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INTRODUCTION

Writers in public finance have little respect for the 
general property, tax. Nevertheless, it is a method of tax
ation effectively popularized as sound and well-adapted to 
local administration. In spite of deep-rooted theoretical 
defects and numerous practical faults, it\seems a permanent 
fixture of American tax policy. This- is not so regrettable 
as many believe. ^ . v 7 : ■ . . 1: ̂

Abolition of the general property tax would be desir
able if a more fair mode of taxation easily administered 
locally were available. Until a well-reasoned one is forth
coming, it is wiser to keep the property tax than to experi
ment with systems whose pitfalls are unknown. The happiest 
marriage of practicality and equity may occur in a property 
tax stripped of acquired flaws and with minimized inherent 
deficiencies.

Most tax districts have the power to bolster adminis
tration of the property tax; some can correct theoretical 
weaknesses. Tucson, for example, could check regressiveness 
due to assessment; the state could end double taxation. The 
power of small units like Tucson is limited; most of the 
initiative for improvement must come from county or state 
units, since the actual handling of most property tax
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matters is done by counties for cities.
Still, the mainstay of city revenues is the property 

tax and, though the cities lack direct control over its ad
ministration, they are sensitive to its impact. The prob
lems of property tax administration are equally vital to 
city and county.

The tax difficulties which intertwine city, county and 
state boundaries become crystallized as a restricted study 
of one tax district is made. As the problems caused by the• • • • • . ■ • •• - .• ■ • V- >. v ... . •

property tax are revealed, some solutions become apparent; 
little by little the tax can be improved and the "marriage. 
happier."  ̂ ; : . : ; :

' i

V . t *-
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LEGAL BASIS OF THE GENERAL PROPERTY TAX' •

The Tax Levy

The Levy and Its Base: The local tax districts have the
power to levy direct taxes to cover necessary and proper ex
penses. All the different tax districts--school, county; and 
city— must levy the property tax upon the same valuation for 
that district. (Certain cities which have special charters 
may have separate assessments and collections, if they so:de
sire. While Tucson has this option, it has-not chosen to 
use it.) For example, if the county assessed the property 
in a city as worth #10,000,000, the city and school districts 
must also use that figure when computing the value of the 
property which lies within their borders, and the county must 
also use the same figure. This protects the individual"from 
finding two or three different "values" placed upon his prop
erty. '• : "

When are Taxes Due? All taxes upon property are due at 
the same time. That is, city, county, state, and school dis
trict taxes become due and are payable at the same time.

CHAPTER II

I T S e e  Appendix A for summary of tax laws.
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State,'Countyt and Municipal Levies: Each of these tax
districts figures the amount of revenue it will get from ‘ 
non-tax sources, or revenues other than property taxes. It 
also computes the amount of money it will heed to operate- 
in the coming year. Any difference between the amount 
needed and the amount of estimated receipts from other
sources is to be obtained from the property tax. The state 
board of equalization takes the assessed value of the state - 
and computes a rate which will give the necessary sum; this 
is the state tax rate. The board of supervisors and the 
common council do likewise for county and city property
. : : ' ■■ -  . r ‘ : , - - ; . .. . - -taxes; ... - ....................... ..... V: ■

Limitations upon the Levy: For all taxing districts,
there is a limitation upon the amount which can-be raised by 
the property tax. This amount cannot be more than 10 per 
cent higher than it was the previous year, with certain ex
ceptions. City taxes are further restricted' in that the 
amount for ordinary administrative expenses of the city cor
poration cannot be raised by a rate higher than 27| mills bn 
each dollar of assessed valuation. However, expenses caused 
by schools, bonds; special assessmentsr district levies,
special,.general or primary elections are not restricted by
these limitations. v;: :̂  ■ r

Assessment

The Assessor, his Duties and Powers: The county as-
sesor is in charge of assessing all real arid personal
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property in his county. This must be done during the first 
four months of each year, and the property is assessed at 
full cash value. The assessor can use any evidence, wit
nesses, fair and expedient methods necessary in evaluating 
the property. Everyone must file lists enumerating and 
evaluating the property under his control.

Exemptions from the Property Tax: Federal, state,
county and municipal property" and bonds are exempt from prop
erty taxes. Religious, charitable and educational property 
which is not used for profit and limited amounts of proper
ty of widows and veterans of armed services are also exempt.

The Taxation of Banks and. Financial Corporations: ;
Banks and other financial corporations should be assessed 
and taxed upon the number of shares outstanding, but a 
recent court decision stated that since no proper and fair 
method of carrying out this assessment and taxation of shares 
is provided by law, such intangibles shall not be taxed.
While the intangible property of banks and other financial 
corporations thus escapes the property tax, their real prop
erty is assessed and taxed the same;as any other property.

