s name and
address, whether the property is homesteaded, esti -
mated market value for the current year, and values
and taxes paid for the past three years. To compile

thelist, the mayor requests value and tax datafrom
the county auditor and enters the data onto acom -
puter spreadsheet. The mayor sorts the data both by
property identification number and by owners
names and then distributes copiesto city council
members for use during the board of review meet -

ing.

At the board of review, the mayor and other board
members use the property list to clarify information
that property owners provide. Often, ownershave a
sense that their value increased but cannot recall
specific numbers. Although the assessor isavail -
able during the meeting to retrievefield cardson
properties, the field cards do not provide tax or
valueinformation. With the property list, board
members have relevant information at their finger -
tips about the property in question. Because thelist
includes dataon al parcelsin the city, board mem -
bers can also track changesin value for other prop -
erties when taxpayers claim that their value
increased more than their neighbors.

The mayor first began compiling the property list in
1990 to have information on certain problems that
city officials knew would arise at an upcoming
board meeting. For example, due to an annexation,
the board learned of instances where homesteads
wereincorrectly listed as vacant lots. The mayor
wanted to have data to help resolve these problems
at the board meeting and, consequently, produced
the property list for specific areasin the city. After
using the property list at the board of review meet -
ing, the mayor and council found the information
useful for board deliberations and wanted similar
datafor al parcels. Sincethen, thelist hasincluded
dataon all propertiesin the city.

Each year the mayor adds a new column of current
property value and tax data to the property list. Al -
though the mayor strives to keep the dataas smple
and concise as possible, maintaining thelististime
consuming. Adding datafor the 2,500 parcelsin
Waite Park takes about 20 hours of the mayor’s
time annually. Compiling theinitial list took sev -
eral days. Because the county could not consoli -
date its parcel datain a practical format to provide
the specific information that Waite Park officialsre -
quested, the mayor had to enter data the city wanted
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from athick printout generated by the county. City
officials believe the value of the property list at the
board meeting makes the time investment worth -
while, while hoping the process can eventually be
made more efficient.

Based on Waite Park’ s experience, other boards of
review operating without specific property dataon
parcels within their city or township, or boards lack -
ing access to computerized property databases, may
benefit from similar property lists. Such alist could
be particularly useful in jurisdictions where board
members have little opportunity to know in advance
of board of review meetings which property owners
will appear, the history of their property’ s values, or
the estimated values of comparable parcels. Large
jurisdictions with more parcels may find the pros -
pect of compiling a property list daunting, however,
with assistance from county assessors and auditors

in tailoring county data and supplying it viacom -
puter diskette, city and township officias could
avoid the time involved with re-entering and arrang -
ing smilar property data.

For more information contact:

Alcuin Ringsmuth
Former Mayor, Waite Park

or

Rick Miller
Mayor, Waite Park
(612)252-6822

Preparing and Holding a Township
Board of Review

Brockway Township

Brockway Township, with a population of 2,300, is
located in northeastern Stearns County. Before the
meeting of Brockway Township’s board of review,
the township supervisors take severa stepsto pre -
pare themsalves. Board preparationsinclude moni -
toring property salesin the township, consulting
with the county assessor’s office, which isrespons -
ble for assessing property in the township, and par -
ticipating in training sessions. Board members
believe that these preparations help them make
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more informed decisions when they meet asthe
board of review.

Throughout the year, the township board receives
copies from the county of certificates of real estate
valuefor property transfers within Brockway Town -
ship. The board members knowledge of township
residents allows them to identify salesthat should

be discarded from analysis because they are not
arms-length transactionsin an open market. Moni -
toring the certificates keeps the board abreast of the
status of township property sales.

The county assessor’ s office analyzes what the prop -
erty sdlesindicate for real estate values, for exam -
ple, whether farm land sale prices areincreasing or
decreasing, and shares that information with the
board. Thisalows the township board to know

how sales may be influencing property valuesin the
township. With thisinformation, board members

can anticipate the kinds of calls and questionsthey
will hear from township property owners.

Brockway Township supervisors aso participate in
training designed for all Minnesota board of review
members. The Minnesota Extension Service co -
sponsors short courses on property valuation inmul -
tiple locations around the state each year, targeted

to township, city, and county boards. The courses
describe the assessment process and roles of the
various participants in the process, with a particular
focus on such boards of review and equalizationis -
sues as the development and use of sales-ratio stud -
iesand the role of the local or county assessor.

At the beginning of Brockway Township’s board of
review meeting, property owners sign an attendance
form. The board explains the stepsin the process
for appealing property values, informing owners
that their signatures provide arecord of attendance
that they may need should they decide to pursue
their appeal at the county board of equalization or

in the small claims division of Minnesota Tax
Court. Inthisintroduction the board includesgen -
eral information on the board of review, including
an explanation of the board’ s authority to change
only property values, not taxesthemselves. Repre -
sentatives from the county assessor’ s office thenre -
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port trends in property sales and values from the

past year.

The board listensto all property owners who want

to present their concerns. Owners who cannot stay
for the length of the meeting can state their con -
cernsinwriting. To assst board members, the
county assessor may provide field cards on proper -
ties or information on sales of other properties. Af -
ter hearing all the presentations, the board recesses
until its next meeting. The board does not make

any valuation decisions at the first meeting because

it wantsto first hear all cases, thereby avoiding a
stuation where it feels obligated to respond inacer -
tain way to one property owner after it made that de -
cision earlier for an owner with asimilar property.

In cases where aproperty owner presents new infor -
mation, or where an appraiser has not recently vis -
ited the property, the board may request that an
appraiser review the property.

At the board’ s second meeting, members go

through each case and discuss any new information
that may have arisen. The board relaysits decisons
to the county assessor. Each property owner then
receives aletter from the county assessor’ s officein -
forming them of the board of review’s decision.

Brockway’ s township board began following these
proceduresfive years ago, a the point when the
township began contracting with Stearns County for
property assessments. The township board feels
that the steps it takes, both in advance of and during
the board of review mesting, do not represent ex -
traordinary measures but offer the best chanceto
make consistent and informed valuation decisions.

For more information contact:

Edsel Sowada
Brockway Township Clerk
(612)393-2759

or

David Friedrich
Brockway Township Supervisor
(612)393-2841

Transferring Local Board of Review
Authority to the County

Dakota County

The arrangement of local board of review authority
within Dakota County isuniquein the state. Al -
though some Dakota County communities have
boards of review smilar to those in most other
counties around Minnesota, others have transferred
their review board authority to the county board of
equalization. Located in the metropolitan area, Da -
kota County has 320,000 residents and acounty -
wide assessment system.

The 1991 L egidature gave Dakota County cities

and townships authority to transfer their board of re -
view duties to the county board of equalization. 2
Prior to that, many boards of review in the county
annually faced hundreds of residents concerned

with their assessments. Board members could not
practically answer al property owners questionsin
the time allotted for board of review mestings. Sev -
eral dissatisfied city council members and county
representatives met to discuss aternatives. Eventu -
ally they sought legidation permitting local boards
to delegate their authority to the county. Under the
plan, taxpayersin communities that transfer their
board of review authority have accessto the

county’ s open book meetings and to the county

board of equalization, but not to alocal board of re -
view. (Seethe summary of Dakota County’ s Open
Book Meetings later in this chapter.)

Since the legidation’s enactment, 11 jurisdictions,
representing about 65 percent of the county’spar -
cdls, have transferred their board of review author -
ity to the county’ s board of equalization. To

transfer review board duties for agiven year, cities

or townships must notify the county assessor of

their decision before December 1 of the prior year.
No contract is necessary. The Statute requires the
transfer of duties to be permanent, meaning that the
city council or township board cannot reverseitsde -
cison at alater date and resumeitsreview board du -
ties. The option remains open for communities
retaining their local boards of review to transfer

2 Minn. Sat. §383D.73.
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board dutiesin the future. That decisonisentirely
up to the city or township elected officials, Dakota
County doesnot play arole.

Because the county assessor’ s office has assessed
all property in the county since 1971 and has held
open book meetings for many years, the transfer of
local board duties to the county board of equaliza -
tion did not create the need for additional county
staff. The open book meetings helped absorb the
volume of taxpayer questions. Although the statute
enabling cities and townshipsto transfer review
board duties alows Dakota County’ s board of
equalization to meet during April, May, and June,
the equalization board has not needed to meet more
than one day, which it typicaly doesin early June.

To avoid confusion for property owners, Dakota
County usesits property valuation noticesto alert
owners to open book meetings and differencesin
the appeals process. Firg, the notice emphasizes
the open book meeting as an easy and viable way to
resolve owners assessment questions. Information
on the purposes, places, and times of the open book
meetingsis on the valuation notice. Second, theno -
tice identifies whether the property isin ajurisdic -
tion that retained its board of review, so owners
know whether their appealswill go directly to the
county board of equalization or first to aloca board
of review. Finally, the notice includes steps owners
can take to appeal in communities with and without
local boards of review.

Coupled with the county’ s open book meetings, the
transfer of review board duties has improved the
resolution of assessment questions. Property own -
ersin those communities that transferred board du -
ties to the county have the opportunity to speak

with appraisersin aninformal settingand at ale -
surely pace, characteristics not dwaysfound at re -
view board meetings with high attendance. The
process preserves property owners apped rightsbe -
causeif they are dissatisfied with the results of the
open book meeting, they still have the option of ap -
pealing to the county board of equalization. Com -
munities that transferred their review board duties
have benefited from replacing long, adversaria
meetings with a process that more effectively and
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quickly resolves property owners assessment ques -
tions.

The central location of the meetings allows the staff
to have access to the computers and databases they
need to retrieve information about the property in
guestion and sales of comparable properties. With
fewer boards meeting, the county has reduced the
number of overall meetings, making the process
more efficient than in the past. Besidesimproved
efficiency, the county assessor’ s office views the
system as an improvement in customer service be -
cause it can provide better answersin amore genia
atmosphere than at a board of review mesting.

Based on Dakota County’ s experience, transferring
board of review authority may more easily work in
countieswith relatively few local assessorsor com -
munities with consistently high turnouts at board of
review meetings. In communitiesthat feel strongly
about maintaining local control over property as -
sessments, such a change is more likely to encoun -
ter political opposition. In counties with citiesand
townships that receive few appeals each year, a
transfer of board dutiesis probably unnecessary.

In areas where atransfer of board dutiesisconsid -
ered, the county must be prepared to resolve prop -
erty owners questionsin someway, as Dakota
County doesin its open book meetings. If transfer -
ring board of review duties resulted only in larger
numbers attending the county board of equalization,
the county may not realize any efficienciesfrom the
change. Inthat situation, the county may need to
hire additiona staff to handle an influx of appedls.

For more information contact:

Marvin Pulju
Dakota County Assessor
(612)438-4200
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RESOLVE PROPERTY
OWNERS' QUESTIONS FAIRLY
AND EFFICIENTLY

Holding Open Book Meetings
Dakota County

The Dakota County Assessor’ s Office conducts
"open book" meetings each March, allowing prop -
erty ownersto talk informally about their property
values with county assessment staff. Dakota
County is a metropolitan county with approxi -
mately 320,000 people, making it the third most
populous county in Minnesota, and is responsible
for ng all parcelsin the county.

Each spring prior to meetings of local boards of re -
view, the county assessor’ s office holds a series of
open book meetings. The intent of the meetingsis
to provide aforum for property owners to meet

with appraisers on an informal basisto review infor -
mation on their property vaues and recelve answers
to their questions about the assessment. Thisa -
lows the assessor’ s office to resolve questions and
minimize the number of owners who fedl the need
to appeal their assessments before alocal board of
review or county board of equalization.

Because of the unique structure of boards of review
and equalization in Dakota County, the open book
meetings are especialy useful. Many citiesand
townships took advantage of a 1991 statute ena -
bling them to transfer their board of review duties
to the county. (See the summary of Dakota
County’s Transfer of Board of Review Dutiesear -
lier in this chapter.) In these cases, the open book
meetings provide an opportunity for residentsto re -
solve their assessment questions without appearing
before the county board of equalization.

The open book meetings occur over eight days at
threelocationsin the county. Meetingstypically be -
gin at 9:00 am. and continue through 7:30 p.m. to
accommodate property owners who work during

the day. Taxpayers may comein any time during
those hours without an appointment. At the meet -

ings, assessment staff are available with laptop com -
puters and microfiche to retrieve information on the
owner’ s property. Dakota County’ s computer-
assisted appraisal system allows appraisers within
seconds to obtain data on a given property and sales
of comparable properties. When meeting with own -
ers, staff check the county’ s data for accuracy and
can correct errors aswell as answer owners ques -
tions.

The valuation notice isinstrumental in communicat -
ing to property owners necessary information about
the open book meetings and appeals process. Prop -
erty valuation notices describe the open book proc -
ess, provide details about the meetings' times and
places, and suggest that owners bring supportingin -
formation, such as appraisals or recent sales, to the
meeting to make their case. Thenoticesadsoindi -
cate what owners need to do if the open book meet -
ing does not resolve their questions. Property
ownerswho till fedl their valuation or classifica -
tion isincorrect following the open book meeting
have the option of appealing to their local board of
review if their property isin a community with such
aboard. Ownersof property in communities that
have transferred board of review duties may appesl
directly to the county board of equalization.

With this process, the county assessor’ sofficean -
swers thousands of assessment questions annually.
The extensive open book meetings reduce the num -
ber of appellants appearing before boards. For in -
stance, even though the county holds the board of
review authority for 11 communities representing
nearly two-thirds of al county parcels, the county
board of equalization usually faces only about 10 to
20 property owners ayear from throughout the
county. Thisisbecause assessors resolve the over -
whelming majority of owners' questions at the open
book meetings. Further, because the meetingsd -
low property ownersto speak individualy with ap -
praisers, staff do not face the problems that can
occur in agroup setting when a person or event in -
cites hostility among alarge crowd of people.

Dakota County has also seen fewer tax abatement
applications since beginning the open book meet -
ingsin 1992. Although an exact count isnot avail -
able, the assessor’ s office finds and corrects many



EXAMPLES OF BEST PRACTICES

potential errors at the meetings. This helpsthe
county avoid abating taxes ayear or two later due
to undetected errors.

Because the open book meetings last into evening
hours, the process produces some overtime costs.
However, these overtime costs are not new to the
process, and in fact, are lessthan they were in the
past. Prior to thisarrangement, many local boards
of review in the county met during the evening, re -
quiring assessors attendance after normal working
hours. Eleven of those boards no longer mest, hav -
ing transferred their duties to the county; the open
book meetings serve most of those property owners
who would have otherwise attended the local board
meetings. Because the current process reducesthe
overal number of meetings, the overtime has been
lowered from about 80 hours to between 30 and 40
hours per assessor.

Property owners a so benefit from the non-threaten -
ing, individualized atmosphere of open book meet -
ings. Oncethey arrive, property ownersreceive a
pamphlet with basic information about the assess -
ment process. Attendees may spend as much time
with the appraisers as they need. Owners confer
with appraisers on a one-on-one basis and do not
have to make a public presentation asthey do at
board of review meetings. Homeowners may com -
pare their values with those of their neighborsliv -
ing in similar homes. The response to owners
guestions is usualy immediate; property owners do
not have to wait several daysto hear adecision, un -
less areingpection is scheduled. Owners see that

the county collects the same data and conducts the
same analysisfor al similar properties, which can
be reassuring to taxpayers who may feel that they
have been singled out for an increase.

Based on Dakota County’ s experience, extensive
open book meetings may work better in counties
with countywide assessment than in counties with
many local assessors. Communitiesthat rely onlo -
cal assessors may have astronger will to keep their
assessment issues at alocal level and resist the
county’ sinvolvement except as alast resort (at the
county equalization board meeting). In addition,
other jurisdictions that do not routinely seelarge
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turnouts at local boards of review meetings may
have no need to add open book mestings.

To duplicate Dakota County’ s success with open
book meetings, counties need adequate facilitiesin
which to meet, located in places convenient to
many property owners. They aso need adequate
staff and computerization to enable them to call up
the information they need on properties and compa -
rable property salesto discuss the property owners
Stuations. Assessors who approach the open book
meeting as a hel pful way to provide information to
the citizenry may be rewarded with fewer appeals
to boards of review and equalization.

For more information contact:

Marvin Pulju
Dakota County Assessor
(612)438-4200

Resolving Property Owners’
Inquiries Prior to Boards of Review

Cass County

In 1993, the assessor’ s office in Cass County, 1o -
cated in north central Minnesotawith 22,600 res -
dents, held itsfirst series of Saturday meetingsto
provide property owners the opportunity to talk in -
formally with assessors about their property assess -
ments. The now-annud informational meetings are
held prior to the locd boards of review. Themeset -
ings have received praise from all involved partici -
pants. property owners, board of review members,
and assessors.

The assessor’ s office introduced Saturday meetings
to lessen the burden on local boards of review,
which typicaly heard over 700 appedlsayear. As -
sessors hoped to reduce this number of local ap -
pedals by resolving a greater share of property owner
questions at the three Saturday informational meet -
ings.

Because of the limited time between mailing valu -
ation notices and holding boards of review, the as -
sessor’ s office gears the meetings toward property
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owners mogt likely to question their assessments.
The office mails notices of the Saturday meetingsto
two principal groups. (1) property ownersinthean -
nual reassessment districts and (2) property owners
that received alarge change in vaue (typically 25
percent or more), as determined by a computer run
on all parcels. Cass County assessors, who have
authority for ng all parcelsunder the

county’ s countywide assessment system, travel to

the meetings in teams. Assessors bring records of

all parcelsin the assessment district and meet indi -
vidually with each property owner after providing a
brief introduction, handout, and maps of county par -
cels.

The Saturday informational meetings have proven
successful in Cass County. The number of appedls
to local boards of review has decreased. In thefirst
three years that assessors held Saturday meetings
prior to local boards, Cass County saw a40 percent
reduction in the number of local board appealsfrom
the preceding four-year average. Cass County’sas -
sessor believes thisreduction is, in part, aresult of
the Saturday informational meetings. Very few
property owners who attend the Saturday meetings
go on to local boards of review, with aresolution of
an estimated 90 percent of property owner ques -
tions.

Board of review members favor the reduction of
board appeals and can now devote moretimeto
each appellant. Appellants have also voiced ap -
proval to commissioners and assessors of the Satur -
day meetings, which provide property ownersthe
opportunity to ask and resolve assessment questions
in alessformal atmosphere. Moreover, assessors
have found the Saturday meetingsto lessen their
board of review burden. Assessors spend more
time with taxpayers and typicaly get updated par -
cel information, allowing assessors to correct and
solve legitimate problems without going through
the formal appeal s process.

Saturday informational meetings cost the county
time spent writing the notices and processing the
mailings, postage for the approximate 1,500 mail -
ings, and overtime pay for assessors. Overtime
compensation costs the office roughly $2,000 for its
SiX assessors to each attend three six-hour meetings.

Although the Saturday meetings require annual
overtime work from assessors and thus additional
county costs, assessors believe the benefits from the
meetings outweigh the costs.

Cass County is an expansive county with many dif -
ferent property types. Nonetheless, counties with

an extremely high number of parcels might have dif -
ficulty physically transporting numerous parcd re -
cords to each meeting place and might not have
enough Saturdays available to meet with al prop -
erty owners. Successful operation of Saturday in -
formational meetings might prove troublesomein
counties without countywide assessment, since the
county assessor’ s office could have difficulty requir -
ing local assessors hired by cities and townshipsto
attend the Saturday mestings.

For more information contact:

Steve Kuha
Cass County Assessor
(218)547-3300

City of Eden Prairie

In Eden Prairie, acity of 42,000 residents|ocated in
Hennepin County, the assessor’ s office commitsre -
sources to answering property owners assessment
guestions immediately after resdents receivevalu -
ation notices. By committing thistime up front and
following a planned process for dealing with prop -
erty owners' inquiries, the office resolves hundreds
of questions early and helps control the number of
property owners who actually appear before the
board of review.

Eden Prairie' s assessor’ s office developed policies
to guide its work during the appeals processand en -
surethat all taxpayers are treated equaly. Having
discovered that property owners most often wanted
assurances that the assessor’ s officewasnot sin -
gling out their property for an increasein value, the
office follows procedures geared toward answering
asmany inquiries as possible quickly and inad -
vance of the board of review meeting. On the value
notice itsalf, the assessor’ s office requests owners to
contact the office with their questions. The office
provides afive- to seven-week period between the
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time property owners receive notices and the local
board of review meets. Thistime span is builtinto
allow assessment staff to answer many property
owners guestions on an informal basis; however,
even with this amount of time, the volume of work
is great over those weeks.

When handling inquiries, Eden Prairie’ s appraisers
start with an assumption that the property owner

has |egitimate concerns, may have good reasonsto
guestion the value, and deservesto be heard. Ap -
praiserstypicaly handle property owners cdlsin
thesameway. After listening to calersdescribe
their situations, staff first explain the processthe of -
fice uses to adjust property vaues according to the
sales of similar propertiesin the area. If calerstill
have questions, staff put them in contact with theap -
praiser who conducted the field work in the callers
neighborhood. The appraiser will use datacom -
piled in the office to explain the sales trends of the
past year. When callers believe that their property
isdifferent in certain respects from othersin the
neighborhood, the appraiser looks at the file on the
caller’ s property and describes the property’ sfea -
tures and characteristics to verify the accuracy of

the assessor’' sdata. Appraisers may aso offer to
visit the property and view itsinterior and exterior.

Appraisers send aletter and application to appear
before the local board of review to ownerswho con -
tinue to question the estimated value. The letter de -
scribes the purpose of the board of review and
suggests that property owners may be able to avoid
the board meeting by conferring with assessment
staff ahead of time. The one-page applicationto ap -
pear before the board asks property ownersto ex -
plain the reasons in support of their own estimate of
the property’ svalue. The application servesadua
function. First, it providesinformation from the
property owners perspective for the board of re -
view ’'s consderation. Second, it forces property
ownersto articulate their complaints about the as -
sessors’ estimated value. At this stagein the proc -
ess, the assessor’ s office sees many property
ownersdrop their inquiry after realizing that they

do not have the evidence they need to support a
changein vaue.
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Once an owner returns the application, an appraiser
begins researching the property and any unique
characteristics it may have. Using information
from the office' sfield cards, certificates of real es -
tate value, and the multiple listing service, apprais -
ers develop a property report. Each property report
includes the same information: adescription of the
property, the "story" of the property including any
unique features, an explanation of the appraisa ap -
proach used on the property, a description of proper -
tiessimilar to the subject property, and a
corresponding list of any adjustmentsin value the
appraiser felt were necessary to make the properties
comparable.

While completing the property report, an appraiser
may determine that an adjustment in the subject
property’svalue iswarranted. Inthiscase, theap -
praiser contacts the property owner and suggests an
appropriate changein value. If theowner and ap -
praiser agree on the change, the office presents the
adjustment when the local board of review meets
and essentially considers the case closed. In some
cases where the appraiser’ s and property owner’s
opinions diverge greetly, a second appraiser will re -
view the case to remove any suggestion that the
first appraiser was biased against the property
owner.

When adjustments do not appear warranted, theap -
praiser completes the property report to present to
the board of review. Coupled with the application
to appear before the board, the property report gives
board members an extensive range of information
about the property, its peculiarities, and similar
properties.

Following this process, the assessor’ s office typi -
cally reduces afield of hundreds of calls down to a
few dozen. For instance, with more than 530 calls
logged in 1995, the office ended up with about 40
active appesals for the board of review to discuss.
The process balances the right of the property

owner to appeal with the resolution of genuine prob -
lemswith the assessment. It aso ensures equa
treatment of property owners. Initsentirety, this
same process may not be as readily followed by as -
sessment jurisdictions that cannot control the timing
between valuation-notice mailings and board of re -
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view mesetings. A two-week span, for instance,
would be inadequate time to resolve questionsin
large jurisdictions. However, few other factorsap -
pear to constrain jurisdictions from developing poli -
ciesthat emphasize early and equitable resolution

of property owners' inquiries within the confines of
thejurisdictions own needs.

For more information contact:

Steve Sindll
Eden Prairie City Assessor
(612)949-8300

City of Minnetonka

Since 1990, the assessor’ s office in the city of Min -
netonka has actively attempted to resolve property
owners questions regarding their assessments prior
to thelocal board of review. Because the office
mails valuation notices six to seven weeks before
the date of the board of review meeting, assessors
are ableto field amgjority of the calsfrom prop -
erty ownersthe first two weeks after the mailing,
when most taxpayers question their property value,
and then spend the next four weeks, in addition to
answering any remaining calls, reviewing proper -
tiesin question. Thisallows the office to resolve,
prior to the board of review, over 90 percent of the
guestions received. Minnetonka, a city in Hennepin
County with 49,300 residents, typically receivesa
sizable number of questions from property owners.
Consequently, resolving the majority of these ques -
tions early substantially reduces the number of ap -
pealsthat ultimately come before the board.

Minnetonka s 1989 board of review saw the largest
number of property owner petitions ever filed in the
city. Recognizing that the board could not continue
to reasonably handle this burden of appesals, the
Minnetonka assessor adopted a policy of early reso -
lution of property owner questions. He hoped to
first, decrease the number of petitionsfiled with the
local board of review and second, improvethe of -
fice'spublic relations.

This policy centers around one basic notion: give
the taxpayer the benefit of the doubt. Minnetonka's
assessor believes that many property ownersjust
want to know that the office listensto their ques -
tions and concerns. |If assessors cannot resolve a
guestion over the phone, they will volunteer to look
at the property, show the owner values of some
comparable properties, and explain the process they
followed to estimate the va ue of the owner’sprop -
erty. The assessors experience has demondtrated
that, in part because assessors show genuine interest
in property owners questions, they can resolve
many of the questions with simple explanations of
how the office arrived at its value.

In the five years since implementing the policy, the
assessor’ s office has seen areduction in the number
of petitionsfiled at the loca board of review and

has received positive comments from property own -
ersregarding the goodwill of the office. Moreover,
the board of review now has more information on
likely appedals since assessors have aready gathered
data.on most propertiesin question. Although prop -
erty owners may still appear before the board of re -
view without first contacting the assessor’ s office,
only one or two appellants do so each year.

Most jurisdictions could benefit from asimilar pol -
icy of resolving property owner questions prior to
the board of review, but Minnetonka s assessor
thinks the largest benefits would be gained by juris -
dictions similar in size to Minnetonka, where the
chances are better for reducing large numbers of ap -
pealsto the board. Assessors' offices need to allow
sufficient time to resolve property owners ques -
tions prior to the board meeting. A city the size of
Minnetonka, of instance, would need four to six
weeks.

For more information contact:

Richard Toy
Minnetonka City Assessor
(612)939-8226

3 In1994, for example, the Minnetonka assessor’ s office received approximately 1,200 to 1,4 00 calls from property owners, 450

which resulted in full reviews prior to the local board of review.
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City of Plymouth

The city assessor’ s office in Plymouth develops a
book of property sales by neighborhood each year.
Together with its ahility to quickly generate compa -
rable sales data, the neighborhood salesstudy a -
lows the office to answer hundreds of property
owners callseach spring, aswell as monitor itsas -
sessments. The assessor’ s officeis able to produce
these data efficiently due to its computer-assisted
mass appraisa system (CAMA). Plymouth isacity
of 57,000 residents located in north central Hen -
nepin County and operates its own city assessor’s
office. Because of the city’s steadily increasing
property values and rapid growth — approximately
550 new homes and 2,100 building permitsannu -
ally — the assessor’ s office receives a high volume
of taxpayer inquiries.

In the neighborhood sales study, the assessor’s of -
fice breaksthe city down into over a hundred areas
distinguished by homogeneous building charac -
teristics. The assessor conducts a sales study within
each of the neighborhoods, comparing properties
salling prices with the estimated market values. In -
cluded in the study are the number of salesand pur -
chase amounts, estimated market values, mean and
median sales ratios, and coefficients of dispersion.
The assessor computes an assessment/sales ratio
study by type of home, such asramblersor town -
houses, and by home values. In addition, the asses -
sor calculates salesratios for properties next to
certain land uses, such as major roadways, to detect
influences those land uses may have on vaues.

