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Assessment Practices Review Panel

November 30th, 2011

9:30 A.M.
IRRRB Administration Building, Eveleth

Present:  
John Vigen, co-chair
Jim Aird

Gerald Palmquist

Dawn Cole, co-chair

Rick Puhek

John Gellatly



John Mulder


Frank Bigelow
Bruce Sandberg





Roger Skraba


Jan Jackson

John Heino




Jim Fisher

Staff:

Dave Sipila


Cory Leinwander
Rudy Schoolderman



Kerry Welsh 


Mark Monacelli
Roni Town



Guests:
Ellen Trancheff, Greenwood Township Clerk/Assessor
Not present:
Stephen Abrahamson

The meeting of the Assessment Practices Review Panel was called to order at 9:32 A.M. by co-chair John Vigen.  Minutes of the November 16th meeting were presented; following a motion by Mr. Puhek and a second by Mr. Aird, the minutes were approved as read.  

Chair Vigen stated that the focus of the meeting would be on assessment practices as they related to the timely, uniform and fair elements on which the panel was deliberating.  Mr. Schoolderman asked the panel to describe these values.  

How can timeliness in assessing be measured quantitatively?
John Gellatly:  With a physical inspection every five years.

· Jan Jackson:  Could local assessors follow the same schedule for physical inspection as the county?
Jim Fisher:  Picking up new building in the year of construction.

· John Gellatly:  New construction must be inspected, picked up and valued between issuing of building permits and the next assessment date

Roger Skraba:  Establish continuity in permitting departments – zoning, septic, building – so steps in the permitting process act as a trigger to aid in developing subdivisions with conforming lots.

John Heino:  Timely dispute resolution, following state statutes.

John Gellatly:  Whatever adds or removes value to property should be reflected in that year’s assessment.

Roger Skraba:  Inspection within the quintile, not seven years as in Duluth.

John Mulder:  Reporting data as well as performing the physical assessment – entering it in the system.

John Gellatly:  Assessments out of the Department of Revenue’s acceptable range must be corrected each year (sales ratio).  

Chair Vigen:  Replicating to a degree the daily interaction in the County Assessor’s office – a well-timed sharing of Department of Revenue changes, policy matters and best practice.

Dawn Cole:  Flagging property in the abatement process or parcels being split or combined, between their approval and the next assessment date.

Jan Jackson:  A list of ATFs (Auditor Transfer Fund – parcel splits) not done in the last 30 days.

John Gellatly:  Changes in classification, particularly homestead class, followed from the time they’re made to the next assessment date.  

Chair Vigen:  A response to public access information requests. 

· John Heino:  At least a callback in a specified period of time.

· John Gellatly:  Set a standard for response time.  No more full answering machines or, “He’s out in the field.”

A one- to two-day response, at least an acknowledgement that the message was received.
Dawn Cole:  Online accessibility, and accuracy for the holder of the data, St. Louis County.

John Heino:  The ability to operationalize these elements, to answer the question, “Are we giving you what you need to perform as required?”  Though the concept of timeliness is subjective, the scope can be narrowed to judge whether performance is timely.

What should uniformity look like?

Frank Bigelow:  It should contain a definition of “timely.”

Chair Vigen:  The county has technology and the ability to progress and respond to the public.  Local assessors have answering machines with a two-minute recording capacity, too full to accept more messages.  Townships will have to take more responsibility for providing access to available data to help local assessors in their work.

Chair Vigen:  Don’t overshoot on technology to the degree that local assessors can’t keep pace.  Resource sharing needs to expand.

Gerald Palmquist:  There must be a minimum standard for technology usage.

Those standards should prevent a large technology gap.  

John Heino:  Uniform execution of work processes.  Meet with stakeholders to describe how the county thinks it should look; get feedback; review to see if problems are “built in” to the process because of unseen or unanticipated issues up and down the line.  Make sure all participants are implementing standards; follow up to measure results.

