
year adjustments in one of the two
years since last certified, and 33 (26.0
percent) communities adjusted values
in both years.

Property sales used in this residential
study are from calendar year 2000 with
an assessment date of January 1, 2001.
As part of the statistical analysis, BLA
calculated the percent change of the
proposed assessment, as compared to
the previous year’s assessment for
properties not substantially affected by
new construction. Subsequently, BLA
categorized the percent changes by
residential classes statewide. Table 1
shows the statewide percent change
by residential property class types.

BLA also summarized the data by
county (see county chart on the DLS
website). Blank areas in the county
chart reflect an insufficient number of
sales to be statistically significant.

The Division of Local Services believes
that if more communities performed in-
terim year adjustments to property val-
ues, taxpayers would not experience
three years’ worth of real estate in-
creases in a single year. �

by David Wood

Every year the Bureau of Local Assess-
ment (BLA) reviews and certifies the
real and personal property values for
approximately one-third of Massachu-
setts’ cities and towns. The purpose of
the review is to verify that municipal as-
sessors are assessing properties at full
and fair cash valuation for local taxation
purposes. Because of this staggering of
the community certification years, there
is no annual statewide statistical data-
base to analyze. However, the Bureau
recently published the statistical sum-
mary results from the 128 communities
that completed the review process in
the most recent certification year, FY02.
This may be helpful as a timely indica-
tor of residential real estate trends.

In the years between certification, as-
sessors are strongly encouraged to ad-
just property values annually to maintain
the full and fair cash valuation stan-
dards. These modifications are called
interim year adjustments. It should also
be noted that 53 communities out of 128
(41.7 percent) performed interim year
adjustments of values since their last
certification in FY99. Twenty communi-
ties (15.7 percent) performed interim

FY02 Residential Statistical Summary
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Deputy Commissioner

A Publication of the Department of Revenue’s Division of Local ServicesCityand
Town

Volume 15, No. 8 September 2002

Online Workshop
The Classification Workshop tutorial for
Windows is available on the Division of
Local Services’ website (www.dls.state.
ma.us) under “Training and Seminars.”
This fulfills assessors’ and certain assis-
tant assessors’ obligation to attend a
Classification Workshop, without leaving
the home or office. Upon completion of
the tutorial, the program will print a Cer-
tificate of Completion that must be sent
to Debra Joyce at the Division of Local
Services, 40 Southbridge St., Rm. 210,
Worcester, MA 01608. The program fea-
tures colorful graphics and animation
and each section contains examples
and hands-on exercises. The Classifi-
cation Workshop tutorial also contains
a glossary of terms on issues such as
Proposition 21⁄2 tax levies and overrides,
and the certification process. �
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Table 1

Property class

Single-family homes 28,693 25.05 –3.96 85.53
Condominiums 8,127 29.79 –6.14 62.23
Two-family homes 3,800 23.17 –5.57 68.71
Three-family homes 1,628 25.17 –4.07 53.73
Apartments 971 25.60 –27.12 54.93

Number of 
sales

Percent
change

Min. pct.
change

Max. pct.
change

Median Percent Change — Residential Property Types

http://www.dls.state.ma.us/bla/classwk.htm
http://www.dls.state.ma.us/publ/ct/2002/medianpercentchangecounty.pdf
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The Residential
Exemption
by James Crowley
There is a mechanism for local officials
to grant a tax reduction to certain tax-
payers in connection with their primary
residences. It is similar to what are
called homestead exemptions in other
states where some legislatively deter-
mined amount is deducted from as-
sessed property values before the cal-
culation of the property taxes. As part of
the tax classification system, the Legis-
lature in 1979 enacted M.G.L. Ch. 59
Sec. 5C, which becomes effective in
towns with the approval of the board of
selectmen, and in cities, at the option of
the mayor, with the approval of the city
council. This is an annual determina-
tion made after the classification public
hearing. By its terms, an exemption of
up to 20 percent of the average as-
sessed value of all Class One, residen-
tial property in the community may be
granted to every residential parcel that
is the taxpayer’s principal residence as
used for income tax purposes. The De-
partment has interpreted this language
to mean that a parcel must be used as
the taxpayer’s domicile as of January 1.

Whether a parcel qualifies for a residen-
tial exemption is an issue that must be
determined initially by the assessors. It
may depend on where the taxpayer is
domiciled. Domicile generally is the
place where a person has his or her
principal legal home. Evidence of domi-
cile can be a driver’s license, car regis-
tration, federal and state tax returns and
voter registration.