The Assessment and Taxation of Railroads, Telegraph; 
and Telephone Companies: The state tax.commission assesses
all the property of railroads, telephone and telegraph com
panies, each as a unit. The valuation is divided among the 
various taxation districts in proportion to total rail or • 
wire miles located within each district. The rates imposed 
upon the valuation so allotted to each district are the
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rates of that district... All non-operating property is : 
taxed:and;assessed by the local'tax units themselves. "

Private car lines are assessed in the same manner as 
railroads, but the;tax rate imposed, upon them is the average 
of all' the tax districts within the state as calculated by 
the tax cofiEii s s ion. l : 1 v-.:;.

Collection

Wio Collects the Taxes and When They are Due: The -
county treasurer collects property;taxes upon;all property 
within his jurisdiction, for all the tax districts. On the 
first Monday in September one-half the taxes is due, and 
the other half is1, due on the first Monday of the following 
March. ; . :  ‘ ... _ :■ ,

Tax Bills and Delinquencies: The county treasurer does
not have to send individual tax bills to each property 
owner, but simply:must.advertise the:fact: that he has;pos
session of the tax roll.. One-half .of: the property taxes 
is delinquent after the first Monday, in November,: and the 
other half after the first Monday.in -May. Upon all delin
quent taxes an annual charge of 10 per cent is collected;:
If the county board of. supervisors feel;;'that the property- 
is not worth the: amount levied against it, they can make:.a 
compromise with the owner for a partial payment of the • c' :\i 
taxes, which will be considered as a complete and final pay
ment of taxes then due.
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Appeals from Payment: Anyone who feels he has been
assessed unfairly may appeal his case to a court of equity, 
the county board of equalization, or the state board of 
equalization, or to all three— but only after he has paid 
the taxes under protest.

Personal Property Collections: After he has received
the personal property tax roll, the treasurer collects these 
taxes. If necessary, he orders some of the assessed per
sonal property sold to meet the payment. The county asses
sor is responsible for the collection of taxes on unsecured 
personal property which has a value of less than $200.

Liens of Taxes: All property taxes are a lien upon
the property to which they apply. This lien is prior and 
superior to any other type of claim.

The Sale of Property for Taxes: After a week’s notice
in the newspaper, unsecured personal property upon which 
taxes are delinquent can be sold by the sheriff; and such 
property is irredeemable. The costs of holding the sale 
and the amount of taxes delinquent are deducted from the 
proceeds. Any amount left over reverts to the original 
owner. Tax certificates are sold on secured personal prop
erty and real property. These can be redeemed by the orig
inal owner within three years, provided he pays the amount 
of the certificate plus 10 per cent interest to the certifi
cate holder.
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Equalization

The Board of Equalization: The county board of super
visors is also the county board, of.equalization. It meets 
to equalize assessments on real and secured personal proper
ty during the first ten days in June, then adjourns, and 
reconvenes in July to reconsider its work. The board meets 
on the first Monday of each month to "consider unsecured per
sonal property assessments. This board can raise or lower 
valuations, and add or deduct property from the assessment 
rolls. If the board decides to increase anyone’s assessment 
it must notify him so that he has a chance to appear before 
the board and protest. Anyone who appeals ;his assessment 
to the board and feelsihe is not getting satisfaction may 
further appeal to the superior court.* -But before - any appeal 
can be made, the tax must be paid under, protest. .

Supervision of the County Board: The state tax com
mission supervises the work of the county board, and can 
order it to make any changes in classification or Lvalua- : . 
tion which the commission sees fit. The commission is also 
ex officio a state tax board iof equalization. It meets for 
a week each August and hears appeals from decisions of 
county boards. Anyone who feels the state board has not 
corrected the errors of a county board may take the .matter. ■ 
to court. U,  V-v.: h h : y



CHAPTER III

ADMINISTRATION OF THE GENERAL PROPERTY TAX :
IN TUCSON

Historical Background . • ,

In Tucson, as in most other American cities, the cor
nerstone of the revenue structure is the general property 
tax. It is one of the few taxes which a city can ’’shape” 
to fit its yearly needs. Other sources of revenue, such as

“ i
water receipts and the sales and motor fuel shared taxes, 
are apt to be unpredictable. But, if the costs of running 
the city should rise steadily, the general property tax rate 
can be increased to absorb the added expense. Herein lies 
the beauty of the property tax, so admiringly beheld by 
municipal authorities.

The annual budget of Tucson has risen from about $500,000 
in 1934 to $1,500,000 in 1948. This can be attributed par
tially to the growth of population which for Tucson proper 
has increased from 3 2 ,0 0 0 in 1934 to 60,000 in 1948.

