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July 13th, 2011
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The meeting was called to order at 9:33 a.m. by Dawn Cole, Assessment Practices Review Panel co-chair.  Brief introductions were given, and guests Ellen Trancheff and Cheryl Weappa were welcomed.  

Minutes of the June 1st, 2011 meeting were reviewed.  Jan Jackson moved to approve, with a second by Jim Fisher.  The minutes were approved unanimously as presented.

Co-chair Cole noted two important timelines to achieve:  finalization of the panel’s report by year’s end, and selection of topics to assist the panel in creating the report.  Co-chair Vigen stated that because of the mixed level of knowledge on the panel, topics needed for decision-making should be in place sooner rather than later.  He suggested the panel meet every two weeks to form a foundation from which to work.  The next meeting will deal with practices and challenges faced by local assessors.  Technology will also be addressed in the near future.  

Although schedule conflicts over the summer may preclude some members from being at meetings, consensus was that everyone could keep current with minutes and other communication as necessary.  Meetings continue to alternate between Virginia and Duluth.  The schedule for August is as follows:

· Wednesday, August 3rd at 1 p.m. in Virginia City Hall, Card Room, lower level

· Wednesday, August 17th at 9:30 a.m. in Duluth, Commissioners’ Conference Room

· Wednesday, August 31st at 9:30 in Virginia, Liz Prebich Room (Room 321, Northland Office Building)

A local assessors’ group meets in late July; plans are to coordinate with them for participation in the panel’s August 3rd discussion.  Rick Puhek also recommended the “Best Practices Review” study conducted in 1993 by the Minnesota Department of Revenue.  Co-chairs Cole and Vigen will meet with Mark Monacelli before the next meeting to confer on topics for the panel.  

Co-chair Cole turned the meeting over to Dave Sipila, who gave a presentation on the St. Louis County Assessor’s role.  He explained that assessment is done to fulfill statutory requirements which support the state property tax system.  Assessors value and classify property, but do not collect or calculate taxes.  Assessments are based on property sales, using statistical formulas to measure assessment levels.  

St. Louis County’s system is implemented by county, city and local assessors.  In a continuous process, the value of over 109,000 taxable parcels (excluding the City of Duluth and exempt properties) is determined every year.  The goal is to ensure that everyone is treated the same way under the same system, and that elements of the system are explainable to taxpayers.  Fairness and equalization are the two guiding principles of assessment. 

Panel members had questions about the impact of foreclosure on estimated market value.  Mr. Sipila stated the Department of Revenue’s policy is to include foreclosures in sales ratios only if they dominate the market, because foreclosure prices in bank sales are atypically low and sale timeframes can be reduced.  

Mr. Vigen inquired about existing technologies to assist the assessment process.  Mr. Sipila noted the capability of GIS and software to assess aerial photographs of parcels, and stated more supporting technology is in the works.  Technology, however, does not preclude physical inspection as a means of assessing property.  

Ms. Cole asked what percentage of properties receive an interior inspection; Mr. Sipila estimated that 30% was typical.  Challenges include viewing seasonal properties and properties not accessible during the day.  Members who assess in the Hibbing, Virginia and Lake Vermilion areas gave a rate of 20 – 25%.  Accuracy of assessment, given those numbers, relies on history of the parcels in question.  

The county assessor’s office is charged by statute to mail annual notices of change in valuation and classification.  This happens whether or not changes have occurred.  Mr. Monacelli stated that in addition to notifying taxpayers of the status of their property’s valuation and class, the card also provides details on meetings regarding taxation and contact information for people to ask questions about taxes and budgets.

The St. Louis County Assessor’s office employs 23 full-time and 1 part-time staff, with offices in Duluth, Virginia and Ely.  It has a $2 million budget, of which $1.1 million supports the levy; the remainder is fees.  State mandates make the budget process complicated.  Lacking the direction of a state budget at this time, the county must project its two-year cycle in two scenarios, one with a 3% reduction, the other, 10%.  Cost-cutting measures have been implemented; further savings would necessarily come from staff reductions.  The technology fund has been crucial to streamline and speed operations, decreasing costs.  

Mr. Vigen asked what problems face the assessor’s office.  Mr. Monacelli gave the example of the city of Duluth:  the assessor’s office is under-funded and understaffed, creating a backlog in inspections and tax cases.  Because the county and city both use the CAMA (computer assisted mass appraisal) program, it may be possible to share resources to ameliorate Duluth’s problems.  Assessors county-wide have record-keeping issues, but keeping on top of them to improve practices and impose necessary sanctions is difficult.

Mr. Welsh remarked that every department has been asked to do more with less. Conversations on a smaller scale, such as those in the Blue Ribbon panel, are advantageous to address challenges and work through resolutions before bringing results to the County Board.  Mr. Bigelow commented that he’d asked his city council to add staff to their assessor’s office.  Mr. Monacelli observed government must think of ways to do more with less, and create new business models to streamline service delivery.  

Ellen Trancheff asked whether the panel would consider a review of fee schedules, particularly in cases such as tax-exempt parcels where man-hours expended in operations were the same as taxed parcels, with little or no revenue return. Mr. Heino spoke of examining operations for redundancies and parallel paths, which add to costs.  Mr. Palmquist mentioned waste in contracted assessment, where clerical errors contribute to increased expenses.  Ms. Trancheff noted that homestead administration is a particular problem.  Mr. Monacelli reiterated that the panel has the autonomy to address these important questions.

Mr. Bigelow moved to adjourn; Mr. Sandberg seconded.  The meeting adjourned at 12:14 p.m.

Respectfully submitted, 

Roni Town
Recording Secretary