Unlike personal exemptions (veterans,
elderly, etc.), which have a July 1 qualifi-
cation date, the residential exemption
qualification date is January 1, which is
the same date on which property taxes
are assessed for the upcoming fiscal

year. Any change in ownership and oc-
cupancy of the property is not consid-
ered by the assessors in the granting
of the residential exemption. For fiscal
year 2003, the residential exemption
qualification date is January 1, 2002.

By special legislation, the City of Boston
pursuant to Chapter 403 of the Acts of
2000 and the City of Somerville through
Chapter 257 of the Acts of 2000 are
permitted to increase the residential ex-
emption to not more than 30 percent of
the average assessed value of all Class
One, residential parcels within the com-
munity. In the absence of special legis-
lation, a city or town cannot change the
scope of the residential exemption.

For fiscal year 2002, the following 11
communities operated with the listed
residential exemption: Boston (30 per-
cent); Brookline (20 percent); Cam-
bridge (20 percent); Chelsea (20 per-
cent); Marlborough (9 percent);
Nantucket (20 percent); Somerset (10
percent); Somerville (30 percent); Tis-
bury (20 percent); Waltham (20 per-
cent); and Watertown (20 percent).

If a community adopts the residential
exemption, the residential tax rate is in-
creased. The residential class of prop-
erty must still raise the same amount as
it would have raised without the shift.
Consequently, all residential parcels
would be taxed at a higher rate. The
taxable value of a residential parcel
meeting the requirements of M.G.L. Ch.
59 Sec. 5C is reduced by the amount
of the residential exemption prior to the
issuance of the actual tax bills. The ef-
fect of the residential exemption is to
allocate the tax burden within the resi-
dential class by lessening the tax bur-
den of taxpayers with lower valued
parcels, and shifting those taxes onto
owners of more expensive residential
properties and residential vacant land.

Legal in Our Opinion

From the Deputy
Commissioner
“Tailings” is a term
used to describe
unclaimed checks
issued by a munici-
pality. These checks
are presumed aban-

doned unless claimed by the person
entitled to them within three years
after the date prescribed for payment.
Prior to the enactment of Chapter 550
of the Acts of 1987, unclaimed checks
became the property of the Common-
wealth. Now, if certain procedures are
followed, abandoned checks may
revert to the municipal treasury.

Under guidelines set forth by the
Department of Revenue, the treasurer
is required to send a notice to the
apparent owner by first class mail,
where the amount is $10 or more.
Also, where the amount is $100 or
more, the treasurer must publish a
notice (at least once a week for two
consecutive weeks) in a newspaper
in the county of the apparent owner’s
last known address, prior to March 1.
The person(s) claiming interest in
unclaimed monies may do so within
one year of notice. After one year, the
municipality may retain the check and
credit the miscellaneous local receipts.

For reconciliation purposes, it is impor-
tant to note that the treasurer’s detailed
listing of tailings must agree with the
accountant’s general ledger account
balance at all times. For further infor-
mation on tailings, refer to M.G.L.
Ch. 200A Secs. 5 and 9A; or contact
Joan Grourke at (617) 626-2353.

Joseph J. Chessey, Jr.
Deputy Commissioner

continued on page six



The property tax data for this Focus
analysis was reported to DLS by local
assessors.

Statewide Analysis
Statewide average single-family tax
bills have increased every year during
the last nine years in both actual and
constant dollars. Figure 1 shows the
average single-family tax bill in actual
dollars and in constant FY93 dollars.
Constant dollars have been calculated
by taking FY93 dollars and applying
the Consumer Price Index (CPI) for all
Urban Consumers, Boston. Over the
nine-year period, the average tax bill in-
creased almost 51.3 percent while in
constant FY93 dollars it only increased
about 17.5 percent. The FY02 state-
wide average single-family tax bill was
$3,015, an increase of 6.7 percent over
FY01. This percentage increase was
greater than inflation (Consumer Price
Index) in FY02, which was an increase
of 4.43 percent.

As shown in Table 2, the average sin-
gle-family value has also increased in
actual dollars, starting at $154,577 in
FY1993, dipping slightly in FY1994 to
$153,133, and steadily increasing
through FY02 to a high of $236,229.
This growth is reflective of the real es-
tate market increase experienced in
varying rates statewide. In constant
FY93 dollars however, the impact shows
a fluctuation since FY93. In FY93, the
average statewide value was $154,577.
It declined annually, hitting its low point
in FY97 at $145,625, only to rebound to
a high of $183,422 in FY02.

