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The Assessment Of Real Estate By mlwsox' PURDY

'[ NDER THE statuies of zll the states real
esate is axed oa its capital value and pro-
visiens ace made for its assessment, In some
states the eennty s the unit of assessment and
in uthers the town or aty. In many cases as-
sosiors are elecled, in others appoiuted.

There are exznples of exccllent real estate
assessments where the form of administration is
poor, If it has the will, a city can achieve 2 good
assessment i spate of poor adiministrative forms,
The assessmeal of real estate is an wt which
can be learned by study, application and ex-
PRiLnCe.

The rale is general thav real estate shall be
ussessed av mapiket value. This idea is phrased
w varius ways. A former New York low was
to the cect that ceal estate shall be assessed at
“the sum for which it would be appraised in
pavinent of a just debt from s solvent debtoe”
Some laws say at “full value” and “faic cash
vafue,” fodges have sometimes said that these
pheases mean the same thing, If 3 parcel of real
estate has no market value we may cunsider its
full value”

The ain of real estate assessment is to secure
stich a valuation of each paccel, that the tax im-
poscd upon it shall bear 2 proper relation in
proportion to its value, to the tax imposed oo
every other parcel within the tax district, To
achicve this an efficient administeation is re-
cuired, calling for the ewployment of skitled
assessors, and the use of methods and tools of
the profession which experience bas shown to
be of walue, The ssessment should be made
annually, and assessors should be busy every day
it the year—aliowing for a reasonable vacation,

Fvery state should have a State Board of Tax
Commissioners 1o make rules for local assess-
ment and to supervise the work of asscssors.
The iaw of New York, as amended in 1915,
is 2 good model. The State Tax Comuission in
its teport for 1943 recommended these addi-
tivsal powers: “that a statute be enacted re-
quiring the adoption and use in all cities of
e state, of land value maps and Lax 1naps, in-
dex caeds of individual parcels of propecty and
such other records and data as are now recog-
nized as esseatial for a modern and efficient
asessing ofhce, with adequate power granted to
the State Tax Commission to enforce its pro-
vigions.'"

In every city the assessing department should
bi directed by one person appointed by the ex-
ccutive head of the city. Associated with him
should he two ar move members to compose
board of review, In smail cities whete the duaties
of the executive head may be light he may en-
gage in other business, but in a large city where
his duties are sipervisory, he should devote his
entire time to thiy work and have an adequate
number of assessors.

According to the report of the Tax Depars-
ment of the City of New York for 1946-47
about 121 assessors are assessing ordinary real
estate, with an average of 6800 parcels for each.

I a district such as lowee Manhattan, with very
valeable parcels of irregolae shape, the numbes
per assessor would be less; also in a distoict
with parcels of many acres. On the other band
an assessor oan assess many more paccels where
they acc small and uniform, with homogencous
buildings.

Assessors should be appointed after a thor
ough Civil Service exumination desigoed to tust
their ability to appraise real estate, The appoint.
ing power can select fit men from those wha
piss such an exanunation. Assessors should held
office as long as they do good work and they
should be removable only for ciuse. In small
cities, the city cngineet's departotent may pre-
pare the tax maps, but & large aty should pro-
vide the sssessing departmient with its own
surveyors.

Tax Maps

It is essential to have accucate tax maps show-
ing the dimensions of every separately assessed
parcel. In the thickly settled pact of a city where
paccels are small, the scele of the tax rap
shiould be 50 fect to the inch. In the rural sec-
tion the scale may be reduced to 200 feet to the
inch or even more. For countsy towns very suc-
cessful tax imaps have been made from the
United States topographical susvey at a trifling
expense to the town.

Since 1890 there has been & systan in New
York of recording and indexiag instruments
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affecting land by reflerenee 1o o land map which
divides the city intc blocks having permausnt
houndaries, The boundaries are never changed
ugiess physical changes take place. Instruments
cenoot be recarded ucless the block ourber is
given—a block is usaally abour 200 by 800 feer
in area, The plan of making the tax map blocks
identicat with the lund map bas proved of gredt
valos,

A aty sy be divided into sections of con-
venisnt size, esch haviog an ares of two or three
square miles. These, likewise, should never
charge and should e numbered consecubively
from one op The division into scctions facili-
iares statistical comparison. The blocks also
should be munbered [rom one up consecutively
far the whole ity or for a borough as in New
York, The blocks should be divided into lots
sccording to ownership and numbered from
on¢ up. commencing at the lower left hand cor-
ner; and rules ace in wse for the appropriste
marking of changes in Jot boandaries,

An assessing depastment should have two
sy of maps; one o be preserved in the office
and the other for vse in the fighd by the assess.
ors. The feld map may, for convenience, be
bound in volumes half the size of the office
maps. The length of afl boundaey lines should
be shown oo the maps la feet und inches; and
on valunhle Jots of irreguinr shape, the area
should be shown in square feet. On large par-
cels the area should be shown in lots or acres,

Tax maps should be the basis of the assess-
ment of real estate and it is necessary that if
they are so used they shall be accurate. The law-
should preseribe that the assessment should be
made against the land itself and not against the
owner. The validity of the assessment of real
estuie should ot be affected by any ector in the
nage of the owner, In the assessment roll, lots
should be described by section, black and lot
number {n ascordapce with the tax mups, and
the law should proscribe that “such numbers
shall impost into the assessteat roll of real
cstate any pecessary Identilying  description
shown by the tax maps.”