Ellen Trancheff:  An assessor forum – a blog or online chat for all assessors to share best practices, frequently asked questions, DoR releases, and other information as it arises.

· John Heino:  If you learn something about a topic once, it’s accessible to others for future reference.

· Jim Fisher:  You could send pictures of properties.

John Gellatly:  Uniform standards in the audit process.

· Chair Vigen:  There’s a spectrum of skills and experience in local assessors.

· Jan Jackson:  This year, local assessors had a ride-along with county staff to see how things were being graded.

Dave Sipila:  Properties are valued and classified using the same methodology.  Assessed values bear the same relationship to market value regardless of where you are (equalization).

Gerald Palmquist:  In the appeals process, township officials are trained not to make rash or hasty decisions; adjourn the meeting and look at the evidence presented before deciding.  Uniform standards are set for township supervisors; make sure they follow the standards set by the Minnesota Association of Townships.

Dawn Cole:  Holding local boards to account in the re-inspection of property is necessary to reduce the number of appeals that go on to the county; it also provides an opportunity for the local assessor to know where problems lie. 

John Heino:  With multiple paths to adjustment, the system has a built-in lack of uniformity.
Mark Monacelli:  Deal with inconsistency in inspection schedules, which is presently one physical inspection in five years or in seven years for residential; one in ten to fifteen years for commercial/residential inspections.  Mass appraisal should also be considered to promote uniformity.

What constitutes fairness in assessment?  How do we measure it?

John Gellatly:  Assessment levels across jurisdictions and property types.  If residential property is assessed at 93% of what it sells for, and commercial at 78%, is it fair?

John Heino:  I want to know as a taxpayer that the county is applying the same standards to me as someone in similar circumstances.

· Dave Sipila:  Unfairness is built into the system; everyone has their own definition of what’s “fair”.  The variable we control is impartiality – treating everyone the same.  

Dave Sipila:  There are improvements, as we’ve seen in the CAMA system.  Soil surveys and GIS (geographic information system) are being used to equalize parcels, so everyone sees the same thing.  The term “fair” is almost a per-parcel description of what we do; “uniform” has a much broader scope.  

· Chair Vigen:  One is more global in nature, the other site-specific.

Dawn Cole:  Problems with units of measurement can be a barrier to fairness.  If foreclosures, trusts and estates are excluded from the ratios by DoR directive, the ratio may not be a true reflection of the market.  

John Gellatly:  The co-efficient of dispersion:  how close are all those sales getting to that median?  There are national and international standards for what that number should be.  

· Rick Puhek:  Without a homogeneous sample, dispersion is wider in some jurisdictions.

What immediate steps are available to improve the current local assessment  system?
Rick Puhek:  Short-term solutions should look to the future, too.

· Mark Monacelli:  Hypothetically, if the panel recommends replacing the present system in five years with an alternative, what can we do to improve in the meantime?  If timely, uniform and fair values are built into the existing system and people work cohesively, employing technology and communication to their best use, perhaps we don’t need that alternate solution.  Keeping in mind the challenges of political reality, how can we make this system better today?     
John Mulder:  A report card with performance measures on specified components.  The atomic solution never addresses the core issue.  Rather than individual performance, the focus shifts to goal-oriented standards.

· John Gellatly:  Perhaps a failing grade would result in non-renewal of contracts.

· Chair Vigen:  A performance record, done in conjunction with the townships, brings us back to the idea of a contract or an agreement.
· John Gellatly:  A major problem is the lack of control.  When townships assume control, they must also take responsibility for enforcement, because they hire and fire.
Jan Jackson:  Better coordination of data between departments, e.g., Planning and Zoning permits not yet recorded with the Assessor.  

A timely flow of information.
John Heino:  We have to get to a modified workable format.  What’s best for most of St. Louis County, recognizing that the system may not be everyone’s ideal?  

Chair Vigen:  We have a broken system.  We need to keep identifying issues and solutions to hold to our timeline for a proposal that will be acceptable to the County Commissioners.