Thousands of tourists absorb numerous benefits from 
the city, for which they pay nothing directly, although part 
of the $7,000,000 which they annually leave behind them may 
eventually end up in the city’s coffers. A similar situa
tion arises at the University where 5,000-6,000 students
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enjoy Tucson’s hospitality, yet few are requested to share 
the costs. The §2,500,000 worth of business which they 
represent each year probably offsets somewhat the extra 
costs their presence entails.

Chart I shows the gradual rise in population during 
the 1930’s and the swift growth of the 1940’s. The latter 
was given great impetus by World War II and the consequent 
development of the Tucson area as a war-time base. From 
1941 to 1942 the population increased by 5,000, and from 
1945 to 1946 there was an increase of 6,000. As a result, 
the city had to enlarge its budget noticeably to maintain 
its level of services.

During the same 13-year period the value of the city, 
as measured by the county assessor, increased more slowly. 
From. Chart II we see that the assessed value of Tucson rose 
from §19,500,000 in 1934 to $24,250,000 in 1939 but in 1940 
fell to §22,750,000. In the next three years this value 
rose to §24,150,000 and from 1943 to 1946 maintained a 
“plateau” at around $24,200,000. With the end of the war 
this “plateau” was broken; the city’s valuation rose by 
only §300,000 in 1946. But as post-war construction set in 
this value swept upward with alacrity so that in 1948 it 
passed the §30,000,000 mark. Since 1934 the city’s value 
has risen by about 64 per cent.

In spite of the increase in population and assessed 
valuation figures for 1934-1948, the city tax rate showed 
stability. (Reference here is made only to that part of
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the combined tax rate levied by the city of Tucson tax dis
trict. This should not be confused with the combined state, 
county, city, school district rate which is often called 
the tax rate.)

With the exception of 1941, the city tax rate for the 
period 1934-1947 had a range of just .6 per cent. Until 
1947 the taxpayers of Tucson could predict with reasonable 
certainty that the rate would be around 2 per cent. This 
changed in 1948. Chart III shows the stability of the city 
tax rate. For the most part it hovers closely around 2 per 
cent, though in 1941 it rose to almost 2.8 and varied little 
until 1948 when it more than doubled. So precipitous was 
this increase that a detailed breakdown of the causes seems 
advisable, especially since the combined rate (state, coun
ty, city and school district) also almost doubled in 1948 
when it was 12.0634.

The causes of the city tax rate increase in 1948 are 
explained in Chart IV. The more important funds which the 
city maintains for bookkeeping purposes are represented by 
columns; that part of the city tax rate "earmarked” for 
each fund in 1947 is shown in green on the columns. The 
entire column represents the part of the tax rate allotted 
for; the funds in 1948; and the section colored red showsf __ ____ _ _______ __
the increase in share of the total rate which each column 
received in 1948. ;

The greatest increase, easily seen in red, came in the 
Post-War Fund. This item had not received any of the tax
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Chart IV. Each Fund's Share of the City of 

Tucson Tax Rate in 19^7 and 1943*

Election Fund h:

Special Levy

Publicity Fund

Library Fund

Postwar Fund

Bond Redemption Fund

Bond Interest Fund

General Fund
15 14 13 12 11 10 9 8 7

Per cent
*City Auditor's Report, 1947-1948.

5 5 4 3 2 1 0



16

rate in 1947, "but city officials thought the time was ripe 
for making war-delayed Improvements to be financed by the 
Post-War Fund. Accordingly, it received 1.6183 per cent of 
the 4.845 per cent total city rate.

Some of the projects were to be financed by special im
provement bonds, and therefore the Bond Redemption Fund had 
to have a larger share of the city tax rate in 1948 than it 
had in 1947. The Bond Interest Fund also had to be en
larged since more bonds were to be outstanding.

The General Fund, from which a majority of the city’s 
functions are financed, received another large portion of 
the tax increase. This Fund covers the expenses of fire, 
police and health protection; the salaries of-"the mayor and 
council; the salarie s of all boards and commissions and- of 
all appointed officials; the costs of general administra
tion; the expenses of the electrical, street lighting, ani
mal shelter, and inspectioh dejpartmehts; waste and trash 
collection, incineration and sewers, sewage disposal; pub
lic works, parks and playgrounds, recreation, and numerous 
other services.

The important fact to-note is that most of the General 
Fund expenses consist of salary and wage payments. The 
rise in living costs and upward trend of wages made it 
necessary for the city to raise wages. This might account 
for the General Fund’s share of the dity tax rate rising

. !• "dity Auditor’s Report, 1947-1948,” pp. 13-18.
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from .9 per cent in 1947 to over 1.6 per cent in 1948.
The total revenue to be raised by taxation each year 

for the period 1934-1948 is shown graphically in Chart V.
The amount of money so raised is called the annual total tax 
budget, represented by the orange line in Chart V. From 1934 
to 1939 tax budget requirements gradually increased, as has 
been indicated, due partially to the expanding population.
But in 1940 there was a drop from §578,000.00: to 
$494,000,00.: which does not seem logical. It is explained 
by the fact that in each of the three preceding years there 
had been a Special Levy Fund for improvements. This Fund 
required $40,000 in 1937; $60,000 in 1938; and $97,000 in 
1939 but no money was requested for this Fund in 1940.
This accounts for the tax budget's decline in that year.
The Special Levy Fund is required intermittently, and for 
that reason is not shown on Chart V. It was revived in 
1948, and is shown in importance on Chart IV. In that year 
$134,500 was to be raised for the Special Levy budget.

