In Property Tax Appeals, Your Key Strength Is Knowledge
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In honor of properdy fax appeal Hime, we're reprinidnga
papuiar pitest cofumn Fom ast year, The author is Middie
Township's Assessor and owns a private appraisal firm.
The views fie expresses are fifs oW

In 27 years as a municipal assessor, I've heard just
about everything when It comes to reasons that hom-
aowners belleve thelr property assessments should be
lovwrered.

I try to meet with resldents early and as often as nac-
@ssary to help them understand why we assessed thelr
homes as we did, and to consider items that a homeowner
may feal we overlooked.

Those who remain unhappy with thelr valuation can
file an appeal with the County Tax Board.

Like most processes in life, the more educated the
participants are, the smoother the process works, and the
more Hkely it 1s that a falr result will be reached.

In my view, several things can help: understanding
that the process 15 about finding the true value of your
property, not about your town's tax rate or how It spends
1ts money; knowing the rules of the game; and belng
honest and direct in your approach.

It's About Value, Mot Taxes

When vou file an appeal, you're challenging the amount
that was “assessed”™ by your town's assessor as the cur
rent value of vour home. (Your town might have used
an outside revaluation company, but the assessor reviews
and slgns off on the final number and s responsible for
defending 1t

You're not challenging yvour town's expenditures or
tax structure — that’s for another place. Without golng
too far Into a clvlcs course, 1t vour town councll, your
county government, and your school board that establish
budeets and tax rates.

In this sense, the term “tax appeal,” though it's
frequently used, 15 a bit of a misnomer — it's really the
valuation of your home that you are appealing.

You'd be surprised how many homeowners say that
thelrassessments should be changed because “the streets
In this town are a mess™ or “I'm really mad about the newr
recreation center.” Such {tems haven't stopped people
from buying in yvour toem. You should feel free to take
these up with the Town Council, of course, but they're
not relevant to the assessment process.

Your appeal has a much more focused purpose —you'ne
saying why you think vour assessor was Incorrect in the
number he or she assigned to your property, and your
assessor s defending the number.

Learn the Rules of Game

Listen carefully to your own advisors, and check the

County Tax Board's website, to get a full pleture of gulde-
lines for an appeal.

From my perspectlve, here are a few lmportant ba-
slcs.

At the county Tax Board, we appear before five commis-
sloners, who will declde between our conflicting views
of the proper valuation of your home.

The commissioners are county residents and, though
they're often lay persons, they recelve tralning In valu-
atlon processes.

Individual homeowners are permitted to represent
themselves before the Board, but corporations and
LLC™ [and, yes, the towm) must be represented by an
attorney.

Do you need an attorney? Only you can declde.
Personally, 1 think a homeowner
should have professional repre-
sentation by attorneys who have
done this before; they know the
most effective way to do things,
like what kind of evidence can ba
presented to the Board to support
your positlon, and they're skilled
at cross-examining opposing wit-
nesses.

Your attorney, however, can't
testify for vou. [ always request
the town's attorney to object If
a homeowner's attorney starts to
describe “comparable properties™ ina conclusory way., An
attorney lsn't quallfied to make valuation conclustons, and
{twould be unfalr for him or her to be able to make broad
alle gations without belng subject to cross-examination.

I bellewe It alzo a good Idea for a homeowner 1o use
a qualified real estate appralzer as a witness If there are
any disputes relating to whether certain items should be
valued in a particular wawv.

You're entitled to appeal every calendar year, but
you must file your appeal by April 1 to be heard In amy
elven year.

Equally important, the relevant date for valuation
purposes s October 1 of the year preceding vour appeal.
Thus, even [fyou could put together a fancy chart showing
that all values in all towns throughout the county have
absolutely, positively dropped by more than “x™ percent
in the past four months — it would be irrelevant to your
current tax appeal. It simply doesn’t matter what hap-
pened to the market between last October 1 and April
1 of this year.

There are teo maln bases for appealing your valuation
— *“true value®™ and “discrimination.” You need to prove
one or both, and yvou have to do this by introducing
competent evidence supporting your position.
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True value 1s the easler of the two for vou to prove,
because you're talking about your own home and what 1t
should sell for. With a discrimination approach, you have
to show that you're being unfalrly treated, or discrimi-
nated against, compared to other homeowners whose
properties are the same as yours.

Most homeowners use the true value approach. The
Tax Board has specific rules about ldentifying comparable
properties; agaln, It's my opinion that a homeowner does
best to submit an appraizal report and bring in the expart
who wrote It as your witness.

A lot of times homeowners present an appraisal pre-
pared for another reason — perhaps for a refinancing,
an estate proceeding, or the purchase of property. The
Tax Board Is free to conslder any evidence It desms
competent. It seems that the Board accepts most such
documents, but reservies the right to afford whatever
welght the document deserves., Our attorney 15 free to
argue that, in the absence of testimony from the person
who prepared a homeosner's report, the report should
not be given much welght at all.

Comparing propertles 15 a very speclalized process,
but a couple basic, common sense requirements are
worth considering: comps must be recent (to show the
present market) and comps must be truly similar to your
property. For the finer polnts, once again, it halps to use
professionals who are familiar with the process.

Finally, never overlook that you can arrange an informal
meeting with vour assessor 1o see If a settlement might
be made to avold the Tax Board hearing — and vou can do
this right up to the “courthouse steps.” (Settlemeant even
can occurduring a hearing, with the parties “stpulating”
0 a new number. |

Be Honest

I can’t tell you how many houses [ would've bought
on the spot If homeosmers were baing serlous about the
price they'd ask If they were selling thelr home today (a
key Inquiry In establishing current market value). Un-
fortunately, people “lowball™ when they challenge thelr
assessment, and this gums up the whole process.

Let me put it another way: 1fvou tell family and friends
that your house 15 one value, or if you've used a high figure
when you've asked a bank for a mortgage, It just doesn’t
wash to turn around and argue to a bunch of land use
professionals — people who know the local market Inside
out—that the house 1s worth a number that 15 half of what
yvou've told everyone else. You lose credibility by doing
thiz, and in all lkelihood you®ll lose your appeal.

Rather, be honest and direct as you describe to yvour
assessor or the Tax Board the detalled reasons why you
belleve that rellef Is appropriate. Try using photos to
back up your argument; a plcture may be worth not only
a thousand words, but some dollars, too.