Mark Monacelli:  I’m hearing hammers – small hammers, but they can work.  The concept of a report card gives a local assessor an idea of where they stand regarding performance.  A B- may be an incentive to move to an A.  Perhaps we should include more discussion about mass appraisal so we don’t have issues with quintiles and neighbor-to-neighbor comparisons.  

What works?
John Gellatly:  If you want to be an assessor, the training is there.  There’s not a problem with unskilled or untrained people.  

Jan Jackson:  For the first time in a long time, the county assessors came along with local assessors for a day in the field.  

· Dave Sipila:  They went to clarify expectations for local assessors.

· Frank Bigelow:  That’s a step toward uniformity.

Mark Monacelli:  One conversation has centered on apprenticeships or pairing with a mentor to learn policies, procedures and computer systems.  

Chair Vigen:  Local assessors fulfill a township need to control their own destiny.

Bruce Sandberg:  Use available technology for educating assessors or sharing information, rather than calling a meeting – a webinar. 

What could be improved?

Jan Jackson:  Reconcile scheduling of quintiles with county schedule so taxpayers do not see an assessor two years running.   

Dawn Cole:  Best practices need to extend to the County Assessor as well.  The County Commissioners should assume responsibility to rate the County Assessor’s office through a disinterested third party or a report card to eliminate the “us vs. them” perception¸ and ensure that everyone meets their goals. 

Chair Vigen:  The County Assessor and contract assessors have to work together as a team, communicating and sharing technology on a frequent and ongoing basis.  Where there is an impasse, there has to be a way to settle disputes, perhaps an arbitration panel.  Attempting it in the scope of daily duties takes up valuable time; Mr. Sipila doesn’t have time to be the compliance officer, and maybe a liaison is needed.  That would also provide continuity in the event of a change in administration.    

Frank Bigelow:  Should the County Board of Appeals issue a report card on the County Assessor’s office, based on cases heard?  It would be done by people familiar with the system.    

· Chair Vigen:  Mr. Sipila asks at those meetings for suggestions on ways to improve the Assessor’s office, and the suggestions have been implemented before the next convening.
Everyone should be aware of the standards by which the work is done; that should be uniform.  A compliance officer is a go-between who promotes the uniform execution of the work process with an education component, a signaling component, communication, etc.  If standards are not met through contact with the compliance officer, there may be a need for an arbitration panel.  

How do we work as a team?
Chair Vigen:  Contract assessors may not be made aware in a timely manner of changes that come about.  Technology could be a useful tool to connect people.  Another issue is connectivity and access to the CAMA system, including building familiarity and competency with more frequent use.  Both sides have responsibilities in collaborating to produce a consistent, accurate product.

Gerald Palmquist:  Townships, cities and jurisdictions should receive a letter from the County Assessor identifying performance expectations and examples of poor or non-performance.  It should outline what must be done to amend deficiencies and what the consequences are if corrections are not made in the specified time.

Roger Skraba:  Townships must acknowledge their responsibility to provide necessary materials and equipment to their local assessor to do work for the jurisdiction.  

Chair Vigen:  Do we need to request legislative changes to the fee schedule, when unorganized jurisdictions pay no fees?

· Dawn Cole:  Why should an unorganized jurisdiction pay for organizational structure it does not use?  

· Rick Puhek:  This is not an isolated situation in county government; the Sheriff’s Department contracts with localities at a percentage fee.  

Jim Aird:  Townships have ways to regulate their local assessor.  If a township officer finds that the county will charge to reassess, that officer is going to look again at the cost of the contract.

· Frank Bigelow:  What if a township was reassessed and had no money to pay St. Louis County?  

· John Gellatly, Chair Vigen:  That’s where performance bonds would be useful. 

It’s still dependent on the township’s willingness to enforce standards.  The penalty does not directly address the source of the problem.  

Chair Vigen:  Do people really just ignore the county?

· Kerry Welsh:  Some seem satisfied to continue with the current system.  The cost savings are attractive; they’re not motivated to change.

