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Public Disclosure of Property Assessments

Developing and maintaining public trust
and confidence in real and personal
property values is a responsibility that
has always been taken seriously by
local assessors. Increasingly, assessors
have turned to the Internet to help them
with their efforts. By using Internet tech-
nology, assessors can provide valuation
information to the public all the time,
and not merely during triennial certifica-
tion when required to do so by the De-
partment of Revenue (DOR).

Every three years, when a community’s
property values are certified by DOR,
the assessors must give taxpayers an
opportunity to review the proposed val-
ues before they are finalized. Tradition-
ally, listings of all proposed values have
been made available at town halls, li-
braries, or even fire stations. Occasion-
ally, local newspapers have published
them as well. The disclosure program
allows errors to be identified and cor-
rected before tax billing. This benefits
the city or town by reducing the need
for abatements. Another important ben-
efit of disclosure is that taxpayers are
informed of their values and those of
their neighbors. Being able to see first
hand that you are being fairly treated,
relative to others with similar properties,
builds trust in the assessing process.

Plymouth Director of Assessing, Louise
Hatch, reports that the community’s
online database has been available for
two months. In that short time there
have been thousands of visitors (hits) to
the site (www.townofplymouth.org). The
new service is saving individuals trips to
the town hall to obtain information about
their own or others’ properties. Property

record cards (PRCs) are available on-
line for every parcel. These PRCs con-
tain descriptive data about the interior
and exterior of buildings, acreage,
building sketches with measurements,
photographs, etc. Additionally, these
records can be printed.

Plymouth has a built-in feature that al-
lows e-mail to be sent to the assessor.
This is helpful if a taxpayer finds an
error. The director says that she then
sends appraisal staff to review the prop-
erty and correct any inaccuracies. One
by-product of this new system is that far
fewer people are coming to the asses-
sors’ office, thereby allowing the staff
more time to spend on their assessing,
appraisal and administrative duties. The
goal of using the Internet technology is
to improve service to the Plymouth tax-
payers, and Louise Hatch says “itis al-
ready making better relationships with
the public.”

Leominster assessors have long be-
lieved in circulating as much informa-
tion to the public as possible. Early in
the 1980s they began publishing new
real estate property values in a local
newspaper. Chairman of the Board,
Walter Poirier, reports that the assessors
appreciate having their data on the In-
ternet because “it satisfies the needs of
most of the taxpayers with computer ac-
cess.” He reports that many individuals
who do not have home computers are
using those at the public library and the
council on aging.

The website in Leominster (www.ci.
leominster.ma.us) opened a year and a
half ago and already has logged 13,000
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hits from taxpayers, real estate brokers,
appraisers and others. Like Plymouth,
Leominster now has fewer customers
at its counter and less telephone traffic,
allowing the staff more time to focus on
their other duties while providing more
data electronically. Leominster's web-
site search capabilities include the abil-
ity to find a specific parcel; view sold
properties within selected time frames;
or peruse a street to see how the neigh-
bors’ properties are valued.

Both Leominster and Plymouth contract
with their appraisal vendors to put their
assessors’ databases online. These
communities are finding this arrange-
ment to be a cost-effective way to give
the public data access. Walter Poirier
pointed out it would be more expensive
for them to host the website and hire an
information technology professional.

The City of Newton, on the other hand,
maintains its own assessors’ database
on the Web. Elizabeth Dromey, director
of assessment administration, said that
Newton used a consultant to help with
the development of their website (www.
continued on page seven
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From the Deputy
Commissioner
A capital improve-
ments program (CIP)
is an important plan-
ning tool that exam-
ines the physical
components, finan-
cial capacity, and long-range needs
of a community.

A CIP is comprised of two parts —

a capital budget and a capital pro-
gram. The capital budget is the up-
coming fiscal year’s spending plan
for capital items (tangible assets or
projects that cost at least $10,000
and have a useful life of at least five
years). The capital program is a plan
for capital expenses that extends five
years beyond the capital budget.

A CIP may help a local government
prevent duplication of projects and
equipment; coordinate the physical
and financial planning of projects;
keep the public informed about future
needs and projects; and increase op-
portunities for obtaining federal and
state aid.

Communities should establish a CIP
committee to develop a comprehen-
sive plan and prioritize capital needs
within financial constraints. A town
can create this committee through
adoption of a town bylaw. A CIP com-
mittee works closely with all municipal
officials within the community.

