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Chair Estey opened the meeting at 6:10 p.m. and presented the Equalization Standards Board information.

It was asked if board members are licensed to assess.  Chair Estey stated there are assessors on the board, but the ESB is responsible for making the standards for the equalization process.  The equalization process helps with establishing and making the county and school tax distribution more fair.

It was asked if the ESB was an advisory board.  Chair Estey stated similar to the ASB the ESB is responsible for establishing rules and standards that the DRA will follow during the process.  The ESB reviews the information and comments received at the public forums for possible changes in rules or legislatively, and the board has Representatives and Senators as well.

It was asked with if a lower overall COD signifies that the assessed value is to equal to the sales, could there be a negative COD if the assessed value is higher than the sales.  Chair Estey stated a negative is never seen, the best would be a zero that signifies the assessed and sales price are the same; the COD will always be a positive number.

It was asked if all towns in New Hampshire are using the same criteria, comparing apples to apples.  Chair Estey stated all towns have always used the same criteria.  The difference is that some towns didn’t reval for over 20 years, where items at the property were not added to the property record card.  Equalization helps to reduce the decayed equity of assessments between towns.  

It was asked if the 20 sales are town wide.  Chair Estey stated it is town wide, with at least eight per strata.  If twenty sales are not found the timeline goes further back and adjustments are made the sale price to reflect the time difference.

It was asked if only the most recent twelve months sales are reviewed, even if they reval once every five year, and not the last five years of sales.  Chair Estey stated equalization is completed every year, for April 1 of that year.  There are not enough samples within the month of April to determine what the average sales price is and based on established many year practices the timeline includes sales from six months before and after April 1in the study, with time trending.

Mr. Reed asked if the annual ratio study by DRA eliminates the need to look at assessment equity with a town and what happens when there is disparity between neighborhoods within a town.  Chair Estey stated there is currently a statute that allows municipalities to look at the statistic to determine if adjustments need to be made between neighborhoods anytime during the five years.  The current study doesn’t allow for a lot of testing between neighborhoods, but many assessors keep their own records to address it.   The current statistics compare residential, vacant land, and commercial and there is not always a big disparity between them.  The lakefront versus residential uptown or mobile homes can show disparity, without it being part of the study.  Mr. Hamilton stated if there are enough sales it can document where there are issues.  The ratio study is a good guide to use to looking at disparity, but isn’t the only tool.

It was stated when the lake front asked to have a specific study people were told it is compared to the state and are now being told the information isn’t available.  Mr. Hamilton stated market value is the goal and what assessors are aiming for.

Chair Patten presented the Assessing Standards Board information.

Ms. Bonser asked if the litigation assistance was for the assessor being complained against.  Chair Patten stated it was not help for the assessor, but a requirement that the assessor must help with the investigation.

Mr. Bock stated in March 2008 Nottingham voted to instate a Board of Assessors (BOA) and then asked if other existing smaller community BOA’s do the actual assessing work or do they contract it out, is there information on their duties and actions, and are members of the BOA certified by DRA.  Mr. Gagne stated Nashua has a BOA with hired employees who complete the work and then make recommendations to the BOA, members of the BOA don’t have to be certified.  Chair Patten stated it isn’t always the BOA who does the actual work but provides the oversight.

Mr. Netishen asked if the BOA are not officially trained assessors would the Code of Ethics apply to them.  If the code applies only to contractors and the official authority lies with the Selectmen and BOA, how are they made accountable?  Mr. Hamilton stated public officials are not required to be certified and fall under the public official guidelines.

It was asked if the ASB has plans to make the Selectmen and BOA accountable?  There has been issues with ethical problem with elected officials, Selectmen and members of a BOA to follow.  Mr. Gagne stated the ASB does not have authority over public officials.  Representative Schmidt stated legally the selectmen and BOA are responsible for the assessing, but because of the technicalities of the profession many hire a professional assessor to complete the actual work.  Chair Patten stated changes for ethics for selectmen and public officials would need to come with legislative changes.

It was asked who is the enforcement authority and have any enforcement actions been taken.  Chair Patten stated it was DRA but the process is still in the planning stages.