· Chair Vigen:  The County Board should be a full participant in the process when there are deficiencies.  

Chair Vigen:  Does the use of technology help in disputes?

· Kerry Welsh:  We can do reviews much more quickly.  

· Cory Leinwander:  We’re trying to get more information out on GIS.  

Chair Vigen concluded the discussion, stating the next meeting would begin with a summary of the previous session and proceed to changes the panel wants to see.  Mr. Schoolderman noted they will also look at the County Assessor’s staff, and how to operationalize suggestions from recent meetings.  

The meeting was adjourned at 1:15 P.M.

Respectfully submitted,

Roni Town

Recording Secretary

Mr. Schoolderman’s synopsis and the AMCAT handout have been included in the minutes as an addendum.
Mr. Schoolderman’s synopsis

Deliberation notes November 30th 2011

The panel’s charge is to work toward a Timely, Uniform and Fair assessment system. To make this more specific the panel members have defined performance indicators that can be used to evaluate whether the system meets these three criteria. 

Timely

· Physical inspection of a property once every 5 years (State requirement) and entered into the system.

· Note: Local assessors inspect 1/5 of a jurisdiction every year, so entire jurisdiction is done in 5 year rotation. County inspected jurisdictions are inspected in 1 year and then skipped for 4 years (except new construction). Not uniform.

· Timely sharing of changes to properties by the permitting departments with the local assessors (new construction, property changes) so they know a property needs to be (re) assessed.

· New construction is assessed between issuing a permit and the next assessment date. The assessment accurately reflects the property as of the assessment date and is entered into the system. 

· Abatement, splits, consolidation of parcels are assessed between approval and next assessment date and entered into the system.

· Classification changes are made between time of change and the next assessment date and entered into the system.

· Assessments out of Department of Revenue’s acceptable range (sales ratio) must be adjusted each year.

· Timely dispute resolution (following state statute procedures).

· Timely information sharing by County and DoR regarding new techniques, technology, legislative updates etc. with the local assessors. 

· Timely response to public requests for information (2 day call back at minimum).

Uniform

· Uniform execution of work process (this requires development of some kind of measurements to operationalize this – see next).

· Uniform performance standards and audit process to enforce these standards.

· Properties are valued and classified using the same methodology.

· Assessed values bear the same relationship to market value (same ratios, equalization).

· Townships following the standards set by the Minnesota Township Association regarding adjustments (informed, data driven decisions).

· Uniformity in the inspections cycle.

· Technology:

· Technology system should be interfaced and up to par for all assessors (seamless interface between county, city and local assessors) as it relates to computer platform, field equipment and minimum standards for phone (including ability to take messages from consumers when in the field).

· Establish minimum technology standards for assessors and prevent large technology gaps.

Fair:

· Uniform assessment levels across jurisdictions and property class.

· Treating everyone fair and impartial.

· Third party review of assessor work (independent audits).

· Address DoR unit of measure of what transactions are included and its impacts on fairness (recognize nuances in local markets).

· Coefficient Dispersion Measurement standard as a measure of fairness and uniformity. 

Short and long term measures

In reviewing the testimony and evidence presented to the panel a number of panel members feel that the current system is inherently ill equipped to promote a timely, uniform and fair assessment system. The key drivers in the system that work against it are:

· Fragmentation of responsibilities between jurisdictions in carrying out the assessment process with no direct means to manage uniform execution of work processes and therefore resulting in variation in how the assessment process is carried out.

· Lack of direct quality management control by the County when local assessors are not performing up to standard (with the exception of stepping in and redoing the assessments).

· Technology gap between the county and local assessors.

On the other hand key arguments for maintaining (repairing) the current system includes:

· It meets a need for local control (however one can argue that this conflicts with the uniformity principle).

· Lower cost associated with working with independent contractors rather than County staff.

· Change to true county system involves big shift of responsibilities and requires transition process and cost, would require charter change City of Duluth and would impact departments of cities of the second class and will likely face political resistance. 