Prior to the release of property valuation notices,
staff in the assessment office receive information on
where estimated market values increased and by
how much. Mogt taxpayer inquiries come from
neighborhoods with the greatest increases. Clerical
staff field the calls and are prepared to answer gen -
eral questions about valuation increases. When call -
ers request more specific information, clerical staff
refer them to the appraiser who worked in their sub -
divison. Intaking with property owners, apprais -
ers use the neilghborhood sales study to describe
properties that sold in the area and how those sales
influenced other estimated market values.
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If the neighborhood sales do not include properties
similar to the caller’s, appraisers can easily retrieve
information on sales of comparable properties|o -
cated elsewherein the city. Appraisers can match
the style, age, size, and amenities of the caller’s
home with other properties and compare values and
salling prices. Interested taxpayers can drive by the
properties used in the appraiser’ s comparison for
their own viewing. If property owners are not satis -
fied with thisinformation, apprai sers offer to visit
and inspect their property. Appraisers cannot adjust
values of properties without first inspecting them.

Assessment staff have used the neighborhood sales
study since 1990 when the officefirst used a

CAMA system to calculate salesratios. Theneigh -
borhood study is one of several stepsthe assessor’'s
office takes that contributes to an excellent level

and uniformity of the assessment, as measured by

the salesratio and coefficient of disperson. CAMA
alows the office to produce assessment/salesratio
studies and analyses of comparable property sales
faster and more accurately than in the past. Staff an -
swer hundreds of taxpayer inquiries with current

and reliable data on comparable properties, while
meeting the office’'s customer relations objective of
returning al telephone calls on the day they werere -
celved. Thisprocessis particularly important in
Plymouth where assessment staff levels are dightly
lower than in similar cities.

Having divided the city into neighborhoods for the
sales study years ago, annud revisionsto the neigh -
borhood study are straightforward and require mini- -
mal staff time compared to the time saved in using
the study’ sresults. Other jurisdictions with few
property sales may not have sufficient dataito calcu -
late a neighborhood sales study. CAMA makescon -
ducting the neighborhood sales study feasible.
Although a precise estimate of Plymouth’s CAMA
system was unavailable, expensesfor CAMA sys -
tems can vary from thousands to hundreds of thou -
sands of dollars. Thislarge capital cost could prove
to be abarrier to somejurisdictions. Plymouth'sex -
perience indicates the importance of involving as -
sessment staff in the planning and design of a
computer system to ensure that the system meetsas -
Sessors needs. Resources for staff training on the
system are also important. Jurisdictions consider -
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ing CAMA systems should be aware that such sys -
temstypically require ongoing maintenance and en -
hancements to keep the systems technologically
current and to accommodeate jurisdictions evolving
needs for data.

For more information contact:

Nancy Bye
Plymouth City Assessor
(612)509-5351

City of St. Cloud

To resolve property owners questions, the city as -
sessor's officein St. Cloud follows a process de -
signed to handle large numbers of questions
professionally and fairly. The processincludescare -
fully worded property valuation notices, early mail -
ing of vauation notices, and office procedures for
handling property owners calls. St. Cloud isacity
with a population of about 58,000 and is located
where the boundaries of Benton, Sherburne, and
Stearns counties meet. St. Cloud's city assessor has
the powers and duties of a county assessor.

In addition to information about the local board of
review, property valuation notices contain instruc -
tionsfor St. Cloud property owners with questions
about their assessment. The notice suggests that
owners call the assessor’ s office with their ques -
tions and requestsin bold print that they schedule
an appointment if they wish to appear before the
board of review.

The assessor’ s office mails property vauation no -
tices approximately six weeks prior to the board of
review meeting. Thistime span alows appraisers
sufficient time to resolve inquiriesthat property
ownerstypically make. Because of St. Cloud's
unique location among three counties, the assessor
mails valuation noticesin shifts; taxpayersin Sher -
burne and Benton counties receive notices one
week and taxpayers in Stearns County receive them
about aweek later. By staging the mailings, the of -
fice hel ps spread the volume of calls over severa
weeksinstead of concentrating them al at once.

When property owners call the assessor’s officere -
garding their assessment, they speak with either a
residential or commercia appraiser as appropriate.
Appraisers discuss with owners what information
they have on the property, how its value has
changed over time, and how sdlling pricesof smi -
lar propertiesinfluence the estimated values. Ap -
praisers have access to a computerized master
property system that includes properties’ listing
data, lega descriptions, and sales data aggregated
by neighborhoods, property age, number of bed -
rooms, and other characteristics such as location
next to particular land uses. Callers can learn about
similar properties that sold and their prices.

In mogt cases, when property owners discover that
valuesincreased on all propertiessimilarly class -
fied and an appraiser did not single them out for an
increase, they do not pursue the matter further.
However, if the caller is not satisfied, the apprai ser
offersto visit and inspect the property aswell as
schedule an appointment for the caller to speak to
the board of review. The office follows a standard
policy requiring appraisersto visit the property be -
fore changing its value, once valuation notices are
mailed. Ownerswho refuse an inspection are told
that the board will consider this when making itsde -
cison. Insome cases, the appraiser and owner
agreeto achange in the valuation following thein -
spection. For others, appraisers prepare for use by
the board of review abrief appraisal report on each
property they visit.

Callersinterested in speaking with the board of re -
view receive afollow-up letter from the assessor's
office. The letter explains the purpose of the board
of review, its meeting time and place, qualifications
of its members, and the need for an appointment. It
goes on to describe the process that the board fol -
lows and suggests that property ownerswould bene -
fit from preparing for the meeting evidence such as
an appraisa, amarket analyss, or sales of compara -
ble properties. Theletter offersthe office’ sassis -
tance to owners who are preparing such data.

Following these procedures, appraisers resolve the
bulk of theinquiriesthey receive from property
owners prior to the board of review meeting. Com -
pared to the approximately 300 cals cominginto
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the office, about 15 owners usually appear before
the board of review. Taxpayers are served well be -
cause they receive equal treatment and because
most of their questions are resolved early, allowing
them to avoid attending the review board mesting.
This alows the board to focus its time on issues the
city assessor’ s office could not resolve. The proc -
ess requires advance planning to mail valuation no -
ticesin atimely fashion and to accommodate large
numbers of callers. Jurisdictions that do not control
the printing and mailing of property vauation no -
tices may have difficulty following this process.

For more information contact:

Stephen C. Behrenbrinker
St. Cloud City Assessor
(612)255-7203

COMMUNICATE
UNDERSTANDABLE APPEALS
AND ASSESSMENT
INFORMATION

Communicating Information
Regarding Local Board of Review

City of Breckenridge

To help the board of review process run as

smoothly as possible, Breckenridge, a city of 3,700
near the North Dakota border in Wilkin County, fol -
lows an aggressive policy of open communication
with itsresidents. By stressing education and infor -
mation to residents over the past three years, the
mayor and city council revamped what had been at
times a somewhat acrimonious process.

After citizens receive their valuation notices from
the Wilkin County Assessor’s Office, which pro -
vides assessment services for Breckenridge, the city
begins an information campaign. The purpose of
the effort isto educate citizens about the property
valuation process and what went into determining
values. The city advertises through the local news -
paper and public-service announcements on cable
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television that residents with valuation questions
can call the Breckenridge clerk-treasurer or the
mayor, both of whom have had relevant property
valuation experience. Breckenridge officials pro -
vide the logistical information on the board of re -
view meeting via cable television and posted
notices. In addition, the mayor usesaliveradio
broadcast to describe the board of review processto
residents and address questions on the valuation
process. Asproperty owners call the city with their
guestions, city officials take careto explainthe ap -
pedals process and inform residents what steps they
can take to appedl.

From residents’ telephone calls, city officials have

an idea of who might appear at the local board meet -
ing. Some board members prepare in advance of

the board meeting by reviewing field cards, pic -
tures, and other background information on proper -
tieswhose owners are likely to appear, based on
unresolved questions from earlier phone calls.

Some board members also visit the properties.

In years when newly elected council membersface
the board of review processfor thefirst time, the
city holds ameeting prior to the board of review
meeting to acquaint the new members with board
procedures. At that time, new council members
learn about the responsibilities of the board, the for -
mat of the meeting and how they can prepare for it,
and the role of the assessor. Before they are sworn
in as city council members, the newly elected mem -
bers a so receive a briefing about the board of re -
view during an orientation session that coversdll
major aspects of city business.

At the board of review mesting itself, the mayor,
acting as chair, tries to generate an informal atmos -
phere, giving property owners sufficient timeto pre -
sent information so that they are comfortablein
voicing their disagreements and know their issues
arebeing heard. To reduce the emotionsthat can
sometimes fog rational thinking, the board follows
the strategy of dedling strictly with facts. Thisdif -
fusesthe adversaria nature of the meeting and aso
sets a precedent that can help prevent others from
contesting property vaues by appealing to people’s
emotions. The board aso triesto keep the proceed -
ingssimple. For those people whose values the
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board does not change, board members take the
time to explain how and when they may meet with
the county board of equalization if they wish.

board members and property owners, the city asses -
sor strives to provide simple information on therela -
tionship between market values, levies, and

property taxes. Both board members and property
owners have offered positive feedback on the pres -
entation.

Mogt of the Strategies that Breckenridge officials
follow are what they believe to be common-sense
responses to managing what could otherwise be dif -
ficult Situations. Their emphasis on education, in -
formation, and open communication prior to and
during the board meeting enables them to more ess -
ily resolve property owners questions. None of the
property owners has gone on to the county board of
equalization in the three years that the board hasfol -
lowed these practices.

The assessor’ s office builds its presentation around

a hypothetica "three-house town" to explain how
assessments and levies affect property taxes. This
fictitious town consists of three houses valued at
$30,000 (house A), $40,000 (house B), and $70,000
(house C), and requires $2,000 for annual public ex -
penditures. The assessor describes how dividing

the expenditure level (levy) by the cumulative prop -

Breckenridge' s exampleillustratesthe need to iden -
tify contact persons and let citizens know how to
reach these contacts with their valuation questions.
While these common-sense strategies could be ap -
plied elsewhere, the relatively small size of the city
is part of what alows the mayor and city clerk to
play such active rolesin answering owners ques -
tions. It also contributes to the informal atmosphere
at the board of review meseting. Larger cities,

where city officias are not on afirst-name basis
with as many residents, may find some of these
strategies more difficult to duplicate. Further, inju -
risdictions where the mayor does not havethe ap -
propriate background or time to field property
valuation questions, another contact person may be
needed.

For more information contact:

Kal Michels
Mayor, Breckenridge
(218)643-1431

Communicating Assessment
Information

City of Bemidji

The assessor’ s office in Bemidji, acity of 11,200
residents located in Beltrami County, has provided
abrief presentation on property assessment and tax
levies since 1993 as an introduction to the board of
review meeting. In the presentation, directed to

erties’ values produces atax rate, known as the tax
capacity rate. Applying the tax capacity rate
against each property’ s value determinesthe
amount of taxes due to generate atotal $2,000in
tax revenues.

To illustrate how an incorrect assessment affects
taxes, the assessor demonstrates what happensto
the tax burden of each houseif house Cisincor -
rectly valued at $50,000 instead of $70,000. Divid -
ing alower tax base into the same $2,000 spending
level resultsin a higher tax capacity rate, whichis
applied to each property’ s estimated market value.
To raise the $2,000 levy, the town will collect more
taxes from houses A and B, whose values have not
changed, and fewer taxes from house C, whose
value was assessed incorrectly. Simply put, houses
A and B will pay part of house C'sfair share.

By walking board members and property owners
through this smplified relationship between market
value and property tax, the assessor isableto ex -
plain the distribution of property owners shares of
property taxes. Although the presentation does not
differentiate among property classifications and
classrates, it isdtill useful. The presentation illus -
trates that when alevy remains unchanged, lower -
ing or raising property assessments benefits some
property owners while pendizing others.

The assessor’ s objective is educating board mem -
bers and the public. Generaly, the stronger the
base of board members assessment knowledge, the
moreinformed their decisions on assessment ap -
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pedls. Likewise, the presentation adds to property
owners understanding of the property tax system
and illustrates the assessor’ srole in that system. In
addition, the presentation helpsto show the impor -
tance of a correct assessment in determining own -
ers fair shares of property taxes.

Since most elected officials are not professional ap -
praisers, explaining such concepts as market values,
levies, and property taxes would provide useful in -
formation in jurisdictions where board members
have little formal assessment experience. Both tax -
payers and board members could benefit from this
type of illustration, with each gaining a better under -
standing of the relationship between property as -
sessments and tax burdens.

For more information contact:

Bill Snebold
Bemidiji City Assessor
(218)759-3580

Dakota County

In Dakota County, a metropolitan county with
320,000 residents, the county assessor’ s office uses
avariety of methods to communicate information to
property owners and to gather information from
them. Asmeans of aiding customer relations, the
office sends advance notices to owners whose prop -
erty is subject to inspection, distributes a brochure
explaining the assessment process, provides cellular
telephonesto appraisersin thefield, and actively so -
licits comments from county property ownersre -
garding assessors service.

Advance Notification

In 1995, the county assessor’ s office began sending
revaluation announcements to the homeowners
whose houses were to be inspected that year. Al -
though the office had in the past published notices

in newspapersto aert residentsto the assessors’ vis -
its, the staff found these an unreliable source of in -
formation in acounty the size of Dakota. Many
people did not read the notices and others forgot the
information by the time assessors reached their part
of the neighborhood.
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To achieve amore personalized message that actu -
ally reached the intended audiences, the assessor's
office instituted a process of mailing revaluation an -
nouncements 5 to 15 days prior to the assessors' re -
valuation of the neighborhood. All homeownersin
the area of the revaluation receive the an -
nouncement which (1) describes the purpose and
importance of the inspection and (2) explains that

an appraiser with proper identification will be stop -
ping and requesting a 10-minute interior inspection.
The notice also requests homeownersto schedule

an appointment for an ingpection if they know they
will not be home.

To match homesin the neighborhoods with an -
nouncement mailings, the assessor’ s office prints
field cards and announcements at the same time.

Due to computerization, printing announcementsis
as easy as printing field cards and uses some of the
samedata. Senior appraisers are responsible for
mailing the appropriate cards and keeping appraisa
crews on a schedule that allows them to bein the
neighborhoods during the timesindicated on thean -
nouncement.

The assessor’ s office views the revaluation an -
nouncements as good public relations and invites
residents to provide feedback on them. Onthean -
nouncement itself, the county assessor suggests that
residents either speak with their appraiser or call the
number listed with their comments about the ad -
vancenotice. According to these comments, res -
dents appreciate knowing when to expect the
assessor instead of fedling surprised by the ap -
praiser’sarrival. For some residents, thean -
nouncements mitigate safety concerns they would
otherwise have about the appraiser’ s appearance at
their door.

Appraisers like the advance notice system because
they save time at the door explaining the purpose of
their visit and owners tend to be morewillingto a -
low the appraisersinside. In addition, appraisers
arelikely to conduct more interior inspections be -
cause the announcement reminds owners about ap -
pointments for interior inspections.

Codts involved with the revaluation announcements
include data processing, printing, and mailing the
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announcements firgt class. Although an estimate of
Dakota County’ s costs was unavailable, automation
considerably reduces the time and cogts of the serv -
ice. For the assessor’ s office, gainsin improved
customer relations far outweigh the outlay of time
and postage.

Based on a successful first year, the county asses -
sor’ s office plans to continue mailing the noticesin
coming years. Jurisdictions considering mailing ad -
vance notices have to plan ahead. They need to be
aware of the costsinvolved and ensure that apprais -
erswill be in the neighborhoods on the appropriate
days. Jurisdictions also need appropriate computeri -
zation to eadly print the notices.

Brochure Explaining the Assessment Process

Working with Dakota County’ s communicationsdi -
rector, the assessor’ s office developed a brochure to
help property owners understand their property as -
sessments. (See Appendix J) Thebrochureisa
one-page, four-fold document written in under -
standable terms and targeted to peoplewho areun -
familiar with the assessment profession. Inthe
brochure, the assessor uses non-technical language
to pose and answer questions such as "What does
the county assessor do?," "What is market value?,"
and "How does the assessor determine market
value?." The brochure also describes Dakota
County’ s process for questioning or appealing the
estimated market value. It includes phone numbers
for owners with more questions and a schematic
that lays out the timeline and steps of the appeals
process.

Assessment staff use the brochure in several Situ -
ations. Appraisers carry brochures as they conduct
inspections, distributing them to property owners
any time they enter abuilding. The brochure gives
owners something to read while appraisers com -
plete their ingpections and hel ps establish the ap -
praisers credibility with property owners. During
the county’ s open book mestings, staff members
hand brochuresto property owners as they wait to
spesk with an appraiser about their assessment ques -
tions. The county also distributes the brochuresto
residents at local board of review meetings and
truth-in-taxation meetingsin the fall.

To hold costs down, the assessor’ s office designed
the brochure in-house and in ways that allow the of -
fice to use the same brochures over several years.
The brochure avoids listing specific dates that could
vary from year to year. Coststo jurisdictionscon -
sdering asimilar informationa brochure include
those for designing and printing the written material
aswell asdeveloping aplan for distribution.

Cellular Telephones

When Dakota County appraisersarein thefield con -
ducting inspections, they carry cdlular telephones.
Homeowners not at home receive door hangers that
include the appraiser’ s business card and telephone
number. The phones allow the appraisersto spesk
directly with residents who call to schedule appoint -
mentsfor inspections. Thisis abenefit to the home -
owner who has adirect communication link with

the appraiser ingtead of talking to office support

staff, leaving messages, and waiting for the ap -
praiser to return the call. Often appraiserswill re -
ceive cdlsfor appointments while they are still in

the neighborhood. They find it efficient to arrange
inspections while in the vicinity rather than return -
ing to the area another day. In addition, the cellular
phones add a measure of security for the appraisers
who can immediately summon help in the event of

an emergency.

Assessment jurisdictions with large distances to
cover or with ahigh volume of appointments sched -
uled may find cellular telephones especialy help -
ful. Costsfor cdlular phonesvary from areato area
but typicaly include a one-time fee for the tele -
phone and a monthly service charge for its use.

Customer Surveys

To measureitsleve of service and respond to cus -
tomers concerns, the county assessor’s office sur -
veys property owners whose homes apprai sers
visited. From among parcels each appraiser in -
spects during aweek, the office randomly selects
two and mails asurvey to the parcels owners. De -
signed for the ease of the respondent, the survey in -
strument is postcard size and easy to return because
it contains the assessor’ s mailing address and post -
age. The survey asks the property owner to rank
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the appraiser on four measures; courtesy, use of
proper identification, timeliness, and explanation of
the appraisal’ s purpose. It also asks the owner to
verify whether the building’ sinterior received anin -
spection. Respondents have the option of including
their name and have space to write additional com -
mentsif they desire.

About 70 percent of homeowners who receive sur -
veysreturn them. The office created a database to
record and track the responses and uses the results

to make changes in the assessment process. Forin -
stance, due to the responses, in addition to showing
their photo identification appraisers now giveabus -
ness card to the homeowner when they enter the
property. Thisidentifiesthe appraiser, establishes
credibility with the owner, and helps dlay security
concerns.

Besides alowing the assessor’ s office to measure
its performance, the surveys let residents know that
the office cares about citizens comments, thereby
enhancing customer relations. The office intended
the surveys as away to actively monitor and re -
spond to customer concerns. When the assessor’s
office began using the surveysthree years ago, ap -
praisers were skeptical, thinking the information
would be used against them. Asit turned out, their
skepticism was largely unfounded as respondents
tended to rate the appraisers performance very
highly — overall customer satisfaction measured
4.6 out of a possible score of 5 points.

Ongoing costs involved with conducting and analyz -
ing the surveysinclude printing and mailing expen -
ditures and time resources to record and study the
results. Although acost estimateis unavailable, the
assessor’ s office considers the expenditures mini- -
mal and the benefits significant as a management

tool and for customer relations.

Other counties interested in measuring customer sat -
isfaction may find it difficult to follow this process

if they have many local assessors. To gauge their
own performance, these counties would havetofo -
custheir survey effort on only those areas over

which they hold direct appraisal responsibility.
Smaller jurisdictions interested in measuring cus -
tomer satisfaction would have to customizeasur -
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vey process to meet their needs. They haveto deter -
mine what questions the survey would ask, how
many ownersto survey, how to distribute the sur -
vey and useits results, aswell aswho would bere -
sponsible for survey design, distribution, and
analysis.

For more information contact:

Marvin Pulju
Dakota County Assessor
(612)438-4200

City of Hibbing

Over the past four years, Hibbing's assessor’ s office
implemented an information campaign to improve
communication with city residents. Hibbingisa
city of 18,000 people located in St. Louis County.
The communication efforts were part of strategies
developed by the assessor’ s office to first, improve
valuation equalization by reviewing properties and
updating property records, and second, be viewed
by its public as a service-oriented organization.

When the assessor’ s office began amajor reap -
praisal in 1992, it had to overcome public percep -
tions built in earlier years when previous assessors
had not conducted thorough field work. To dert
residents about the plan to update property records
and the need to ingpect the interior of the properties,
the assessor’ s office initiated apublic relations ef -
fort. The city assessor published noticesin the
city’ slocal newspaper two to three times during a
year. The noticesinformed residents about what
neighborhoods assessors would next visit to con -
duct their appraisals. The assessor’s office timed
the notices to coincide with the progression of its
field work as assessors moved from areato area
within the city. In addition to the notices, the city
assessor wrote an article describing the assessment
plans and goalsfor that year which the newspaper
printed as a public service.

Efforts to enhance communication continued in the
field. Oncein the neighborhoods, assessors made
several attemptsto view the interior of the proper -
ties, in addition to appraising the exterior. If the
owner was not available, assessors | eft cards on the
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property requesting the owner to call for an appoint -
ment or provide information over the telephone.
Lacking information on the structure' sinterior, as -
sessors assumed an average or better than average
interior, depending upon the building’ s exterior con -
dition.

Often times the assessors gained information about
abuilding’ sinterior after owners called with ques -
tions on the assessment. Part of the office’sstrat -
egy as a service-oriented agency was to devote the
time needed to explain the assessment processto
property ownerswho called. Assessorsfound that
taking the time to do this often meant listening to
property owners complain about taxes and local
servicesrather than property values; nonetheless,
they strove to offer friendly and accurate service.
After explaining how they arrived at their valueesti -
mates, assessors offered to visit at the owner’scon -
venience to review the property. To accommodate
property owners schedules, assessors often worked
after normal office hours. Many property owners
came to accept the interior inspection asthey real -
ized that assessors would not modify the assess -
ment without one.

Reaction to the information campaign was gener -
ally positive from both residents and the city coun -
cil. Homeowners especialy appreciated knowing
when to expect the assessors' arrival. Property own -
ers began to expect the assessors and the assess -
ment staff noticed agreater acceptance and
cooperation on the part of property owners. The
city council was satisfied because property owners
had a better understanding of the assessment proc -
ess and an awareness of the assessors' effortsto
achieve objective estimates of market values.

Although the communication strategies required
some overtime on the part of assessorsand theex -
pense of placing the newspaper notices, the extra
time and expense paid off in improved public rela -
tions. Assessors completed their appraisalswith
greater acceptance from property owners and expe -
rienced improved success with interior inspections.
In the years since the beginning of the communica -
tion campaign, fewer property owners have ap -
peared before the local board of review thanin
previousyears. The city assessor attributes this at

least in part to the office’ s goals of improved equdli -
zation and customer service. Nothing about theap -
proach in Hibbing would prevent other jurisdictions
from implementing similar communication strate -
gies. Much larger assessment jurisdictions might
have to consider additiona waysto providead -
vance notice of assessors' viditsif aloca newspa -
per is not available or widdly read. 1n addition,

staff have to receive the training necessary to orient
themselves with the importance and practices of
customer service.

For more information contact:

Louise Thureen
Hibbing City Assessor
(218)262-3486

City of Hibbing

In the city of Hibbing, located in St. Louis County
with 18,000 residents, the assessor’ s office pro -
duces a property sales book as ameans of providing
rea estate information to residents, real estate
agents, and othersinterested in property values.
The property sales book listsinformation on all
sales of property in the city and contains pertinent
building and lot information for these sales.

In the sales book the assessor’ s office records for
each sale: the type of property; itsselling price; in -
formation on the structure, such asits age, number
of stories, square footage, and condition; and rele -
vant financing information. The salesbook in -
cludes a photograph of each structure. Assessors
organize the book by sales price for the conven -
ience of the public and organize adifferent version
by parcel number for use within the office. The
sales book provides a comprehensive record of
property salesfrom the past two yesars.

In producing the sales book, the city assessor capi -
talizes on the time spent monitoring all certificates
of red estate value from property salesin the city.
To supplement information on the certificates, the
City assessor sends a letter and one-page question -
naire to property buyers immediately following the
sde. Theletter isbrief but explains why the asses -
sor is seeking the additional information on the sale
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and how it will be used. The questionnaire hasthe
owner verify the sales date, financing terms,
whether persona property was involved, whether
and why the buyer believes the price represented
fair market value, whether the buyer was under un -
due pressure to buy the property, any relationship
between the seller and buyer, and information on
the structure and its condition. Along with the letter
and questionnaire the office sends an addressed re -
turn envel ope to encourage recipients to respond. If
the buyer does not respond after 30 days, the office
sends afollow-up letter. Assessorswill also contact
the sdler if they cannot attain information from the
buyer. This process produces a high return rate,
with about an 80 percent response rate from home
buyers and 45 to 50 percent from commercial prop -
erty owners.

When the questionnaire comes back to the asses -
sor’ s office, the city assessor makes adecision

about whether the property transaction constituted a
valid salefor usein the assessment-salesratio analy -
sis. On certain occasions assessors will call the
buyer if they need additional information to clarify
their understanding of the transaction.

Many different usersrely on the property sales
book. Assessors keep acopy for public use avail -
able at the front desk of the of -
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for multiple purposes. The sales book gives the city
assessor information needed to make arationd, de -
fensible judgment about whether a property sale
wasin fact an arm’s length transaction. Sales data
go into spreadsheets for the assessor’ s sales-assess -
ment ratio analysis to evaluate the level and uni -
formity of the assessment. Because the sales book
contains sales from over atwo-year period, asses -
sorsreceive abroad, comprehensive view of market
trendsin their city and a better understanding of
what structural festures are driving the market. As -
sessors use the sales book as areferencetool, to pro -
vide asecond check on their estimates of value or,

in some cases, to modify their estimates. Assessors
also refer to the book when explaining to adisgrun -
tled property owner how market prices affect the
value estimates of other property inthecity. They
can show pictures of similar properties and lists of
sdlling pricesto the owner.

Producing the book istimeintensive becauseitin -
volvesreviewing every sae, although the city asses -
sor notes that this work would be needed even
without producing the book. Other costsinclude
those for film and development to provide pictures

of each of the properties. However, the city asses -
sor considers the time and money investments that
generate many benefits. The effort spent analyzing

fice. Red estate agentsfre -
quently use the sales book for
information on recent sales
and market trends. Potential
home buyers read the sales
book to see what types of res -
dences are available at certain
prices and help them decide
what they may be ableto pur -
chase. When property owners
disagree with their assessed
valuation they can seein the
sales book how sdlling prices
have influenced the assessor’s
estimate of value. Users may
make copies of relevant pages
for anominal charge.

The assessor’ s office itsdlf
uses the property sales book

Hibbing's property sales book
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sales makes assessors aware of every sale, asthey
believe they should be, to fully understand the mar -
ket. Assessorsimprove their assessments by using
data from property salesto measure the assessment-
salesratio, price-related differential, and coefficient
of dispersion. The office spendsfar lesstime than
before on providing information to real estate
agents and others who now go to the sales book for
theinformation they seek. Clerical staff spend less
time pulling specific field cards for information on
properties that users can find easily in the sales
book.

Assessors from other citieswho do not produce
sales books similar to this may be able to enjoy the
benefits without a major infusion of additional time.
Assessor offices generdly have staff examining
property salesto verify whether sales are valid for
their assessment-salesratio study. Although taking
the next step to produce the sales book requires
time, over the course of ayear the book may help
assessors save time aswell as add to their level of
customer service.