Community Analysis
Table 3 shows the average single-family
assessed value and tax bill for FY01
and FY02, ranks communities from high
to low for the FY02 tax bill, and shows
the percentage change in assessed
value and tax bill. As expected, com-
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FY02 Average Single-
Family Tax Bills and
Assessed Values
by Melinda J. Ordway
This Focus article reviews changes in
average single-family tax bills and
property values. Published annually for
15 consecutive years, the average sin-
gle-family tax bills and property values
analysis is the most requested City &
Town article because of its significance
to local officials and taxpayers. Using
the largest residential property cate-
gory, the single-family home, the analy-
sis provides estimates of an average
tax bill and assessed value for each
community, ranks communities state-
wide, and allows the reader to compare
communities.

The calculation for the average single-
family tax bill is a simple process. First,
the combined assessed values of all
single-family parcels are calculated by
community. Second, the combined sum
is multiplied by the community’s resi-

Focus on Municipal Finance

dential tax rate. Lastly, the product is
then divided by the reported number of
single-family parcels in the community.
The 11 towns with a residential exemp-
tion are not included because the data
reported does not provide sufficient de-
tail to determine the impact on the av-
erage. Therefore, the analysis includes
only the 340 remaining communities.

It should be noted that generally the
average single-family tax bills and
property values Focus article is re-
leased shortly after the close of each
fiscal year. If a community is not able to
set its tax rate timely, it is excluded
from the analysis. Consequently when
referring to prior years’ single-family tax
bills and property values, the Division
of Local Services (DLS) has typically re-
ferred to the previously published dollar
amounts. Within the last year, DLS has
reviewed the historical data and up-
dated it with available information,
which may have resulted in the recalcu-
lation of the statewide single-family tax
bill and property value.

continued on page sixTable 2

Fiscal year

1993 12.89 154,577 1,993 154,577 1,993
1994 13.59 153,133 2,081 148,832 2,023
1995 14.21 153,571 2,182 147,466 2,095
1996 14.55 158,159 2,272 146,436 2,131
1997 14.76 159,838 2,359 145,625 2,149
1998 14.92 165,050 2,463 148,165 2,181
1999 14.73 173,576 2,557 150,321 2,214
2000 14.48 185,009 2,679 156,443 2,265
2001 13.67 206,789 2,827 167,671 2,292
2002 12.79 236,229 3,015 183,422 2,341

Avg.
tax rate

Actual
avg. value

Actual avg.
tax bill

Constant avg.
tax bill

Constant
avg. value

Average Single-Family Value and Tax Bill in Actual and 
Constant Dollars,  FY1993–FY2002

Note: These figures have been updated to reflect information for previously excluded 
communities. Constant FY93 dollars were calculated using the Consumer Price Index for 
All Urban Consumers, Boston.

Dollar change 81,652 1,022 28,537 348
Percent change 52.8% 51.3% 18.7% 17.5%
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If the residential exemption does not ap-
pear on the actual tax bill for the fiscal
year, an application for a residential ex-
emption can be filed within three months
after the date on which the tax bill was
sent. If the application for a residential
exemption is denied, there can be an
appeal to the Appellate Tax Board in the
same manner as a denied abatement
application can be appealed.

The Department has received many in-
quiries from assessors regarding the el-
igibility of certain taxpayers to receive
a residential exemption. Often, these
questions concern trust ownership. Or-
dinarily, an individual whose property is
held in trust will not qualify for a residen-
tial exemption. The Appeals Court, rely-
ing on the landmark Supreme Judicial
Court case of Kirby v. Assessors of
Medford, 350 Mass. 386 (1966), denied
the residential exemption where the ap-

plicant only had a beneficial interest
under a nominee trust. The Appeals
Court interpreted the term “taxpayer” in
M.G.L. Ch. 59 Sec. 5C to mean the as-
sessed owner of the property. Since
the applicant was not a trustee under a
recorded instrument, he lacked legal
title and was not eligible for the resi-
dential exemption. Moscatiello v. As-
sessors of Boston, 36 Mass. App. Ct.
622 (1994). �
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munities with higher assessed values
have high average tax bills. In FY02, the
five communities with the highest aver-
age tax bills are Weston ($9,893), Sher-
born ($8,315), Lincoln ($8,163), Carlisle
($7,913), and Dover ($7,418). Based
on the average assessed value for
these same communities, they ranked
as follows: Weston (2), Lincoln (3),
Dover (4), Sherborn (14) and Carlisle
(17). On the other side of the spectrum,
the communities with the five lowest
average tax bills were Rowe ($372),
Erving ($502), Tolland ($771), Hancock
($808) and Florida ($850). However,
there is not a strong correlation between
these tax bills and their average as-
sessed values because these commu-
nities ranked 316th, 333nd, 266th,
267th, and 339th, respectively.