Recognizing that possible more structural changes to the system will take  time and may face resistance the panel has identified opportunities for short term measures  to improve the timeliness, uniformity and fairness of the current assessment system. The following measures have been identified:

Short term measures

· Establish a report card on performance measures which will allow for an objective measurement of performance and that can be communicated with the entity that hires the assessor as a performance standard. Hold all assessors to the same quality and performance standard.

· Build a coalition with the local townships to promote a universal approach to managing local contractors. Townships as the client are responsible for managing the performance of their local assessor. 

· Implement measures to remove the “us and them” perception and assist local assessors of  different jurisdictions to operate more as a team through for example:

· Increasing opportunities for cooperative training such as for example field interpretation training to promote uniformity and establish an apprentice/mentor system for new assessors to learn policy and procedures and working with technology.

· Using available technology for training and information sharing

· Establishing training and technology standards. (It is the local assessors responsibility  to  secure adequate tools to perform their duty such as adequate internet connection bandwidth)

· Create a new position that oversees local assessor’s work and works with local jurisdictions and local assessors to follow-up on the uniform execution of processes. 

· Establish an arbitration panel when a township or contract assessor is not willing to address quality issues identified by the county.

· Document and have the responsible jurisdictions sign off on best practices, procedures and process steps as a shared standard. 

· Update and improve assessor information and education materials, improve communication toward general public, townships and local assessors
· Ask the County Board to encourage DoR to take its responsibility in addressing quality issues and improve enforcement action when required. 
· Inform the County Board members of any assessment work deficiencies by a contract assessor or quality of work in a local jurisdiction and to take a pro-active role in addressing problems with jurisdictions in their district concerning the quality of the assessment process. 

· Develop a standardized contract and require a performance bond.

AMCAT Commentary, November 30, 2011
St. Louis County Panel Members:

Thank you for the amount of time you have spent in reviewing the Assessment Process.    We would like to submit our comments to the Findings of your committee for further review.

Current Practice:

The Goal is TUF-however, the legislative process along with delay in sales ratio study finalization make that goal a complicated one.  In the past it has been common practice to be doing special data entry issues at the very last moments of the assessment cycle:  


EX:  A couple years ago there was a decision to apply a value to leased land.  All assessors who had leased land had to do the data entry for the land sites and late in the game.  After greatly heated unhappy response from the leaseholders in St. Louis County, the land value was removed.  All this happened between later February – May.  

True County System:

We do not believe that St. Louis County Board of Commissioners should consider taking away the Rights of the local jurisdictions.   We do not believe the County Board of Commissioners should be considering such an action that results in the LOSS of employment for those assessors.

Disconnect:

The Local Assessors do feel that there is some disconnect, however, understand that time is valuable with County Staff so overburdened at this time.  We typically have one meeting with the County a year which typically is scheduled for 2-3 hours.  In the past, we have observed that the majority and more DO attend those training sessions.  Perhaps the county assessor should consider having a sign up sheet for that meeting that can then be photocopied and sent to the local jurisdiction.

Quality Control:
We are unsure what the reference to four jurisdictions mean.   We feel that the Local Assessors are an integral part of Quality Control.  They are very close to the ground and deal with the public just as intimately as the county staff does.  The standardized contract should not be considered in that some of the Local Assessors are in fact employees of their jurisdictions, not contract.  The county should not be interfering with the jurisdiction and its employee.   An attachment of expectations may solve that issue.

Quality of Local Boards:

Just where did the information come from that Local Boards lack knowledge?  Experiences vary but there are many local boards that have majority if not all, trained by the DOR.  Additionally, not ALL Local Boards wrap things up at one meeting.  It is common to reconvene and county records would indicate that.

DOR Enforcement:
The Sales Ratio Study is a flawed effort in equalization.  There are way too many factors, reasons and desires when one purchases a property to equate that to the market value.  The range of 90-105% does not make sense.   If it is more “common” to see ratios in the 80’s or up to the 120’s, then the range should be expanded from 80-120%.  It would make more sense and avoid the ups and downs.  Additionally, 6 sales are not enough to measure a jurisdiction that could have hundreds if not thousands of parcels.