For more information contact:

Louise Thureen
Hibbing City Assessor
(218)262-3486

City of Hugo and Other Municipalities

The local assessor who contracts for assessment
services with Hugo, a city of 5,200 residentsin
Washington County, effectively resolves taxpayers
guestions and achieves productive field appraisals

by emphasizing public relations, listening, and com -
munication skills. The assessor’s gpproach for deal -
ing with taxpayers' questions minimizesfriction

and enables him to resolve many questions over the
telephone. The procedures he followswhile in the
field increase property owners' trust and alow him

to appraise theinteriors of many properties hevis -
its. Hissuccessful property inspections, together
with his sales studies and analyses of other parcels,
give him confidence that field card data are com -
plete and accurate for estimating market values.

Although Hugo' s local assessor aso contracts with
four other cities and townships, his methods for
communicating with property owners are the same
in each jurisdiction. Through experience he has
found that he can put property owners at ease with
how he saysthings and the order in which he says
them. While his manner is casual and polite, theas -
Sessor conveys a sense of purpose to indicate he has
ajobto finish. Hisapproach helpsfoster awilling -
Ness to cooperate among many taxpayers.

When answering property owners' telephone calls,
the assessor’ s objective is resolving taxpayers' prob -
lems whenever possible; he does not wanttoin -
crease their frustration by "passing the buck” to
someone ese. With al calls the assessor spends
time listening to the callers’ complaints and trying

to understand the situation from their perspective.

He avoids an argumentative manner because that
tends to further incite callers who are aready upset.

Although most inquiries are about the level of prop -
erty taxes and not about the property’ svalue, theas -
sessor treats all callersalike. For inquiries that

focus on valuation, the assessor discusses how the
estimated market valueis generated. Becausethe
assessor worksin small communitiesand iswell ac -
quainted with thosejurisdictions' parcels, heisable
to visualize most of the properties after hearing

their addresses. Letting the property owner know
that heisfamiliar with the property typicaly in -
creases the caller’ scomfort. The assessor also uses
field cards he flagged of propertiesthat sold in each
neighborhood to promptly relay information about
typical sdlling prices of homesin areas familiar to
the callers.

If property owners concerned about their assess -
ments are not satisfied following their telephone dis -
cussion, the assessor lays out al available options.

He offersto visit properties for an inspection. He
suggests that a private appraisal of the property may
be advantageous to the owner, and offers to discuss
the matter again if the fee appraisal is significantly
different from the estimated market value. Inaddi -
tion, the assessor gives callers information about

their local board of review and explains that the
board has the power to change estimated market val -
ues.
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When making property inspectionsin aneighbor -
hood, the assessor always wears picture identifica -
tion displayed prominently so property owners can
verify that heisthere on appraisal business. After a
greeting, the assessor’ sfirgt step isintroducing and
identifying himself as the city assessor. He wants
the owner to immediately understand that heis
there to ingpect properties, unlike others who may
arrive to solicit business or contributions.

His second step isto verify that the individua who
opened the door is actudly the property owner. He
displaysthe property’ sfield card with the owners
names to show how he knows their names and asks
whether the person isthe owner. The assessor has
discovered that reversing the order of these first two
steps can create problems. Property ownerstend to
become defensive when avisitor at their door asks
their names before the visitor identifies himself. If
the person at the door is not the owner, the assessor
will not inspect the property. Instead, he leavesa
card and asks the person to have the owner call.

Having verified he is speaking with the owner, the
assessor explains the purpose of hisvisit and re -
guests 5 to 10 minutes to inspect the home' sinterior
if the vigitis part of the year’ s reappraisalsor to
view the improvement if the visit isdue to abuild -
ing permit. Once again, the assessor’ s manner is
important. 1f he senses that the owner isuncomfort -
able, for example if awoman would rather not have
the assessor enter the building while her husband is
away, the assessor indicates he will come back at a
better time and suggests that he conduct only anex -
terior building inspection at that time. Being sens -
tive to peopl€e s concernsfor safety alowsthe
assessor to build rapport with the homeowners he
visits.

The assessor enjoys success with his approaches
which cost him nothing extrain money or time. Al -
though assessorsin larger jurisdictions may visit

too many propertiesto recall each parcel they vist,
the field inspection routines and emphasis on public
relations are applicablein large jurisdictionsand ru -
ra parts of the state aswell.
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For more information contact:

Frank Langer
Hugo City Assessor
(612)433-3059

Nicollet County

The Nicollet County Assessor’ s Office takes severa
steps to promote communications with property
owners. With revaluation pamphlets, advanceno -
tices of property visgits, confirmation letters for
board of review appointments, homestead notices,
and picture boards, the office provides useful infor -
mation and maintains good public relations. In Ni -
collet County, located in south central Minnesota
with 29,000 residents, the county assessor’ s office
has been responsible for assessing the value of all
parcelsin the county since 1973.

In 1994 the assessor’ s office developed asingle-
page revaluation pamphlet using clear, non-techni -
cal language to provide assessment information to
the public. Theintent of the pamphlet isto improve
property owners understanding of the assessment
process and how it affects them. In the pamphlet,
property owners find answers to such commonly
asked questions as "What isarevaluation?," "Isit
necessary that you view the inside of my prop -
erty?" and "What will happen to my assessment if |
improve my property?' The pamphlet also pro -
vides information on steps property owners may
take if they disagree with their assessment.

Nicollet County assessment staff use the pamphlets
in several ways. Appraisers staple the pamphlet to
door hangers |eft at properties when ownersareun -
available. They dso hand the pamphlet to owners
after ingpecting a property, giving owners some -
thing tangible to refer to if they have questions

later. Besidesinforming the public about the assess -
ment process, the pamphlet hel ps the assessor’s of -
fice persuade property owners that interior
inspections arein their best interest. The pamphlet
explains that interior ingpections ensure accurate as -
sessments and appraisers who do not see abuild -
ing’sinterior presume it isin the best condition and
base their estimates accordingly.
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The assessor’ s office kept the costs of the pamphlet
low by designing it in-house. Direct costsinclude a
one-time alocation of time to develop the pamphlet
and about $250 to print and fold multiple copies

that will last several years. Appraiserslikethepam -
phlet because, combined with the door hanger mes -
sages, the information makes the revaluation

process more understandable, and therefore easier,
for property owners. Owners also seem more cour -
teous and willing to cooperate with appraisers. The
office anticipates that the information will savetime
over the long run because informed residents may
have less need to ask about items the pamphlet cov -
ers.

The assessor’ s office tries to alert property owners

to upcoming appraiser visits. Because preferences
differ around the county, the office does not use the
same strategy countywide. For instance, the asses -
sor’ s office includes a notice about appraisers begin -
ning their ingpectionsin some communities water
bills sent during the year’ s spring quarter. Theno -
tice al so suggests that homeowners may schedule

an inspection at atime convenient to them.

On properties visited but not completely inspected,
appraisers leave adoor hanger message and follow
up with asecond visit if necessary. Property own -
erswho do not respond within aweek or two re -
celve apersonalized letter requesting an
appointment and reiterating the importance of the
inspection for an accurate gppraisal. Advanceno -
tice and persistence alow county staff to conduct in -
terior ingpections on most properties they visit.
Because the assessor’ s office produces the notices
and lettersin-house, printing costs are negligible.
The assessor believes that the benefit of the prop -
erty information — improving the accuracy of the
assessment — outweighsthe costs of thetime ap -
praisers spend to collect it.

Once the office mails property vauation notices, as -
sessment staff turn their attention to answering tax -
payers questions. Staff are prepared to answer
guestions both on property assessments and the
broader property tax system, amore frequent sub -
ject of callers inquiries. When a question pertains
to an assessment issue, appraisersreview the prop -
erty field card with the caller and consult asales

book prepared by the office to find sales prices of
comparable properties based on age, size, vaue,
story height, and other features of the building.

For owners till dissatisfied with their assessment,
appraisers describe the board of review process and,
inthe larger cities, request that owners makean ap -
pointment to appear before the board. The officere -
quests appointments for board of review
appearancesin larger cities because of the potential
for large numbers of appellants. Appointmentsa -
low county staff to prepare information on owners
complaints and provide appropriate sales data to
help boards of review make informed decisions. In
1996 the office will for the first time send aconfir -
mation |letter to those requesting an appointment as
away of informing owners about the appeals proc -
ess. In the letter the assessor will describe what the
board mesting entails, what is expected of the prop -
erty owner, and relevant information, such asanin -
dependent appraisal, that the owner should bring.

The assessor’ s office mails to property owners a
brightly colored half-page notice on homestead
status when it sends property va uation notices.
The notice succinctly describes the importance of
verifying homestead status and notifying the office
of homestead changes. Since inserting the notice,
the assessor’ s office has seen a noticeable increase
in the number of callersregarding homesteads, d -
though it does not track a precise count of al calls.
The assessor believes that the homestead notice
helps limit the number of appealsregarding home -
steads and applications for homestead tax abate -
ments.

In addition, the office sends a homestead applica -
tion to buyers every time residential property
changes ownership. Soon after receiving the certifi -
cate of real estate value confirming atransaction,

the office mails a homestead application to the new
owner. Appraisersaso hand out applications when
they inspect new construction. Property owners
who do not respond to these gpplications receive a
second onein the mail. Although statutes place the
onus on the taxpayer for declaring homestead

status, the assessor’ s office takes these precaution -
ary stepsto prevent future problems for both the tax -
payer and the county. The time and cost to the
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The assessor’ s office views
these various communication
efforts aslow-cogt, valuable
contributions to good public re -
lations and a smooth assess -
ment process. Assessment

staff developed many of the
practices by looking at the

need for information from the
taxpayers perspective. Other
jurisdictions could adopt simi -
lar measures without incurring
significant costs, although
counties with many property
transactions may not have the
capacity to send homestead ap -
plications after every residen -

A Nicollet County picture board

office are small compared to what could bein -
volved if property ownersfail to declare homestead
status. These owners are subject to far higher prop -
erty taxesthan if their property were classified
homestead. Being pro-active with homestead appli -
cations helps prevent redressing the problem

through tax abatements, a process that can prove
lengthy and administratively burdensome.

At the board of review meetings, apprai sers post
picture boards of sample propertiesfrom thejuris -
diction and their selling prices. The picture boards
give property owners an opportunity to see photo -
graphs of common homesin the areaand learn the
amounts for which they sold. Thishelpsownersun -
derstand the market forces that influence the asses -
sor’ s estimate of value for their property. To make
the picture boards useful to the public, appraisers
only use examples of propertiestypicd in thejuris -
diction and salesinvolving arm’slength transac -
tions. Constructing the picture boards costslittle
because appraisers use photographs already on

hand from updating field cards and sales data that
the office gathered for other purposes. Ownersrely
on the picture boards at the meetings because they
provide avisud illustration of property values that

is easy to grasp.

tial sale. Countiesinwhich

the county assessor’s officeis

not responsible for directly view -
ing and inspecting parcels would have to plan differ -
ent methods to distribute revaluation pamphlets or
other educational material. Assessors officesinju -
risdictions with agreat number of parcels may not
be able to pursue interior inspections as aggres -
sively as Nicollet County does.

For more information contact:

Doreen Pehrson
Nicollet County Assessor
(507)931-6800

Providing Advance Notification
About Property Inspections

Duluth

In recent years, appraisers from the city assessor’s
office in Duluth have mailed |etters to homeowners
whose homes were to be resppraised, notifying
them in advance of the appraisers visits. The office
has received favorable feedback from both residents
and appraisers regarding the advance notification.
Duluth islocated in St. Louis County and has about
86,000 residents.
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The assessor’ s office began sending the notification
lettersin 1992 as a means of improving public rela -
tions and customer satisfaction. The letter (1)
makes residents aware that their neighborhoods are
undergoing areappraisal and that they can expect
an appraiser’ svidit; (2) describes the importance of
both exterior and interior inspections for consistent
and accurate appraisals; (3) advises homeowners
that appraisers will be wearing appropriate identifi -
cation; and (4) aertsresidents that they will receive
adoor hanger message from the appraiser if they
arenot home. Inthe notification letter last year, the
office also suggested that owners pre-schedule an
appointment with an appraiser at the homeowners
convenience.

Appraisers sign and send the letters to homeowners
about two weeks prior to visiting the neighborhood.
They stagger mailingsto alow appraisers sufficient
time to complete the reappraisal of each area before
moving on to the next. Residentsthat call to sched -
ule an appointment can do so with the receptionist

to minimize the number of return calls between ap -
praisers and homeowners. Each appraiser keepsa
central calendar for the receptionist to schedule ap -
pointments.

With the help of advance notices, appraisers are
able to ingpect the interiors of the majority of
homesin theregppraisal areas. Appraiserslikethe
system because homeowners tend to be morerecep -
tiveto their inspections. Residents havetaken ad -
vantage of the opportunity to schedule inspections
and appraisers work flexible hours to accommodate
people’ swork days. With some inspections sched -
uled in advance, appraisers are able to plan ahead
and cover an areamore efficiently than they werein
the past when the only scheduled appointments
werein response to the door hanger messages.

The letters benefit residents aswell as appraisers.
Residents appreciate knowing when the appraisers
areworking in their neighborhood and will be stop -
ping at their house. Asamatter of safety, the notice
offershomeowners' reassurance that the appraisers
vidgts are legitimate. The chanceto schedule ap -
pointments for interior inspections offers an added
convenience for homeowners who are not typically
at home during the day.

Duluth appraisers send the notification letters first-
classmail. Postage for the lettersto homesin the
guartile being reappraised, amounting to about
$2,500 ayear, isthe largest ongoing cost involved
with mailing the notices. To keep paper costs low,
the office makes multiple copies of asingle letter in -
stead of using letterhead. During the first year of

the advance natification, the office spent time to de -
velop the content of the letter, but appraisers have
been able to use the same basic |etter each year,

with minor modifications as appropriate. The asses -
sor’ s office believes the costs of the notification let -
tersare minimal compared to their benefits.

Because of the advantages the assessor’ s office
achieved by mailing advance noticesin regppraisal
areas, the office would like to begin using the same
process prior to visiting new residential construc -
tion. Duluth’s success with providing advance noti -
fication inexpensively suggests that even
jurisdictions on atight budget may be able to adopt
a similar measure without incurring major expense.

For more information contact:

M. Lynn Duncan
Duluth City Assessor
(218)723-3287

City of Minnetonka

In the summer of 1992, the assessor’ s officein Min -
netonka, a city with 49,300 residents located in Hen -
nepin County, began mailing notices to
homeownersin the quartile of properties designated
for areassessment. The letter notifies property own -
ers of assessors upcoming visitsand providesagen -
eral explanation of the revadluation. Thisgives
property owners a better understanding of the logic
behind the inspections, which in turn makesthe
process easier for both property owners and asses -
Sors.

The assessor’ s office mails advance notices the be -
ginning of May and assessors begin their visitstwo
weeks later. The notice explains the Minnesota law
requiring assessorsto view properties at least once
every four years, how the inspection helpsimprove
the fairness of the property assessment, the typica
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length of time an inspection takes, and thevisible
photo identification assessors carry. The notice also
mentions the hours of assessors' availability forin -
spections and provides a phone number for property
owners to schedule an appointment for an interior
inspection or receive more information regarding
the assessment process.

The assessor’ s office has found that the notices ease
property owners apprehension about the interior in -
spection. They prepare homeowners for the upcom -
ing visit and reduce property owners hogtility
toward what some view asan intrusion. If the prop -
erty owner isnot at home when the assessor stops
by, the assessor leaves a blue door hanger asking

the property owner to phone the ng division
within five days to schedule an interior review. If
the property owner does not call, the office mails

out asecond letter of notice. Although the response
varies with each neighborhood, approximately 20 to
25 percent of property owners schedule appoint -
ments with the assessor’ s office after receiving the
reassessment notice.

The mailed notices cost the assessor’ s office the
price of printing, envelopes, and postage. Theas -
sessor’ s office views this cost as minor, considering
the good public relations generated and the time
saved assessors trying to explain interior inspec -
tions to property owners and schedule appoint -
ments. Although jurisdictions would haveto
modify the letter to their particular situations, the
Minnetonka assessor has found that the lessauto -
cratic the letter sounds, the better it isreceived by

property owners.

In keeping with its efforts to enhance relations with
Minnetonka citizens, the assessor’ s office has pur -
sued other public information efforts. Each Febru -
ary, the assessor’ s office publishes an article on
property taxes, assessments, and appealsin Minne -
tonka s monthly newdetter, which the city mailsto
each resident. The article discussesissuesrelated

to (1) property taxes, including property tax levies,
tax base changes, and city fiscal management; and
(2) market values, including how market valueisde -
termined, how to contact the assessor’ s office with
guestions, and how to formally appeal a property as -
sessment. The two-page article includes atimeline
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that walks citizens through the process of setting

and contesting market values, developing public
budgets, mailing truth and taxation notices, and pay -
ing taxes. The article also has aflowchart depicting
the options for appealing property assessments.

The assessor’ s office also sends an informational
brochure on the market value appeal processto
ownerswith questions. The pamphlet posestypical
property owner questions, such as "What is market
value?' and "How does the appeal process work?,"
and provides clear, understandable answers to these
guestions.

The costs for publishing the property tax article and
printing the informational brochure are minimal.
The editor of the Minnetonka Memo reserves space
each February for the assessor’ s article, with the
only direct cost to the assessor’ s office being the
time devoted to updating the article — approxi -
mately eight hours. The assessor’ s office absorbs
the cost of theinformational brochure by printing it
on the office’ s copier. Although the precise benefits
of such public communications are difficult to meas -
ure, Minnetonka' s assessor has received positive
feedback from both property owners and council
members.

For more information contact:

Richard Toy
Minnetonka City Assessor
(612)939-8226

MAINTAIN ADEQUATE
PERSONNEL AND EQUIPMENT

Achieving a High Rate of Interior
Inspections

City of Coon Rapids

In Coon Rapids, an Anoka County city with nearly
62,000 residents, the city assessor’ s office has de -
veloped procedures that alow the appraisal staff of
two full-time and one seasonal appraiser to inspect
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home during regular working hours.
With this advance | etter, the assessors
typically gain access to about 50 per -
cent of the homesthe firgt time
through an area.

Appraisers take a second step if they

do not enter the home on the first visit.
The second step is when appraisers
leave apink door hanger with informa -
tion about the quartile vigits, atele -
phone number, and arequest that the
owner call to schedule an appointment
for a property inspection.

If appraisers have not heard from the
property owners afew days after the
first door hanger is |eft on the prop -
erty, they take step three. Thisin -

Inspecting a property’s interior

approximately 4,900 residential parcels each year.
Only avery small fraction of the city’s residences
are not inspected due to refusal by the property
owner. ASSessors use aprocess of property visits
followed by a series of communicationswithin -
creasingly stronger messages to achieve a high rate
of interior ingpections.

Over the last two decades, the assessor’ s office has
built a successful four-step process that enables as -
sessors to ingpect the interiors of most homesin the
area being reappraised. The office beginsby mail -
ing a personalized letter from the city assessor to
each property owner in the quartile of propertiesto
bevidsted. Themailing istimed to arrive threeto
five days before the apprai ser begins inspectionsin
the neighborhood.

In the letter, the city assessor describesthe law re -
quiring assessorsto physicaly review property at
least every four years, explains what the property in -
spection involves and the time required, and names
the appraiser who will be working in the property
owner'sarea. In addition, the letter asks owners

who will not be hometo call for an appointment

and states that an appraiser is available one evening
each week to accommodate those who cannot be at

volves a second vigt to the property.

If no oneis home, the appraiser leaves

a second door hanger highlighted with
thisnote: "When no responseisreceived, anap -
praisal without interior inspection is processed.
This may increase your market value substantialy.
To avoid this, call for an appointment as soon as
possible.” Property owners have another week to

respond.

For those properties that remain uninspected after
this action, appraiserstake afourth step. Thisin -
volves calculating avalue for the property based on
depreciation but usually in excess of the parcd’s
normal value. The appraiser sends a second letter,
more strongly worded than the first letter and the
door hangers, informing the owner of the increased
estimated market value and the taxes the owner can
expect to pay given the new value. Theletter also
poses a 10-day deadline by which the owner must
call and schedule an appointment or the assessor
forwards the value estimate to the Anoka County as -
SESSOr.

By the end of the fourth stage, the assessment office
has heard from the great majority of homeowners.
In 1995, for instance, Coon Rapids appraisers made
interior ingpectionsin all but 46 homes — missing
only about one percent of al parcels inspected that
year. The few homeowners who have not contacted
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the office by this point receive afinal letter smply
informing them of the changein vaue.

The largest benefit of the high rate of interior in -
spections comes with the high degree of uniformity
of the assessment and equalization of property val -
ues. Asmeasured by the coefficient of dispersion,
the uniformity of the Coon Rapids assessment is
considered excellent. Through interior inspections
the assessor’ s office knows, for instance, when
homeowners finish basements and how much value
that adds to the property. Thislevel of information
contributes to attaining fair and equitable assess -
ments throughout the city. Although printing, post -
age, and the time involved with the inspections
generate costs, the city assessor believes that the
outcomes justify the expenditures.

Low ratios of assessment staff to parcels could con -
strain assessors' offices in other communities from
adopting similar methods. Coon Rapids assessor’'s
office is able to conduct these inspections, as well
asthose of new construction and building improve -
ments, because of advances in computerization and
by supplementing the full-time experienced staff
with part-time help in the spring through fall sea -
sons. Asmore parcels are added, however, the of -
ficeisfinding it increasingly difficult to maintain
these levels of inspection.

For more information contact:

Gaylord Aldinger
Coon Rapids City Assessor
(612)767-6445
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Using Computer-Assisted Mass
Appraisal (Agricultural Land Based
Only)

Big Stone County

Big Stone County, an agricultural county with a
population of 6,000 on Minnesota s western border,
began using computer-assisted mass appraisal of ag -
ricultural land for the 1995 assessment. The asses -
sor’ s office contracts for a computer-assisted
appraisal system that improves data accuracy, gener -
ates salesratio datafor the county, enhances equali -
zation, and saves time for the assessor’ s office.

Using information on the type of agricultural land
— whether it istillable, pasture, or wasteland —
the computerized appraisal system generatesadol -
lar value per acrefor each land type. Properties
with building sites have different values according
to the type of improvements; for instance, asite
serviced by apaved road has a different value than
asmilar sitewith agravel road.

Big Stone County’ s assessor’ s office paid a one-
time fee to purchase computer-assisted appraisal
software for agricultural land. Big Stone County be -
longs to the Mid State Computer Cooperative along
with about 20 other counties, most of which arelo -
cated in west-central Minnesota. A contract for on -
going support of this system, along with other
county departments computer needs, providesex -
tensive programming and support servicesthat the
assessor' s office considers critical to effective use

of the computer system. Besides offering technical
expertise, on-gtetraining, and answersto users
problems, the contractor makes ongoing improve -
ments to the system, keepsin contact with the Min -
nesota Department of Revenue to stay current with
its requirements, and monitors changesin laws.

The cooperative' s user group, made up of the mem -
bers who have purchased the computer-assisted ap -
praisal system, works with the contractor in
directing changes to the system.

To convert to computer-assisted appraisal inasys -
tematic way, the Big Stone County assessor’ s office
planned to adapt one segment of its data at atime.
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The county started by spending asummer transfer -
ring data on agricultural properties from field cards
to the computer system. The county transferred its
crop-equivaent ratings for valuing tillable land at
the sametime.# The assessor’ s office next plansto
add residentia property for the county’ slargest city,
Ortonville, followed by residential property in other
cities.

This systematic, step-by-step approach allows the
county to determine what works well for agiven
classfication of property and use that information
to make adjustments and improve the conversion of
datafor the next type of property. It aso allowsthe
assessor’ s office to complete its other assessment
duties while conducting the work involved with
compiling, entering, and checking data for the com -
puterized appraisal. Because of the small number
of commercia-industrial property sales, the county
is using a computerized cost-replacement schedule
instead of a mass appraisal system for commercia
properties.

The county found it useful to have an individual

with appraisal experience enter the datafor the com -
puter-assisted appraisal. Thisalowed the officeto
catch errors before they were entered into the sys -
tem. In addition, the assessor’ s office spent time
checking the data after initial entry to identify and
correct problems.

One advantage Big Stone County’ s assessor’ s office
has found with computer-assisted appraisal isin -
creased data accuracy. Loca appraiserswithin Big
Stone County no longer have to multiply numbers
because the computer program does this for them.
Instead, appraisers can spend their time ingpecting
properties. Because the computerized system elimi -
nates hand calculations, the county does not need to
spend time correcting math errors asit did in the

past. When the time comesto submit sales datato
the Minnesota Department of Revenue' s regional
representative, Big Stone County doesso viadisk -
ette, receives a printout of the sales data, correctser -
rors, and then resubmits the data for improved
accuracy.

Big Stone County’ s assessor’ s office savestime
with computer-assisted appraisal. 1n addition to
spending lesstime correcting errors, the county re -
celves sdesratio datain January instead of April be -
cause sales data can be submitted to the Minnesota
Revenue Department by diskette for easier process -
ing. Although the county still waitsfor the revenue
department’ s official direction regarding sales ratios
each spring, the computerized appraisal system aso
calculates salesratios, coefficients of dispersion,
and other measures. Big Stone County’ s assessor
can use these measures to determine whether value
adjustments are necessary. The assessor can aso
quickly and easily run "what if" scenarios, describ -
ing what value changes would result if she applies
different factors to severa hundred parcelsin any
given township. If theassessor’sofficehastoin -
crease property values to meet state requirements, it
can make the appropriate adjustments instead of
waiting for an order from the state board of equali -
zation.

The computerized appraisal system also improves
equalization of agricultural property. With thissys -
tem, Big Stone County’ s assessor’ s office has
greater confidence that agricultural land of any
given type will have asimilar value to comparable
property located elsewhere in the county. Improved
equalization means better market values around the
county and makesit easier for the assessor’ s office
to justify its valuation estimates.

4  Crop-equivaent ratings, or CERS, measure net economic productivity of farm land for different crops. The ratings are based on soil
types and consider crop yields, prices, and costs of production to determine the expected net income from crops planted on various soil
types. Dataon soil types and topography require extensive soil testing and mapping around the state, the results of which are expected
to remain constant from year to year. To develop an agricultural land valuation schedule, e conomists at the University of Minnesota
correlate farm sales data by county and township with the crop-equivalent ratings. The analysis produces ranges of farm land values
that assessors can use as guides for estimating agricultural property values. Source: Steven J. Taff, Preparation of the Minnesota Agri-
cultural Land Valuation Schedule (St. Paul: University of Minnesota Department of Applied Economics, November 1995).

The CER process for valuing agricultural land standsin contrast to what is known asthe ABC system. In the ABC system, assessors
use their own judgment, based on their knowledge of crops, irrigation, drainage, and topogra phy, to rate land values whereby A stands
for best, B for good, and C for poor. The ABC system for valuing farm land is somewhat more subj ective than the CER system.
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Because the computer cooperative providesthe pro -
gramming for the computer-assisted appraisal sys -
tem, the county does not need its own computer
programmer on staff. Without the computer coop -
erative, Big Stone County would have to hire staff
with sufficient expertise to provide the program -
ming for all their computer needs.

For more information contact:

Lila Benson
Big Stone County A ssessor
(612)839-3272

Pipestone County

The assessor’ s office in Pipestone County, alargely
agricultural county located in southwestern Minne -
sotawith 10,000 residents, has been usingacom -
puter-assisted mass gppraisal (CAMA) system since
1985. Pipestone County belongs to acomputer con -
sortium, and CAMA isjust one of the applications

in the software package used by the county. Theas -
sessor’ s office has found that purchasing a CAMA
system through a computer consortium is a cost-ef -
fective approach to estimating agricultural land
values.

The county assessor’ s office does not directly as -
sess any of the 9,000 parcelsin Pipestone County;
instead, all cities and townships contract with local
assessors. The county assessor distributes field
cards and cost schedulesto local assessors. Thelo -
cal assessors update property information and re -
turn the field cards to the county assessor’s office.
The office then enters the property information into
its computer system, and uses CAMA to estimate
agricultural land values based on sales of agricul -
tural land in the county.