It was stated there is a problem with this because it is something that can happen between the elected officials and the professional assessor and is not for a taxpayer process. Taxpayers don’t have access to the assessor and elected officials can lie and the code means nothing on their actions.  Chair Patten stated she disagreed, taxpayers have the right to vote for who will be their selectmen or BOA.  

It was stated taxpayers don’t have an immediate response to problems with assessments or assessors.  Chair Patten stated it is at the beginning of the process and will be for taxpayers.

Mr. Lessard stated he isn’t sure what questions are being asked of the assessor, but isn’t aware of any communities he works in that the selectmen don’t want the taxpayers to talk to him.  How much and how often the assessor are made available in the town depends on the contract but taxpayers should be able to get in touch with their assessor. 

It was asked with a contract assessor, is it only the owner that needs to be certified or all the staff that work for them and where there is a dispute does the certified assessor talk to the property owner.  Chair Patten stated it would be part of the contract between the town and contractor.  Mr. Hamilton stated every individual who works in New Hampshire for assessing purposes must be certified.  Chair Patten stated there are four categories of certification with the DRA.  Mr. Hamilton stated there are the Measurer and Lister up to Assessor Supervisor.  Chair Patten stated it was the ASB who set the standards for individuals being certified.

It was stated the names and certifications of individuals working on the assessing are part of the assessing contract.

It was asked if there is an ID to show their DRA certification.  Chair Patten stated there should be some type of identification and the DRA certification can be determined by calling the department or on the DRA website.  Mr. Hamilton stated they would have ID from the company they work for.  Chair Patten stated the ASB could look at some type of ID.

Representative Schmidt stated it is a reason for having the contract reviewed by the DRA, to verify it is meeting specific requirements, including staff.

It was asked if the DRA looks at the names in the contract.  Chair Patten stated the DRA does look at the names.  Town officials stated the contract is on file at the town and taxpayers have the ability to see and talk to the assessor about potential problems before final values are used.

It was asked about what happens with individuals who are seasonal residents and having the ability to complete an exit review with the assessor; it only leaves the abatement process for them if there are issues.  Chair Patten stated she doesn’t believe it is part of the process to do the interview through the mail.  Mr. Hamilton stated it is an informal process and it would depend on the preference of the contractor to set appointment or have drop in visits on set days.  Chair Patten stated there might be a way to have the information mailed ahead of time and there should be a way.

Mr. Reed stated this is a common issue across the state and with notification of the values the property record card is not necessarily available to show the specific data.  It is up to the citizens to pressure the officials to provide copies of the property record card.  Mr. Reed asked for clarification of the distribution of the property record cards.

Mr. Hamilton stated there is sometime restrictive language in the contract but it is up to the contracting parties to make that decision.  Chair Patten stated her municipality request to have a copy of the property record card sent to taxpayers.  Mr. Haywood stated he also had copies of the card available with the preliminary value.  Mr. Lessard stated his process was similar.

It was stated the process is not easy for seasonal homeowners to find out information on their property to meet the timelines.

Mr. Hamilton reminded everyone the filing deadline for an abatement application to the town is March 1.

It was stated to summarize the information; there is currently no formal process with a timeline of informal hearing but it is something the town can choose to formalize on their own.  Chair Patten stated there are some specific filing timelines for different steps for tax rate setting.  Mr. Hamilton stated there are deadlines for many activities but not the informal hearing process.  The revaluation has a cycle, with many happening at the same time, and it is up to the town to establish the timeline with the assessor.  

Mr. Reed stated it is up to the citizen to be involved in the process and is the final auditing authority, as taxpayers know their property best.

It was stated the property tax is complicated to administer, assess and collect, and requires a lot of property owner oversight, including letting them in your house, going through the hearing process, abatement process and the process is draining.  People resent it because it impacts so much and are revolting if there is the slightest thought of problems and wants to raise that to the attention of the ASB about wanting to be fairly treated.  Chair Patten stated the ASB is trying to give as much information as they can but the process of taxes are also impacted at the March meeting and how much the towns vote to spend.

It was stated it is easier to take care of things if you are a local owner as it is difficult for seasonal owners because they don’t have the ability to vote on the budgets.

