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The meeting was called to order at 1:32 p.m. by John Vigen, Assessment Practices Review Panel co-chair.  Introductions were made; Kurt Soderberg and AMCAT representatives Cheryl Weappa, Ronald Olsen, Carolyn Mackai and Ellen Trancheff were welcomed.  

Co-chair Vigen explained the format of the meeting varied slightly from the usual in that local assessors requested to bring their interests and concerns to the panel. The local assessor discussion was moved to the top of the agenda.   

Chair Vigen called on Rick Puhek, who gave a PowerPoint presentation on the Assessors of Minnesota Cities and Townships (AMCAT).  Not all local assessors participate with AMCAT. AMCAT is an informal organization whose mission statement declares:

· A group of St. Louis County Local Assessing Officers has established an association for the purposes of improving communication and service to the communities they serve and to promote openness in the ways they relate to one another and to the County Assessor.  

AMCAT’s goals and objectives are 

· To affirm local assessors’ commitment to quality assessments. 
· To comply with all Minnesota State Assessing laws and all Department of Revenue directives.

· To strive to meet the requirements of the St. Louis County Assessor while recognizing the complexity and imperfect nature of the assessment process whether performed by Local Assessors or St. Louis County Assessors.

· To promote open communication among Local Assessors and County Assessors in an atmosphere of honesty, trust and respect.

· To provide an environment whereby Local Assessors can feel that they are truly an integral part of the St. Louis County assessment process.

· To provide the basis of a forum for the sharing of knowledge, experience, and understanding which recognizes the unique abilities and contributions of each person participating in the assessment process.

· To ensure that local governments have the opportunity to maintain their autonomy through the employment of a Local Assessor while at the same time ensuring that a fair, equitable, and just compensation is provided and maintained for individuals performing the assessment function

Mr. Puhek then indicated specific levels of assessor licensure and experience in AMCAT.  There are:

· 17 Local Assessors
· 9 Certified Minnesota Assessors (CMA)

· 6 Certified Minnesota Assessor Specialists (CMAS)

· 9 Income Qualified designations

· 2 Accredited Minnesota Assessors (AMA)

· 290 combined years of assessment experience

Based on a 2003 Minnesota County Assessor survey, 26% of parcels are true county assessed, 11% county assessed with a local option, and 63% a combination of county and local assessment.  
Commercial/industrial parcels:  45% performed by local assessors, 55% county assessors

Vacant land:  41% local assessors, 59% county assessors  
Residential properties:  42% local assessors, 58% county assessors

Exempt parcels:  33% local assessors, 67% county assessors  
Vacant parcels vs. improved parcels: of the whole, 17% is local assessment of vacant parcels and 24% county assessment; improved parcels are 25% locally assessed, 34% county assessed.

A tally of parcels per assessor indicates 7,482 county parcels per assessor and 4,839 local parcels per assessor.  A more specific breakout of parcel count per employee shows 7,482 county parcels per assessor, 5,016 local parcels per assessor, and Jan Jackson’s parcels per assessor at 4,262.    
Ellen Trancheff followed up with a series of concerns common to local assessors.  A few local assessors are considered to be township employees and work within a budget.  Individually, they receive at least some benefits by virtue of that association.  Other expenses are out of pocket, such as office expenses, mileage, and supplies.  Ms. Trancheff said that the fee schedule had not changed in some years, and it was difficult for assessors to cover their costs.  Ms. Trancheff explained that the local assessor work force is aging and it doesn’t appear that others are interested in this field of work due to a difficult work environment. She further explained that property owners often don’t want you assessing their property and that some county assessment functions can be improved. 

A synopsis of additional discussion and follow up questions is rolled into the Panel Questions and Themes section.  

Panel Questions
· How do township assessors interface with the process and practices of the County Assessor’s office?

· How does the township assessment process work?  How are assessors hired?

· Which fees apply to a township contract assessment system?

· How do township assessors view themselves -- as participant stakeholders in the overall county property valuation system, or primarily in a relationship with the township by which they are hired, with a secondary consideration for the overall system? 

· What about the education piece?  For you?  For other local assessors you may hire?

· What would help the overall system assessment system?  

· Are there dual layers and/or redundancies that increases costs to townships?

· Is there an “us vs. them” mentality?  If so, how does that work and how can it be improved?

· If you have a problem, how do assessors interface with county staff? Who is your contact? 

· Can St. Louis County afford a hybrid system of county and local assessors, with diverse applications and protocol?  

· What things are incentivized by the system, what things does the system punish?

· What is needlessly complex?

· How should the county address issues of local assessor work completion and timeliness?

· Do county and local assessors have a good partnership?

· Do you feel valued in what you do as part of the overall St. Louis County property assessment system?

· Is the CAMA system easy to use?  Is it functional?
· How does the county CAMA system compare to the City of Virginia property valuation system?
· Would you like an opportunity to meet more often with the county assessor’s staff? Would periodic round-table discussions help to address issues and synergies?
· Is CAMA the best vehicle?  What would it cost to go with a different system?

· The county drives fee schedules.  Cash-strapped townships want to save money.  Will the county tap them out if St. Louis County provides more assessment services?

· Is record keeping becoming burdensome?

· Do you operate on the same 1/5 quintile as St. Louis County? 