There was another time between 1940 and 1948 when this 
Special Levy Fund was important. This was in 1941 when 
$150,000 was raised for it, which was the cause of the sharp 
upsweep of the tax budget in 1941, as noted on Chart V.
When the Special Levy Fund was not required in 1942, the bud
get :f ell by almost the exact amount ($1 5 0,0 0 0) of the previ
ous year’s Special Levy Fund.

The total tax budget fell steadily until 1944, probably 
because the city had curtailed all but the most necessary
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activities during the war. With the end of the European war 
late in the fiscal year 1944-1945, some needed improvements 
were cautiously attempted. When World War II ended, the tax 
budget rose as the city made long-postponed expenditures.
By.1948 the budget had reached an amazingly high amount.

While the total tax budget seems to fall to question
able levels during this period, it must be remembered that 
this is the total amount to be raised by direct taxation.
The city has other sources of revenue besides the property 
tax such as receipts from the water company, its share of 
the state gasoline and state sales taxes, revenues from 
fines and fees, licenses, sales and rentals of property.
If the income from these sources should be sufficient to 
cover a good portion of city expenses, the amount to be 
raised by the property tax will fall. That this happened 
during the war, when city spending was curtailed consider
ably, will be shown later.

The various funds which are component parts of the 
total annual tax budget are shown on Chart V. The Public
ity Fund is represented by the red line, the Library Fund 
by the yellow line. Requirements for these two vary lit
tle. Expenses of neither were raised by taxation in the 
fiscal year 1944-1945• The Bond Interest Fund, represented 
by the indigo line, slowly fell from 1934 to 1947 as out
standing bonds were retired but rose in 1948 as a new issue 
of bonds was floated.
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—  The Bond Redemption Fund, represented by the blue line, 
has been slowly growing in importance as the maturity date; 
of outstanding bonds approaches. Also, as the city views 
the undesirable consequences of its previous ultra-long-term 
bond policy, it has tended to float 5- and 10-year rather : 
than 30- and 50-year bonds. This means the Bond Redemption 
Fund requirements rise more swiftly than before, and ac- j 
counts for the sudden growth of this Fund in 1947-1948.

The city’s General Fund, represented by the green line 
in Chart V, covers the expenses of most of the better-known 
city functions. In the fiscal year 1947-1948 expenditures 
from this Fund amounted to $1,235,964 of which $890,443.67 
was in wage payments to the 493 city employees. Obviously, 
severe fluctuations in wage rates could cause the General 
Fund to require much more or much less money in a short 
time.

Chart VI shows changes in the number of city workers 
hired in the period 1936-1948. The red line, representing; 
the number of employees, shows an increase each year except 
1939 and 1941. The blue line, representing wages, climbs 
steadily upward.

In 1936 the city hired 258 workers and had an annual i 
wage bill of $402,728.84. By 1947 there were almost twice ■ 
as many employees, 493, but the wage bill had tripled to . . . 
$1,219,785.91. In other words, for every.three workers i n ; 
1936, the city could get only two in 1947 for the same total
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wages. From 1940 to 1941 the city reduced its working 
staff, yet the total wage bill was greater.

The relative importance of various city revenues is 
pictured by Chart VII. The major sources of revenue—  

property tax, sales tax receipts, and water tax receipts—  

are given as percentages of the total city revenues. This 
chart shows clearly that the importance of the general prop
erty tax as a form of revenue has slowly diminished. The 
percentage of the total revenue which the general property 
tax represents is pictured in red. In 1939 this tax was 
responsible for more than 49 per cent of the total city 
revenue yet in 1947, just eight years later, it brought in

i • _
only about 27 per cent. The years between 1941 and 1947 
show a steady drop in importance of the general property 
tax.

The importance of receipts from the water department 
is shown in blue lines. In 1939 this department yielded 
about 32 per cent of the total revenue, as it did also in 
1947• For the years between, the percentage varied little, 
ranging from 29 per cent to 35.

