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Assessment Practices Review Panel
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The meeting was called to order at 9:35 a.m. by co-chair John Vigen.  A scheduling conflict with the Department of Revenue representative resulted in moving up the technology overview.  Chair Vigen asked Dave Sipila, County Assessor, to introduce his presentation.  

Mr. Sipila reiterated his office’s goals, emphasizing customer service, compliance with state standards, an efficient and productive staff, accurate assessments, and the leverage of technological tools.  He identified tools that assist assessors and appraisers in their work:
· MCIS (Minnesota Counties Information Systems), the property tax system 
· GIS (Geographic Information System), combining data sets within a spectrum of applications 

· Document management, using scanning and data entry to transition away from paper 
· Mobile devices, initial test this year
· Land records portal, an information hub that integrates applications within the county
Mr. Sipila described MCIS as a green-screen system which replaced hand entry of assessors’ information.  MCIS was developed for a thirteen-county consortium which St. Louis County joined in 1997.  It is one module of the CAMA system and is used throughout the county, with the exception of Virginia.  (CAMA is a mass-appraisal system based on assessor sales studies.   Within CAMA are several modules, including one for land and one for improvements.)  

The MCIS system automates the creation of state-mandated reports and also has querying capacity.  Schedules are constructed using reasonable units of comparison.  Benefits of MCIS are consistent, efficient and predictable assessments; integration with CAMA’s property tax module; the ability to quickly and correctly program tax law changes: continuity with other counties’ systems; quality control; and data readily available to the County Board of Appeal and Equalization and to the public.  It is a complex application with a dated interface, Mr. Sipila acknowledged, but an upgrade to a more Windows-based system is in development. 
GIS offers consistent information across jurisdictional boundaries.  It provides accuracy and improved quality in data collection.  The Cadastral layer identifies parcels and for land ownership information.  Planimetrics, which generate structural data, allow incorporation of building sketches.  There are assessor-specific services for land grading, and a streamlined process for mining and minerals assessment, as well as agricultural classifications for the Green Acres program.

Electronic documents are the future of document management.  Conversion of internal forms and paper records through scanning and indexing make documents accessible through the land records portal, with cost savings realized in supplies and storage.  Electronic recording of Certificates of Real Estate Value (eCRV) is not currently in use but is in development.  CRVs will be received and processed electronically, eliminating a step in the data entry process.

Testing of an iPad-type mobile device to access MCIS live in the field is taking place this year.  If successful, field work will be more efficiently performed by eliminating duplication of entry.             

The land records portal is the interface for all county land information, providing improved public assess to county records.  Tools for research will be available in a one-stop hub, with connections to departments, services, regional resources and Internet applications.  
A number of questions specific to CAMA and associated applications were asked.  

Q:  Is CAMA worth keeping, if improvements are made?

A:  St. Louis County has a great deal of investment in CAMA; it is a good tool.  The current system works well.  Other counties would like to join the consortium, but there is a desire to limit membership, keeping it small enough to maintain availability of support.  

Q:  How are contract assessors trained in these systems?

A:  The County Assessor trains contract assessors as well as their own employees.  This year there is a CAMA training session for any assessor who would like to attend.  Attendance for training sessions is not mandatory for contract assessors, although their participation is encouraged.
Q:  Do you have a user group to share information about application use and improvement?

A:  Darren Jablonsky will address this.

Q:  In the use of hand-held devices, has the percentage of errors in the field been quantified?

A:  Most errors are caught in the field.  Not all errors can be eliminated, but through parcel history reviews and repeated review of properties, errors will be discovered and resolved.  

Q:  As MCIS and GIS are integrated, will GIS produce an overlay that can make year-to-year comparisons?

A:  It will evolve to a point where those comparisons can be made.  

Q:  Integration from one piece to another can be a problem, particularly as upgrades take place and alter compatibility between environments, platforms and applications.  How do we find an end-to-end solution to help us stay current?
A:  Our land portal is designed as the interface, allowing us to keep pace as applications change.  

Q:  How do the local assessors handle the cost of equipment to use this technology?