Before usng CAMA for agriculturd property, the
process for calculating values was laborious. local
assessors had to update land information on field
cards, manually calculate land values using crop-
equivalent ratings from the county, record each
value on the respective field card, and return the
cards to the county, which then entered the values
into acomputer file. The manual calculationsgen -
erally took assessors four to five monthsto com -
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plete; with the CAMA system, the county assessor’s
office now spends two to three weeks.

Before the county assessor’ s office switched to a
CAMA system, it made an effort to get township
board support for the change. Because the asses -
sor’ sofficeintended to initialy use CAMA for only
farmland it focused communication efforts on town -
ships, where the majority of agricultural property
lays. The county assessor talked with each town -
ship board about (1) the objectives of using a
CAMA system, (2) how the county currently gener -
ates agricultural land values and how the process
would change with a CAMA system, and (3) the
benefits of usnga CAMA system — principaly, en-
hanced assessment standardization which leadsto a
more equitable property assessment system. The
county assessor also explained that if local asses -
sors do not have to spend time manually calculating
agricultural land vaues, they will have moretime
for other assessments. Securing townships' support
allowed the assessor’ s office to gain local commit -
ment to the new CAMA system, which made the
trangition from paper to computer a smoother
process.

To further ease the transition, the assessor’ s office
switched jurisdictions to the CAMA systemin
stages. The office first implemented CAMA for
properties in one township, observed how the sys -
tem worked, and corrected any problems that arose.
The office next added two more townships, follow -
ing the same process. Only after this second testing
did the assessor’ s office begin usng CAMA for re -
maining jurisdictionsin the county. By incremen -
tally implementing CAMA,, the office was able to
correct isolated problems and institute an effective
CAMA system.

Pipestone County’s CAMA system has resulted in
better statistical analyses, better access to assess -
ment data, and more uniform reporting from local
assessors to the county assessor’ s office. Addition -
aly, the CAMA system improved the assessment
uniformity and regressivity as measured by a coeffi -
cient of dispersion under 10 and a price-related dif -
ferentia closer to 100. The assessor’s officeis
currently in the process of upgrading its CAMA,

and expects additional benefits with the enhanced
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system. The new system, developed by the com -
puter consortium, will provide more data analyses,
more variables in the model used to calculateval -
ues, and more operational command functions.
Oncein place, the assessor’ s office plans to expand
its CAMA use by first adding agricultura buildings.
Within five years, the office expectsto use CAMA
for its commercia-industrial and residential proper -
tiesaswell.

Pipestone County purchased the software package,
which is used by the auditor, treasurer, and assessor,
for aone-time cost of $20,000 through the com -
puter consortium, and pays $1,250 amonth for on -
going service and support. County membership in
the computer consortium is $3,500 ayear. Al -
though the cost of the upgraded CAMA isyet un -
known, the assessor’ s office expects little increase
in the monthly fee.

Jurisdictionsinterested in implementing or updating
aCAMA system might consider computer consorti -
ums as a cost-effective approach. However, juris -
dictionswith limited property sales might not find
CAMA the best means of achieving increased as -
sessment uniformity because of the system’sreli -
ance on salesto estimate values.

For more information contact:

Tom Housdog
Pipestone County A ssessor
(507)825-3446

Using Computer-Assisted Mass
Appraisal

City of Bloomington

Bloomington, a city of 87,000 residentslocated in
Hennepin County, started its own computer-assisted
mass appraisal system in 1979. Developed in-
house, the computerized appraisa system has
evolved tremendoudly over the years and continues
to change today. Bloomington’s assessor’s office
has experienced many efficiencies from the system,
including savingsin personnel and time, aswell as
improved data and record keeping.

Bloomington's assessment office developed its own
computer-assisted mass appraisal system instead of
relying on outside computer vendors because the
city already owned a mainframe computer and had
existing programming expertise. The assessor’sof -
fice planned the implementation of its computerized
appraisal system over a series of yearswhich a -
lowed it to test computerized appraisals on asample
of properties and correct system deficiencies before
adding more properties. This approach permitted
the office to convert incrementally to computeriza -
tion without interrupting its main assessment re -
sponsibilities and services. Further, agradual
conversion allowed existing staff to become accli -
mated to anew way of doing business.

At firgt, the assessor’ s office devel oped a system for
computerizing the valuation of just 1,200, or less
than 5 percent, of the residentia parcels. Whilethe
conversion was taking place, the officeran aparal -
lel manual system so that any problems occurring
with the computerized system would not prevent it
from performing its assessment obligations. After
the office refined this system and attained equitable
values, it added half of the residential parcels one
year, the second half the next year, townhouses and
condominiums the third year, and double bunga -
lows yet another year.

Over aten- to twelve-year period, during which as -
sessment staff had been through nearly al proper -
tiestwice, the office created avery complete data
set for itsresidential properties. The second visit
through the properties permitted staff to make ad -
justmentsto the initial dataand fill in information
gaps. The computerized system isdesigned tore -
quire entering certain pieces of information for each
property, resulting in acomprehensive data base.
Although the assessor’ s office could have hired an
outside vendor to convert the data and have the
process completed more quickly, it opted to useits
own personnel to convert the dataon an incre -
mental basisto save money. Developing the system
in house aso alowed the office to have complete
control over system design, become entirely famil -
iar with the data base and its capabilities, and make
programming changes ingtantaneoudly.
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More recently, the assessor’ s office hasturned its at - of retrieving multiple field cards to compare similar
tention to automating data on its commercial-indus - properties, an assessor can sSmultaneoudy cal up
trial properties. Staff completed |oading data on all on asingle screen any given property and up to four
of Bloomington’s commercid properties and now other comparable properties.
run statistical analyses on commercial properties.
However, the system does not estimate values for Accessto property information by owners names
these properties. With additional programming, the allows staff to verify that owners have only one
office hopes to soon use the system to add or sub - homesteaded property within the city. Should the
tract capitalization rates and rents for income-pro - staff need to test how adifferent property charac -
ducing properties. teristic would affect avalue, they run "what if" pro -
grams. These programs allow assessors to know
The effectiveness of the computerized system de - instantly how the value would change if, for exam -
pends on staff training and input. Bloomington'sas - ple, they rated a building with a quality rating of 4
sessor’ s office stresses staff training year round, instead of 6. Similarly, when properties undergo
including computer training. Without such training, changes due to improvements or neglect, the sys -
the appraisers would not be fluent with the system. tem automatically calculates a new value. Over
Over the years, enhancements to the system have time, the assessment staff hasitemized eachim -
occurred as staff appraisers generated ideas on how provement, such as adding adeck, and the value it
to save time and improve accuracy. For instance, as represents for properties.
theresult of a staff suggestion, the system offers
three different screens on sales of comparable prop - Because of theinterface between the assessor’s
erties: onefor smilar properties, asecond for smi - computerized system and those in other city depart -
lar propertiesthat sold in the past 18 months, and a ments, the system assists interdepartmental commu -
third for similar properties selling in the past 18 nication, such as allowing assessors to track
months within a specific geographic area. building permits through interacting with the build -
ing inspections department. When owners pull per -
Bloomington’s computer-assisted mass appraisal mits to improve their property or begin new
system offers many advantages to the assessment construction, the system alerts assessors to the need
staff. Because of thetime
that has passed since the of -

ficeinitiated the computer -
ized system, the evolution of
the system over time, and im -
precision in separating pro -
gramming costs from other
data-processing costsin the
use of the city’smainframe
computer, cost datafor the
computerized-assessment sys -
tem are difficult to estimate.
Nonethel ess, the assessor’s
office believes the system has
been cost effective because

of theimprovements that
have followed. The com -
pleteness of the data base
gives staff confidence that the
city’ sdataon any owner's

property are correct. Instead

Bloomington's CAMA in use
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for regppraisals. Further, to reduce errors, the sys -
tem detects logical inconsistencies; for instance, if
appraisers are entering data on a two-story house,
the system requires them to include certain features
that distinguish the property astwo-story.

Other gains from the computer-assisted mass ap -
praisal system include savings of timeandim -
proved equalization of values. Computing
valuationsfor al resdentia parcelsinthecity is
done within two weeks, whereas in the past it took
several months. With the computerized-appraisal
system, the assessor’ s office produces a variety of
salesratio studies. Staff stratify the salesby avari -
ety of factors, such as assessment district, year

built, market value, story height, quality, and loca -
tion along major transportation routes, among oth -
ers. Asaresult, vaues of comparable properties

are more uniform around the city and equalization
isimproved because value changes are more consis -
tent.

With the addition of persona computersfor the
staff, productivity also increased: instead of six
clerksin 1989 the assessment office now has three,
and theresidential field staff was reduced from five
to four appraisers. Bloomington's assessor’s office
also uses the computerized appraisal system asa
management tool. To measure staff effectiveness,
managers track how much work appraisers com -
plete and calculate sales tatistics by appraiser.

Additional enhancements are ongoing in Bloom -
ington’ s computer-assi sted mass appraisal system.
With the next upgrade, the assessor’ s office hopes

to re-engineer a system that is more user friendly by
offering a"windows' environment in which apprais -
ers need only point and click to produce certain
screens.

Cities without city-owned mainframe computers
may not have the same incentives to develop anin-
house computerized appraisal system as Bloom -
ington did. Depending on jurisdictions' own
circumstances and computer needs, a vendor-based
system may be more cost effective.

For more information contact:

Peter Koole
Bloomington City Assessor
(612)948-8707

or

Bob Turek
Assessment Specialist
(612)948-8700 extension 4244

City of Minnetonka

In the city of Minnetonka, with 49,300 residents|o -
cated in Hennepin County, the city assessor’ s office
has been using a computer-assisted mass appraisal
(CAMA) system for the past four years. Although
the city has had accessto CAMA ever sinceit con -
tracted with a computer consortium for other com -
puter services, Minnetonka' s assessor’ s office just
began utilizing the CAMA component for itsres -
dentia propertiesin 1992. While still under deve -
opment, Minnetonka appraisers have aready found
that the system increases uniformity among their as -
sessments.

Because of the city’slack of homogeneous proper -
ties, the assessor’ s office had in the past questioned
the potential benefits CAMA might offer Minne -
tonka. With the CAMA tool readily accessible
through its existing computer system, however, the
assessor’ s office decided to implement CAMA for
the city’ sresidential property classon atria bass.
The city assessor hoped CAMA would simplify the
office’ smass appraisal process and increasethe ac -
curacy of its assessments.

Pleased with the initial results, the assessor’ s office
isnow considering the purchase of an updated
CAMA through the consortium. The updated
CAMA would be more flexible, equipped with a
program that performsregresson anaysis. Pres -
ently, the office uses aregression analysis program
developed in-house. Appraisers run analyses of
sales data based largely on the qudity, class, and
style of the property. CAMA produces rates, both
base and adjusted, for all property categories. The
assessor’ s office has limited its CAMA applications
to principally single-family residentia properties,
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where the city has more comparable properties. It
does not use CAMA for such residential properties
as townhouses, condominiums, or duplexes, where
the number of comparable salesislimited. Like -
wise, because of insufficient comparable sales, Min -
netonka’ s assessor does not anticipate usng CAMA
soon for the city’s commercial-industrial properties.

The assessor’ s office is till updating its property in -
formation, and hopes to have al data entered by
1998. Nonetheless, appraisers have aready found
CAMA auseful tool. Appraisers generate values

for the parcels themsealves, and have increased their
efficiency five-fold from 2,000 hand-held calcula -
tor calculations to 10,000 computerized calculations
in the same length of time. The assessor’ s office
also believes CAMA has increased its effectiveness.
Not only do appraisers get more reglistic numbers
with which to work, making the assessment |ess of
a‘‘guessing game, ” but the office has gained more
uniformity among the assessments produced by dif -
ferent appraisers. Moreover, the office notes that
appraisers can more easily generate such reports as
market value changes or salesratios dueto theen -
hanced property information collection system.

Minnetonka' s assessor cautions that CAMA oper -
ates best for property classes with ample compara -
ble sales and advises that the more homogeneous
the property in aclass, the better. Belonging to a
computer consortium may aso make the system
more economically feasible for most jurisdictions.
The assessor’ s office pays $20,000 annually for its
share of the entire computer system, including
CAMA, which is based on the amount of time the
office usesthe system. For Minnetonka s asses -
sor’ s office, the benefits gained from increased uni -
formity and decreased time expenditures outweigh
the actual dollar cost to the office.

For more information contact:

Richard Toy
Minnetonka City Assessor
(612)939-8226
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Washington County

The assessor’ s office in Washington County began
implementing computer-assisted mass appraisal
(CAMA) in 1989. The county assessor’ s officeis
responsible for ng about two-thirds of the
parcelsin the county and local assessors assess
about one-third. Implementing CAMA isanongo -
ing process in Washington County, a metropolitan
county with 169,000 residents.

The assessor’ s office took severa yearsto research,
plan, and begin using its CAMA system. It spent
about ayear investigating the right CAMA for the
county’ s needs and another two yearsto tailor the
system and provide training for al users. Because
the office knew that novices and others, such asreal
estate agents, would rely heavily on the computer -
ized data, staff were careful to make the system
easy to usefor all potential users.

Before the county could begin using the CAMA sys -
tem, appraisers had to visit al parcelsto collect
comparable data. Appraisersdid thisover aperiod
of years through 1995 when staff entered the last
communities’ assessment data into the CAMA sys -
tem. However, instead of waiting to use CAMA
countywide, the county assessor used the system to
generate property values city by city after apprais -
ers gathered and entered the appropriate informa -
tion. Thisallowed the officeto test the CAMA
system and refine it as needed. With all parcd data
now converted to the CAMA system, the assessor
has the ability to revalue tens of thousands of par -
celswithin minutes, something that in the past
would have taken weeks. For most parts of the
county, CAMA has replaced hand-calculated val -
ues. Consequently, usng CAMA reduces errors
and increases efficiency.

CAMA isone component of Washington County’s
four-part computer system in development during
1995 and 1996. When complete, the syslemwill in -
tegrate CAMA with a geographic information sys -
tem, land-based information such as infrastructure
data, an imaging system, and tax data. Assessors
and other county personnel will have accessto ll
relevant data about a property on a single computer
terminal — assessed vaue, parcel characteristics,
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made by multiple apprais -
ersin the county, some
employed by the county
and others employed by
cities or townships.

With CAMA, the county
assessor can also closdly
and easily monitor the as -
sessment/salesratio. The
system allows the assessor
to pinpoint areas where as -
sessments are not at an ap -
propriate level or where
they lack uniformity. The
assessor’ s office can de -
tect even the smallest of
valuation discrepancies
with CAMA and quickly
correct them to achieve
optima uniformity.

A Washington County CAMA screen

tax data, sales and deed information, public infra -
structure like sewers and roads, and a visual image
of the property. The countywide effort involves
multiple departments and will likely include addi -
tional departmentsin the future.

Aspart of its CAMA system, the assessor’ s office
developed an extensive training program. Besides
familiarizing staff with the hardware and software,
training included devel oping a comprehensive book
appraisers use as aguide asthey compile parcel in -
formation. The book helps ensure that, even with
different appraisers, information is consistent across
properties. For example, the book defines agrade
"5" construction quality with precise detail andillus -
trations so appraisers can properly code all proper -
ties bearing those characteristics.

From the perspective of the county assessor’sof -
fice, the largest benefit of CAMA is equalization of
property values. Throughout the county, values on
properties sharing similar characteristicsand in
similar markets will now bear smilar estimated
market vaues dueto CAMA. The CAMA system
improves equalization of estimated market values

The CAMA system aso

allows the assessor’s of -
fice to make useful information readily available to
property owners. Thissaves aff timeandin -
creases efficiency. For instance, when owners call
with questions on their assessment, appraisers have
immediate access to property and sales information
for the subject property and other smilar properties.
After speaking with taxpayers, appraisers can send
acopy of theowners' property recordsindicating
the subject property’ s value, and values of compara -
ble properties when necessary. Ultimately, thislim -
its the number of appeals coming before boards of
review and equalization because owners seem less
likely to appeal when they understand how the as -
sessor arrived at the estimated market value and
how their own value compares with other smilar
properties.

Because the CAMA system required more complete
and accurate data on both land and buildings than in
the past, and because values were no longer calcu -
lated by hand, many property owners saw changes
in values after the county used CAMA. However,
after usng CAMA in acommunity for ayear, the
number of appealsin the city or township typicaly
decreased because of better equaization of values.
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Improved equalization has contributed to fewer ap -
pedals by property ownersto local boards of review
across the county. According to the county asses -
sor, appeals lodged at board of review meetingsdur -
ing 1994 and 1995 represented about a quarter

fewer appealsthan in earlier years.

Over afour-year period, Washington County in -
vested about $200,000 in its CAMA hardware, soft -
ware, and enhancements, not including costs of
training and data entry. The assessor’ s office antici -
pates that additional expenditures will be necessary
to refine the system further. Comparable CAMA
systems could cost less today because improved
technology and widespread demand have lowered
prices. Nonetheless, CAMA systemsrequire signifi -
cant up-front investments of from afew thousand to
hundreds of thousands of dollars.

Washington County’ s experience indicates that a
CAMA system isnot static. Jurisdictions should

not expect CAMA software installed oneyear tore -
main as functional in future years. Sinceinstalling
the CAMA system, Washington County’ s assess -
ment staff has made enhancementsto it each year.
The enhancements are necessary to account for
technological advances and changesin local needs.

One congderation in implementing CAMA isin -
volving people with assessment expertise and oth -
erswith computer expertise in planning and
developing the system. Lacking direct involvement
of assessors, the planning process could produce a
computer system that does not meet all assessment
needs. However, planning must be donein such a
way that assessors still have time to compl ete their
main assessment duties. Another consideration is
the need for adequate training since staff coopera -
tion is essential to making CAMA effective. This
may involve overcoming staff reluctance to take
part in asystem that differs considerably from past
practices. At aminimum, thisrequires adequate
staff training on the CAMA system, its equipment
and uses, and the advantagesiit offersto the apprais -
es jobs.

To ensure that CAMA generates good estimates of
property values, ajurisdiction must have accurate
assessment dataon its parcels. CAMA estimates
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values based on whatever data are entered in the
system; if the data on building characteristics are
poor, for instance, the estimated market values will
befaulty. Inaddition, CAMA may require apprais -
ersto distinguish and account for land and building
values more precisaly than in the past.

For more information contact:

Scott L. Hovet
Washington County A ssessor
(612)430-6111

Shifting to a Countywide
Assessment System

Cass County

Cass County, located in north central Minnesota
with 22,600 residents, shifted to a countywide as -
sessment system for its 1994 assessment. Pre -
vioudly relying on both local and county assessors,
Cass County adopted aresolution in June 1992 that
requires the county assessor’s office to assess all
property in the county. Although in operation for
only ashort time, the assessor’ s office has found the
countywide assessment system cost effective and ef -
ficient.

A number of factors influenced Cass County’ s shift
to a countywide assessment system. First, many of
theloca contract assessors were nearing retirement
age without younger assessors available to replace
them. Second, local jurisdictions were increasingly
asking the county to assume their assessment re -
sponsihilities. Loca jurisdictionsthat contracted
with the county apparently told others about the
high quality of assessment and administrative ease
achieved through contracting with the county asses -
sor’soffice. Third, some taxpayers had begun to
complain about the quality of assessments and the
availability of their local assessors. Although the
number of districts concerned about poor assess -
ment was small, the complaints received county
commissioners attention.

At the county board's request, the county assessor
examined the feasibility of adopting a countywide
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assessment system. The assessor |ooked especidly
at the expected costs of a countywide system. At
that time, the assessor’ s office was aready assess -
ing nearly three-fourths of al parcelsin the county.
Because the office had tracked the number of as -
sessment districts, parcels, and appraisers for over
10 years, the assessor was able to estimate the addi -
tional staff required by shifting to a countywide as -
sessment system.

The goa was to minimize the number of staff

needed to produce effective assessments. Based on
staffing and workload data, the assessor estimated
that a countywide assessment system could eventu -
ally work successfully in Cass County with the addi -
tion of two field appraisersif the office continued to
augment its computer-assisted mass appraisal
(CAMA) system. Thiswould ultimately trandate

to 100 percent of the county’s 31,865 parcelsas -
sessed by 5 county appraisers, or 6,373 parcels per
appraiser. Because completion of the CAMA up -
grade and expansion would take three to five years,
the office thought the best interim solution was con -
tinuing its practice of sub-contracting some parcels
to local assessors.

The county assessor estimated the additional costs
of the countywide system, including staff, vehicles,
and education, to determine how those costs would
affect the genera county levy. The estimated differ -
ence in cost between countywide assessingand lo -
ca ng was not substantial. In fact, estimates
showed that in some cases local jurisdictions that
had been using their own contract assessor might ac -
tually reduce their total assessment costs under
countywide assessment. In Cass County, asin other
counties, taxpayersin jurisdictions that contracted
with local assessors paid the same general levy for
county assessment staff services asthose that con -
tracted with the county. Jurisdictionsthat con -
tracted with the county paid an additional cost per
parcel fee for parcels assessed by the county. Thus,
by shifting to a countywide system, taxpayersin
some jurisdictions could realize a net reduction in
assessment costsif their combined local levy for the
contract assessor and county levy for the county as -
sessor’ s office was greater than the new genera

levy for countywide assessment.

The county assessor’ s office wanted local jurisdic -
tions throughout Cass County to support thetrans -
tion. Consequently, the office undertook a public
information campaign prior to the adoption of the
resolution. The county assessor’s officesent alet -
ter to local government officiasin each local juris -
diction informing them that the county board was
considering implementing a countywide assessment
program and inviting them to attend one of threein -
formational meetings held across the county to dis -
cussthe possibletrangition. The letter carefully
detailed some of the reasons that prompted consid -
eration of acountywide system, how the system
would be funded, the benefits of a countywide sys -
tem, and the possibility of the county retaining
some of the local assessors currently contracted by
jurisdictions for sub-contract work. The meetings
did not resolve the issue of whether Cass County
should adopt a countywide system, since strong
opinions for both sides emerged. Nevertheless, be -
cause the meetings provided aforum for local gov -
ernment officials to voice their opinions and
participate in the decision-making process, the meset -
ings were an important part of the trangition to a
countywide system.

After county commissioners approved theresolu -
tion for countywide assessment, Cass County’sas -
Sessor sent a personalized letter to each jurisdiction
and each local assessor informing them of the
change. Because the assessor mailed the lettersin
the summer of 1992, both local assessors and
elected officials had a year to acquaint themselves
with the countywide assessment system. The letter
informed locdl officials with their own assessors
that the city or township would not need to budget
for assessment services beginning in 1994 when the
county would assume assessment responsibilities.
Injurisdictions that already used the county for as -
sessment, the letter reassured local officias that the
countywide shift would have no significant impact
on their districts and also stated that they would no
longer need to budget for the county’ s assessment
services.

The transition to the countywide system, with the
aid of these public relations efforts, hasbeen rela -
tively smooth. Although the county assessor’sof -
fice has not yet measured satisfaction among local
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officials with the countywide system, the office has
received fewer taxpayer complaints regarding the
equity of the assessment and fewer state board of
equaization orders.

Cass County’ s assessor has found additional bene -
fits from the centralization of assessment functions.
Firgt, uniformity among appraisers hasimproved.
Property owners benefit from the added level of ex -
pertise and training of county appraisers. Because
all appraisers, both full time and subcontractors, are
funded by the county assessor’ s office, al report to
the county assessor. This givesthe assessor amore
direct role in ensuring equitable assessments from
theinitial local assessment instead of waiting for
county reviews of local assessors' estimates.

To further promote uniformity, al full-time and sub -
contracting appraisers receive annual appraisa
guidelines and schedules for the assessment year.
The informational packet servesasatool to help ap -
praisers with the assessment, offering updates on
genera assessment practices and outlining statutory
changes pertinent to the assessment.

Second, the countywide system improved the ease

of assessment administration and enhanced commu -
nication. Because everything isnow centraly lo -
cated — from the books, ledgers, and records to the
assessment staff itself — the assessor’s officeis
more effective during open-book meetings, local
boards of review, and the county board of equaliza -
tion. Since appraisers now work together and can
easly communicate with one another, they have a
better understanding of each other’swork. Asare -
sult, they are better equipped to provide knowledge -
able answers to property owners questions.

Third, countywide assessment hel ped improve pub -
lic relations between the assessor’ s office and Cass
County property owners. Dueto centralized assess -
ment, all taxpayer questions and complaints now
come to the county assessor’ s office. The office

can therefore ensure that al property ownerswill re -
celve a prompt, thorough, standard response to their
guestions. The assessor’ s office is better equipped

to accurately track all taxpayer complaints as well,
which will ultimately provide the office a meansto
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measure property owner satisfaction with the new
countywide system.

Cass County offers arecent example of a successful
shift to countywide assessment. Nonetheless, the
shift to a countywide system has the potentia to be
quite political because some communities may not
want to lose control over their local assessors.
Based on Cass County’ s experience, counties con -
sidering a shift to countywide ng should con -
duct extensive preliminary work on the trangition’s
cost and feasibility. For example, if alarge increase
in gtaffing would be necessary, the transition may
be lessjudtifiable due to the additiona expense.
Similarly, atransition may be unnecessary if a
county’ s present structure produces a high quality
assessment at a reasonable cost.

For more information contact:

Steve Kuha
Cass County Assessor
(218)547-3300

Using a Geographic Information
System

Clearwater County

Clearwater County, located in north central Minne -
sotawith 8,400 residents, initiated a geographic in -
formation system (GIS) in 1992. The assessor’'s
office began using the in-house GIS system, which
serves multiple county departments, in 1995.

While comprehensive parcel mapsfor the asses -
sor’ s office are still under devel opment, assessors
have aready benefited from the increased flexibil -
ity GIS maps offer.

Clearwater County’s Land and Forestry Department
originally developed the GIS system, which uses
United States Geological Survey (USGS) topo -
graphic maps as base maps, for timber plots. Al -
though the assessor’ s office was interested in
potential GIS applications, it wasinitially unsure
whether the USGS maps would prove accurate
enough for plotting parcels. However, after evaluat -
ing aternative systems the county assessor con -
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cluded that USGS base maps were sufficient for its
rural townships.

Clearwater County originally contracted with a
computer consortium for GIS services provided to
the Land and Forestry Department. As other county
departments expressed interest in using GIS, the
county decided to hire afull-time GIS technician in
lieu of consortium services. Using afull-time
county employee allows departmentsto receive
more customized GI S applications and moreimme -
diate responsesto their questions and requests. Ad -
ditionally, Clearwater County found employing a
GIStechnician dightly less expensive than contract -
ing with aprivate firm.

The technician works half time for the Land and
Forestry Department and half time for other inter -

ested county departments. The county calculates A Clearwater County map plotter
the hourly wage of the GI S technician, including

both salary and benefits, and charges that rate to average life of three years. Digita production not

each department based on its use of the technician’s : :
only extends map life, but enhances m aity as
time. Departments thus receive the benefit of an on- wel)ll P 2 quality

site GI'S technician while sharing the cost.

The assessor’ s office initialy opted to digitizeitsru -
ral township maps because more sophigticated sys -
temstypically take substantial amounts of time and
resources to implement. However, Clearwater
County plansto purchase new digitd orthopho -
tographs by the end of the year. Previous USGS
maps were not themsealves computer-readable, and
therefore required individual s to digitize the maps
based on aeria photographs. In contrast, digital or -
thophotographs are computer-readable and proc -
essed to minimize distortions found in traditional
aeria photographs. Minnesota s Land Management
Information Center coordinated a base map project

in 1990, and is producing state mapsin stages. Or -
thophotographs that include Clearwater Coun

The greatest benefit realized by the assessor’ s office ShOFL)H d bg r:l;dy by the end of 1996, and coung offi -

Is increased ease of use. For exgmpl & whena par - cials have decided to purchase the corresponding
cel is split assessors are able to incorporate the split maps. The assessor's office plans to use the ortho -

into the digital map without redrawing an entirely hotoaraohs as base maos for blottin cdlsof cit -
new map. Also, digita maps offer the office greater :Oes anog ?e?nai ning towr?srpﬂ ps. pcHiing per !

flexibility in receiving any size, part, or type of map
desired. Additionaly, digital maps dleviate the
problem of limited map life because staff can up -
date maps instantaneously as conditions change.
Previoudy, the office' s hand-drawn maps had an

Although the county is developing anew digital
map system, currently the assessor’ s office draws
maps based on aeria photographs and the techni -
cian digitizesthem for GISuse. Typically, for each
day the assessor’ s office spends updating a map the
technician spends four days digitizing it. The aeria
photos come from USGS maps of land sections,
onto which the assessor sketches parcel information
by township. Once the maps are complete, he
sends them to the GI'S technician who produces
digital versions of the parcel maps. The assessor's
office currently has digital mapsfor threetown -
ships, and expects to complete another five.