Pield Book

Assessors will find that the use of a Geld book

—~which #5 not the official assessment roil, but

‘is intended solely for office and personal use—

will bz a great aidd. If the block system is in use,
the feld book will be seranged with blocks in
nu:neriedl order. [f this sysrem is not in use the
acrangement should be ia sumilar form so that
blocks will succeed cach other in an oederly
geographical relation.

The held book may be arcanged with the
foliowing columas: in the frst the name of the
owner: in the next and succeeding columns
the following irformation: size of lot. size of
house. building factor, numbes of stories, nuin-
ber of howses on lot, house namber, lot numbar,
land yalug, rotal value, and five additional col-
urans so that the tolal value may be cartied For

{Continwed on Page Three, Col. One)
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six years. There may be two land value colamas
{ar the preceding aad carrent years.

£f enceies are made in pencil, chsolete entries
tn the land value column mzy be ewased to per-
mit the preceding valuation and the cusrent one
iy appear. Remsining space uumy be used for
conveyances, mortgages, rentals and other in-
formation.

Determination of Value

The best evidence of the value of real estute
is fusnished by o number of recent sales made
under ordinary conditions, supplemented by
rentals and worigages. The considerntion for &
asle is not conclusive. It is evidence, and it may
be good ot of litthe value. The circumstances of
the sale mugt be known. Rentals are a good
guide to value when propecly interpreted. In
same locations a lot 100 feer wide is wosth
much mere than four tmes the value of a lot
25 fect wide. In others there may be little vaiue
added by plottage. A cotner jot 23 by 100 feet
may be worth double the value of an jnside I,
while in other locations a cornes position adds
little o the value.

Assessars ax¢ often puzzled by the problems
presented by lor developments oc subdivisions.
A ot developer when able to market his lots
quickly raust ordinacily receive about three times
bis purchase price to ger faic wages for his
libor, recover the cost of marketing, and realize
some interest on his capital. 1f the sale is slow
lie must get more. Omamental gate-posts mark
the abandoned hopes of many subdivisions that
wanet be sold for the arrears of taxes,

Land Value Maps

It will be feund in practise that to create land
vitlte maps is not only a great help but almost
# necessity for the ordinary assessmeot of real
estute. These wmust ot be confused with tax
waps, a5 land value maps do not show separate
ra.ncds of real estate, merely the boundaries of
Hlocks., Such a map has the space of the strost
distorted s0 45 to be wide enongh to permit
writing in the land value figures, ln small cities
sl country districts it is well to muke a wall
map or waps o show the whole city. These
shouid be open to public inspection at all rea-
sonable times, and, in larger cities, they may
be produced in book form for distribution,

The land valug map is designed to show the
vilue of the land per front foot on every side
of every square in the builtup portion of the
city, amul the value per acre on acreage tracts,

These front foct values wee cailed unit valnos
and must always refer o the same T is
customary to ust 4 depth of 100 fest as the
unit, 1F, however, lots in the city are mml:y
125 feet or 150 feet deep, it may be to
tse that depth as the standaed unit. In 2oy
event there must be a standard unit from which
there is no departere. The land value unit re-
lates to lots unaffected by corner influence and
lying normally with seference to the grade of
tie street, Under these conditions the unit of
value means the same thing everywhere, It is
steictly a site value.

Linit values ate determined from the best
cvidence avalable, such as sales, mortgages,
rentaly and wsking prices, Where it can beg:?nz
ir i3 an excellent plao to put tentative values
on a wall map nm.r get a committee of compe-
tent cilizens to dissuss them and agree,

The necessity of setting a unit value tends to

inspose a check upon the use of any particalar
evidence of value. The uait values must form 2

hannenicus mosaic with all units in proper re-.

lation to each other, Every one familiar with a
Iopcality will have an opinion es Lo the relative
value of neighboriag steeces cven though be
may know litle about the aciual value on any
of them.

Haviag determined the value per front foot
for a lot of normal size, all other lots of the
same size will have the same wriue as far as the
unif extends, There are rules established by ex-
perence for valuing short lots and deep luts
wnd cornee lots of virious widths, The assessor
should know these rules and be gaided by them
but he must not be a siave to them, He must
use the rules and not let riules use him, but if he
depacts from the usual tule he must give his
reasons, Ordinarily n lot an grade ts worth more
than one with 4 hilt or & hele, but not always.
I have known the owaer of a lot with a hole
1o be paid @ good price by the ownet of a hill,
to be ailowed to put the hill in the hole,

Ap; of Build.lnr

Assessors should utilize to the full the help
of engineess, architects and builders, but they
must realize that theirs is a different problem,
Qiherwise they will be misled into valuing
buildings on the basis of the cost of reconstruc-
tion less depreciation, regardiess of whether the
building is suited to the site or not.