The Division of Local Services’ man-
ual, Developing a Capital Improve-
ments Program, is available upon
request or on our website (link to DLS
website from www.massdor.com).
Please contact Elaine Lombardi at
(617) 626-2337 for a copy of the
manual.

Joseph J. Chessey, Jr.
Deputy Commissioner

L egal

in Our Opinion

Legal Notice
Requirements
for Foreclosure

by James Crowley

Reversing an Appeals Court decision,
the Supreme Judicial Court has held
that a town did not violate a property
owner’s due process rights by notifying
the owner of tax foreclosure proceed-
ings by certified mail. Town of Andover
v. State Financial Services, Inc.t

In Andover, the Land Court had issued
a decree of foreclosure in December
1994, which the taxpayer did not dis-
cover until years later. The Appeals
Court held that the town, since it knew
the taxpayer’s address, was required to
give actual notice of the foreclosure ac-
tion to the taxpayer. The Supreme Judi-
cial Court disagreed. According to the
court, there was no constitutional claim.

The Supreme Judicial Court relied on
prior U.S. Supreme Court decisions
which considered first class mail as a
method reasonably calculated to pro-
vide the type of notice required by due
process. In these decisions, the U.S.
Supreme Court recognized the risk that
notice might not reach every party.

In Massachusetts, a municipality is re-
quired to send notice of a Land Court
foreclosure petition to interested par-
ties by certified mail.2 According to the
Supreme Judicial Court, notice by certi-

fied mail satisfies due process and is
more likely than first class mail to result
in a property owner’s awareness of
court proceedings. In this instance, the
Town of Andover had sent notice by
certified mail, return receipt requested,
to State Financial’s office in Boston. A
construction worker for a company
making repairs to the building signed
for the letter but did not deliver it to
State Financial. In the Supreme Judicial
Court’s view, sending notice in this way
was reasonably calculated to provide
notice and satisfied the constitutional
due process requirement.

The Supreme Judicial Court blamed
the taxpayer for lack of actual notice
since State Financial, knowing that mail
service was disrupted due to renova-
tions at its office building, had failed to
obtain a post office box or even a se-
cure delivery area for mail. Furthermore,
the court held that State Financial was a
sophisticated taxpayer with full knowl-
edge that real estate taxes must be
paid to avoid the loss of property
through foreclosure. Nevertheless, State
Financial did not pay taxes on its An-
dover property from 1989 through Jan-
uary 1995. Under the facts presented,
the Supreme Judicial Court ruled that
the statutory notice provision for fore-
closure was constitutional. m

1. 432 Mass. 571 (2000).
2. M.G.L. Ch. 60 Sec. 66.
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FOCUS

on Municipal Finance

FY2001 Average
Single Family Tax Bills
and Assessed Values

by Jared Curtis

This Focus article analyzes the FY2001
average single family tax bill, assessed
value, and tax rate for the Common-
wealth’'s communities. The statewide av-
erage tax bill increased 5.5 percent in
FY2001, from $2,680 in FY2000 to
$2,827 in FY2001. A total of 316 com-
munities had increases in their FY2001
tax bill. Five communities had increases
greater than 20 percent, ranging from
20.8 to 33 percent. Twenty-four commu-
nities’ tax bills decreased less than six
percent and one tax bill remained con-
stant at $2,290.

The statewide average single family
assessed value increased 11.3 per-
cent in FY2001. Seventeen communi-
ties had increases in value greater
than 30 percent, ranging between 30.1

to 51.3 percent. Ten communities’ val-
ues decreased less than five percent.

For the third consecutive year, the state-
wide average tax rate declined, drop-
ping by 5.25 percent in FYO1. Ten com-
munities had tax rates that remained
constant, 197 communities declined
between .05 and 30.63 percent, and
132 communities rose between .21 and
23.86 percent.

This analysis is based on 339 commu-
nities because Boston, Brookline, Cam-
bridge, Chelsea, Marlborough, Nan-
tucket, Somerset, Somerville, Tisbury,
Waltham, and Watertown grant a resi-
dential exemption. The residential ex-
emption reduces the taxable valuation
of each residential parcel that is a tax-
payer’s principal residence. Granting
the exemption raises the residential tax
rate and shifts the residential tax bur-
den from low and moderately valued
homes to apartments and higher val-
ued homes. Communities granting res-
idential exemptions do not submit ade-

Statewide Average Single Family Tax Rate,
Assessed Value and Tax Bill

Average single Average assessed Average
Fiscal year family tax rate value tax bill
1992 o 11:68 162,451 $1,897
1993 %y, 12.89 154,589
1994 : 153,138
Toxe- ® &7
1995 i i
gy

159,117 2,360

165,050 2,463

173,576 2,557
1

185086 2,680

Table 1

quate data to the Division of Local
Services (DLS) to determine average
tax bills.