Presently, the cost to the assessor’ s office for digital
GIS mapsis the time spent drawing maps and the
hourly rate for the office’ s share of GIS technician
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time. Because digital orthophotographsfor Clear -
water County are not yet available, the assessor's of -
ficeisuncertain of their comprehensive costs.
However, the CD ROM which stores the com -
pressed orthophotographs will cost the county $32.
Staff believe the gains achieved with digital maps
will outweigh any additional cogsts.

Based on Clearwater County’ s experience, counties
considering implementing GIS need to involve all
county departmentsthat are potential users. This
will help counties decide the necessary level of plot
accuracy, estimate potential demand, and project ex -
pected expenditures. Theleve of plot accuracy is
especialy important. For some uses, digital maps
based on agria photographs would be insufficiently
accurate. In these cases, jurisdictions may need to
explore alternatives such as orthophotographs.

For more information contact:

Donald Holm
Clearwater County Assessor
(218)694-6260

City of Coon Rapids

In Coon Rapids, an Anoka County city with nearly
62,000 residents, the city assessor’ s office has used
ageographic information system (GIS) over the last
two yearsto ass« its assessment work. Developed
and run by the city’ s engineering department, the

GlIS allowsthe assessor’ s office to view all land val -
ues on color-coded maps of city neighborhoods.

The maps show assessors whether values are consis -
tent throughout any section of the city.

Coon Rapid' s GISis available to and used by many
different city departments. Assuch, the assessor's
office bears no direct costs for using GIS. The city
employs two information system specialists with
whom the assessors work when they need GIS help.
The engineering department uploaded data on land
values and taxation to the GIS system for al parcels
in Coon Rapids.

Before the advent of GIS, assessors produced their
own maps using colored pencilsto mark relevant
data. Thiswas atime consuming process done by
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hand and subject to errors. GIS maps are produced
far more proficiently, can be updated easily tore -
flect market changes, and offer a professiona qual -
ity product.

The assessor’ s office has used GIS in anumber of
ways. By using GISto produce maps of six residen -
tial zones, with each zone distinguished by the
value of the lots and buildings, the assessors can
easily detect a parcel that is not consistent with val -
ues of surrounding parcels. Assessors can then
make adjustments before finalizing the assessment.
This process permits assessors to quickly yet com -
prehensively detect and correct equalization prob -
lems. It also allows assessors to determine whether
all properties affected by certain land uses, such as
railroads or mgjor streets, are treated equally. Prop -
erties near land uses that may negatively affect
value receive adjustments for the locational factors.
In conjunction with analyses of property sales, as -
sessors also use GI S to monitor the effect on home
values of nearby apartment complexes.

Before beginning the reappraisals of propertiesin
the quartile, assessors now ook at GIS mapsto de -
tect any problem areas. The maps, used along with
salesratio studies, help assessors identify parcels
with values different from similar properties. With
data mapped on residential sales, assessors use GIS
maps to monitor sales activity by type of home or
by areawithin the city. Assessors have also used
GISto locate properties eligible for thevalue ex -
emption associated with the "This Old House" pro -
gram. By mapping the date of residential
construction, assessors see where the areas affected
by thelaw lie.

In addition, assessors have used GIS mapsto locate
small, city-owned parcelsto help determine

whether the parcels are usable or should be sold to
remove them from the list of tax-exempt properties.
Assessors also prepare maps for use specifically by
the local board of review. These maps show the
board which parcelswerein the reappraisal areafor
the current assessment year and which will bereap -
praised during the upcoming year.

The assessor’ s office anticipates expanding its use
of GIS. For the future, assessors want to gear the
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use of GIS for analyzing commercia-industria par -
cels. They are preparing data that will alow them

to map the cost per square foot for al commercial-
indugtrial parcelsin the city. They aso planto use
GISto assst with land value analysis. The maps
will help assessors detect inconsistenciesin land
values.

Coon Rapids assessor’ s office enters appraisal and
taxation datainto the Anoka County computer sys -
tem. To usedatafor GIS purposes, the city down -
loads data from the county system and has the data
converted to make them readable by the city’sown
computer system.

Although a GI S offers many benefits to assessors
offices, it isan integrated network of data that typi -
caly requires the involvement of multiple depart -
mentswithin the jurisdiction. It is not something
that a single department can easily pursue. Theex -
pense of GIS, which reaches tens of thousands and
even millions of dollarsfor hardware, software, con -
verting paper documents, and entering data requires
afull commitment by the jurisdiction and its policy
makers. After capturing dataand converting them
to digital form, jurisdictions still face the costs of

training and system maintenance. For smaller juris -
dictions, GIS may only be feasible when developed
in cooperation with other local governments.

For more information contact:

Gaylord Aldinger
Coon Rapids City Assessor
(612)767-6445

Using Pen-Based Computers
Ramsey County

The assessor’ s officein Ramsey County, ametro -
politan county of 481,000 residents, is currently in
the process of acquiring pen-based computers for
appraisarsinthefield. The office believes pen-
based computers will increase staff productivity and
assessment efficiency. County appraisers have
been experimenting with some prototypes since
February 1996. The assessor’s officeisresponsible
for ng the value of al property in the county.

Ramsey County is working with a private company
to develop the pen-based computers. Pen-based

computers are portable
tablet persona comput -
ers. The units measure
eleven inches by seven
inches by two inches,
weigh approximately
two and one-half
pounds, and cost $4,500
each. The computers
are part of anew inte-
grated assessment sys-
tem that replacesa
system the assessor’ s of -
fice had used since the
1970s.

The previous assessment
system in Ramsey
County was cumber -
some, required numer -

A Coon Rapids GIS map

ous steps, and often
duplicated functions.
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assessors to up-load data
on demand, change data,
revalue parcels, and send
changes directly to the
host computer without
data entry by other office
staff. Additionally, the
new system providesthe
office easier and more
reliabletracking of ap -
praisal work, alowing
the daily monitoring and
correcting of problems.

The office hopes the new
system and the pen-
based computerswill in -
crease staff productivity
and efficiency and in -
crease the reliability of
data changes and valu -
ation updates. By shift -

Ramsey County's pen-based computers

Appraisers updated property data on field cards and
clerical staff entered these dataiinto the main com -
puter system. Technical staff then converted the
data to batch mode for large computer runs based

on regression models. 5 Market analysts, who devel -
oped the computer models used for the regression,
checked the accuracy of the batch runs. Appraisers
subsequently verified the fina values estimated by
the computer runs. This process placed the respon -
shility for producing actua property valuesin the
hands of market analysts, removing appraisers from
an important part of the valuation process.

The new system streamlines the assessment proc -
ess. It provides remote access from the pen-based
units to the main computer host through a server ac -
cessible by radio waves and tel ephone modems.
Remote data access and valuation via the pen units
allows appraisersto review market valuesin the
field and fine tune values in their respective neigh -
borhoods. Pen-based application provides same-
day updates and vaue verification, allowing

ing the duty of

estimating a property’s

market value from the
market anayst to the field appraiser, the office
hopes to augment appraisers authority and respons -
bility. The system will also decrease paper flow
and physical storage requirements. Ultimately, the
assessor’ s office expects to improve its service to
taxpayers by providing more accurate assessments
and more timely responses to property owner ques -
tions.

The assessor’ s office anticipates that 15 appraisers
will be using wireless pen technology by the end of
1996 and expectsto have all 30 appraisers using the
technology by the end of 1997. The office believes
employee acceptance of the new system isessen -
tial, and hasinvolved staff in much of the develop -
ment process. Further, the officeis providing
extensive staff training to ensure efficient use of the
technology.

Although too new atechnology to understand all
benefits and costs, pen-based computers offer prom -

5 A batch system executes a set of commands or jobs and returns the results without any human i ntervention. Batch systems allow
the processing of large data sets — that may involve many hours of computer run time — during periods of low computer use by hold-
ing jobsin queue until the necessary system resources are available for use.
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ising new alternatives to a paper-based system of quires abatement petitions to contain sufficient sup -

field cards. By streamlining the processfor revalu - porting facts and detail to alow the county board to

ing property, the technology presents the potential determine whether the situation warrants granting

for redlizing important gainsin efficiency. How - an abatement.

ever, because the technology isrelatively new and

changesin technology continue, questions such as The county considers abatement requests for the

the ability of pen-based computers to withstand the prior two yearsfor clerica errorsor hardship; there -

rigors of the field will remain unanswered until the guest must also meet one of the six conditions listed

computers have been in full use for sometime. above. Anoka County’s abatement policy defines
hardship as: "Any event(s) or circumstance(s) be -

For more information contact: yond the control of the taxpayer which precludes

the taxpayer from filing for areduction or an adjust -

Brian Ducklow ment of the property taxes. Examples of "hardship”

I(-‘gg)sgecg rg;y Assessor may include the incapacity of the taxpayer or illness
of the taxpayer or taxpayer’ simmediate family and
other events or circumstances which may congtitute
excusable neglect on the part of the taxpayer.”
ADOPT CLEAR TAX . .

The abatement policy also outlines the process for
ABATEMENT POLICIES deciding abatement applications. The property re -

cords and taxation division initialy receivesan ap -
Developing Abatement Policies plication for sbatement. Applications approved by

the city assessor, and al applicationsin citieswith -
Anoka County out a city assessor, advance to the county assessor.

If the county assessor approves the abatement appli -
Anoka County, a metropolitan county with 262,000 cation, the request proceeds to a two-member panel
residents, updated its abatement policy in 1993 to consisting of acounty commissioner designated as
better reflect recent statutory changes. The county the responsible commissioner for real estate and the
desired greater uniformity in considering abate - division manager of property records and taxation.
ments. Adopting awell-defined abatement policy Abatement applications recommended for approval
has increased continuity in abatement considera. - by the panel go directly to the county board for ac -
tions by the county, which benefits property owners tion; abatement applications recommended for de -
by improving fairnessin abatement decisions. nia go to the commissioner in whose district the

property islocated. That commissioner has two
The county considers abatement requests for the weeks to respond to the application. If the commis -
current year only under six circumstances: (1) the sioner concurs with the proposed denial, the county
County made administrative or clerica errors, considers the abatement request denied. If thecom -
(2) the County assessor deemed as appropriate cer - missioner dlS@reeS with the proposed denid ) the
tain modifications to value, property classification, abatement advances to areview committee consist -
or taxable status, (3) the postal servicelost or de - ing of three commissioners, excluding the commis -
layed payments and the taxpayer presented ade - sioner in whose district the property islocated. The
quate documentation thereof, (4) the taxpayer policy describes the make-up of the review commit -
expenencaj eventsor illness be)/ond higher con - tee and rotates review committee responsi bilities
trol, (5) the taxpayer s request for abatement of spe - among commissioners. If the review committee ap -
cia assessments made by municipalities for local proves the abatement application, the full county
improvements was approved by the board of review board considers the application; if the review com -
or taxing district, and (6) the taxpayer acquired and mittee denies the application, the county considers
used properties for transitional housing facilities the application denied.

that met statutory requirements. The policy re -
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Although the volume of abatementsin Anoka
County remains unchanged since implementing the
abatement policy, public officials believe the policy
offers many advantages. Board members have a
better understanding of why property ownersre -
quest abatements and understand under what cir -
cumstances the county can and cannot grant
abatements. The assessor’s office views the policy
asalearning tool to gain an understanding of why
property ownersfile abatements and determine
what steps the office can take to rectify problems.
Additionally, when taxpayers call to inquire about
abatements, county officials have a definitive policy
to follow and mail to property owners. Most impor -
tantly, by increasing the knowledge of board mem -
bers, appraisers, and property owners, the county
achieves greater continuity and fairnessin granting
abatements.

For more information contact:

Ed Thurston
Anoka County Assessment Director
(612)323-5499

Beltrami County

In 1994, Beltrami County, located in north central
Minnesota with 34,400 residents, officially adopted
its current abatement policy. Although an informal
abatement policy had beenin place for over ten
years, the policy wasrarely used. Changesinlead -
ership led to the adoption of amore structured and
well-defined abatement policy that was written by
the county assessor. The assessor’ s office viewsthe
abatement policy asacustomer service. Although

too soon to declare the new abatement policy acom -

plete success, the office witnessed a decrease in the
number of abatementsfiled for taxes paid in 1995.

The goa of the assessor’ s office in drafting the new
abatement policy was to make the process more
user-friendly to the taxpayer. The office wanted
property owners and county officialsto have aclear
understanding of what taxesit would and would not
abate. Also, by adopting awell-defined abatement
policy the office streamlined its abatement process.
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Roughly 80 percent of al abatementsin Beltrami
County are homestead abatements. Although the
state no longer requires counties to send homestead
notices every year, Beltrami County has elected to
do so. Staff decided that it needed to computerize
its homestead tracking system for good customer
service. The office now sends up to three home -
stead verification cards to property ownersin Febru -
ary and March. Property owners who do not
respond to the first mailing receive a second card,
and those not responding to the second receive a
third.

Beltrami County’ s abatement policy hastwo princi -
pal parts, the first addressing homestead abatements
and the second for abatements of estimated market
value. Because the county requires annual home -
stead applications, its policy grants homestead
abatements only in the year taxes are due. Addition -
aly, the county charges a $25 homestead abatement
processing fee to discourage property ownersfrom
filing unjustifiable homestead abatement requests.

The second policy guiddine states that the county
accepts abatement applications for reductionsin es -
timated market value only for the current year plus
one prior year. The policy specifiesthat the county
grants abatements only when the property is shown
to be over valued or improperly classified and the
property owner provides good reasons for bypass -
ing the boards of review and equalization.

The policy also clarifies other specific instances
when the county will consider abatements. The
county does not consider requests for tax abate -
ments under "This Old House Law" when thetax -
payer failsto apply for the exemption of value as
defined by statute. The county considers abate -
ments when (1) the taxpayer applying for an abate -
ment of penalty on current taxes has positive proof
that an attempted payment was lost in the mail, (2)
the taxpayer applying for an abatement of penalties,
interest, and costs on delinquent taxes did not pay
the tax because of an error on the part of the county,
or (3) the taxpayer applies for an abatement of taxes
on homestead dwellings which have been uninten -
tionally or accidentally destroyed, as alowed by
Minn. Sat. §273.123.
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The assessor’ s office believes Beltrami County’s homestead classification via an abatement if the as -
abatement policy benefits both taxpayers and the of - sessor’ s office has provided proper homestead noti -
fice. Board members have received numerous pos - fication, such asa certified mailing. This placesthe
tive comments from the public. Although taxpayers responsibility for attaining homestead classification
might not necessarily like the county’ s decisions, on the property owner after sufficient notification
they believe county staff treated them fairly and ob - and assistance from the county assessor.
jectively. The county assessor views the abatement
policy asaway to clarify one piece of arather com - Two practicesin particular help the county manage
plicated tax system. Additionally, the policy helps therelatively small number of abatement applica -
assessment staff know definitively what qualifies as tions (91n 1994). First, whenever the assessor’sof -
an acceptable abatement request. fice seesatransfer of property ownership, it
automatically sends the purchaser ahomestead ap -
The abatement policy itself costs the county little. plication letter. The letter notifies the new owner
However, the 11,000 annua homestead cards about the importance of homestead classification in
mailed to property owners cost $700 to print and an - calculating property taxes and explains the law that
other $2,200 to mail. Additionally, staff devotenu - requires the owner to complete the homestead appli -
merous hours preparing the cards and fielding cation to receive homestead status.
phoneinquiries. Nonetheless, the assessor un -
equivocally believes that gains made in public rela - The cost of sending homestead notificationsis
tions far exceed the county’ s costs. If budgets are small, essentialy limited to mailing costs because
very tight, the annual homestead application proc - the office aready monitors property transfers. The
ess may not be feasible, which could ater the effec - return islarge, however, because the county can
tiveness of the abatement policy. Also, if the maintain homestead classificationsinstead of re -
volume of abatementsin ajurisdiction isrelatively moving the designations, only to change them back
low, apolicy as comprehensive as Beltrami’s may once property ownersfile for atax abatement. In
be unnecessary. addition, this practice helps generate good will
when property owners see that the assessor’ s office
For more information contact: is attempting to help them.

Duane Ebbighausen
Beltrami County Assessor
(218)759-4114

The second preventive practice, internal checking
of data, hel ps manage abatements as well as ensure
accurate data overal. The emphasison verifying
data prevents mistakes that could otherwise lead to
abatement applications. Verification occurs at all
stages of the office’ swork, but particularly for
changesthat are the typical forerunnersto abate -
ment requests. For instance, the splitting of apar -
cel may result in homestead classification changes.
When the office learns about the splitting of apar -
cel, which may occur, for example, when asteis
sold or for inheritance purposes, it carefully checks
the splitson a plat map. The assessors overlay the
plat with aerial photos to determine precisely where
the splits have occurred and know exactly how
many acres arein each plat. By carefully checking
its data and managing changes like parcd splits, the
assessor’ s office prevents the kind of errors that
could otherwise result in tax abatements.

Big Stone County

Big Stone County, an agricultural county on Minne -
sotal s western border with a population of 6,000, re -
celves few requests for abatements of taxes. To
avoid the time, expense, and administrative burden
of processing tax abatements, the county assessor's
office takes preventive measures to manage the
number of abatement requests.

Big Stone County set an abatement policy in 1990
that hel ps the assessor’ s office manage abatements.
The policy sets aminimum amount of $50 for tax
abatements. The policy States that the county will
only consider current year tax abatements. Inaddi -
tion, the policy states that the county will not grant
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For more information contact:

Lila Benson
Big Stone County A ssessor
(612)839-3272

Ramsey County

Ramsey County, ametropolitan county with
491,000 residents, adopted an abatement policy in
1990 based on suggestions by an abatement resolu -
tion committee. County commissioners had estab -
lished the committee the preceding year specificaly
to formulate recommendations for clear, objective
abatement standards. The county board organized
the committee in response to alarge number of
abatement requests and a significant amount of time
spent by the assessor’ s office processing abate -
ments. Since implementing the policy in 1992, the
county has reduced its overall volume of abate -
ments as well asthe time necessary to process each
abatement.

To apply for an abatement, Ramsey County’ s policy
requires that property ownersfirst file an appeal
with the county board of equalization. (Ramsey
County has no locd boards of review.) Addition -
ally, the county has a stipulation that requires prop -
erty ownersto demonstrate their property’ s value
with data from arecent sale or an appraisal. The
county accepts abatement requests filed for taxes
duein the current payable year only except for
abatements dueto clerical errors or hardship, which
it accepts for the current aswell asthe two prior
years.

While the value stipulation has been in effect since
the early 1980s, the county board formally adopted
the abatement policy in 1990 and implemented it in
1992. With the combined approach of requiring
property ownersto (1) demondtrate the overvalu -
ation of their property and (2) apped to the board of
equalization, the county has seen nearly a 30 per -
cent reduction in the number of abatementsfiled
since implementing its abatement policy. Although
assessment staff were initially worried that requir -
ing a board appearance might generate an influx of
additional appeals to the board, such an increase did
not occur.
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Because Ramsey County has a countywide assess -
ment system that centralizes the flow of informa -
tion and questions, implementing the abatement
policy was perhaps easier than it might bein other
counties. Based on Ramsey County’s experience,
public awareness is essential for an effective abate -
ment policy. The county highlighted the abatement
policy change on valuation notices and made appro -
priate revisions in its public brochures and informa -
tion sheets. Additionaly, the office alowed a
one-year grace period that permitted property own -
erswho did not appear before a county board of
equalization to apply for an abatement. Implement -
ing the abatement policy required time to develop
and adopt the policy and money to publicizeit. Al -
though staff do not have a precise estimate of there -
sources used to implement the policy, they believe
the time saved through the reduction in abatement
requests made the process worthwhile.

For more information contact:

Brian Ducklow
Ramsey County Assessor
(612)266-2103

or

Richard Smmer
Assistant Manager of Assessment Services
(612)266-2106



Memorandum to L egidature

APPENDIX A

Note: The Legidative Auditor’s Office sent the following memorandum to the Minnesota Legidature along
with copies of this best practices review.

MEMORANDUM
Date: May 1996
To: Members
Legidative Audit Commission

House Taxes Committee
Senate Taxes and Tax Laws Committee

From: Legidative Auditor’ s Office

Subyj: Minnesota’s System of Property Assessments: Structure and Appeals
Itemsfor Legidative Consideration

Asyou may know, we recently released a “best practices” review of Minnesota’s Property Assessment System:
Sructure and Appeals. The review identified numerous good ideas for improving the way local governments
structure their property assessment activities and conduct appeals of assessments. There view wasmainly ad -
dressed to local government officias, but in conducting our review we noted several issue  sthat deserve atten -
tion from the Legidature.

This memo outlines three issues: (1) the small yet troubling number of local governmentsthat  do not fulfill

their statutory obligations as boards of review; (2) the lack of minimum guidelinesin compu terization of assess-
ment work; and (3) the difficulty some assessors face estimating values of income-produci  ng properties. We
discuss each of these issues below.

LOCAL GOVERNMENTS THAT DO NOT HAVE ACTIVE BOARDS
OF REVIEW

Local boards of review are integral to Minnesota's system of appealing property assessme  nts, and most per -
form their function well. But some boards are essentially passive and rely on assessorsto ma ke key decisions.
Others do not meet because they fail to garner a quorum of members, and afew are not even awar  ethey consti -
tute aboard of review.

In areaswhere local governments place alow priority on their board of review function, pro  perty owners might
be better served by local governments delegating their board of review authority elsswhere.  The state has
given local jurisdictions in one county, Dakota County, the option of transferring the city — or township board of
review authority to the county board of equalization. We think that:
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The Legidature should consider allowing Minnesota cities and townshipswith inactive boar ds of
review to delegate their powersand duties as boards of review to the county board of equalization
or alocal board authorized to represent multiple citiesor townships.

LACK OF MINIMUM GUIDELINES FOR COMPUTERIZATION

Many local jurisdictions participate in cooperative computer arrangements, which allow  them to enjoy thead -
vantages of computerization without each community assuming the full expense of designi  ng information sys-
tems and programming and updating computer software. But we have some concerns about thedev  elopment
of computerized systemsfor assessment. Each computer consortium, and each jurisdiction  with its own com-
puter system, is developing a separate computer system to accomplish basically thesamet asks. Thereislittle
interface among the different systems, and no guidelines exist to help assessors' offices  decide what compo -
nentswould be useful for an effective system. Thislack of minimum guidelines may increase  the difficulty of
providing high quality assessments that are uniform and equalized around the State.

For example, county assessors supply information needed for the Department of Revenue'sa  nnual assess-
ment/salesratio studies. They also process certificates of real estate value, verify and sc  reen property sales,
and participate in equalization discussions and actions through the state board of equalizat ion. Yet theway
county assessors perform these tasks and transmit the information to the state variescons  derably, adding time
and inefficiencies to the process. L

Second, the "field cards' used by assessors to record property information vary from jurisd iction to jurisdic-
tion, and the type and amount of data collected on properties also varies. To some degreethis  is necessary be-
cause of different property types and individual needs of assessment districts. Although we are not advocating
the use of onefidd card format to meet all needs, a set of standard dataeementson field card swould make it
easier to collect comparable data that could be used for planning purposes, in community de  velopment, and for
other governmental functions.

Finally, programsfor "computer-aided assessments’ and "computer-assisted massappraisal” a  sovary. Vari -
ation is necessary because local needs differ and appraisal programs haveto bedesignedto  respond to these
needs, a single computer-aided assessment program for all assessment jurisdictionsacross the stateis not feas -
ble. However, jurisdictions beginning or upgrading such programs have no guidelinesonwh  at components are
essentid in a system or what features have demonstrated optimal usefulness and effectiv - eness. Each jurisdic -
tion currently hasto rely on its own experience and on vendors to decide how to develop its  system. Because
software programs for these systems around the state do not have the same capabilitiesand ass  essors use them
in varying degrees, it is unclear how these various systems affect the uniformity of theass essment from a date-
wide perspective.

No one in Minnesota has comprehensively examined whether minimum operating capabilitie s or opportunities
for linking systems would better meet the common assessment objectivesin amore cost-effec  tive manner. Nor
has anyone determined what features computer systems should have for assessors' use. Wecon  clude that:

The Legidature should establish a task forceto evaluate the need for minimum statewide
guidelinesfor computer systems used by assessors.

1 A report onthe salesratio study prepared for the Minnesota Department of Revenue recomme nded actions to improve computer -
ized or electronic transmission of salesratio datafrom counties to the state. See Almy, Glou demans, and Jacobs, Final Report: Review
of Sales Ratio Sudy Procedures (St. Paul: April 20, 1995), 40-44.
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The task force should include assessors who use the computer systems and computer analysts. 1t should con-
sider whether standards or guidelines would be beneficial, analyze the costs of implementing  such standardsin
light of computer system expenditures already made, determine how and when such standardso  r guidelines
would be applied, and decide whether they would prove more economica and effectivetothesta teandto
county and local assessors.

The task force should aso consider how to finance any standards that are determined to be bene  ficial and an ap-
propriate timeline for their implementation. Finally, it should consider therolethat ind  ependent, local asses-
sorswould play in a system more heavily dependent on computer-assisted appraisal.

DIFFICULTY IN ASSESSING INCOME-PRODUCING PROPERTIES

Estimating values for income-producing property, such as apartment buildings or commerci  a property, pre-
sents certain challenges not commonly found with some other classifications of property. Th erdative scarcity
of sales of income-producing properties, particularly in rural Minnesota, meansthat asse  ssors may not have suf -
ficient information to assist in estimating the values of those kinds of properties. Pre vious attempts by the
countiesto collect such data resulted in mixed success. One problem was alack of resources  for gathering and
maintaining data. Also, owners of income-producing properties are generally reluctantt o provide income and
expense datafor fear of divulging proprietary information that could conceivably benefit  their competitors.
State statutes protect as private or nonpublic data certain information concerning incom e properties. 2

Some assessors claim that the lack of access to income and expense data resultsin more cases  being appealed
to tax court. When a case reachestax court, state law requires petitioners to submit income  and expense datato
the assessor. 3 However, some assessors believe that if datawere available earlier, some of thetimeand e  x-
pense of tax court might be avoided. We conclude that:

The Legidature should consider a range of actionsto improve the process of estimating valuesfor
income-producing properties. The costsand benefits of each action to both assessorsand
property owner s should also be considered.

The range of possible actions could include some combination of the following: (1) creati ng a statewide data-
base of significant pending court casesto give assessorstimely accessto their colleagues  relevant experiences
and idess; (2) having the Department of Revenue maintain regionwide databases of incomean  d expense data
accessible by assessors; (3) developing pilot projects on different methods for handli  ng tax court cases on
lower-vaue, income-producing properties; (4) requiring petitionersto report incomeand  expense data upon fil -
ing the petition when they bypass local boards of review and equalization; and (5) investig ating aternativesto
the"i ncorge approach” in instances when data needed to estimate values on income-producing  property are un-
available.

2 Minn. Stat. §13.51, subd. 2. This protection applies to detailed income and expense figures for the cur rent year plus the previous
three years, average vacancy factors for the previous three years, verified net rentable are as, anticipated income and expenses for the
current year, projected vacancy factor for the current year, and lease information.

3 Minn. Stat. §278.05, subd. 6. The statute requires the petitioner to supply income and expense figure s, verified net rentable aress,
and anticipated income and expenses for income-producing property within 60 days after fili ng a petition. Without the information, the
court could dismiss the petition unless the information was not provided due to the unavail ability of the evidence at that time.

4 Inthe"income approach” to estimating values, assessors convert the income stream of abu ilding into an estimate of its value.