For a half year in 1942 the city's share of the sales 
tax, then a new form of state revenue being shared with 
counties and municipalities, provided Tucson with 4 per cent 
of its total revenue. After it was in use a full year, this 
item rose in importance and was responsible for 10 per cent 
of total revenue in 1943, 1944, and 1945. With the close
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Chart VII. Per cent of Tot-3 1 Revenue Derived 
from Property Tax Receipts, Water Department 
Sfeceldts and Sales Tax Receipts, 1939-194?*
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of the war and with increased sales resulting from the end 
of rationing and of price controls, the sales tax share 
became more significant. In 1946 it brought in almost 13 

per cent of the total revenue for the City of Tucson, and 
14& per cent in 1 9 4 7.

Chart VIII shows how the decline in importance of the 
general property tax has been offset by the growing impor
tance of receipts from the water department and sales tax. 
The term "importance” of any one source of revenue is mea
sured by the percentage of total revenue which it yields.

Chart VIII is divided in the middle by a "zero" line. 
All points above this line are increases in importance and 
all points below are decreases, measured in percentage. The 
blue line represents water and sales tax receipts through 
the period. 1942-1 9 4 7; water receipts alone are measured for 
1940 and 1 9 4 1, since the sales tax was not brought into use 
until the last half of the fiscal year 1942. The red line 
represents property tax revenues through the same period.

In 1940, revenue from the property tax had falleii in 
relative value from the previous year by .8 per cent. In 
the same period, water receipts increased by ,8 per cent, 
one thus offsetting the other. From 1940 to 1941 the gen
eral property tax gained .5 per cent, while revenue from 
the water department also rose in rank by about .2 5 per 
cent.

From 1941 to 1942 the general property tax lost 7 per
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cent while the combined water and sales tax receipts gained 
8.3 per cent. Although the sales tax was used only for the 
last half of the fiscal year 1 9 4 2, the amount it yielded 
was equivalent to 4 .1 1  per cent of total revenues.

In 1943 the general property tax fell almost 7 .8  per 
cent, but the other two sources increased by 2 .9 4 per cent. 
In 1944 the decline of about 2 per cent in the property tax 
was counterbalanced by a similar gain in the other sources. 
In 1945 all sources showed a decline, .7 per cent for the 
general property tax and 3*4 per cent for water and sales 
tax receipts. Between 1945 and 1946 the property tax loss 
of 1 per cent was offset by a 2 per cent gain of the other 
sources; and in 1947 the general property tax again fell 
by 2 .5  per cent while the combined sources gained 4 .4 *

As illustrated by Chart VIII, the continued position 
of the general property tax below the ’’zero” line proves 
that each year it is declining in importance. Although in 
actual amount this tax either increased or remained fairly 
stable from year to year, yet its percentage of total city 
revenue gradually fell.

Chart IX indicates the fluctuations during 1939-1947 
in receipts from each of the three sources of revenue: 
property tax, sales tax share, and water department re
ceipts. As total revenue from all sources has climbed 
for this period, the property tax receipts have been stable. 
The range of those receipts,represented by the red line,
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has been about $150,000. The; peak came In 1941 when the 
city received about $6 0 0 ,0 0 0 from this source, while the 
lowest point reached was $440,000 in 1944. During 1945,
1 9 4 6, and 1947 general property tax receipts were continu
ously around the $5 4 0 ,0 0 0 mark.

The blue and green lines on Chart IX, representing 
respectively the water department and sales tax receipts 
for the same period, show steady upward trends. Water de
partment receipts increased each year from $3 3 0 ,0 0 0 in 1939  

until by 1947 they had almost doubled and were $6 3 5,0 0 0.:
The sales tax share, which got a full start in 1943, showed 
similar productiveness; it doubled from $1 4 0 ,0 0 0 in 1943 to 
$280,000 in 1947.

I ' -■ ' " ' -The Assessment of Land

The county assessor is responsible for evaluating all 
land within the city limits of Tucson. He accomplishes this 
by a combination of sales records, common sense, experience, 
and the comparison method to evolve the proper base, and a 
variation of the Somers system to apply that base to all 
land equally.

The county assessor takes sales records for a specific . 
year and plots these values upon his tax map of Tucson. He 1

1. The material in this section is based upon inter
views with Pima County Assessor Leo J. Finch on February 
24 and March 9 , 1949, and with Chief Deputy Assessor Goren Loftfield on March 7 , 1949.
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uses as many sales-values as possible to get a true picture 
of the value of the land in various sections of the city.
To determine if these sales records reflect accurately the 
true worth of the land, the assessor checks them with bank 
appraisers’ figures, and also questions the buyers of the 
land to ascertain their competence as judges of the land 
they bought. Sales values which are unusually high or low 
are disregarded. Practical aspects are seriously consid
ered. If the land has poor drainage or is crossed by an 
arroyo, its value may be materially lower than that of prop
erty which lies just across the street.

From these sales data the average value of the land 
within any given section is computed. In the assessor’s of
fice are constant frontage figures for each parcel of land. 
This figure is divided into the average value of land which, 
in turn, is multiplied by the number of square feet in the 
parcel of land to give its assessed value.