Statewide Analysis

Table 1 evaluates the statewide aver-
age tax bill, average assessed value,
and the tax rate for the past 10 years.
The FY2001 statewide average tax bill
is $2,827. Average statewide tax bills
have steadily increased in the last 10
years, with increases ranging from 3.8
in FY1999 to 5.5 percent in FY2001.
Since FY1992, average single family tax
bills have increased 49.02 percent.

In FY2001 the average value increase
of 11.3 percent is the largest growth
over the past 10 years. The statewide
average value is $206,075, an increase
of $20,989 from the FY2000 value.
FY1994 marked the low point for value
at $153,133, and it has grown 34.57
percent since.

The FY2001 statewide average tax rate
of 13.72 is the lowest rate since FY94
when it was 13.59. The 5.25 percent re-
duction in the FY2001 tax rate is the
largest decrease over the last 10 years.
The tax rate peaked in FY1998 at 14.92.

Municipal Analysis

Table 2 portrays the FY2000 and
FY2001 average single family as-
sessed value, the average single family
tax bill, and the FY2001 tax rate for 339
communities in the Commonwealth. The
percent change is presented, as well as
the high to low ranking for each com-
munity based on FY2001 tax bills.

Weston ($8,862) and Lincoln ($7,527)
are ranked first and second for the high-
est average tax bills in the Common-
wealth. The tax bill in Weston grew 9.9
percent, while Lincoln’s rose 0.7 per-
cent. Sherborn ($7,493) increased one
rank from fourth to third in FY2001, over-

continued on page six
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FY2001 Average Single Family Tax Bills and Assessed Property Values

continued from page three

1981

State and Local Property Taxes as a Percent of Personal Income

1993 1997

%

National rank

%  Nationalrank %  National rank

Connecticut 4.10% 15 4.60% 1 430% 8
Maine 4.10% 14 4.80% 7 560% 2
Massachusetts 520% 4 380% 21 3.60% 17
New Hampshire 480% 5 6.40% 5.80% 1
Rhode Island 450% 7 4.70% 480% 5
Vermont 450% 8 5.30% 5.40% 3
New England Region 4.20% 1
Mideast Region 3.90% 2
Great Lakes Region 354% 4
Plains Region 3.12% 6
Southeast Region 253% 9
Southwest Region 323% 5
Rocky Mountain Region 3.04% 7
Far West Region 28%9% 8
District of Columbia 371% 3
U.S. Average 3.10% 3.60% 3.30%
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, State and Local Government Finances: 1996-97;

Bureau of Economic Analysis, State Quarterly Personal Income 1996.3-1997.2

Table 3

taking Carlisle ($7,367), now ranked
fourth. Sherborn’s increase in rank can
be attributed to the 8.4 percent rise in
the tax bill, compared to Carlisle’s in-
crease of 4.9 percent. Sudbury ($6,636)
overtook Dover ($6,603) for the fifth
ranking because of a 10.8 percent in-
crease in the tax bill compared to
Dover’s 6.4 percent.

Analyzing the relationship between tax
bills and property values, it can be con-
cluded that communities with high tax
bills have high assessed values. The
five communities with the highest tax
bills ranked in assessed value as fol-
lows: Lincoln second, Weston third,
Sherborn seventh, Carlisle eighth, and
Sudbury fourteenth. Communities that
rank in the top ten for highest tax bills
have assessed values ranked in the
top twenty. Only eight communities that
rank in the top thirty for average single
family assessed value do not rank in the

top thirty for tax bills. The communities
are Chilmark (184), Edgartown (166),
Aquinnah (153), Marblehead (46), Or-
leans (160), West Tisbury (134), Need-
ham (37), and Provincetown (145).

Erving ($343) and Rowe ($358) have
the lowest tax bills for the second con-
secutive year. Tolland ($729), Hancock
($757), and Florida ($790) round out the
bottom five. The correlation between tax
bill and assessed value at the bottom
of the rankings is not strong. Nineteen
out of 30 communities with the lowest
tax bills do not fall into the lowest 30 for
assessed value. The five communities
with the lowest tax bills ranked in as-
sessed value as follows: Erving (329),
Rowe (307), Tolland (239), Hancock
(226), and Florida (337). However, four
out of the five communities have tax
rates less than $6.00. The low average
single family tax bill rankings for Erving,
Rowe and Florida are due in part to the

significant value of electric generating
plants within these communities.