Survey M ethodology and Results

APPENDIX B

e surveyed three separate populations for

thisreview of property assessments. (1)

assessors, (2) members of boards of re -
view or equalization, and (3) taxpayerswho ap -
pealed their property assessments. We conducted
mail surveys of assessors and board membersin Oc -
tober and November 1995 and a combination of
mail surveys and telephone interviews of taxpayers
in January and February 1996. Because we wanted
data on an entire year’ sworth of assessment activi -
ties and expenditures but 1995 had not yet con -
cluded at the time of our first surveys, we asked our
respondents to provide answers for the 1994 calen -
dar year.

SURVEYING ASSESSORS
AND BOARD MEMBERS

We mailed surveys to county assessorsin each of
Minnesota’ s 87 counties, and to 118 larger cities
(those with populations of at least 5,000), 100
smaller cities, and 100 townships. All county asses -
sors responded to our survey. Because of the 100
percent response rate, sampling error does not exist
for the county assessor survey. We stratified

smaller cities and townships by geographic region,
corresponding to the 13 economic development re -
gionsin the state, to ensure that our randomly

drawn sample was representative of citiesand town -
ships around the state. We received atotd of 273
surveys from local assessors for an 86 percent re -
sponserate. Results from the survey of local asses -
sors has amargin of error of plus or minus 4
percentage points due to sampling error. Inaddi -
tion, the practical difficulties of conducting any
opinion survey may introduce other sources of error
into theresults. Thisistruefor al of the surveys

we conducted.

We used the same set of counties, cities, and town -
shipsto conduct our survey of boards of review and

equalization members. For each of theloca govern -
mentsin our sample, we surveyed the chair or one
other member of that jurisdiction’s board of review
or equalization. From members of county boards of
equaization we received 73 responsesfor an 84 per -
cent response rate. Our sample of board of equali -
zation members has a margin of error of plus or
minus 7 percentage points. The response rate from
local boards of review was 80 percent. The sample
of board of review members has amargin of error

of plus or minus 5 percentage points.

SURVEYING PROPERTY
OWNERS WHO APPEALED
ASSESSMENTS

To gather opinions of property ownerswho had ap -
pealed their property assessments, we surveyed by
mail two groups of people: those who appeded to
their board of review in 1994, and those who went
on to appedal before their county board of equaliza -
tion that year. We began with the same 87 counties,
218 cities, and 100 townships we used in our earlier
surveys.

Because of the difficulty collecting appellants
names, we used a dtratified cluster sample of coun -
tiesand of cities and townships to narrow the areas
from which we would draw our sample. Local gov -
ernments were stratified first by geographic region
and then by number of appedls. We divided the
state into four geographic regions — north, central,
south, and metropolitan — asillustrated on the map
in Appendix K. We grouped communities by num -
ber of appealsto reflect high, medium, and low ap -
peal casdoads. This stratification ensured that our
sampl e represented the state geographically as well
as by number of appeals heard. From each of the
stratum we randomly selected clusters of counties
and clusters of cities and townships.
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We then randomly selected individual property own -
ers from among the namesincluded in the minutes
recorded at boards of review and equalization meet -
ings held in our sample of local governmentsin
1994. Of the 328 surveys we mailed to people who
appealed to county boards of equaization, 243 were
returned in time for analysis, of which 239 were us -
able; this produced a 74 percent response rate. Of
the 385 surveys mailed to people who appealed to
local boards of review, 295 were returned in time

for analysis, of which 275 were usable; thisrepre -
sentsa 71 percent response rate. Both samples of
appellants have margins of error of plus or minus 6
percentage points due to sampling.

In addition to the mailed survey, we interviewed
property ownerswho filed petitionsin Minnesota
Tax Court. We randomly selected 12 petitions from
approximately 84 that went to trial in 1994. We suc -
cessfully completed 11 telephone interviews with
these appellants. Our sample included cases from
around the state and represented amix of property
types. Although these interviews of tax court appel -
lants were not representative of all personswho

filed court petitions, they gave usaricher under -
standing of why property owners go to Tax Court
and the process for filing petitions. In addition to
the appellants, we interviewed three attorneys with
extensive tax court experience.

The remaining pages of this appendix includere -
sults from our surveys of assessors. Readersinter -
ested in survey results of either board of review and
equalization members or appellants may contact the
Legidative Auditor’s Office at 658 Cedar Street, St.
Paul, MN 55155 or call the office at 612/296-4708.



Office of the L egidative Auditor

Best Practices Reviews. Minnesota's System of Property Assessments
Survey of County Assessors

Thank you for answering this survey. Because we want to focus on afull year’ sworth of assessment  activity, the questions
pertain to the 1994 calendar year. Direct questions about the survey to Jody Hauer at 612/296-4708.

Please return the completed survey in the enclosed postage-paid envel opeby October 16, 1995.

1. Respondent’sName

2.  Postion

3. Juridiction

4.  Phonenumber

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE AND WORKLOAD
This section of the survey deals with the organization of assessment services in your county.

5. Doyou have a countywide assessment system wher eby the county assessor and hisdeputiesarerespons blefor assessing
the value of all property in the county?
Number Percent
64 73.6% NoO
23 26.4  Yes(If yes, go to question 10 on next page.)

Questions 6 through 9 apply only to counties without countywide assessment systems.

6. If you do not have a countywide assessment system, how many of the cities, townships, and unorganize d territoriesin
your county are assessed by the county assessor and staff and how many by local assessors?

Sum

(N=64) Percent . . . L.
968 44.2% Number of cities, townships, and unorganized territories assessed by county assessor

1,221 55.8  Number of cities, townships, and unorganized territories assessed by local assessors
2,189 TOTAL number of cities and townships in county

7. Of thecities, townships, and unorganized territoriesyour office assesses, how many have contracts with your office for
assessment services?

Sum

N = 63) Percent . i
588 60.9% Number with contractsfor service

377 39.1  Number receiving assessment services without contracts
- - Not applicable

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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8. Of thecitiesand townships assessed by local assessor s, how many have at least onefull-time assess or on staff or on

contract?
Sum
N = 62) Percent . i
120 9.8% Number with at least one full-time assessor

- - Unknown

9. How many citiesand townshipswith local assessors contract for their assessment work?

Sum

N =60) Percent . . i
993 81.3% Number of cities and townships with local assessors that contract

- - Unknown

10. How many total parcelsof real property weretherein your county (assessed by either the county or local assessor) in

19947
Total Median
Number of Number of
Parcels Parcels .
2,287,958 14,739  TOTAL number of parcelsin county (n = 87)
1,316,619 10,2285 Land and buildings (n = 64)
523,155 5506 Landonly (n=64)

11. How many par cels of the following classifications of property wasyour office responsible for assess ingin 1994
(excluding par cels assessed by local assessor s)?

Total Median
Number of Number of
Parcels Parcels
824,726 4,655.5 Number of residential, 1 to 3 units (n = 82)
12,188 44 Number of apartments, 4 or more units (n = 82)
218,061 2,027.5 Number of agricultura (n=82)
71,502 500 Number of commercial-industrial (n = 82)
120,579 1025 Number of seasonal residential recreational (n = 82)
2,489 0 Number of lakeshore resorts (n = 82)
109,578 209  Number of al other property (n=83)

1,454,926 9,641.5 TOTAL number of parcelsfor which the county assessor’s office was responsible (n = 86)

12. Wewould liketo know the distance in milesfrom your courthouse office to the farthest pointswhere your office
appraises property. What per cent of the parcels your office appraised in 1994 do you estimatefall within the
following distances?

Share of Parcels
Up to 25% 26-50% 51-75% 76% or more
of parcels of parcels of parcels of parcels No Response
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent

a 1-24miles 8 9.2% 14 16.1% 16 18.4% 38 43.7% 11 12.6%
b. 25-49 miles 29 333 18 207 5 57 4 46 31 356
c. 50-75miles 14 161 2 23 - - - - 71 816
d. Morethan 75 miles 5 57 1 11 - - - - 81 931
e.  Not applicable 1 11 - - - - - - 86 989

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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13.

14.

15.

16.

How many par cels of property did you and your staff appraisein 19947
Total Median
Number of Number of
Parcels Parcels . .
601,620 4,772 Number of parcels appraised in 1994 (n = 83)
Of theimproved land and buildings your office viewed in your 1994 assessments, what percent doyou estimate
received interior observations? (Check one box.)
0-20% 21-40% 41-60% 60-80% 80-100%
% # % _# % # % _# %
a.  Percent receiving interior observations 10 11.5% 37 425% 14 161% 10 115% 11 12.6%
b. Notapplicable 5 57%
How frequently doesyour county adjust all parcels value (not only parcelsappraised in ayear or i nthequartile)?
Every Every Every
Annually Two Years Three Years Four Years N/A
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
80 92.0% 3 3.4% 1 11% 2 23% 1 11%
How doesyour office adjust values of property not in the quartile? (Check the appropriate boxesfor each property

class)

Class of Parcels
Commercial- Seasonal
(n=87) Residentia Industrial  Apartments  Agricultural  Recreational
# % # % # % # % _# %
a. By applying aflat percentage or dollar 9 10.3% 5 57% 5 57% 11 12.6% 6 6.9%
changeto all parcels
b. By applying aflat percentage or dollar 23 26.4 22 253 20 23.0 29 333 19 218
changeto all parcels within a property
classification
c. By applying a percentage or dollar amount 11 126 7 80 7 80 7 80 8 92

that varies according to type of construction

d. By applying a percentage or dollar amount that 40 46.0 20 23.0 15 17.2 20 23.0 27 310
varies according to neighborhood

e. By applying a percentage or dollar amount that 12 138 3 34 2 23 4 46 5 57
varies according to value of the parcel

f. By applying a percentage or dollar amount that 3 34 3 34 2. 23 2 23 3 34
varies according to the year of last appraisal

g. By comparing current sales with those of prior 20 23.0 14 161 14 161 15 17.2 12 138

year sales
h. By comparing current year saleswith prior 66 75.9 57 655 48 552 62 71.3 51 586
year assessments
i. By applying revised cost schedules 45 517 36 414 26 299 34 391 35 402
j- Other (Specify.) 6 6.9 7 80 23 26.4 6 6.9 6 6.9
k. Not applicable 3 34 4 46 4 46 3 34 10 115

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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APPEALSAND ABATEMENT PROCESSES
This section of the survey focuses on the system your county uses for appeals and abatements.
17. Doyour county commissioners serve asthe board of equalization or do they appoint a special board?

Number Percent o . . .
82 94.3% a. County commissioners serve as board of equalization (Go to question 21.)

5 57 b. County commissioners appoint a special board (n=87)

Questions 18 through 20 apply only to counties withappointed special boards of equalization.

18. How many membersare appointed to your county’s special board (excluding the county auditor)?

Five Six Seven Eight Nine Ten Other
Among those with appointed boards:
_# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# %
- - - - 4 80.0% - - - - 1 20.0% - -

(Specify.)

19. Of those appointed in 1994, what sharewas either an appraiser, realtor, or other person familiar wi th property
valuationsin the county?

1to 25% 26 to 50% 51to0 75% 76 to 100%
Among those with appointed boards:
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
- - - - 2 40.0% 3 60.0%

20. What compensation do the appointed member s receive?

Among those with
appointed boards:
Number Percent

Members do not receive compensation
Travel expenses only

Travel and meal expenses

Per diem

Expenses and per diem

Selary

Other (Specify.)

1 20.0%
4 80.0

Q@00 oW

Questions 21 through 24 pertain to property owner questions on value or classification that your offce received but that were
not heard by the 1994 local board of review.

21. How many par cels representing owner s dissatisfied with their value or classification did your office handlein 1994
prior to the meeting of the local board of review (or prior to the county board of equalization in ¢ ountieswithout

local boar ds)?
Total Median
Number of Number of
Parcels Parcels
19,894 130  Number of parcels (n=48)

- - Unknown

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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22. Of these par celsrepresenting dissatisfied property owners, what percent do you estimate your office resolved prior to
the 1994 |ocal board of review?

010 25% 260 50% 51to 75% 76 to 100% Unknown (n=87)
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
8 9.2% 4 4.6% 13 14.9% 47 54.0% 15 17.2%

23. How many staff-hourswould you estimate your office spent in resolving value and classification ques tionsprior tothe
local board of review in 1994 (not including appealsthat actually went to the board)?

Total Median
Number of Number of
Staff Hours Staff Hours
29,498 100 a Number of staff-hours (n = 49)

- - b. Unknown

24. How satisfied areyou with the overall fairness and ease for your office of the processfor handling property owners
guestionsprior to thelocal board of review?

Very Moderately A Little Moderately Very No (n=87)
Satisfied Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Response
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
44 50.6% 30 34.5% 3 3.4% 6 6.9% 3 3.4% 1 1.1%
Comments:

Questions 25 through 32 pertain to local boards of review. If your county does not have local board, go to question 33.

25. How many appealsdid local boards of review in your county hear in 19947

Total Median
Number of Number of
Appeals Appeals
15,458 102 a Number of appeds (n = 85)

- - b. Unknown
- - €. Not applicable

26. Wewould liketo know whether 1994 was a typical year in termsof the number of appeals heard by loc al boar ds of
review. How doesthe number of appealsin 1994 compareto the average number heard by local boards inthe
previousfour years (1990-1993)?

Number Percent
54 63.5% a. Four-year average was approximately the same as appealsin 1994

5 59 b. Four-year average was less than 25% higher than appealsin 1994

7 8.2 . Four-year average was between 25 and 75% higher than appealsin 1994 (n=285)
2 24 d. Four-year average was more than 75% higher than appealsin 1994

7 8.2 e Four-year average was less than 25% lower than appealsin 1994

9 106 f. Four-year average was between 25 and 75% lower than appealsin 1994

- - 0. Four-year average was more than 75% lower than appealsin 1994

1 1.2 h. Unknown

- - i. Not applicable

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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27. How many of the appealsbeforelocal boards of review in 1994 werefor parcelsof residential, apart ment, commer cial,
seasonal recreational, or agricultural property?

Total Median
Number of Number of
Appeals Appeals
7,169 46 a. Number of residential appeals (n=77)
67 b. Number of apartment appedls (n=77)

557 ¢. Number of commercial-industrial appeals (n=77)
2,206 2 d. Number of seasonal recreationd residential appeals (n =77)
2,218 22 e. Number of agricultural appeas (n=77)

536 o f. Number of other appeals (n = 76)

15,458 102 g. TOTAL number of appedls(n=85)
- - h. Unknown
- - i. Not applicable

28. Of thetotal number of appealsheard by local boards of review, how many were approved in 1994?

Total Median
Number of Number of
Appeals Appeals . . o .
5,593 30 a Number approved (Some reduction in value or classification change) (n=83)
9,542 70 b. Number denied (Vaue held or raised)

- - ¢. Not applicable

29. How many staff-hourswould you estimate your office spent in preparation and consider ation of appeal sthat actually
went to local boards of review in 19947

Total Median
Number of Number of
Staff Hours Staff Hours
20,858 100 a Number of staff-hours (n = 48)

- - b. Unknown
- - €. Not applicable

30. What wasthetotal percent changein market value resulting from appeals approved by local boardsof review in 19947

Average Median
Percent Percent
Change Change
0.135% 0.031% a Percent changeinvaue(n=52)

- - b. Unknown
- - ¢. Not applicable

31. How satisfied areyou with the overall fairness and ease for your office of the local board of revie w process?

Very Moderately A Little Moderately Very Not
Satisfied Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Applicable (n=82)
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
21 25.6% 37 45.1% 9 11.0% 7 8.5% 8 9.8% - -
Comments:

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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32. Of thetotal number of local review boardsin your county, what share met in 1994 with a quorum of m embers?

All Cities Not ~
None 1-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-:99%  andTowns Applicable  Unknown (n=86)
_# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# %
- - 1 1.2% - - 6 7.0% 33 38.4% 45 52.3% - - 1 1.2%

Questions 33 through 42 pertain to county boards of equalization.

33. For what share of thecities, towns, or unorganized territoriesin your county doesthe county board of equalization
perform the duties of the local board of review?

All Cities,

Towns, and
No Cities Unorganized Not
or Towns 1-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-99% Territories  Applicable  Unknown  No Response
_# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# %
59 67.8% 10 11.5% 3 34% - - 1 1.1% 9 10.3% 3 34% 1 1.1% 1 1.1%

34. How many appealsdid the board of equalization hear in 19947

Total Median
Number of Number of
Appeals Appeals
1,356 50 Number of appedls(n=87)

35. Wewould liketo know whether 1994 was a typical year in termsof the number of appeals. How doest he number of
appeals beforethe board in 1994 compar e to the average number of appealsover the prior four years (1990 through
1993)?

Number Percent
56 64.4% a. Four-year average was approximately the same as appealsin 1994

7 8.0 b. Four-year average was less than 25% higher than appealsin 1994

9 10.3 ¢. Four-year average was between 25 and 75% higher than appealsin 1994 (n=87)
2 23 d. Four-year average was more than 75% higher than appealsin 1994

3 34 e Four-year average was less than 25% lower than appealsin 1994

7 8.0 f. Four-year average was between 25 and 75% lower than appealsin 1994

2 23 g. Four-year average was more than 75% lower than appealsin 1994

1 1.1 h. Unknown

- - i. Not applicable

36. How many of the equalization board’s appealsin 1994 werefor parcels of residential, apartment, com mercial, seasonal
recreational, or agricultural property?

Total Median
Number of Number of
Appeals Appeals
529 3 a Number of residentia appeals (n = 76)
22 0 b. Number of apartments appeals (n = 76)
113 1 ¢. Number of commercia-industrial appeals (n = 76)
260 0 d. Number of seasonal recreational appeals (n = 76)
135 1 e Number of agricultural appeas (n=76)
46 o f. Number of other appeals (n = 76)
1,356 5 g. TOTAL number of appedals (n=87)

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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37. Of the appealsheard by the 1994 board of equalization, how many wer e approved and how many wereden ied?

Total Median
Number of Number of (n=77)
Appeals Appeals
560 2 a Number approved (Some reduction in value or classification change)
777 4 b. Number denied (Value held or raised)
How many staff-hourswould you estimate your office spent in preparation and consider ation of appeal sheard by the
1994 board of equalization?
Total Median
Number of Number of
Staff Hours Staff Hours
7,508 35 a Number of staff-hours (n = 63)

- - b. Unknown

39. What wasthetotal percent changein the county’s estimated market value resulting from the appeals approved by the

41,

42

county board of equalization in 19947

Average Median
Percent Percent
Change Change
0.098% 0% a. Percent changein county’s estimated market value (n = 64)

- - b. Unknown

How many days (or partial days) did the board of equalization meet in 1994?

Between Other (n=86)
One Two Three Four Five 6and 10 (Specify)
_# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# %
51 59.3% 27 31.4% 2 2.3% - - 2 2.3% 2 2.3% 2 2.3%

Isthismoreor fewer daysthan the average number of daysthe board met in the previousfour years (from 1990 to
1993)?

Number Percent .
78 89.7% a. Four-year average was the same number of daysasin 1994

3 34 b. Four-year average was one or two days higher than in 1994 (n=87)
4 46 . Four-year average was one or two days lower than in 1994

- - d. Four-year average was three or more days higher than in 1994

- - e. Four-year average was three or more days lower than in 1994

2 23 f. Unknown

How satisfied are you with the overall fairnessand ease for your office of the board of equalizatio n process?

Very Moderately A Little Moderately Very (n=87)
Satisfied Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied -
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
41 47.1% 27 31.0% 9 10.3% 6 6.9% 4 4.6%
Comments:

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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Questions 43 through 47 pertain to Minnesota Tax Court appeals.

43. How many staff-hourswould you estimate your office spent on Tax Court appealsin 1994?

Total Median
Number of Number of
Staff Hours Staff Hours
29,787 40 a Number of staff-hours (n = 75)

- - b. Unknown

44. How many Tax Court appealsdid your officework on in 1994? (Includework you did on casesfiled in 1994 aswell as
work donein 1994 on casesfiled earlier.)

Total Median
Number of Number of
Appeals Appeals
5,022 2 a Number of Tax Court appealsworked on (n = 83)

- - b. Unknown
- - C. Not applicable

45. How doesthe number of Tax Court appeals on which your office worked in 1994 compareto theaverage number of
appealsworked on annually over theprior four years (1990 through 1993)?
Number ~ Percent
46 54.8% a. Four-year average was approximately the same as appealsin 1994
4 48 b. Four-year average was less than 25% higher than appealsin 1994
1 1.2 c. Four-year average was between 25 and 75% higher than appealsin 1994 (n=284)
3 36 d. Four-year average was more than 75% higher than appealsin 1994
7 8.3 e Four-year average was lessthan 25% lower than appealsin 1994
12 143 f. Four-year average was between 25 and 75% lower than appealsin 1994
2 24 g. Four-year average was more than 75% lower than appealsin 1994
2 2.4 h. Unknown
7 8.3 i. Notapplicable

46. What wasthetotal changein the county’s estimated market value resulting from Tax Court appealsre solved in 19947

Average Median .
0.141 0% a Percent changein market value (n = 61)

- - b. Unknown

47. How satisfied are you with the overall fairness and ease for your office of appeals handled through the Tax Court?

Very Moderately A Little Moderately Very
Satisfied Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied (n=71)
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
6 8.5% 13 18.3% 15 21.1% 21 29.6% 16 22.5%
Comments:

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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Questions 48 through 55 pertain to abatementsin 1994.

48. How many abatement applications did your county receivein 1994?

Total Median

Number of Number of
Applications Applications
5,188 10 Number of abatements for homestead changes (n = 83)

a
2,189 5 b. Number of abatementsfor value changes (n = 83)
2,116 3 d. Number of other abatement applications (n = 82)
9,545 24 e. TOTAL number of abatement applications (n = 83)
49. Of thetotal number of abatement applicationsyour officereceived in 1994, how many were approved ( by the assessor,
auditor, and county board)?

Total Median _
Number of Number of (n=82)
Abatements Applications
10,675 225 a Number of abatements approved
296 1.0 b. Number of abatements denied

50. What changein property value did the abatements approved in 1994 represent?

Average Median
Percent Percent
Change Change
0.514% 0.002% a. Percent of property value abated (n = 55)

- - b. Unknown

51. How many staff-hourswould you estimate your office spent on considering and processing abatementsi n 19947?

Total Median
Number of Number of
Staff Hours Staff Hours
28,092 30 a Number of staff-hours (n = 66)

- - b. Unknown

52. Doesyour county board have an explicit policy on considering and granting abatements?
Number Percent
19 21.8% a No (n=287)
55 63.2 b. Yes(If yes, please attach a copy to the completed survey.)
13 149 c¢. County iscurrently considering apolicy on abatements.

53. County boards may consider abatementsfor thetwo yearsprior to the current year if theapplication isdueto (a)
clerical errorsor (b) thetaxpayer failing to file because of hardship, asdetermined by theboard. Hasyour county
board defined " hardship” ?

Number ~ Percent
71 845% a No (n=284)
10 119 b. Yes
3 36 . County board isin the process of defining hardship.

54. Isit your county’spolicy to allow abatement requestsfor thetwo prior yearsdueto hardship?

Number Percent . . =
46 605% a No, the county does not consider abatement requests due to hardship (n=76)

30 395 b. Yes, the county considers abatement requests due to hardship

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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55. How satisfied areyou with the overall fairness and ease for your office of the abatement process?

Very Moderately A Little Moderately Very

satisfied Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied (n=85
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
30 35.3% 44  51.8% 2 2.4% 8 9.4% 1 1.2%
Comments:

ASSESSMENT PRACTICES
This section deals with methods your county uses when assessing property.

56.

57.

59.

Doesyour county use computer-assisted mass appraisal?

Number Percent -
21 241% a No (n=87)
38 437 b. Yes
28 322 ¢ Thecounty isin the process of developing a computer-assisted mass appraisal system

For which of the following tasks does your office use computers? (Check all that apply.)

Number Percent .
60 69.0% a. Intheappraisal process

86 98.9 b. To generate valuation notices
86 989 c. To produce assessment rolls (n=87)
76 87.4 d. Torecord property sales
77 88.5 e Toconduct salesratio studies
28 322 f. Other (Specify.)
- - 0. Wedo not use computers

Doesyour county usealand information system (L1S) or geographic information system (G1S) to assis t in your

assessments?

Number Percent
55 63.2% a No (n=87)
12 138 b. Yes
20 23.0 c¢. Thecounty isinthe process of developing aLIS or GIS system

Doesyour county have a complete set of assessment maps showing the size, shape, and location of par cels?

Number Percent
10 11.5 a No set of maps

25 287 b. Incomplete set (n=87)
19 21.8 c¢. Nearly complete set
33 379 d. Complete set

113

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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60. Doesyour county have adequate equipment and training to perform your assessment duties?
Number ~ Percent
63 73.3% a Adeguate equipment and adequate training
1 12 b. Adeguate equipment but inadequate training
18 20.9 c¢. Inadequate equipment and adequate training
4 47 d. Inadequate equipment and inadequate training
e. Not applicable

(n=86)

61. Doesyour office notify property ownersin advance of visiting the parcelsin your quartile?
Number ~ Percent
62 72.9% a No advance notification
3 35 b. Yes, with noticesin local newspapers
8 9.4 c. Yes, with notices mailed to property owners
6 71 d. Yes, by other means (Specify.)
6 7.1 e. Morethan oneresponse

(n=85)

62. Which of thefollowing pieces of infor mation doesyour office include on property valuation notices (in addition to that
which isrequired by statute such asmarket value, limited market value, " thisold house" value, etc .)? (Check all that
apply.)

Number Percent
23 26.4% a. Non-technical summary of the methods used to assess property

72 82.8 b. Proceduresfor appealing property value with assessor

82 94.3 c¢. Proceduresfor appealing value with local board of review

83 95.4 d. Proceduresfor appealing value with county board of equalization (n=87)

81 93.1 e Proceduresfor appealing value with tax court

f.
g
h
i
j-

2 2.3 Salesratio information

15 17.2 . Digtinction between value notice and tax hill

14 16.1 . Explanation of how value isrelated to tax hill
3 3.4 Description of how tax bills are calculated

20 23.0 Definitions of uncommon terms

67 77.0 k. Contact phone numbersfor people with questions
6 6.9 |. Other (Specify.)

PERSONNEL AND RESOURCES
This section of the survey deals with your county’s level of staffing and other resources.

63. How many assessor S/appraisersin thefollowing licensur e categorieswere on your staff in 1994 (in f ull-time
equivalentsor FTES)?

Total Median
Number of Number of
Staff Staff
255 2 a Cetified Minnesota A ssessor
26 0 Db. Certified Minnesota Assessor Specialist (n=87)
38 0 c. Accredited Minnesota Assessor
1434 1 d. Senior Accredited Minnesota A ssessor
9.4 0 e. Other assessors
472 4 f. TOTAL FTE assessors

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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64. What number of other FTE staff did you employ in 1994 to perform the functions of administration, da ta processing,
mapping and drafting, clerical, and other support services? (Do not double-count employees you reported in Question
63, even if they performed some of these functions.)

Total Median
Number of Number of
ETE Staff ETE Staff
254.6 1.8  Number of FTE staff (n=85)

65. Of thetotal time spent by you and your staff in 1994 on assessment duties, what do you estimateis the percent of time
spent on the following tasks?

Average Median
Percent Percent
of Time of Time
334 345% a Massproperty appraisal of existing properties
105 10.0 b. Apprasal of new construction and remodeling
15 1.0 ¢ Rentandleaseanayss
. . (n=86)
7.8 50 d. Salesratio analysis
17.3 150 e. Administration
10.2 100 f. Homestead classification
0.4 00 0. Specia assessments
7.2 50 h. Examination of local assessors work
8.3 50 i. Reviewing assessments and defending appeals
1.9 1.0 . Considering and deciding abatements
17 0 k. Other (Specify.)
100% TOTAL

66. What do you estimate your office spent in 1994 on assessment services? Includethe expenseslisted initemsb. through
j- below. (Check the box of any item(s) that your expenditure estimate doesnot include.)

Total Median
$25,880,417  $187,500 a. Total expenditures (n=83)
Not Included
In Estimate
Number ~ Percent
b. Salaries and benefits 1 1.2%
c. Supplies(e.g., office and car supplies, mapping, 1 1.2
printing, mailing, data processing supplies)
d. Contract services 15 180
e. Travel 1 12
f. Training 2 2.4
g. Insurance 19 229
h. Dataentry and processing 17 204
i. Office building use and maintenance 59 710
(e.g., spacerentd, utilities)
j- Other current expenditures (excluding capital 13 157

expenses for furniture, office equipment, computers,
cars, land, and other capital purchases).