It was asked if there is any other recourse if the abatement deadline isn’t met.  Chair Patten stated there isn’t any recourse for the taxpayer filing deadline and town reply, including the BTLA.  Mr. Hamilton stated it isn’t the duty of the ASB to determine if the property tax is a fair tax but to make the system as fair as it can be for everyone.

Chair Patten stated she understands the code isn’t complete and is frustrating and hearing from taxpayers helps the board know what they still have to work on, and there is the manual, which might help people understand the process a little better.

It was asked if the ASB would also be looking at the problem with selective reappraisals.  There is evidence with the Patuckaway Lake reappraisal that show inequities that the ratios study to reflect.  There is a hole between the guidelines and the report in checking the results.  The abatement requests were denied even when there was supporting documentation and only a few cases went to the BTLA because of all the work involved.  Inequities between areas in town can result because there is no way to test it.  Will the ASB look at creating state standards that are used in the model for valuing complex properties?  

Mr. Hamilton stated the DRA does test for selective reappraisal during their revaluation monitoring process.  The system isn’t perfect but there are average variations, in order to be very precise it would cost a lot more money.  

Chair Patten stated taxpayers should not let the deadlines for the abatement and appeal process expire as that is the process they have to fix problems; even if the town denies the abatement the BTLA may find in the taxpayer favor.

It was stated for improvements in the future creating standards for the model could help provide a sense of security to the taxpayers by knowing there is consistency with how values on properties are calculated.  Mr. Hamilton stated the ASB could not comment on the model used in Nottingham.  It was stated the ASB could create standards for models used across the state, a standard approved model.

It was stated without understanding the factors of the model a layperson can’t point out the problems with the model.  There should be a way to reconcile difference between two models without going to court; taxpayers want to be convinced they are paying their fair share.  

Mr. Hamilton stated he understands the desire for simplicity but there are 235 municipalities, not to count the different neighborhoods, water bodies, and other value influences.  Simply put it is market value the assessor must try to meet and having a single model for the entire state won’t necessarily work.  What is used in Manchester will not work for the small town of Columbia. 

It was asked where does the assessing company prove the value used for a retaining wall, having a garden by the lake.  Mr. Hamilton stated the ASB cannot answer property specific question, the proper place is by filing an appeal.  The ASB will not set one value for a walkway; it is up to the local assessor to determine that amount with the sales.   

Mr. Hamilton stated it is the single standard of market value and there are ways to determine equity, the COD.  Mass appraisal recognizes imprecision with a slighter greater variation, where individual property appraisal cost more and expect a higher level of precision.  

Chair Patten stated she understands that taxpayers want to do have everything the same but it won’t ever happen and models are something the ASB can look at.

It was stated there was a $105,000 difference between the individual appraisal and the municipal value and the response from the town about the abatement request was late and the tone was just summarily rejected.  The lateness of the town response and the cost of hiring an attorney did not leave enough time to consider filing an appeal with the BTLA.  It was asked why there was not a standardized model and what is the criteria assessors use so that two different appraiser don’t come up with such drastically different numbers.  

Chair Patten stated she understands taxpayers want to have one way to appraisal all the properties in the state but it probably won’t happen and the ASB is trying to educate taxpayers of the difference in communities and the goal is market value.  Chair Patten stated she isn’t sure about the specific model

It was stated after the lake appraisal and the following meetings that expressed many concerns it was the understanding that only took DRA a little time to approve the values used and it appears there is little oversight.  Mr. Hamilton stated there is a review of the numbers but there is not a test of the accuracy of the numbers for the towns.  The contract is reviewed; the revaluation monitored for the measuring and listing and sales analysis, and the department does not have the staff to provide the ability to verify every single piece of information.

It was asked if the DRA monitored the work that took place in Nottingham.  Mr. Hamilton replied to his knowledge it did and subsequently to the taxpayers concerns an additional in depth review took place.

It was asked if it was fair to have different models for different areas in the town, one for lake front another for the other properties that look at different features such as retaining walls and landscaping?  Mr. Hamilton stated some markets drive different features in different neighborhoods.  Manchester picks up paving for commercial but not residential, because the value is not the same.  