A:  The current system is provided to local assessors at no cost.  They must purchase (or have the jurisdiction purchase) a computer and necessary peripherals, but GIS and other applications are provided to them by St. Louis County.

Q:  Are others in the consortium using commonality in their systems?

A:  There are three consortiums similar to MCIS covering most of the state of Minnesota.  Other counties are considering MCIS.  Some systems in the metro area are collapsing under their own weight for too many users with design ideas and acquisitions.  Still other systems do not have all the modules of MCIS.  Virginia’s Vanguard Appraisals does not contain a tax system, but has a good CAMA system for appraisal.  There are varying levels of satisfaction with all systems.  More jurisdictions are forming partnerships, but we need additional collaboration to streamline service delivery and cut costs.
Q:  Can the hand-held devices be used to take photographs and include them in a report?

A:  Hopefully.  They are able to take pictures.
Chair Vigen introduced Darren Jablonsky of the Planning and Community Development department.  Mr. Jablonsky’s group oversees the enterprise GIS technology for St. Louis County and coordinates and facilitates geospatial technology standards, best practices, database design, and integration.  He began with two brief videos from Penn State University on the geospatial revolution (to view, see http://geospatialrevolution.psu.edu, Episode 1).      
The Geographic Information System technology works with location-based reference tools (in St. Louis County, roads, land ownership, buildings, survey corners, hydrography, etc.) and enhances them with non-geospatial data (e.g., tax codes, emergency response information, public health management).  Connecting geospatial and non-geospatial data, GIS organizes a query through “layering”, using as much or as little information as the user desires.  Results span the spectrum from simple mapping to complex analysis and modeling.  General benefits of GIS technology include better-informed decisions, improved productivity and efficiency, improved data management and access to information, advanced data quality and standards, a shared and leveraged technology platform with a common operating picture, and location-based awareness critical to many aspects of County business operations.

GIS technology was first used by the St. Louis County Land Department in 1985 for logging and forest management.  Current usage includes E911 Computer-Aided Dispatch and public safety, natural resource management, community and economic development, public health, land records management, transportation, planning, and waste management.  Emerging county uses are found in facilities management and human services to help plan and manage delivery and support of programs.  
Mr. Jablonsky distributed several handouts, including


Geospatial Datasets:  Core Enterprise Geospatial Data Infrastructure


Land Information Portal, An Enterprise Application


Enterprise GIS Update, St. Louis County (Fall 2009)


Enterprise Geographic Information System:  GIS County Utilization


Maps-On-Demand (MOD)

and three examples of data:  cadastral, planimetric, and soil data.  (These documents are available on the Blue Ribbon panel’s web page in the Document Library.) http://stlouiscountymn.gov/GOVERNMENT/BoardsCommittees/BlueRibbonAssessmentPanel.aspx 
Panel members inquired who may use the GIS-based applications.  Mr. Jablonsky said assessors will have access, but the public does not.  In answer to a question about integrating St. Louis County’s systems with municipalities, Mr. Jablonsky stated a memorandum of understanding was in process between the County and the City of Duluth.  Private vendors, such as appraisers or realtors who do not have access to these systems, may request data on a project-specific basis.  

Several questions about access and data manipulation in relation to assessment were asked.  When a dataset is created, layering of data allows a sort of parcels by sale, date, price and other functions controlled by the user.  As technology evolves, the person in the field will have many levels of assessment-specific information at hand, although not in all available systems.  Collection of data in the field is limited at this time by bandwidth.  The equipment is not consumer-based, but is made to sync with wi-fi.      
Mr. Vigen asked how the Assessor’s office would move forward and encourage local assessors to be educated in the use of technologies.  Mr. Sipila stated he can use the data from available technology to identify problem areas, and then direct that information to the local assessor. Mr. Monacelli indicated that internal and external benefits to the county must be accentuated.  GIS has the capability to transform the way St. Louis County does business internally.  Developers show a preference for locations with full GIS capabilities, allowing them to make decisions at their desktop.  Consequently, creating the most comprehensive database for St. Louis County is critical.  
Mr. Monacelli stated that presently no requirements exist to recover documents from past local assessors to complete the picture, and that is an issue that should be considered in the panel’s recommendation.  Chair Vigen observed that this is a recurring disconnect:  when the Assessor’s office and staff work with available technology, and contract assessors do what they’re supposed to be doing, the system works.  When there are inconsistencies in the process, there are problems.  How does St. Louis County provide similar education and technology for contract assessors?  How do we ensure that necessary information is provided at each level?   This needs to be weighed as recommendations are brought forward. 