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.
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67. Wewould liketo know whether 1994 was an atypical year in termsof your expenditures. Did any unus ual
circumstances substantially affect any of the expenseitemsyou included in your 1994 expenditurees timate?
Number Percent

77 90.6% a No
8 9.4 b. Yes(Specify.)

(n=85)

68. What information do you want or need in your jurisdiction regarding property assessment organization , appeals, or
abatementsin other Minnesota jurisdictions?

69. What innovationsor effective methods do you employ, or would like to employ, to improvethe organiz ation of
property assessment services, the appeals process, or the abatements process?

70. Do you have any additional comments?

Thank you for answering this survey!
The Office of Legidative Auditor will use the survey information to generate a report on best pract ices in the organizational

structure, appeals process, and abatements of Minnesota s systems of property assessment.

Have you attached a copy of your policy on considering and granting abatements, if such apolicy exi sts?

Ja No [] b Yes O] c County does not have a policy on abatements

Send this completed form and attachments in the postage-paid envelope by October 16 to:
L egidative Auditor’s Office
658 Cedar Street
St. Paul, MN 55155

OR fax to 612/296-4712.

Note: We received responses from
county assessors in all 87 counties.



Office of the L egidative Auditor

Best Practices Reviews. Minnesota's System of Property Assessments
Survey of City and L ocal Assessors

Thank you for answering this survey. Because we want to focus on afull year’ sworth of assessment  activity, the questions
pertain to the 1994 calendar year. Please answer for assessment services provided only in thejurisd iction on the mailing label
below, even if you assessed other cities or townshipsin 1994. Direct questions about the survey to  Jody Hauer at 612/296-4708.

Please return the completed survey in the enclosed postage-paid envel opeby October 18, 1995.

1. Respondent’sName

2.  Postion

3. Juridiction

4.  Phonenumber

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE AND WORKLOAD
This section of the survey deals with the organization of assessment servicesin this city or townshp.

5. Doesthisjurisdiction haveits assessment services provided by either the county, a city, or aloca | assessor by contract,
or doesit haveitsown assessorson staff? (n = 273)

Number Percent . . . If you use a county or other city assessor, you may
187 68.5% a County assessor’soffice providesthe service =====| stop here and return the survey in the enclosed
0 0 b. Another city assessor’s office provides the service =—{ ©Nvelope. Thank you for your cooperation.
56 20.5 c. Contract with alocal assessor (If you contract with a local assessor, please forward the
survey to the assessor with whom you contract, if this has not already been done, and go
to Question 6.)

30 11.0 d. Own assessorson staff (If the jurisdiction has its own assessors on staff, go to Question 6.)

6. How many parcels of the following classifications of property werein thisjurisdiction in 1994? (Do not include parcels
outside thisjurisdiction even if you assessed other cities or townshipsin 1994.)

Total Median
Parcels  Parcels
410,440 729 a.  Number of residential, 1 to 3 units (n=76)
7,517 3 b. Number of apartments, 4 or more units (n = 76)
7,693 34 c.  Number of agricultura (n=77)
24,765 41 d. Number of commercia-industria (n=78)
2,049 0 e.  Number of seasond residential recreationa (n=78)
162 f.  Number of lakeshore resorts (n = 77)
43,697 40 0. Number of all other property (n=75)
500,455 1,900 h. TOTAL number of parcels for which you and your office were responsible (n = 77)

Note: We received responses from 273 communities
for a response rate of 86 percent.
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7.  How many parcelsof property did you and your staff appraisein 1994 (including your quartilefor th at year and any
other parcelsyou appraised)?
Total Median

Parcels Parcels

159,838 600 Number of parcels appraised in 1994 (n = 75)

8. Of theimproved land and buildings you and your office viewed in your 1994 assessments, what percent do you estimate
received interior observations? (Check one box.)

(n = 81) 0-20% 21-40% 41-60% 60-80% 80-100%
# % 4 % _# % _# % # %
a.  Percent receiving interior observations 13 16.0% 29 358% 25 30.9% 7 86% 5 62%

b. Not applicable 2 25%

9. How frequently do you and your office adjust all parcels value (not only parcelsappraised in ayea r or in the quartile)?

Every Every Every
Annually Two Years Three Years Four Years
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent (n=77)
71 92.2% 2 2.6% 1 1.3% 3 3.9%

10. How doyou and your office adjust values of property not in the quartile? (Check the appropriate boxes for each
property class.)

Class of Parcels
(n =86) .
Commercial- Seasonal
Residentia Industrial  Apartments  Agricultural  Recreational
% # % # % # % _# %
a. By applying aflat percentage or dollar change 7 81% 1 12% 0 00% 11 12.8% 2 23%
to all parcels
b. By applying aflat percentage or dollar change 11 128 8 93 5 58 13 151 3 35
to all parcels within a property classification
c. By applying a percentage or dollar amount 16 186 10 116 8 93 6 7.0 4 47
that varies according to type of construction
d. By applying a percentage or dollar amount 30 349 14 16.3 10 116 14 16.3 10 116
that varies according to neighborhood
e. By applying a percentage or dollar amount 9 105 2 23 1 12 2 23 0 00
that varies according to value of the parcel
f. By applying a percentage or dollar amount 3 35 3 35 3 35 3 35 0 00
that varies according to the year of last
appraisal
g. By comparing current sales with those of 31 36.0 21 24.4 14 16.3 19 221 6 7.0
prior year sales
h. By comparing current year saleswith prior 45 523 37 430 29 337 28 326 17 198
year assessments
i. By applying revised cost schedules 41 417 33 384 27 314 28 326 16 186
j- Other (Specify.) 4 47 5 58 8 93 5 58 2 23
k.  Not applicable 1 12 4 47 3 35 8 93 13 151

Note: We received responses from 273 communities
for a response rate of 86 percent.
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APPEALSAND ABATEMENT PROCESSES
This section of the survey focuses on the system your city or township uses for appeals and abatemerts.

Questions 11 through 14 pertain to property owner questions on value or classification that you andyour office received but that
were not heard by the 1994 |ocal board of review.

11

12.

13.

14.

15.

How many par celsrepresenting owner s dissatisfied with their value or classification did you and you r office handlein
1994 prior to the meeting of thelocal board of review?
Total Median
Parcels  Parcels (n=80)
11,186 25 a.  Number of parcels
b. Unknown 19  23.8%
Of these par celsrepresenting dissatisfied property owners, what percent do you estimate that you an d your office
resolved prior to the 1994 local board of review?
0to 25% 26 to 50% 51 to 75% 76 to 100% Unknown (n=77)
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
15 19.5% 4 52% 7 91% 43  55.8% 8 10.4%
How many staff-hourswould you estimate you and your office spent in resolving value and classificat ion questions
prior tothelocal board of review in 1994 (not including appealsthat actually went to the board)?
Total Median
Staff Staff
Hours Hours (n = 80)
8,395 30 a  Number of staff-hours
b. Unknown 33 41.3%
How satisfied areyou with the overall fairnessand easefor you and your office of the processfor handling property
owners questionsprior tothelocal board of review? (n=78)
Very Moderately A Little Moderately Very Not (n=78)
Satisfied Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Applicable
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
42  53.8% 26 33.3% 3 3.8% 1 13% 5  6.4% 1 13%
Comments:
Doesyour city council or township board serve asthe board of review or do the council membersappo int a special
board?
Number Percent . . .
27 329% a Township board serves asboard of review (Go to Question 19.) (n=82)
47 57.3 b. City council serves asboard of review (Go to Question 19.)

8 9.8 c. City council appoints aspecial board (Go to Question 16.)

Note: We received responses from 273 communities
for a response rate of 86 percent.
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Questions 16 through 18 apply only to cities withappointed special boards of equalization.

16. How many membersare appointed to your city’s special board?

Three Four Five Six Seven Eight Nine Other
Among those who appoint a special board:
_# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# % _# %
- - 2 25.0% 4 50.0% - - 1 12.5% - - 1 12.5% - -
(Specify.)

17. Of those appointed in 1994, what sharewas either an appraiser, realtor, or other person familiar wi th property
valuationsin the county?

1to0 25% 26 to 50% 51to 75% 76 to 100% (n=7)
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
- - - - 3 42.9% 4  57.1%

18. What compensation do the appointed membersreceive?

Number Percent . .
2 25.0% Members do not receive compensation

Travel expensesonly (n=8)

Travel and meal expenses

a
b
C.

375 d. Perdiem
e
f.
g

1 12.5 Expenses and per diem
Selary
Other (Specify.)

2 25.0

Questions 19 through 26 pertain to all jurisdictions with local boards of review.

19. Did your local board of review meet in 1994 with a quorum of members?

Number Percent
0 00% a No (n=83)
82 98.8 b. Yes

1 1.2 c. Not applicable

20. How many appealsdid your local board of review hear in 19947

Total Median Number of
Appeals Appeals Respondents Percent
1,338 6 a. Number of appeals 81 97.6% (n=83)
- - b. Unknown 2 2.4
- - c. Not applicable 0 0.0

21. Wewould liketo know whether 1994 was a typical year in termsof the number of appealsheard by you r local board
of review. How doesthe number of appealsin 1994 compareto the average number heard by theboard over the
previousfour years (1990-1993)?

Number Percent

49 50.8% a Approximately the same as appealsin 1994
4 4.9 b. Lessthan 25% higher than appealsin 1994 (n=82)
9 11.1 c. Between 25 and 75% higher than appealsin 1994
2 2.4 d. Morethan 75% higher than appealsin 1994
7 8.5 e. Lessthan 25% lower than appeasin 1994

Note: We received responses from 273 communities
for a response rate of 86 percent.
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21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

Continued . . .
Number Percent
5 6.1 f. Between 25 and 75% lower than appealsin 1994
2 2.4 0. Morethan 75% lower than appealsin 1994
2 2.4 h.  Unknown
2 2.4 i. Notapplicable
How many of the appeals before your local board of review in 1994 werefor parcelsof residential, a partment,

commercial, seasonal recreational, or agricultural property?

Total Median
Parcels Parcels
1,066 5 a. Number of residential appeals (n =79)
28 0 b.  Number of apartment appeals (n = 77)
122 0 c. Number of commercial-industrial appeals (n = 78)
31 0 d. Number of seasonal recreational residential appeals (n=77)
39 0 e.  Number of agricultura appeals (n = 79)
24 0 f.  Number of other appeals (n = 78)
1,310 6 g. TOTAL number of appeds (n = 83)
- - h.  Unknown
- - i. Notapplicable

Of thetotal number of appeals heard by your local board of review, how many wer e approved in 19947?

Total Medi
Appoeaals Apepelglns
691 3 a.  Number approved (Some reduction in value or classification change) (n = 70)
643 5 b.  Number denied (Value held or raised) (n=71)

- - c. Notapplicable (n=13)

How many staff-hourswould you estimate your office spent in preparation and consider ation of appeal sthat actually
went to your local board of review in 19947

Total Median
Staff Staff
Hours Hours
3,040 16 a.  Number of staff-hours (n =37)

- - b. Unknown (n=28)
- - c. Notapplicable (n=15)

What wasthetotal percent changein market value resulting from appeals approved by your local boar d of review
in 19947

Median
Percent
Change
.0023% a.  Percent changein value (n = 42)
- b. Unknown (n=26)
- c. Not applicable (n=11)

Note: We received responses from 273 communities
for a response rate of 86 percent.
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26. How satisfied areyou with the overall fairnessand ease for you and your office of the local board of review process?

Very Modgrgtely A Il_it.tle Moderapely . Ve.ry. Npt (n=81)
Satisfied Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Applicable
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
39 48.1% 29 358% 5 6.2% 1 1.2% 3 3.7% 4 4.9%
Comments:

Questions 27 through 29 pertain to your involvement with the county board of equalization.

27. How many staff-hourswould you estimate you and your office spent on appealsto the county board of equalization in

19947
Total Median
Staff Staff
Hours Hours
1,098 0 a. Number of staff-hours (n = 40)

- - b. Unknown (n=8)
- - c. Notapplicable (n=27)

28.  On how many appesalsto the board of equalization did you and your officework in 1994?

Total Median
Appeals Appeals
261 0 a. Number of appeals (n = 44)

- - b. Unknown (n=5)
- - c. Not applicable (n = 26)

29. How satisfied areyou with the overall fairness and ease for your office of the board of equalizatio n process?

Very Moderately A Little Moderately Very Not (n=73)
Satisfied Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Applicable
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
18 24.7% 20 27.4% 2 2.7% 1 1.4% 1 1.4% 31 42.5%
Comments:

Questions 30 through 32 pertain to Minnesota Tax Court appeals.

30. How many staff-hourswould you estimate your office spent on Tax Court appealsin 19947

Total Median

Staff Staff

Hours Hours

13,522 0 a.  Number of staff-hours (n = 46)

- - b. Unknown (n=10)
- - c. Notapplicable (n=25)

Note: We received responses from 273 communities
for a response rate of 86 percent.
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31. On how many Tax Court appealsdid your officework in 1994? (Includework you did on casesfiled in 1994 aswell as
work donein 1994 on casesfiled earlier.)

Total Median

Appeals Appeals
2,415 0 a. Number of Tax Court appeals worked on (n = 53)

- - b. Unknown (n=3)
- - c. Notapplicable (n=25)

32. How satisfied areyou with the overall fairnessand easefor your office of appeals handled through the Tax Court?

Very Moderately A Little Moderately Very Not
Satisfied Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Applicable (n=70)
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
8 11.4% 8 11.4% 3 4.3% 7 10.0% 6 8.6% 38 54.3%
Comments:

Questions 33 through 38 pertain to abatementsin 1994 and affect only cities that have city assessos and 20,000 or larger
populations. If you are responding on behalf of a township or a smaller city, please go to Question39.

33. How many abatement applications did your city receivein 19947?

Total Median
Applications  Applications
4,267 605 a Number of abatementsfor homestead changes (n=16)
319 105 b.  Number of abatementsfor value changes B
558 6.0 d. Number of other abatement applications
5,144 97.0 e TOTAL number of abatement applications

34. Of thetotal number of abatement applicationsyour office received in 1994, how many were approved ( by the
assessor, county auditor, and county board)? (n = 15)

Total Median
Abatements ~ Abatements (n=15)
4,850 91 a. Number of abatements approved
145 1 b. Number of abatements denied
35. What changein property value did the abatements approved in 1994 represent?
Median
Percent
Change
0.007% a. Percent of property value abated (n = 8)
- b. Unknown (n=8)
- c. Not applicable

36. How many staff-hourswould you estimate your office spent on considering and processing abatementsi n 19947?

Total Median
Staff Staff
Hours Hours
2,252 160 a.  Number of staff-hours (n = 11)
- b. Unknown (n=5)

- - c. Not applicable

Note: We received responses from 273 communities
for a response rate of 86 percent.
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37.
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Doesyour city have an explicit policy on considering and granting abatements?
Number Percent
9 563% a No (n = 16)
7 43.8 b. Yes(If yes, please attach a copy of the policy to the completed survey.)
0 0.0 c. Cityiscurrently considering apolicy on abatements.
How satisfied areyou with the overall fairnessand easefor your office of the abatement process?

Very Moderately A Little Moderately Very Not

Satisfied Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Applicable (n=16)
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
1 6.3% 8 50.0% 7 43.8% - - - - - -
Comments:

ASSESSMENT PRACTICES
This section deals with methods you use when assessing property in your city or township.

39.

41,

42

Do you and your office use computer-assisted mass appraisal ?

Number Percent =79
31 392% a No (=79)
38 48.1 b. Yes
10 12.7 c. Thecity or townshipisin the process of developing a computer-assisted mass appraisal system

For which of the following tasks do you and your office use computers? (Check all that apply.)

Number Percent
34 436% a Intheappraisal process
24 30.8 b. To generate valuation notices B
25 321 c. To produce assessment rolls (n=78)
35 44.9 d. Torecord property sales
37 47.4 e. Toconduct salesratio studies

5 6.4 f.  Wedo not use computers
29 37.2 0. Wedo not use computers, but the county with whom we work does
9 11.5 h. Other (Specify.)

Do you and your office use aland information system (L1S) or geographic information system (GIS) to assist in your

assessments?

Number Percent -
45  584% a No (n=77)
16 20.8 b. Yes
16 20.8 c. Thecity or township isin the process of developing aLIS or GIS system

Do you and your office have a complete set of assessment maps showing the size, shape, and location of parcels?

M P9o0%  a Nosetof maps (n=80)
4 5.0 b. Incomplete set
9 11.3 c. Nearly complete set
51 63.8 d. Complete set

Note: We received responses from 273 communities
for a response rate of 86 percent.
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43. Do you and your office have adequate equipment and training to perform your assessment duties?
Number  Percent
74 91.4% a Adequate equipment and adequate training
1 1.2 b. Adequate equipment but inadequate training (n=81)
6.2 c. Inadequate equipment and adequate training
1.2 d. Inadequate equipment and inadequate training
0.0 e. Not applicable

ok o

44. Do you and your office notify property ownersin advance of visiting the parcelsin your quartile?

Number Percent
53 654% a Noadvance notification
3 37% b. Yes, with noticesinloca newspapers (n=81)
10 12.3 C. Yes, with notices mailed to property owners
14 17.3 d. Yes, by other means (Specify.)
0 0.0 e. Not applicable
1 1.2 f.  Morethan one response

Question 45 applies only to cities that issue their own valuation notices. If the county issues valiation notices to property
ownersin your city or township, go to Question 46.

45. For citiesthat send valuation natices, which of the following pieces of infor mation does your offic einclude on property
valuation notices (in addition to that which isrequired by statute such as market value, limited ma rket value, " this
old house" value, etc.)? (Check all that apply.)

Number  Percent

3 35% a Non-technical summary of the methods used to assess property

10 11.6 b. Proceduresfor appealing property value with assessor

10 11.6 c. Proceduresfor appealing value with local board of review

10 11.6 d. Proceduresfor appealing value with county board of equalization
8 9.3 e. Proceduresfor appealing value with tax court (n=86)
0 0.0 f. Sdesratio information
1 1.2 g. Distinction between value notice and tax bill
2 2.3 h. Explanation of how valueisrelated to tax hill
0 0.0 i. Description of how tax bills are calculated
4 47 j-  Definitions of uncommon terms
9 10.5 k. Contact phone numbers for people with questions
3 35 [.  Other (Specify.)

PERSONNEL AND RESOURCES
This section of the survey deals with your level of staffing and other resources for assessing.

46. How many assessor Sappraisersin the following licensure categories were on your staff in 1994 (in f ull-time
equivalentsor FTES)?

Total Median
FTE FTE
Staff Staff
71.74 1 a. Certified Minnesota Assessor (CMA) (n = 48)
14.25 1 b. Certified Minnesota Assessor Speciadist (CMAYS) (n=11)
18 5 c. CMA plus completion of income-producing property appraisal courses (n = 3)
8 1 d. CMAS plus completion of income-producing property appraisal courses (n = 8)

Note: We received responses from 273 communities
for a response rate of 86 percent.
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46.

47.

49,

PROPERTY ASSESSMENTS: STRUCTURE AND APPEALS

Continued . . .

Total Median

FTE FTE

Staff Staff

16 1 e. Accredited Minnesota Assessor (n = 16)
52.83 1 f.  Senior Accredited Minnesota Assessor (n = 32)
125 0625 g. Other assessors(n=2)

184.32 1 h. TOTAL FTE assessors (n=82)
What number of other FTE staff did you employ in 1994 to perform the functions of administration, da ta processing,

mapping and drafting, clerical, and other support services? (Do not double-count employees you reported in Question
46, even if they performed some of these functions.)

Total Median
FTE FTE
Staff Staff
51.1 1 Number of FTE staff (n = 28)

Of thetotal time spent by you and your staff in 1994 on assessment duties, what do you estimateis the percent of time
spent on the following tasks? (Estimate time only for those tasks that you performed for this city or township.)

Average Median
Percent Percent
Time Time
44.1% 45% a.  Mass property appraisal of existing properties (n = 79)
13.5 11 b. Appraisal of new construction and remodeling (n = 79)
1.9 0 c. Rentandleaseanaysis(n=77)
4.0 3 d. Salesratio anaysis(n=79)
6.7 5 e. Administration (n = 78)
6.7 5 f. Homestead classification (n = 79)
16 0 0. Specia assessments (n = 79)
6.4 2 h. Reviewing assessments and defending appeals (n = 78)
0.8 0 i. Considering and deciding abatements (n = 78)
1.9 0 j-  Other (Specify.) (n=77)

TOTAL

What do you estimate that you and your office spent in 1994 on assessment services? Includetheexp enseslisted in
itemsb. through j. below. Exclude expensesfor assessment servicesyou and your office may have pr ovided to other
citiesand townships. Assessorson contract should specify coststo the city or township for theco ntract. (Check the
box of any item(s) that your expenditure estimate doesnot include.)

Total Median

$8,967,458  $15,600 a. Total expenditures (n=71)

Not Included In Estimate

Number Percent

b. Salariesand benefits 1 1.4%
c. Supplies(e.g., office and car supplies, 9 127
mapping, printing, mailing, data processing
supplies)
d. Contract services 4 5.6
e. Trave 9 127
f. Traning 7 9.9
g. Insurance 12 169
h. Dataentry and processing 8 113

Note: We received responses from 273 communities
for a response rate of 86 percent.
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49,

51.

52.

53.

55.

56.

Continued . ..
Not Included In Estimate

Number Percent

i. Office building use and maintenance 19  26.8%
(e.g., spacerentd, utilities)
j-  Other current expenditures (excluding 11 155

capital expenses for furniture, office
equipment, computers, cars, land, and
other capita purchases).

Wewould liketo know whether 1994 was an atypical year in termsof your expenditureson assessing. Did any
unusual circumstances substantially affect any of the expense itemsyou included in your 1994 expend iture estimate?
Number Percent
67 882% a No (n=76)
9 11.8 b. Yes(Secify.)

Did you and your office provide assessment servicesfor any additional citiesor townshipsin 1994?
Number Percent
42 532% a No (If no, go to Question 54.)
37 46.8 b. Yes (n=79)
If you did assess other cities or townshipsin 1994, for how many other cities and townshipsdid you and your office
provide assessment services?
Total Median
Citiesand  Cities and (n=37)
Towns Towns
201 3 Number of other cities and townships
If you did assess other citiesor townshipsin 1994, how many par celswerein the other citiesandt ownships?
Total Median
Parcels  Parcels (n=36)

235,326 1,750 Number of parcels

What information do you want or need in your jurisdiction regarding property assessment organization , appesals, or
abatementsin other Minnesota jurisdictions?

What innovations or effective methods do you employ, or would like to employ, to improvethe organiz ation of
property assessment services, the appeals process, or the abatements process?

Do you have any additional comments?

Thank you for answering this survey!

Note: We received responses from 273 communities
for a response rate of 86 percent.
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tion from avariety of sources. We began

with aliterature review of assessment and
appraisal practices in Minnesota and other states
similar to usin size and tax structure. Thenwe
gathered information around Minnesota from asses -
sors, boards of review and equalization, and taxpay -
ers. Some of the specific steps we took included
holding a roundtable discussion; making field obser -
vations; visiting select counties, cities, and town -
ships; and surveying local governments and
property owners. This appendix briefly describes
thefirst three of these steps. Appendix B describes
our surveys.

T 0 conduct this review, we collected informa -

ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSION

At the start of our review, we convened a meeting
of assessors, appraisers, legidators, legidative staff,
and othersinterested in the topic of property ap -
praisalsto discuss the key issues involved with
property assessment in Minnesota. Participating in
the roundtabl e discussion were 34 individuas; 59
percent of the participants were from the 7-county
metropolitan area and 41 percent were from outside
the metropolitan area. During the discussion, par -
ticipants presented their ideas on the appropriate fo -
cusfor thisbest practices review.

FIELD OBSERVATIONS

We spent time talking with assessors and their staff.
We experienced first hand some of the appraisers
work while accompanying them as they inspected
propertiesin residential neighborhoods — during
rain and shine. In late spring and early summer of
1995, we traveled to 14 cities and county seats
around the state to observe local boards of review
and county boards of equalization conduct their
work. We aso attended severa meetings of the
State Board of Equalization to observe this phase of
the stat€’ sinteraction with county assessors.

SITE VISITS

The examples of best practicesin this report come
from 27 Minnesota jurisdictions we either visited or
caled for in-depth interviews. During theseinter -
views we collected information to describe individ -
ual practices and their advantages and
disadvantages. We selected the jurisdictions based
on performance measures we devel oped to help de -
termine which jurisdictions were effective and effi -
cient. (See Appendix D for information on the
measures.) Because we could not visit al the coun -
ties, cities, and townships that ranked high on these
measures, we chose a selection that represented dif -
ferent sizes and geographic locations of Minnesota
local governments.

The site visits supplemented information we gath -
ered from our surveys of local governmentsand
gave us afirst-hand look at how these assessment
jurisdictions operated. These on-siteinterviewsa -
lowed assessors and othersto describe their prac -
tices, including: how they initiated the practices;
changes made since the practices were begun; prob -
lems the practices helped solve; savings of time,
money, personnel or other resources; advantages
and disadvantages of the practices; and whether the
practices were transferable to other jurisdictions.
From the interviews we were better able to ascer -
tain the circumstances under which the practices
were most appropriate.

We designed aquestionnaire to use a each inter -
view. The questionnaire included 15 open-ended
guestions to obtain genera information on the prac -
ticesaswell astheir specific uses. The remainder

of this appendix lists these questions; however, to
conserve space, we have omitted much of the white
space from the original questionnaire.
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SITEVISIT QUESTIONNAIRE
FOR INTERVIEWING ASSESSORS

Minnesota’'s System of Property Assessments

Interviewer: Date:

Jurisdiction:

Individuals Interviewed:

Best Practice and Organizational Structure:

Information on Practices

1. Describethe practice. What isit? How doesit work?
2. When did you first implement the practice? For how long have you used it?

3. What made you first consider implementing this practice? What problems, if any, wereyou hopi  ng to over-
come?

4. Did implementing this practice solve your problem? Have you accomplished your goals? Why or ~ why not?
5. Thinking back to when you began this practice, what problems did you have in implementation?

6. Sinceimplementing this practice, have you had any problems? Have you modified the practice  sinceyou
first implemented it?

7. Doesthis practice produce any type of savingsfor your jurisdiction or othersinvolved, tha tis, savings of
time, money, resources, hasse, etc.? What did the practice cost you up front? What aretheong oing costs?

8. Haveyou found other advantages from using this practice?
9. From your experience with this practice, what are its drawbacks or disadvantages?

10. Have you compared this practice with other alternatives that might accomplish the sameend?  If yes, what
comparisons have you made and what were the results?

11. Have you been ableto monitor this practice to evaluate whether it is effective? If yes, inwh at way have you
evaluated this practice?

12. Do you think other counties, cities, or towns could also use this practice in their own jurisdi  ction? Why or
why not?
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13. What characteristics or attributes does ajurisdiction need to haveif itisconsderingu sing this practice?
14. What tips or advice would you offer to another city or county to help makethispracticeasucc ess?

15. Do you have any additional thoughts or comments?
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APPENDIX D

and performance measures can help depart -

ments evaluate and measure the level of
service they provide. Measures of performance pro -
vide quantifiable information on an organization’s
impact, efficiency, and effectiveness. They allow
agenciesto make better, more informed decisons
about service delivery. Performance measures can
show what vaue a department is getting for thedol -
lars it spends on assessment services. Departments
that evaluate their assessment performance over
time can track both achievementsin service deliv -
ery and areas needing improvement. They can aso
justify spending requests by demonstrating real
needs of the assessment system. Moreover, infor -
mation obtained from measuring a department’ s ef -
forts and accomplishments can improve
communication with elected officials and the public
by focusing on assessors’ actual results.