· Are mass appraisals permissible?
Themes
· Legislative process and mandates 

· Understanding of procedures that are handed down by the Department of Revenue 

· Understanding of county assessment practices, rules and policies 

· Timely communication of changes – no “zero hour” updates
· Anticipatory strategy, ongoing plan of action to address changes
· Is current legislation sufficient, or do statutes need to be updated?
· Technology interfaces with CAMA, e-mail and other web services

· Limited resources vs. efficiency and timeliness

· Historic mandates, policies and rules – origins, relevance

· Cost of services and assessor overhead

· Changes to the CAMA system
· Would a statewide CAMA system be beneficial? 

· Incorporating technology to streamline service delivery

· Is it the township’s conventional wisdom to hire the low bidder to provide assessment services?
· Is there an understanding at the township level that property valuations should be uniform?  

· Training standards being equal, local assessors should receive the same recognition as county staff

· Workload, diversity, complexity, coverage area 

· Certification of assessors: who’s qualified to do certain assessments

· “Property appraiser” versus “assessor” title

· Need for more information, more education on rule changes and technology

· Is the county fee structure current, should it be reviewed/updated, and does the county cover its service delivery cost?

· The need to develop a partnership and build upon a partnership theme  
Returning to the regular order of business, the minutes of the July 13, 2011 meeting were presented.  Mr. Puhek moved to approve the minutes, with Mr. Heino seconding.  The minutes were approved as presented by unanimous vote.

An update on the Blue Ribbon Assessment Practices Review Panel web page was given by Roni Town.  The page contains information about the mission of the panel, challenges and opportunities, and panel membership.  Agendas and minutes from previous meetings are accessible in the document library, and there are links to local assessors, legislation and statutes, the Minnesota tax court and other assessment references.  The link to the page is http://stlouiscountymn.gov/GOVERNMENT/BoardsCommittees/BlueRibbonAssessmentPanel.aspx Members are encouraged to look the page over.  Please notify Roni if a link does not open.
Mr. Monacelli previewed the August 17th agenda, which will be an informational session with County Assessor Dave Sipila and Assistant County Assessor Kerry Welsh.

Mr. Gellatly commented on the CAMA system and its functions.  He said that MCIS and the CAMA system needs to be described to the County Board as a module that is part of a larger system that impacts other departments (see addendum).  

Mr. Monacelli stated that in order to change or modify the MCIS CAMA system, the user group must support the change.  This can be a problem given the size of St. Louis County and its complexity of land applications versus those smaller MCIS member counties that do not have the same issues.  Mr. Monacelli stated that the MCIS system recently went through an upgrade; however, it is still a green screen AS400-based system.  This type of outdated technology protocol offers limited capability in utilizing the latest technology tools such as hand-held field data devices.  St. Louis County is currently partnering with Crow Wing County to create an interface that can be integrated into MCIS.  Mr. Monacelli stated that the Minnesota Department of Revenue should look at ways to reduce costs and streamline service delivery to counties and the State by researching and creating standard systems and applications.  

With no further business, the meeting adjourned at 3:35 p.m.

Respectfully submitted,

Roni Town 
Recording Secretary

ADDENDUM 
This communication was received from John Gellatly following the meeting.  
From: JOHN GELLATLY [mailto:jhgellatly@gmail.com] 
Sent: Friday, August 05, 2011 10:34 AM
To: John Vigen
Subject: St. Louis County's CAMA System

I offer the following additional perspective to the August 3 discussion of the county's CAMA (Computer Assisted Mass Appraisal) module as one who was a part of the county's 1997 conversion from an in-house system to the MCIS property tax system.

CAMA is a module within a larger property tax administration program housed on an IBM I Series mainframe (versus City of Virginia's p.c. based CAMA program).  The property tax system program is designed and maintained by MCIS, or Minnesota Counties Information Systems.  MCIS is a non-profit consortium of now over twelve, mostly northern counties.  MCIS staff work in an office located in Grand Rapids, Minnesota.  In the absence of a state-mandated computerized property tax administration program, three such consortiums serve most of Minnesota.  MCIS is considered the best of the three, and recently Ramsey County, including the City of St. Paul, asked to join.

The CAMA module uses a cost approach framework to value improvements to land.  A global "neighborhood" multiplier along with other characteristic-specific multipliers allow the user to make the CAMA module better reflect local market sales.  As for valuing the land, the CAMA tables are of an open, user-defined design, which allows valuation by square foot, acre, front foot, and so on.

Values calculated and posted to the CAMA file can be transferred automatically to the assessment book, which in turn are accessed by the County Auditor for the purpose of calculating the property tax.  The tax calculation module is much larger than the CAMA module.  It is important to note here that it is the auditor, not the assessor, who calculates the property tax.  If an assessor within St. Louis County were not using the CAMA module, she would have to find a way to transfer the values from her stand-alone CAMA system into the county's assessment book file.

Another important point to consider is this:  both St. Louis County and the City of Duluth abandoned their in-house development of computerized property tax administration because of (1) the complexity of Minnesota's property tax law and (2) the need to maintain the system in the face of nearly annual changes due to legislative tinkering.  The most valuable service MCIS provides is the adaptation of its programming as property tax law changes.

The City of Virginia demonstrates that an assessor can perform value calculations outside of the MCIS property tax system and still get tax statements mailed to property owners.  However, none of Virginia's land and improvements details are available to other county users of the MCIS system for query or analysis.  Even if we as a committee were to recommend that the County Assessor abandon the CAMA module, the County Auditor would continue to use his module.  And it is my understanding that the MCIS fee for its property tax system is not a la carte.