Mr. Jablonsky indicated that St. Louis County is developing a dual portal, one accessible by county employees, one for use by the public.  The county land portal interface allows a bypass of all county interfaces to go to one active directory, giving the user the capacity to search a number of databases.  On the public side, a smaller subset of the county’s applications will be available to the public by subscription, likely in a multi-level plan based on consumer need.   A map application through Adobe Flex Viewer is running on a test server now.  It will have drawing and measuring tools and the capability of providing street views.  Other applications will be rolled out as they are vetted for public use.
In response to a question about production of fee-based reports to individuals, Mr. Jablonsky suggested that as the County becomes aware of attributes that might receive considerable use by private industry, they could be built into the portal.  Currently, the focus is on internal needs.  Mr. Monacelli referred to a number of recent data practices requests, which are time-sensitive and research-intensive.  Increased accessibility of information may trigger additional inquiries from the public, making it necessary to establish a balance of resources and time.      

Mr. Yapel spoke about assessment-specific aspects of GIS, outlining capacities in which datasets excel in daily operations.  A targeted query from Public Records and Property Valuation can track foreclosures and focus on specific elements of property-sensitive legal issues.  For the Auditor, a digitally recorded tract improves response time for the thousands of data requests received annually.  Additionally, it simplifies public notification by creating a buffer identifying homes within notification range and populating a mailing list of those property owners.

GIS‘s spatial analysis of land grading in the field is a good example of using technology to streamline services.  Field inspection requirements for the Assessor’s office were automated.  Using readily-available soils data that could be used to predict the type of surface land, four classifications of land were identified:  upland, lowland, swamp and ledge rock.  Data was added to each classification, such as right-of-way, lake data, ditches, and wetlands.  Every type was given a weighted value and then layered to determine how much in a given parcel was committed to each feature in the query.  A “cookie cutter” sample sliced through the layers to give representative percentages in each.  Now the sample can be included in a larger database that is routinely reviewed and updated.  Mr. Sipila added that this advance replaces the use of paper maps and judgment calls in favor of methodology that is consistent and equalized from one side of the county to the other.

Mr. Yapel stated that the County has aerial images from 2000 to the present, with numerous files from preceding years.  His department hopes to commit to annual aerial photography.  He gave a demonstration of pictometry, an oblique imagery system.  It allows the capture of images from a different perspective than aerial photography, permitting the viewer to rotate the picture and see what’s happening on the ground.  The Douglas County (WI) Assessor’s Office performs regular property reviews from their desktops, significantly reducing the amount of time in the field.  
Aerial photography quality varies depending on the source.  A partnership with the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources and other agencies has provided very good enhanced high resolution images.  Quality is improving and cost of aerial photography is coming down; results are better and more consistent.
Chair Vigen thanked the speakers for their presentation and the opportunity to see where the next generation of technology will take us. He asserted his belief that these tools are cost-effective, and hoped the County Commissioners would do what they could to support them.  Mr. Monacelli remarked that St. Louis County is fortunate to have gifted people developing a state-of-the-art system that is being recognized nationally.  Creating a land portal and GIS system for a county the size of St. Louis County is a Herculean project, and Mr. Jablonsky, Mr. Yapel and their team deserve a great deal of credit for their work.              

Minutes of the August 31, 2011 meeting were reviewed; Jim Fisher moved to accept the minutes as presented, with Rick Puhek seconding.  The minutes were approved unanimously.

With a motion to adjourn by Roger Skraba and a second by Frank Bigelow, the meeting adjourned at 11:57 a.m.
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