T he process of developing goals, objectives,

This appendix describes yardsticks we used to
measure the effectiveness and efficiency of assess -
ment jurisdictions. We used the information to de -
termine which jurisdictions currently employ
especially effective or efficient assessment practices
and which oneswe would visit to gather more in-
depth information. Beyond this, the measures aso
serve astools that local governments can usetoen -
sure that the organization of their assessment serv -
ices and the appeals procedures they follow are
effective. While most assessors' offices can use the
performance measures we list here, they may aso
develop other performance measures appropriate to
their particular circumstances.

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

Typicaly before measuring performance, agencies
define and adopt goalsfor their work. Goalsde -
scribe in broad terms the desired outcomes of the
agencies services. Having adopted god's, agencies

set objectives, which are clear targets for specific
actionsthat explain what their service will accom -
plish and by when. After setting goals and objec -
tives, agencies can evaluate their performance and
determine whether they are meeting their goals.

Werelied on state statutes to set two goasfor Min -
nesota’ s assessment system:

1. Tocongstently assessreal property at its market
value, that is, the selling price which could be
obtained through an arm’ s length transaction.

2. Toview and determine the market value of each
tract or lot of real property at maximum inter -
vals of four years.

To determine how well assessment agencies meet
these godls, we developed seven objectives:

1. Toimprove assessment uniformity each assess -
ment period, resulting in reduced inequities.

2. Torespond objectively and professionally to dis -
agreements about vauation.

3. Toannualy assess properties a levelswithin the
parameters of the Department of Revenue's
salesratio studies.

4. To complete assessment dutiesin atimely manner.

5. Tominimizetax roll changesthat occur after the
levy dueto tax court orders or as aresult of
abatements approved for clerical errorsor hard -
ship.

6. Toannualy increase the percentage of property
owners who are satisfied with the amount of in -
formation received regarding their property as -
sessment, the clarity and understandability of
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that information, the ease of the assessment
process, and the objectivity of the assessment.

7. Toannualy increase the percentage of property
owners who accept their assessment asfair and
equitable.

The goals and objectives we selected might differ
somewhat from those an individual agency would
develop. Agencieswith different goalsand objec -
tiveswould likely have different performance mess -
ures than those we describe below. Nonetheless,

we believe our goals and objectives are generally
applicableto al assessment jurisdictions.

PERFORMANCE MEASURES

Defining the goals and objectives of Minnesota's
system of property assessments allowed usto de -
velop 68 measures of efficiency and effectiveness,
or performance measures, for areas of the assess -
ment system specifically within the scope of this
best practicesreview: the organizational structure
of assessors' offices and the appedl's processes they
follow. The performance measures either (1) de -
scribe an outcome or (2) are an indication of either
efficiency or cost effectiveness. Outcomes are the
actual results of an agency’ s actions, such as assess -
ments that accurately reflect market value as mess -
ured by the median salesratio. Efficiency measures
are the costs per unit of service that an agency pro -
vides, such as cost per total number of parcelsas -
sessed.  Cost-effectiveness measures reflect the cost
per unit of an agency’ s outcomes, such as cost per
assessment system with acceptable salesratios.

We grouped the 68 measures of performance into

six categories: (1) levels of satisfaction, (2) timere -
sources, (3) personnel resources, (4) measuresre -
lated to the assessment, (5) measures specific to the
appedls process, and (6) cost and cost effectiveness.
Because we believed that some of the performance
measures were stronger indicators of efficiency and

effectiveness than others, we weighted those mess -
ures we considered more significant. L

Levels of Satisfaction

Leves of satisfaction are outcome measuresthat in -
dicate how well the users or recipients — county
and local assessors, boards of review and equaliza -
tion members, and taxpayers — of aparticular as-
sessment service believe that service works. Some
of the measures apply to assessors' satisfaction, oth -
ersto board members satisfaction, and othersto
taxpayers satisfaction. We developed 19 setisfec -
tion measures,

Assessor

Level of assessor satisfaction with the
process for resolving property owner
guestions prior to local board meeting.*

Level of assessor satisfaction with the board
process* 2

Level of assessor satisfaction with the
abatement process.*

Level of assessor satisfaction with the tax
court process.

Level of assessor satisfaction with the
effectiveness of board member training.

Board Member

Level of board member satisfaction with the
effectiveness of board member training.*

Level of board member satisfaction with the
level of professionalism and knowledge
displayed by assessors during the board
meeting.*

1 Weweighted performance measures with lower priority avalue of "1" and performance measures with higher priority a vaue of
"2." Weindicate those measures with high priority for our site visits with an asterisk (*) in the lists presented in the remainder of this
appendix. Although measures related to taxpayer opinions may have high priority, data from our survey of taxpayers were not avail -

able when we planned our site visits.

2 Unless otherwise specified, board refers to both local boards of review and county boards of equaliz ation.
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Level of board member satisfaction with the
user-friendliness of the appeals process for
board members.*

Level of board member satisfaction with the
overal fairness and ease of the appeals
process for board members.*

Level of board member satisfaction with the
ease of the appeal s process for taxpayers.

Level of board member satisfaction with the
board members' overdl understanding of the
issues and fairness in appeals decision.

Taxpayer

Level of taxpayer satisfaction with the
clarity and understandability of information
received from assessor’ s office.

Level of taxpayer satisfaction with the
information contained in property vauation
notice.

Level of taxpayer satisfaction with the
treatment and professionalism of the board.

Level of taxpayer satisfaction with the
treatment and professionalism of assessor.

Level of taxpayer satisfaction with the
understandability of the board processto
appeal property assessments.

Level of taxpayer satisfaction with the
user-friendliness of the board process.

Level of taxpayer satisfaction with the
overal fairness of the board process.

Level of taxpayer satisfaction with the tax
court process.

Time Resources

Time resources are outputs that indicate the hours
spent by an individual or agency on an aspect of the
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property assessment and appeals system. To look at
these outputs as measures of efficiency, we con -
trasted the actua hours spent by the individual or
agency with the median hours spent by that particu -
lar group or leve of local government. We com -
piled ten measures of time spent on various
assessment activities:

Hours spent by assessors per parcel
appealed.*

Hours spent by assessors on appraisal per
percentage receiving interior inspections.*

Hours spent by board members preparing for
board mestings.*

Hours spent by assessors on answering
questions, per number of owner questions.

Hours spent by assessors per number of
parcels questioned by owner prior to board
of review.

Hours spent by assessors on tax court
appedls, per number of tax court appeals.

Hours spent by assessors per number of
board appedls.

Hours spent by assessors per number of
abatements.

Hours spent by assessors on appraisal per
number of parcels appraised.

Hours spent by appellants preparing for
board mestings.

Personnel Resources

Personnel resources are outputs that indicate the la -
bor devoted by an agency to an aspect of the prop -
erty assessment system. To look at these outputs as
measures of efficiency, we contrasted the actual per -
sonnel level of an agency per parcel or other output
with the median personnel level of other local juris -
dictionswe surveyed. Thisalowed usto compare
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the number of personnel with the median personnel
inthe sample. We congtructed nine personnel mess -
ures:

Full-time equivalent (FTE) assessors per
number of parcels.*

FTE assessors and other assessment staff per
parcel appeded.* 3

FTE assessors and other staff per number of
parcels.

FTE assessors per parcel by property class.

FTE assessors per percentage of interior
inspections.

Number of Certified Minnesota A ssessors
per total parcels.

Number of Certified Minnesota A ssessor
Specialists per total parcels. 4

Number of Accredited Minnesota Assessors
per total parcels.

Number of Senior Accredited Minnesota
Assessors per total parcels.

Measures Related to the
Assessment

Measures related to the assessment are genera ef -
fectiveness measures. Based on our review of cur -
rent literature and conversations with expertsin the
field, we chose these measures to identify agencies
that meet professional assessment standards (such
as acceptable median salesratios) or use practices
that are especidly effective or innovative (such as
geographic information systems). We formulated
11 general effectiveness measuresrelated to the as -
sessment:

Acceptable salesratio of property valuesfor
homesteads, agricultural land,
commercia-industria, and
seasonal-recreational residential .*

Acceptable coefficient of dispersion for
property values by property classification.*

Acceptable price-related differential of
property values by property classification.*

Use of computer-assisted mass appraisal
system.*

Completeness of assessment maps.*
Adequacy of equipment and training.*

Notification of property owners prior to
parcel visitation.*

Use of geographic information system.*

High percentage of properties receiving
interior inspection.

Frequent (annual) adjustment of parcel value.

Completeness of value notice information.

Measures Specific to the Appeals
Process

M easures specific to the appeal's process also mess -
ure general effectiveness. Based on current litera -
ture and interviews with members of the assessment
profession, we chose these measuresto indicateju -
risdictions that use especially effective or innova -
tive practices (for instance, explicit abatement
policiesthat define hardship). We compiled 10 gen
eral effectiveness measures specific to the appeals
process.

3 Other staff refersto mapping, clerical, data processing, and additional support staff.

4 Wedso looked at the number of city or township Certified Minnesota Assessors and Certified Minneso ta Assessor Speciaists with

completion of courses on income-producing property.
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High percentage of property owner - Cost per parcd by community with
guestions resolved prior to loca board of acceptable salesratios, coefficients of
review.* dispersion, and price-related differentials.*
Counties with explicit policy on - Cost per parcel appeded.*
abatements.*

- Cost per board member satisfied with the
Board member preparation for 1994 appedl s process.*
meeting.*

Cost per parcel appraised.
High percentage of total appellants that

provided board members with information - Cost per percentage of properties receiving
relating to their appeals.* interior inspections.

High level of property and assessment - Cost per percentage mix of homes built
information provided to board members by before W.W.II.

assessor.*

Codt per distance from office to parcels.
Ratio of appedls stayed or denied to those

approved is at or above the median. - Cost per appellant satisfied with the appeals
process.

For those with appointed boards, high

percentage of appointed board members - Cost per taxpayer satisfied with the property

with property-related background. assessment system.

Counties with "hardship" defined for
abatement requests for two prior years.

Board member training prior to 1994
meeting.

Board' s briefing of appellants before the
appeal.

Cost and Cost Effectiveness

Costs measure the efficiency of an assessment sys -
tem. These measures indicate the degree to which
assessment agencies provide their servicesat mini -
mal cost (such as cost per parcel appeaed) when
compared to median costs over time or other similar
agencies. By contrast, cost-effectiveness measures
show the cogts of agencies whose actual results

meet their intended results (such as cost per commu -
nity with acceptable salesratios). We developed

nine cost and cost-effectiveness measures:
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n Chapter 1 of this report we describe how their own assessment staff, 4 indicated that 75 per -
I some cities and counties appoint specia boards cent or more of their board appointees werered es -
of review or equalization. These boards are tate agents, appraisers, or were otherwise familiar
comprised of at least one member whoisanap - with property valuations. Three cities said between
praiser, red estate agent, or other person familiar 51 and 75 percent of their appointees had similar ex -
with property valuation in the assessment district. perience.
City councils and county commissioners may dele -
gate all board of review or equalization duties and Appointed board sizes varied from four to nine
powersto these boards. In thisappendix, we pre - members, with an average of five members. Two
sent additional background information on the spe - boards received no compensation for their services,
cia appointed boards. four received a per diem, including one that offered

both a per diem and expense reimbursement, and
two received only travel or other expense reimburse -

SPECIAL APPOINTED LOCAL ments.
BOARDS OF REVIEW

SPECIAL APPOINTED

Cities that decide to appoint specia boards of re -

view determine the number of appointees, their COUNTY BOARDS OF
compensation, and lengths of their terms, L Ap- EQ UALIZATION

pointed boards serve at the direction of the city

councils who gppoint them. County commissioners also have the option to ap -

point members to aspecia county board of equali -

According to our survey, 14 cities appointed specia Zation.3 Counties that opt to appoint a special

boards of review. (Chapter 1 liststhesecities.) All board determine how many members to appoint,
of these cities had populations of more than 5,000 whether the appointees will be compensated, and
and the median population was 37,400. Half were lengths of appointees terms. Unlike other county
located within the seven-county metropolitan area boards of equalization, the county auditor is anon-
and half outside. Some of the citiesmadetheap - voting member who serves as recorder.
pointed boards advisory to the city council and oth -
ersdelegated all board of review authority to the Five of Minnesota s 87 counties — Anoka, Dakota,
gppointees. In some cases, aportion of theap - Hennepin, Ramsey and Saint Louis — appointed a
pointed members were city council members. special board of equalization in 1994. Four of the

) o five special boards had seven members; thefifth
The size, make-up, and other characteristics of had ten members. Members on dl five of the spe -
these appointed boards differed. Eight of the 14 cit - cial boards received a per diem and four of thefive
ies with appointed boards had their own assessors also received reimbursements of expenses. On

on staff whilethe other 6 were assessed by thei'r three of the boards, at least 75 percent of members
county assessor’ soffice. Among the 8 cities with

1 Minn. Sat. §274.01, subd. 2.
2 Onecity did not respond to this question.
3  Minn. Sat. §274.13, subd. 2.
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werered estate agents, appraisers, or othersfamil - ness, compared to 50 percent of elected officials

iar with property valuations; on the remaining two serving on regular boards.

boards, between 51 and 75 percent of members had

similar experience. County assessors in counties with appointed boards

were more likely to be highly satisfied with the
board of equalization process than assessorselse -

CHARACTERISTICS OF where. Four out of the 5 assessors (80 percent) in
APPOINTED BOARDS counties with appointed boards said they were very

satisfied with the county board of equalization proc -
ess, compared to 45 percent of assessorsinthere -
maining counties. Fifty-seven percent of local
assessors in cities with appointed boards were very

Appointed board members were more likely than
members of other boardsto receive training from as -

sessors prior to the board meeting. In al 5 counties stified with the board of review process, com -

with appointed boards, board members received . .

o . pared to 41 percent of local assessorsin large cities
trq ning in 1994 com pared 0 67'percent of counties with boards comprised entirely of elected officials.
with county commissioners serving as board mem -

bers. Thiswas also true with larger cities (popula -
tions above 5,000): 85 percent of citieswith
appointed boards had members that received train -
ing versus 58 percent of cities with boards com -
prised entirely of elected officials.

During the board meetings, appointed county
boards of equalization were more likely to brief
property owners about the process for conducting
themeeting. Indl 5 counties with appointed
boards, members briefed appellantsin 1994 com -
pared to 73 percent of other boards. Among cities,
however, the percentages that briefed appellants
weremore similar: Over 92 percent of larger cities
with appointed boards reported that members
briefed appellants compared with 87 percent of
larger cities where elected officials comprised the
boards.

Board members serving on specia appointed

boards of review and equalization reported higher
levels of satisfaction with the "user friendliness’ of
the process than board members on regular boards.
About 63 percent of board members servingonap -
pointed boards (county and local combined) were
very satisfied with the user friendliness of the proc -
ess, compared to 45 percent of members serving on
regular boards. Appointed board members aso had
greater satisfaction than members on regular boards
with the overal fairness and ease of the appeals
process. Roughly 69 percent of the appointed

board memberswere very satisfied with overdl fair -
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APPENDIX F

innesota counties have authority for con -
M sidering and abating taxes to people who

paid taxes erroneoudly or unjustly. Tax
abatement policies provide guidelinesfor using this
authority and can help limit the consideration of un -
warranted or frivolous abatement requests. Fifty-
five of the 87 county assessors, or 63 percent,
indicated their county had explicit written policies
for considering tax abatementsin 1994 and another
13 county assessors, or 15 percent, reported they
were considering atax abatement policy.

We received copies of tax abatement policiesfrom
52 of the 55 counties with adopted policies. Ten of
those policies specify which county personnel are
responsible for handling tax abatement requests and
outline the appropriate procedures they should fol -
low. Theremaining policies only contain condi -
tions that county staff use to determine whether
abatement requests qualify for consideration. In
this appendix, we present additional background in -
formation on the tax abatement policies of the 52
counties.

LIMITS ON THE TIMING OR
AMOUNT OF ABATEMENT
REQUESTS

State statutes restrict the time period during which
abatement requests are eligible for consideration. L
Of the 52 abatement policies we examined, 31 poli -
cieslimited the counties' consideration of abate -
ment requests to the current year only. 2 (SeeTable
F.1) Because of the time and other costsinvolved
with processing abatement requests, some counties
required the amount of the tax abatement request to
meet a certain threshold. Thirty-five of the 52 coun -

ties, or 67 percent, did not consider abatement re -
guests when they were less than a threshold limit.
The median threshold was $50, athough 11 coun -
ties set their threshold at $100. (See Figure F.1.)
Two counties’ policies required abatement requests
to represent aminimum change of $5,000 inesti -
mated market value before considering them.

Table FE1: Counties With Time
Limits in Abatement Policies

Current Current Current
Year® +1Year +2Year
# % # % # %
Counties 31 60 8 15 10 19

Note: Three counties’ policies did not specify a time limit.

Source: Legislative Auditor's Office analysis of 52 county
tax abatement policies.

®Four of the 31 policies provided allowances to consider
applications beyond the current year for certain rare condi -
tions.

CONDITIONS ON
CONSIDERING ABATEMENT
REQUESTS

Thirty-one policies, or 60 percent of those we exam -
ined, prohibited considering abatement requests for
homestead classificationsif the taxpayer did not file
ahomestead application by a specific deadline.

Many of the counties policies specified the actions
taken by the assessor to notify owners of the need

for the homestead application, including newspaper
notices, mailed notices, and certified letters. Only
taxpayers who were not subject to these natifica -

1 County boards may consider abatements as they relate to taxes payable in the current year and t axes for the two prior yearsif cleri-
cal errors were made or the taxpayer failed to file due to hardship, as defined by the county bo ard. (See Minn. Sat. §375.192, subd. 2.)

2 Infour of those 31 poalicies, the counties made provisions to consider requests for earlier y earsin certain rare exceptions.
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Figure FE1: Counties’ Dollar
Thresholds for Considering
Abatement Requests

Threshold
$10

N
$20 j
N

$25 *

$50

$100
$5,000 Market
Value Change :|

0 5 10 15 20
Number of Counties

Source: Legislative Auditor's Office analysis of 52 county tax
abatement policies.

*Either the dollar threshold or a minimum 10 percent change
in estimated market value qualified for consideration.

tions could apply for ahomestead classification
abatement. Twenty-four counties' policies, or 36
percent, set conditions that taxpayers had to meet
before the county would consider their abatement
application. One common condition wasthat appli -
cants must have paid previous years taxesin full.
Another was that no abatement would be consid -
ered if the taxpayer had a petition filed in tax court
with the outcome still pending. A third common
condition prohibited requests that could have been
handled during the loca board of review or county
board of equalization processes.

Sixteen county policies, or 31 percent of those we
studied, had a policy regarding abating tax penalties
or interest. Many refused to abate tax penalties, but
some considered abatements for penalties paid on
current taxes only under strict conditions, such as
when taxpayers could prove that they paid the taxes
in atimely fashion but the payment waslost in the
mail. Eight counties, or 15 percent, included prohi -
bitions regarding specia assessments. Typicaly,
these policies prohibited granting an abatement for
aspecia assessment unless the request was accom -
panied by awritten approval from the local govern -

ment that levied the specia assessment. Eight of
the policies also contained deadlines by which the
abatement request had to befiled to be eligible for
consideration.

Smaller numbers of county abatement policiescon -
tained other conditions. Four of the policieswe ana -
lyzed, or 8 percent, prohibited requests for
abatements regarding "This Old House" provi -
sions.® These policies disqualified from considera -
tion any requests for abatements from homeowners
who failed to submit by certain deadlines the neces -
sary applications for deferring value increases due

to home improvements. Three policies had provi -
sionsfor handling numerous requests for abate -
ments due to homestead classification changes. In
these policies, the county board del egated authority
to county personnel, such as the county assessor or
auditor, to approve abatement requests due to
changesin homestead classifications or clerical er -
rors. These changes could be made without county
board approva. Three policies set conditions spe -
cific to abatement requests for manufactured

homes, typically specifying dates by which such re -
guests are due.

3 "ThisOld House" refers to statutes allowing homeowners to defer increases in estimated market value due to improvements they
made to their property. The program isintended to remove a disincentive to improving resi dential property. The law exempts from
taxation, for aten-year period, all or a portion of the value of improvements made to homesth at are at least 35 yearsold. Many condi -
tions apply to determine eligibility for this exemption. (See Minn. Sat. §273.11, subd. 16.)
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abatement — A reduction in taxes granted under
specia circumstances when taxes have been er -
roneoudy or unjustly paid. Minnesota county
boards may grant reductions in estimated mar -
ket value or abatements of taxes, costs, pena -
ties, or interest.

agricultural property — Property defined by
Minnesota statutes as Class 2aand 2b, consist -
ing of farm homes (both homesteaded and non-
homesteaded), other farm buildings, and farm
land used for raising or cultivating agricultural
products and other agricultural purposesin -
cluding pasture and timber.

arm’slength transaction — A transactioninvolv -
ing the buying and selling of red estate be -
tween separate, willing partieswhere each
seeks to maximize his or her position.

assessment/salesratio study — A comparison of
estimated market valuesto the sale prices of a
set of properties used to evauate the level and
uniformity of property assessments.

basemap — A map showing certain fundamental
information, often used as a source to prepare
other maps with specialized data.

cadastral maps — Mapsthat show subdivision
boundaries, dimensions of individual tracts,
and surrounding land uses, used for describing
and recording ownership.

classfication — A system of grouping properties
based on their use for purposes of taxation. Ex -
amples of Minnesota property classesinclude
non-agricultural homestead and commercial-
industrial.

coefficient of disperson — The average devia-
tion of individua ratios from the median ratio
used to measure the uniformity of assessments.

commercial-industrial property — Property de-
fined by Minnesota statutes as Class 3a, con -
sisting of buildings used for commercial
purposes such asretail or manufacturing.

comparable property sales — Recently sold
properties that have similar sales prices, phys -
ca and locational conditions, and other charac -
teristics to a property being appraised.

computer-asssted mass appraisal system
(CAMA) — A computerized system that uses
datistical analysesto generate estimates of
property value.

cost approach — One of three approachesto edti -
mating value where appraisers estimate the
cost of replacing a structure, subtract out depre -
ciation to account for losses of value dueto de -
terioration and other factors, and add in the
value of land.

county board of equalization — A group of indi -
viduals, typically the county commissioners
and county auditor, authorized to compare and
equalize property assessments so that each par -
cel inthe county islisted at its market value.

equalization — The process used by governments
to ensure that property in agiven jurisdiction
is appraised equitably at market value.

estimated market value — Thelikedy sdling
price of aproperty obtained during anarm'’s
length transaction between informed and will -
ing buyers and sellers; the value of a property
as determined by the assessor.
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field card — The document appraisers use asthey
review parcels to record specific property data
about the interior and exterior of structures,
land, improvements, legal descriptions, and
ownership.

geographic information system (GIS) — A tech-
nology that yields computerized maps built
from multiple sources of land-based data.

homestead — Property occupied asthe principal
place of residence by a property owner. In
Minnesota’s property classification system,
homesteaded property enjoys alower classifi -
cation rate than many other property types, re -
sulting in lower taxes relative to other
propertiesin ajurisdiction.

homestead application — A document homeown -
ers must file with county assessorsto receive
the homestead classification, and its resulting
tax benefits, for their home.

income-capitalization approach — One of three
approaches to estimating value where apprais -
ers convert the income stream of a building
into an estimate of the building’ svalue. The
approach assumes that future benefits derived
from building ownership can be used to deter -
mine an estimate of present value.

interior ingpection — The physical viewing by
an assessor of the inside of a devel oped prop -
erty to gather information on characteristics
that affect value.

limited value — Legidation passed by the 1993
Legidature that prevents market values of res -
dences from increasing more than 10 percent
from one year to the next, or one-third the dif -
ference between the current assessment and
the previous assessment. Limited value affects
assessments for 1993 through 1997 and applies
only to homesteaded and non-homesteaded
residences, agricultura homesteads and non-
homesteads, and non-commercial cabins.

local board of review — A group of individuals,
typically the township board or city council,

authorized to determine whether the assessor
has properly valued al parcels of taxable prop -
erty in the assessment district.

map overlay — A map on atransparent medium
that is superimposed on another map.

massappraisal — The process of valuing a group
of properties as of agiven date using standard
methods and statistica testing.

open book meetings — Mestings held by asses-
sorsto discuss property owners questionsre -
garding their assessments.

orthophotographs — Aeria photographs proc -
essed to minimize distortions, some orthopho -
tographs are digitized to be computer-readable.

parcd — A contiguous areaof land under sepa -
rate legal ownership described separately for
appraisal purposes.

petition — A property owner’s appedl, filed in tax
court, of the assessor’ s estimated market value.

pricerelated differential — A statistic used to
measure the regressivity and progressivity of
assessments, caculated by dividing the mean
by the weighted mean.

property characteristics — Distinguishing inte-
rior and exterior features of a property and its
surroundings used to hel p estimate market
value.

property valuation notice — Information contain -
ing the estimated market value of the property
mailed to Minnesota property owners at least
ten calendar days before the local board of re -
view meeting. The notice aso includes, a a
minimum: the limited market value, the quali -
fying amount of any improvements, the market
value subject to taxation after improvements,
the new classification, eigibility for valueex -
clusionsunder "This Old House," the asses -
sor’ s office address, and the date, place, and
time set for the meetings of the local board of
review and county board of equalization.
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reappraisal/r eassessment/revaluation — The
mass appraisal of ajurisdiction’s property
within a prescribed cycle of time. Because
Minnesota statutes require assessors to view
and determine the market value of taxable
property at maximum intervals of four years,
assessors typically reappraise a quarter of their
jurisdictions parcels each year.

residential property — Properties defined by
Minnesota statutes as primarily Class 1laand
4b(1), consisting of garage, land, and house
(not on agricultura land) including homestead
and non-homestead property such as duplexes
and triplexes.

salescomparison approach — Oneof three ap-
proaches to estimating value where appraisers
compare a property with similar properties that
have sold recently.

seasonal-residential recreational property —
Properties defined by Minnesota statutes as
Class 4c¢(5), consisting of cabins devoted to
temporary and seasonal residentiad occupancy
for recreation purposes, not used for commer -
cia purposes.

tax base — Thetotal of al property valuesina
given jurisdiction. In Minnesota, the tax base
isthe product of the estimated market value
and the classification rate for each type of prop
erty; it isreferred to asthe "net tax capacity.”

tax levy — Thetotal amount of property tax a
given jurisdiction needsto raise to finance its
budgeted spending.

tax rate — The percentage applied to properties
tax capacity in agiven jurisdiction to deter -
mine the amount of property taxes each prop -
erty owner isto pay. Thetax levy divided by
the tax base producesthe tax rate.

"ThisOld House® — Legidation adopted by the
1993 L egidature that exempts from taxation,
for aten-year period, al or a portion of the
value of improvements made to homesthat are

at least 35 yearsold. Many statutory condi -
tions restrict eligibility for this exemption.
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grateful for their help and advice. This office remains responsible for the content of this  review, includ-

T he following individuals assisted usin our review of Minnesota' s property assessment sy  stem. Weare

ing any errorsit may contain.

TECHNICAL ADVISORY PANEL

A ten-person panel of assessors and others with relevant experience met with us periodical  ly to provide feed -
back, technical guidance, and contacts with assessment professionals as we conducted thes  tudy. The technical
panel also provided comments on adraft version of this report.

A.Keth Albertsen
Douglas County Assessor

Stephen Behrenbrinker
St. Cloud City Assessor

Nancy Dahlman
Appraiser

Gerald Garski
Assistant Director, Property Tax Division
Minnesota Department of Revenue

Steven Kuha
Cass County Assessor

Richard Toy
Minnetonka City Assessor

CONSULTANT

Scott Lindquist
Former St. Louis County Assessor

Richard Smmer
Assistant Manager, Assessment Services
Ramsey Co. Property Records and Revenue

Steven J. Taff

Associate Professor, Department of Applied
Economics

University of Minnesota

Edward Thurston
Anoka County Assessment Director

Our consultant helped us with technical questions and provided information on the strengths  and weaknesses of
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LOCAL GOVERNMENT ADVISORY COUNCIL

The Minnesota L egidature charged alocal government advisory council with recommendin g local government
servicesfor best practices reviews by the Office of the Legidative Auditor. The council recommended the
topic of property assessmentsin the fall of 1994. In addition, the council commented onad raft version of this
report.
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