Theoretically, re-appraisals of all land areas should 
be made annually so that assessed value might keep pace 
with sales value. The assessor’s office in Pima county at
tempts to make a re-appraisal every five years; the last 
one was finished in 1946-1 9 4 7, and another one was started 
in January, 1949.
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The Assessment of Improvements r •

’’Finding” improvements within the City of Tucson is a 
comparatively simple task for the county assessor’s force. 
All new building must be done under a city building permit 
which records the location, value, and owner of the intended 
improvement. It is a simple matter for the assessor to get 
a report of all new improvements in Tucson, assess them, 
and place them upon the tax rolls. There is no excuse for 
improvements being omitted from the tax rolls when such a 
check is provided, and little if any new construction within 
Tucson goes unnoticed by the assessor.

As reports of construction reach the assessor’s office,
a field crew is dispatched to the scene and deputy assessors
note vital facts about the building. Upon a special form,
they record the following data:

Type of structure 
Foundation 
Walls
Outside trim 
Roof
Inside finish 
Bathroom 
Kitchen 
Plumbing

Under each of these main headings, numerous details are 
noted. In this manner the assessor has exact information 
about the construction upon which he can compute his 1

1 . Material in this section is based upon interviews 
with Pima County Assessor Leo J. Finch on February 24 and 
March 9, 1949, and with Chief Deputy Assessor Goren Loft- 
field on March 7, 1949.

General construction
Bedrooms
Other rooms
Basement
Heat
Lighting
Built-in features 
Accessories
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evaluation. The form also provides space for the field crew 
to sketch-the building to scale. The completed form is;then 
taken to the central office for computation of the valua
tion #

In the office are basic construction figures, the de- 
termination of which will be discussed later. For instance, 
if the improvement is a house made of cement block with oak- 
wood floors, the basic cost for each square foot of such a 
house has already been computed. As other features of the 
building are noted (walls, trim, roof, and so forth), plus 
and minus computations are made to this basic unit cost.
Thus if the roof is tile, the structure will be worth more 
per square foot; or, if the house has no plaster inside, a 
small deduction is made from the unit cost. In this way 
all the information obtained by the field assessor is used 
to determine the assessed valuation.of the building, whether 
it is new or old. After the assessor has the complete cost- 
per-square-foot for the structure, he multiplies it by the 
structure area to get the total assessed value.

According to the county assessor’s office, value is 
really the cost o f .construction. When selling price rises 
above building cost, a margin of profit is created which
tends to attract other builders. As more houses are built.

■ - - ’ - . .... - ' . , .. . , ... , •

demand is satiated and selling price is closer to cost of 
construction. In a depression the selling price may even 
fall below replacement cost; when this happens, there is a
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cessation of building activity^ and the ensuing shortage ofV,.v, vV/":'
houses may again result in a rise in demand so that sell
ing price equals or exceeds construction cost. Cost of 
construction is a level about which selling price will 
fluctuate, and as such provides a good measure of value.
That is the Pima county assessor’s theory. ■

The basic construction cost-per-square-foot figures 
were computed after lengthy study of the cost schedules of 
local contractors. By combining figures and estimates of 
the various builders, basic unit cost for various types of 
construction was computed on the basis of 1933 cost figures. 
The state tax commission ordered the county assessor to com
pute the ."basic unit cost first at 75 per cent of the 1933 

figure, and later reduced it to 55 per cent of the- 1933 

figure, where it now stands.
Depreciation is allowed at varying rates on all houses 

and other buildings. Brick and adobe houses'are depreci
ated at the rate of 2 per cent a year, while frame struc
tures can be depreciated at twice that rate or 4 per cent. 
Frame stucco buildings are depreciated at 3 per Cent annu
ally. However, when the improvement has depreciated to one- 
third of its original assessed value, the assessment is held 
stable; in this way improvements which are 25 years or 
older cannot be valuated at "zero" worth.



33

.. . The Assessment of Household Goods
and Personal Property!"

Household furniture--such as pianos,, beds, pictures, 
rugs, and radios— is assessed at.a uniformly lov/ amount.
The state tax commission has established a $50 minimum per- 
room value for furnishings, excluding the bathroom and 
kitchen. For example, a ten-room house (not counting the 
bathroom and kitchen) is assessed as having $500 worth of 
furnishings, or a five-room house -is assessed as having $250  

worth. This minimum figure set by the commission has be- ,... 
come the standard value throughout.the state because the 
various county assessors strive to maintain a low valuation■ ■ : '■ ' .. ̂ V , - ■ ■ - .... • ■ . ■ ■ ■ - "r •
for their respective counties. . ... . .......