The significant increase in assessed
value for 15 of 17 communities that grew
over 30 percent can be attributed to
revaluations conducted for FY2001 tri-
ennial certification. Of the 17 communi-
ties that experienced tremendous value
increases, 14 had not done significant
interim year adjustments since FY1998.

The top five percent increases for
FY2001 certification communities are
Barnstable (51.30), Mount Washington
(48.56), Wellfleet (46.68), Rockport
(42.64), and Arlington (40.35). Chilmark
(47.11) and Orleans (42.50) were certi-
fied in FY2000, however each con-
ducted FY2001 interim year adjust-
ments. Communities that do interim
year adjustments ensure that properties
are being assessed at full and fair cash
value during non-certification years.

Thirty-one communities have assessed
value increases between 20 and 30 per-
cent, and only five had been certified in
FY2000. Each of these five communities
had FY2001 interim year adjustments.

Data for this analysis comes from the
FY2001 tax rate recapitulation forms
submitted by local assessors and ap-
proved by the Director of Accounts.
Average single family tax bills are cal-
culated by multiplying the average sin-
gle family assessed property values by
the residential tax rate and dividing by
one thousand.

New England/Regional Comparison
Table 3 illustrates interstate property
taxes as a percent of personal income
for the New England states, the eight
regions, and the District of Columbia.
The data indicates that New England’s
ratio of property taxes as a percent of
income of 4.20 percent is greater than
any other region and the U.S. average
of 3.30 percent. The Mideast Region is
second to New England at 3.90 percent
followed by the District of Columbia at
3.71 percent.

continued on page eight
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DLS Update

Online Classification
Workshop

The Bureau of Local Assessment offers
an online Classification Workshop tutor-
ial. This fulfills assessors and certain as-
sistant assessors’ obligation to attend a
Classification Workshop, without leav-
ing your home or office. Upon comple-
tion of the tutorial, the program will print
a Certificate of Completion that you mail
to the Bureau of Local Assessment.
Each section of the program contains
examples and hands-on exercises to
test your comprehension. The Classifi-
cation Workshop tutorial also contains
a glossary of terms on issues such as
Proposition 2%, tax levies and over-
rides, and the certification process. The
Classification Workshop can be down-
loaded to your computer from the DLS
website. Link to the Division of Local
Services website from www.massdor.
com. Click on “Training Programs and
Seminars” and then scroll down the
page to “Classification Workshop for
Windows.”

Looking Ahead

October is a busy month for local fi-
nance officials. First, October 31 is the
deadline for submitting Schedule A for
the prior fiscal year. This report is a
statement of the revenues received, ex-
penditures made and all other transac-
tions related to the town’s finances dur-
ing the previous fiscal year. Failure to
file by October 31 may result in with-
holding distributions of state aid until
Schedule A is accepted by the Bureau
of Accounts.

In most communities, October also
marks the beginning of the budget
process for the next fiscal year. Finan-
cial policy makers, such as selectmen,
the finance committee, or the mayor,
should establish budgetary guidelines

for departmental requests based on
preliminary revenue estimates. These
guidelines should provide parameters
to department heads that will help them
prepare budgets compatible with the
community’s financial goals. For further
information on budgeting, request A
Guide to Financial Management for
Town Officials from Elaine Lombardi at
(617) 626-2337.

Also, cities and towns using quarterly
billing should begin work on the tax re-
capitulation sheet in order to have
enough time to set the tax rate and malil
tax bills by December 31. The tax rate
recap is an important financial manage-
ment tool because a town’s most impor-
tant financial information is summarized
on this form. For more information on
key dates in the municipal fiscal cycle,
download our Municipal Calendar from
our website (link to Division of Local
Services from www.massdor.com).

Under Age 18 Population

The Massachusetts Institute for Social
and Economic Research (MISER) has
prepared an analysis of the under age
18 population in Massachusetts, using
data from Census 2000. This report is
available on the MISER website at
www.umass.edu/miser/news.

According to the report, 1,500,064 chil-
dren under the age of 18 years resided
in Massachusetts on April 1, 2000.
Since the 1990 Census, the number of
children in the state has increased by
10.9 percent. This was an increase of
146,989 children in the state in 2000
compared to 1990.