Lack of Quality of Local Assessments:

Tax Court Cases occur whether it is the county assessed or local assessed.  Abatements occur whether it is county assessed or local assessed.  ALL Assessors are human beings and can make mistakes as well as the mere fact you could put them all in a room and find they differ when determining issues such as quality, condition and other factors that are used in the complex system of determining the “Estimated Market Value”.

Funding Assessment Practice:

Unfortunately, most jurisdictions look at the bottom dollar.  The County Fee Schedule is the guide to that dollar because they want to get the most for less.  By going Contract, the jurisdiction may save the money on payroll taxes, benefits, etc.  The County Fee Schedule has not been increased for several years as well as being archaic in design.  The Fee Schedule should be reflective of true overall cost and not be used as a bargaining tool to gain jurisdictions or cause the Local Assessor to take less pay to do a job.  Thankfully, some jurisdictions have hired the Assessor as an employee.  That is the most fair way to do the job, however, those jurisdictions also look at the County Fee Schedule as a guide.

Technology:

Most all Local Assessors are on CAMA.  When the county moved to the CAMA system the Locals were assured they could have the five year cycle (quintile) to get that data in.  The county has a different vendor which now allows better access to the system.  There will always be firewall issues and probably are right within the county between all the various departments, therefore technology issues will continue.  It is important to note that not all owners and residents of our county appreciate technology.  The north of the county has a lot of people who choose to not be in the electronic world and appreciate the person to person, piece of paper to help them understand what is happening to their property.  

Staffing and Human Resources:

It is true, that both in County and Local Assessed areas, staff is aging.  We do not believe that one should be pushed out of their jobs because of age.  There should be more encouragement of development of electronic skills and enhancements toward the positions held by Assessors.

Local Assessor Practice Barriers to TUF:

While there may be lack of direct control, we believe that cooperation is the ultimate tool in gaining fairness in the assessment world.  There is cooperation by the locals when requested to do additional work by the county assessor.  There have been times when those requests come in very late in the assessment year.  Unfortunately, when all assessors are doing zero hour data changes, the likelihood of error is greater.  However, we believe that we have cooperated to try to get the best job done for our clients, the taxpayers.  We also pay real estate taxes and have a vested interest.

Timely:

Timely is a factor for both the county and the locals.  Last minute requests will likely always happen as we try to gain better equalization.  

Uniform:

With the diversity of properties in the county, it is a great goal but will always be a challenge.  Mass Appraisal is what we should be performing, however, there seems to be a greater demand for more finite details.   With that process, more details are needed, however, data collection is rather generic and not finite.  

Fair:

It is our understanding that timely assessments are happening.  We would hope that the county staff is under the same requirements as local assessors.

IN CLOSING:

The panel has been informed of the level of licensure and experience the local assessors have to offer.

The panel has been informed of the problems with the valuation model-it is not perfect but could be improved.  

Local Assessors have the same level of licensure, if not greater, than staff Assessors.  They should not be considered of lesser value.

Local Assessors are close to the issues in their jurisdictions and provide a wealth of additional services, at no additional costs.  The public as well as professionals such as realtors, appraisers, State and County Departments   rely on the Local Assessors for assistance.  The general public appreciates the more relaxed one on one environment and ability to not travel too far for help.  Some of the locals have put very good information on their community websites in order to demystify the assessment process.

Local Jurisdictions should not have their rights taken away by the County.  They have the right and should continue that right to hire and/or contract with an Assessor.

There should be encouragement and cooperation among all in the profession.

The Dept. of Revenue should be more available to understand the laws that they implement.

The Legislatures should be more aware of the impact of the laws they pass.

We thank the members of the panel and hope that the final result is one that does not take away the jobs of the local assessors and the right of the local jurisdiction to hire a local assessor.
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