. Only an unimaginative person,would conclude from the 
foregoing that the splendid homes in the El Encanto subdi
vision are furnished to the same modest extent as are homes 
in the Jefferson Park subdivision. The fewer and less ex- 
pensive furnishings a home has, the more nearly the $50 per- 
room value is correct and the higher the actual rate of prop
erty taxation the owner.pays. This is an excellent example 
of regressivity in taxation. It would seem more fair to 
increase the value of furnishings in some direct proportion 
to the value of the house. Common sense.would indicate.

'' ' 1 . Material in this section is based upon interviews
with Pima County Assessor Leo J. Finch on February 24 and 
March 9, 1949 * and with Chief Deputy Assessor Goren Loft- field on March 7 , 1 9 4 9.- - - ' .... ...... ; r . :■; ucc-
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that a |3 0 ,0 0 0 five-room home would be-furnished m r e  ex
pensively than a § 5 ,0 0 0 five-room home.

The Pima county assessor's office does not attempt to 
evaluate many small items of personal property. Anything 
used for personal enjoyment and not profit, such as a stamp 
collection, a tool shop, or half a dozen chickens; is ig
nored for taxation purposes.

The Assessment of Merchants’ Inventories

. The existing method of assessing merchants’ inventories 
places a heavier tax burden upon this type of property than 
upon real property. The reason is that merchants’ inven
tories are assessed.at 60 per cent of their present-day . 
value, while improvements are assessed -at 55 per cent of 
their 1933 value. ; v . j

Under the-present system, at an annual meeting the 
county assessors determine the method and percentage of full 
cash value at which inventories- will be assessed. The de
cision of the group in this respect is final, and the state 
tax commission is the enforcing body. Although the mer
chants of Tucson have recently complained bitterly about r 
this method, neither the county assessor nor the state tax 
commission will change it, both referring to the decision of 
the county assessors’ meeting.as final, at least until the: 
next meeting of that group. -o: v. ; 1 - U-* ' r,:.

This method: of .assessment seems inequitable, since
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under it a person who invests in a home has a tax advantage
over the individual who invests an equal amount in mer- '
chandise (assuming that annual inventory is a proper base

1
for assessment}. One point to be remembered is that mer
chants are assessed only once each year on their inven
tories. Usually they do not keep a complete year’s stock 
on hand, so that if their inventory is for a three-month 
period, they have been taxed only on one-fourth of their 
total personal property for that year. Should a person buy 
and sell a house each three months^he, too, will only pay a 
tax upon the one house he is living in at the time of assess
ment; but someone is paying a tax on the other three houses, 
which are stationary. The local governing body which pro
tects the property is thus paid for its efforts; but the 
three-fourths of the merchant*s yearly inventory usually 
comes from some other area, partakes freely of the benefits 
of local government, and departs without having made a con
tribution to the cost of the benefits it received. This
must be kept in mind when considering the merchants' argu-'
. " , . . ■ • • • . - •• •menu. * “ >■ ' ,

Another point is suggested. Some businesses by their 1

1. In February, 1949 when the assessor would not take 
action on the merchants’ complaint, Sam W. Seaney, secre
tary-manager of the Tucson Merchants Association, urged his 
members to take the initiative. • In a letter to all members 
he suggested that tax payments be filed under protest. This 
would provide a basis for a formal complaint to the county 
board when it sits as a board of equalization. If the 
county board would not grant relief, Mr. Seaney advised 
taking the matter to court.
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very nature have faster inventory turnovers than others. 
Grocery store stocks may have to be completely replaced 25 
or 30 times a year, while drug store inventories turn over 
two or three times annually and jewelry store inventories 
may not turn over but once in three years. Thus a yearly 
inventory may show a small or a high proportion of the total 
property which the store owner has during a year. All the 
property receives the benefit of governmental services, but 
only a small part of it is taxed.

Inventory values are figured at cost to the owner, but 
these goods may be sold at a profit of anywhere from 6 to 
15 per cent in grocery stores and from 50 to 100 per cent 
in jewelry stores. Using inventory cost may be a lenient 
base for taxation, if the property is sold for much more.
: - Lastly there is the belief that merchants are in

clined to allow their inventories to sink to an unusually 
low point just before the assessment date. Tucson mer
chants claim they cannot follow this practice since the as
sessment date comes at the peak of the tourist season, when 
at least ordinary inventories are necessary.

But assuming, as the assessor’s office does, that an 
annual inventory valued at cost to the owner is a valid base 
for assessment, here is an illustration of the inequity of 
the 60 per cent assessment level.