The highest average single-family as-
sessed community was Chilmark.
Chilmark’s average assessed value was
over $1.375 million, but it ranked 191st
for average tax bill. Communities on the
Cape and Islands tend to have high as-
sessed values but lower tax bills due to
the large number of seasonal properties
whose residents have a lower demand
for services. In the top 20 communities
for average assessed value, seven
were Cape or Island communities.

On average, the statewide values in-
creased 14.2 percent between FY01
and FY02. Only 120 (35 percent) com-
munities showed increases that were
above the statewide average increase.
Oak Bluffs has the highest assessed
value increase of almost 89 percent.
There were 137 (40 percent) communi-

Residential Exemption continued from page two
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ties whose average property value in-
creases were below the CPI growth of
4.43 percent for FY02. Of the remaining
83 (25 percent) communities, the aver-
age assessed value increases ranged
between 4.5 and 13.7 percent.

The Division further analyzed the state-
wide average assessed value data by
comparing it to DLS’ community recerti-
fication schedule.1 In the group of com-
munities above the statewide increase
average of 14.2 percent, all but 21 were
communities that performed a recertifi-
cation of values in FY02. Furthermore,
all 36 communities that had increases
of over 30 percent just completed a re-
certification in FY02. In the communities
whose growth was below the CPI, all
but one were non-certification commu-
nities, and in the mid-range communi-
ties, the majority (69 percent) of them
were also non-certification communities.
Despite an increasing number of com-
munities performing interim year as-
sessed value adjustments (March 2002
City & Town), many still do not. It is im-
portant to perform interim year adjust-
ments because it helps communities
fulfill the state requirement to maintain
full and fair cash values. It also mini-
mizes large fluctuations in assessed
values in both increasing and decreas-
ing markets, but has no real impact on
average tax bills. �

1. This information may be found on the DLS website
under the Municipal Data Bank’s Socioeconomic
information, in a spreadsheet titled 904b.xls.

Average Single-Family Tax Bills continued from page three
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Cape and Islands Population
Trends
by Stefan Rayer, Ph.D.

Within the Commonwealth, Cape Cod
and the Islands recorded by far the
highest growth rates during the 1990s.
While the Cape has grown by more
than 15% during each decade since
1930, double-digit growth rates on
Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket are
relatively recent phenomena. From
1940 to 1970 the Islands had among
the lowest population growth rates of all
Massachusetts counties. In 1930, apart
from Franklin County, the Cape and the
Islands had the lowest population den-
sities in the Commonwealth, ranging
from 48 persons per square mile on the
Vineyard to 77 on Nantucket and 82 on
Cape Cod. By 2000, densities had in-
creased to 144 persons per square
mile on the Vineyard and 199 on Nan-
tucket, while densities on Cape Cod
had mushroomed to 562 persons per
square mile, making the Cape twice as
dense as Hampshire County.

Until 1950, not a single town on Cape
Cod had a population over 10,000. In
1950, the population of the entire county
was 46,805 persons. By 2000, the
Town of Barnstable alone had a popu-
lation approaching 48,000, and eight
other towns had populations exceeding
10,000 persons. The only community
that lost population from 1990 to 2000
was Provincetown. In fact, while every
town on Cape Cod at least tripled in
population size between 1930 and
2000, Provincetown actually had a
higher population in 1930 than in 2000.
While not the most populous town on
the Cape in 1930, Provincetown had a
population density three times higher
than the Town of Barnstable, the next
most densely settled town in 1930. In

and is used by many state agencies
and the Legislature for research and
analysis of various state programs, in-
cluding grants. DLS also provides
Schedule A data to the U.S. Census Bu-
reau for use by federal agencies.

Statutory provisions allow for the with-
holding of local aid payments to cities
and towns that miss the filing deadline.
The purpose of these provisions is to
insure completion of municipal statistics
at the earliest possible time, and allow
for their use by the above mentioned
agencies.

Fall Assessors’ Course
The Department of Revenue’s basic
course for assessors, Course 101, “As-
sessment Administration: Law, Proce-
dures, Valuation,” will be offered during
the daytime at the Division of Local Serv-
ices, 51 Sleeper Street, Boston. This
three-day course will be conducted on
Thursday, October 24; Wednesday, Oc-
tober 30; and Thursday, November 7.

Attendance at Course 101 and success-
ful completion of the examination satis-
fies minimum qualification requirements
for assessors that were established by
830 Code of Massachusetts Regulation
(CMR) 58.3.1. Assessors and assistant
assessors with valuation responsibili-
ties must fulfill minimum qualifications
within two years of the date of their orig-
inal election or appointment.