The report also includes the following
points:

e According to Census 2000, 23.6 per-
cent of the state’s population is under
age 18.

e There has been a greater increase in
the population under age 18 than in the
general population statewide.

e Plymouth and Hampden counties
have the highest proportion of their pop-
ulation under age 18.

e Communities with proximity to Route
495 show the highest proportion of chil-
dren and also the greatest rates of
growth in this segment of the population
since 1990.

In addition to a table showing the break-
down of Massachusetts’ population
under the age of 18 years by county,
the report also includes two maps (“Per-
cent of Population Under Age 18, by
City & Town” and “Percent Change in
the Population under Age 18, by City
and Town”). m

Disclosure continued from page one

ci.newton.ma.us). Subsequently, the as-
sessors make their own changes when
needed, such as when properties are
sold. One notable feature of Newton’s
website is its mapping component:
Web visitors can locate sold properties
that are highlighted on a neighborhood
map, and by selecting a highlighted
property its PRC data becomes visible.
While professional appraisers and real
estate brokers use the data, Elizabeth
Dromey pointed out that its primary pur-
pose is for homeowners who cannot
visit the assessors’ office during regular
business hours. Newton would like its
property taxpayers to be able to look at
their property value and their neighbors’
in order to see the fairness of the valu-
ation process and receive feedback
when possible database errors have
occurred. This method of public disclo-
sure has been favorably received, and
Newton’s director “highly recommends
it as a great customer service tool.” m
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DLS Profile: Regional Administrative Staff

The Division of Local Services
(DLS) has regional offices in
Worcester and Springfield in ad-
dition to the main office in Bos-
ton. Diane Murphy supervises
all regional staff members. This
includes 11 in Worcester and 12
in the Springfield office. Diane
has worked as the Division’s re-
gional director for about two
years. She is a native of western
Massachusetts and has more
than 20 years experience work-
ing in municipal government. In
addition, Diane heads the Division’s Local Government Partnership Program
(LGP). This program is designed to promote an understanding of local govern-
ment among high school students. Through LGP, municipal officials and DLS staff
meet with students to discuss the functions and responsibilities of state and local
government. Communities interested in more information on how to incorporate
the LGP into their school systems’ curriculum should contact Diane Murphy, DLS
regional manager, at (413) 792-0603.

Debra Joyce, Diane Murphy and Deborah Tetrault of the DLS
regional offices.

Debra Joyce and Deborah Tetrault, both natives and residents of western Mass-
achusetts, are the administrative assistants in the Worcester and Springfield of-
fices respectively. They provide administrative support to the office staff and inter-
act daily with local officials who contact the office. Since each regional office has
staff from various bureaus in the Division, both administrative assistants say they
perform a wide range of duties and that this variety makes their jobs interesting.
Debra Joyce notes the Worcester office will always open since she lives nearby
and is able to open the office even during the worst snowstorms. Debbie Tetrault
has more than 13 years of municipal experience, including service as a PTO and
school committee member in the Chicopee public schools. m

City & Town Mailing List

Please let us know if the address we have on our mailing list is correct. Address
changes should be sent to Elaine Lombardi, PO Box 9490, Boston, MA 02205-9490,
or call (617) 626-2337. m

Tax Bills continued from page six

The data points out that Massachusetts
residents spend a lower percentage of
their income on property taxes than
residents of other New England states.
New Hampshire, Maine, and Vermont
rank first, second, and third nationally
in the percentage of income to property
taxes. Proposition 2% limits property
taxes by restricting the property tax
levy raised by communities. Prior to the
enactment of Proposition 2%. in 1981,
Massachusetts was ranked fourth high-
est nationally. Currently, Massachusetts
ranks seventeenth nationally. m

Check it out ...
www.massdor.com

[J New FY02 Automated Recap Program

[J Updated Corporations Book

[J FY02 Chapter 61A Land Values & Farm
Animal Excise

[J Data Bank Feedback Form — Your input
is extremely important to us. Send us your
comments, suggestions and ideas about the
Municipal Data Bank.

City &Town

City & Town is published by the Massachusetts Depart-
ment of Revenue’s Division of Local Services (DLS)
and is designed to address matters of interest to local
officials.

Joan E. Grourke, Editor

To obtain information or publications, contact the
Division of Local Services via:

* website: www.massdor.com

« telephone: (617) 626-2300

* mail: PO Box 9490, Boston, MA 02205-9490
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