It was stated the lake front residential model is different than the other residential property.  Mr. Lessard stated market value is driven by land and building value and it is broken down to the different factors of each, such as bedrooms and bathrooms to help determine the building value.  It is possible to have different factors but the test is market value and when the properties sell are they selling in line with the assessed value.  If more people moved forward with the BTLA appeals there may have been more detailed answers of why there were difference.  Just because people didn’t appeal last year doesn’t mean they can’t appeal this year and urge taxpayers to do so.

It was stated people are here to request standards of the ASB and are being told some things can’t be standards; are there any standards?  

Mr. Stohl stated there are standards and explained why he became a member of the ASB because of a dispute between the Town of Columbia, the DRA and BTLA, and their municipal assessing practices.  Mr. Stohl stated the town can request anything they want in their assessing contract, to include having individual appraisals, but it is something they will need to pay for.  Fee appraisals are more expensive than the mass appraisal process.  Mr. Stohl reviewed the steps the ASB has taken to establish standards and guidelines for New Hampshire municipalities.  Mr. Stohl stated the ASB is attempting to improve the communication between taxpayers and professional assessors; selectmen are voted in and try to do the best job they can and do what is right.

Mr. Lessard stated there are national standards, USPAP, that has to be followed.  The ASB has guidelines that municipalities must meet that may eventually become standards.  There are no standards to use one particular model or another because every model will depend on the properties being appraised.  

Ms. Silva stated there is other standards the ASB instituted, the statistical guidelines in the Assessment Review process.  In the years between the review towns must try to maintain proportionality.  The NHMA moved from standards to guidelines because some towns have fewer sales than others making it harder for them to meet the guidelines.  There are reports showing how and whether every town in New Hampshire met the guidelines in assessing.

It was stated for the reappraisal on the lake from there were approximately 60 individual appraisals and the town rejected all of them and asked if the DRA looked at the number of appeals filed per town.  Mr. Hamilton stated the DRA does not look at the number of appeals and there is a wide variety of ways municipalities respond to abatement requests.  Some towns don’t reply at all and the law indicates if you have not received a reply by July 1, you are automatically denied.  

It was stated many taxpayers were discouraged because they received the same denied response.  Representative Schmidt stated that is why he asked how many appealed to the BTLA or Superior Court.  

It was stated taxpayers were told there is a five year backlog at the BTLA.  Board members responded that steps are being taken to address the backlog but they are currently reviewing 2006 cases, and they are always a year behind because taxpayers can’t file until the September the following year.

It was stated well wishes are given to the board and the work they are trying to do is appreciated.

It was stated the ASB should look at what other states have done with the assessing process and abatement process to know they are being treated fairly and courteously.

Mr. Reed stated the BTLA have instituted a new policy to address the backlog that they shared with the ASB, are ordering that taxpayers and municipal officials try to meet again and come to a compromise before it goes before the BTLA.

It was stated the property tax is the tax base and it seems like the ASB is stating taxpayer must become professional assessors and don’t have the ability to provide the taxpayers with standards.

Mr. Stohl stated his town has been assessed two times in the past few years and each time he has requested an abatement from the town.  It is up to the taxpayers to ask about their value.

Mr. Hamilton stated the taxpayers play an integral part in the assessing process.

It was stated Nottingham has been reassessed every year and there was the thought it was supposed to be every five year.  Representative Schmidt stated values should be at market value and can happen no less than every five years.  The ASB is trying to improve process but taxpayers have to be part of the process.

It was asked when the special Nottingham report would be available.  Mr. Hamilton stated the ASB and Selectmen would get a copy of the report and it could then be provided to anyone who asked.

It was asked if there are less than 20 sales, are sales further back used and what happens in a declining market; how are the sales adjusted.  Mr. Hamilton stated the sales for the ratio study are time trended to adjust for the changes, up or down.  There is a similar process for the sales survey in determining values.

Adjournment

Chair Patton adjourned the meeting at 8:40 p.m. 

	Next Meeting:  November 20, 2008 – 9:30 a.m. @ 57 Regional Drive, Concord NH

	

	Respectfully Submitted, Dawn Wirkkala, Clerk

	NH Dept of Revenue Admin. - Property Appraisal Division
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