A registration bulletin for the fall Course
101 is available on the DLS website
(www.dls.state.ma.us) under “Training
and Seminars,” or contact Joan Grourke
at (617) 626-2353. Seating is limited.
Therefore, preference will be given to
assessors and assistant assessors.

In the spring of 2003, Course 101 will
be offered one evening per week for six
consecutive weeks in either the central
or western region of the state.

City and Town Clerk
Reminder
All city and town clerks should com-
plete and return a certified copy of the
“Assessors Qualification Summary” is-
sued by the Division of Local Services
(DLS) earlier this year. This form should
be mailed to Debra Joyce at the follow-
ing address: Division of Local Serv-
ices, 40 Southbridge Street, Rm. 210,
Worcester, MA 01608. This information
is required by law and helps determine
the proper geographical areas for up-
coming assessors’ courses. Also,
prompt return of this form will give the
Division the opportunity to notify any in-
dividual who may be nearing the
deadline for qualifying. For more infor-
mation, please contact Debra Joyce at
(508) 792-7300.

FY02 Schedule A Package
In August 2002, the Division of Local
Services (DLS) posted the FY02
Schedule A package on its website
(www.dls.state.ma.us) under “Bureau
of Accounts.” Schedule A is a detailed
statement of revenues and expendi-
tures that cities and towns must pre-
pare and submit to the Department of
Revenue each fiscal year no later than
October 31.

The FY02 automated Schedule A in-
cludes beginning fund balances based
upon the FY01 submission, adjusted, if
applicable, and approved as of August
1, 2002. Any approval subsequent to
this time will require data entry of FY01’s
ending fund balances. According to
Anthony Rassias, Deputy Director of
the Bureau of Accounts, including the
beginning fund balances will “help
make the overall review of Schedule A
more efficient.”

Information contained in Schedule A is
added to DLS’ Municipal Data Bank,

DLS Update

continued on page eight

http://www.dls.state.ma.us/boa.htm#scheda
http://www.dls.state.ma.us/publ/bull/2002_11b.pdf
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DLS Profile: BLA Field Appraisers
Grace Sandell and Scott Santan-
gelo work in the Division of Local
Services’ (DLS) Boston office as field
appraisers for the Bureau of Local
Assessment (BLA). Currently, there
are nine BLA field appraisers state-
wide. They are responsible for over-
seeing the valuation processes in
communities that are statutorily re-
quired to receive state certification of
their property values once every
three years. “Basically,” according to
Grace, “we conduct an audit process that reviews cost and valuation systems. We
check data submitted by communities to make sure that their properties are valued
equally and consistently and that pricing is determined relative to market values.”

For the FY03 recertification, Grace and Scott each work with 11 cities and towns.
While Grace’s communities are located in the southeastern part of the state (in-
cluding the Cape and Islands), Scott’s are in the southern to middle region. As
BLA field appraisers, Scott and Grace have also worked on the 2002 equalized
valuation (EQV) study, and Grace also is involved with the annual determination
of farmland values.

Their backgrounds have prepared them well for their field appraiser duties. Both
Scott and Grace have prior experience in the field of real estate appraisal and are
state-licensed real estate appraisers. They enjoy working directly with assessors in
communities, as well as engaging in the challenging statistical and analytical work.

Ed Childs, principal assessor in Sandwich, regards Grace as “very thorough, rea-
sonable and professional.” He also said that when she works with his staff, she
“facilitates a good exchange of ideas.”

Paul Bergman, administrator of assessing in Dartmouth, feels that Scott is “very
understanding” and has “a good grasp of the difficulties the assessors have to
go through.” �

Grace Sandell and Scott Santangelo
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contrast, by 2000, Provincetown had
the third lowest population density of
any community on Cape Cod.

Population growth in the Common-
wealth has been modest throughout the
20th century. Individual regions such as
the Cape and the Islands have experi-
enced profound demographic changes
in recent decades, which resemble na-
tionwide population redistribution pat-
terns towards amenity-rich areas. While
the rates of growth have slowed down
on the Cape since 1980, Barnstable
County is still growing more than twice
as fast as Plymouth, the next fastest
growing county in Massachusetts, ex-
cepting the Islands. Development de-
cisions taken in the next few years will
determine the future face of this unique
part of the Commonwealth. �

This article has been reprinted with permission
of the author. It originally appeared in the
June 2002 Massachusetts State Data Center
Newsletter, Vol. 4, Issue 2.

Trends continued from page seven