The full value of sny building is the sum
waich it adds w0 the value of the land. Ocea-
sionally one may find a new bailding so badly
planned that the best conese o pursue is to tear
it down. Such a building kus no value, Tn every

rowing city there ace costly single family rest
dences shat cumber the ground because they are
uo longer suited to the site. When a building
adds auything to the value of the land, and is
rented, the fair rental copitalized at the going
rate will give the total value of the property.
If the value of the land is known, deduct the
value of the land; snd the remainder, if any,
will be the value of the building.

[t maoy be assumed that pew buildings of the
ordinary type, suilably placed, sre worth the
cost of reproduction, The number of types of
buildings is mot very large, They should be
classificd, photographed, the cost ascertalned,
and the photographs and facts filed for refer-
cace. With the help of architects and builders
the cost of the various types of bnildings should
be noted in o manual for the assessors, showit
photographs and measucements of such build.
ings together with their cost aad factors of
vnism For some types the best Factor is cost
per cubic foot, for othees cost per square foot
of Hoor space; aad for many coltages the cost
per square foot of ground covered serves best.
New Yark and a numbee of other cities have
manuais of this type for their sssessors.

The best manual can be very helpful when
used by a mun of judgment and educated by ex-
perience. , for instance, is moge im-
portant than depreciation. Some old buildings
are earning their living well, while some new
buildings are worth less. Only judgment and
experience, with full knowledge of all pertinent
facs, can deal with absolescence,

Supplementing the fisld book a card index
should be maintained showing all the lacts
about a4 property indluding dimensions of the
fot and building, a photograph of important

lctpal tax sys-
e A% one phase of an integrated

taxing of sl improvements. Extending
principle of sclontific assesaments and the clas-
sifiontion of land aecordlung to its potentinl
would make sich a scheme oomporatively
siraple to apply. The revislon of Inws oonosrn-
Ing the disposition of tax-delinguent Jand snd
the subsittutlon of %:smmunt grants for tax
exemptions would be concurrent reforms of
great aig N

The speed with which soch & plan should be
put Lato effect ls primaarily n question of politi-
cal tactles, Whatevar the pace of its futrodue-
tlon, the 11 wf land value
taxation would begin to be felt Immediately,
sinee enpltalization of the tux would take
place at ounce, Gradual adoption of the new
tax, with micimai diarnption of established
I » MAY appear b be the best guaran-
tee of public support.

1t must be remniembered, however, tha{ the
:::nnfy of the gar:h‘l‘hmn here disenssed cannot

resvurees of the American Clty and the pm‘:t;

fotore growih of that City depemt in Jarge
pait upon the intelligent restructuring of man-
nicipal tax policy, To delay this restruot
lslggl: to rendor more dificult the ultimnte
50l n

~From The ¥ale Law Journal, Dscember
1847, "Municlpsl Roal Estate Taxation as an
Inatrument for Community Planning.” Re-
prints of the entire article avallable from the
schalkenbach Foundation, 50 . 60th Street,
New ¥ork.at fifteen cents o copy.

buildings, and a record of conveyances and
hortgages.

Relatfon of Assessors to the Publie

f asiessors are intelligoet und industrious
they have nothing to fear, and everything to
grin, from publiaty—both as te methods and
details, Owners of ceal property are apt to be
tmid and easily icritated, and they are prone
to assume that the assessors metely guess at
values and ace guilty of intentional favaritism,
The only way to coeseet these misapprehensions,
it they are nnte, is by publicity. It is desir-
uble to get local papers to print descriptions of
the methods of assessment employed and when-
ever possible to reproduce the land vilue maps,

Per a number of years The Record and Guide,
the leading real estate weekly newspaper of
New York, published the annual volume of
land value maps of the City of New York ay
prepazed ie the Tax Department, By ncrange.-
went with the department, this volume was
seat to subscribess to The Record and Guide as
a supplement, without cheege, and was sold to
the public Tor u dollae a copy. The newspaper
was allowed (o reimburse itself in pact by pub-
lishing a few pages of advertising. This as-
sured a4 good croulation to those best able fo
appreciate the maps and criticise the values,
It was good for tie Tax Dipartment to know
its work could so easily be studied,

The assessment 1ol should also be published,
s0 that any one could buy it and study it, hut
the price must be low in order to resch and in-
form the maximum nnmber of persons, and it
must be well advertised. Such things do cot sell
themselves Publicity and more publicity is
what helps 10 educate a community and get a
good assesstuent. The peoper tools achieve little
unless those who use them ate competent, fu-
sponsible and trained for their work. While
the theory of assessing cun be learned in a
short time, proficiency in its practise takes yeurs
af expetience.