Suppose that A and B each has $10,000. A invests his 
money in a home which according to present methods is
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assessed at 55 per cent of 1933 cost standards. For 1933
the Federal Reserve Board cost of living index (1935-1939
equals 1 0 0) v/as 92.4 as contrasted with 171.71 for 1947.
This means that the dollar of 1933 was 1.86 times as "power-

1
fill” as the dollar of 1947. Thus the house that A must 
pay $1 0 ,0 0 0 for in 1947 could have been bought in 1933 for 
$5,376.34 ($10,000 divided by 1.86). The assessor takes 
55 per cent of this 1933 value and so A*s property is 
assessed at $2,956.99. He pays the 1947 tax rate of 7.1412 
per cent, or $211.17 total tax upon his $10,000. As a con
sequence, the actual rate of taxation on A*s property is 
only 2 .1 1 1 7 per cent of $1 0 ,0 0 0.

B, on the other hand, rents a house and invests his 
$1 0 ,0 0 0 in merchandise, which is assessed at 60 per cent 
of its present value or $6,000. B pays the same rate of 
taxation on his property as A for 1947, or 7,1412 per cent. 
B *s tax bill is therefore $4 2 8.4 7 , making the true rate of 
taxation upon his $1 0 ,0 0 0 investment 4.2837 per cent.

Both investors started with the same amount of money. 
They merely placed it in different forms of property; yet 
B paid over twice as much in taxes as did A. Is this fair

“ 371 It is easy to compute the value of a 1947 dollar
as compared with one in 1933. The cost of living index for 
each period is divided into the base period (100* 9 2 .4  » 
108.225; 100*171.71 = 58.237).

A dollar in 1947 would buy only $ .5 8 2 3 7 worth of 
goods, while a dollar in 1933 would buy $1 .0 8 2 5 worth, if 
the purchases had been made in the base period. Comparing 
dollars of.different periods to the base period is the 
means of comparing them with each other.
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and impartial taxation? For fairness, merchants' inven
tories of 1% 7 should have been assessed at 2 9 .6  per cent 
of their cost value. This figure is determined by solving 
the equation:

X . $10,000 . 7 . U 1 2  » 55% . ^10.»PP-0- 7.1/
1 .861 .

This equation would have to be re-computed annually to keep
abreast of changing cost of living indices. it could never 
be completely up to date, but would be a decided improve

of paying the personal property tax upon trailers. Judi
cious exercise of this choice may mean a tidy saving, and 
it requires no more investigation or computation than a 
glance at the rate of taxation imposed by the tax district 
in which the trailer is located. In the following example, 
the trailers will be assumed to be located within the city 
limits of Tucson.

All trailers are assessed at 60 per cent of the list 
(or factory) price. Depreciation is allowed at the rate of 
25 per cent of the previous year's valuation. For example, 
if a trailer built in 1940 had a factory price of $1 ,0 0 0  

its assessed value for the first year would be 60 per cent 
of $1,000 or $600. The next year, depreciation would be

ment over present methods.

Taxing House Trailers

Owners of house trailers have a choice in the method
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allowed at the rate of 25 per cent of the previous year’s 
valuation, or $150 (#600 x 25 per cent), making the as
sessed value $450. The following year, after depreciation, 
this value would be §3 3 7•5 0.

Suppose that A has a trailer which he bought at the 
factory price of $2,000 in 1947. In 1948, allowing one 
year’s depreciation, the trailer is assessed at §900. Un
aware of the alternate methods of taxing property that may 
be licensed for highway use, A allows his trailer to be 
listed as personal property, upon which he pays the 1948  

tax rate of 1 2 .0 6 3 4 per cent, making his total tax §108.57.
B has a trailer of the same type and age as A ’s, but 

B knows that the Pima county assessor makes no distinction 
between trailers which are semi-permanently located as 
homes and those which are moving about the country. B se
cures license plates and pays the motor vehicle in-lieu tax, 
which provides a maximum rate of 4 per cent on property so 
taxed. This brings B ’s tax to §36 in contrast to the 
$108.57 paid by A.

Hundreds of trailers (1,500 in 1948) are assessed and 
taxed yearly as personal property rather than under the in- 
lieu tax. Fairness would require that all trailer owners 
should be informed of these two methods and of their privi
lege to choose the one most advantageous to them.
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Exemptions from the Property Tax

By constitution and statute certain groups have been 
exempted from paying general property taxes but are not 
freed from special assessments. One of these groups is com
posed of veterans of war-time duty in the armed services.
A veteran is defined as a bona fide resident of the state 
who has served sixty days during time of war in the United 
States Army, Navy, Marine Corps, revenue Marine Service, 
Nurse Corps, or the components of the auxiliaries thereof.
All must have received honorable discharges or the equlva-

' 2 .. : . • ■ /: . .. .. '.. ' ..:. ; , . r " ..l";
lent. The following wars are recognized as fulfilling the
service during war-time requirement:

War with Mexico 1846-1848
' . .Civil War • .. 1861-1865

Indian wars prior to 1900
r War with Spain : i I 1898-1899

War with the Philippines 1899-1902
• China Relief Expedition 1900-1901

World War I April 1917-July 1921
World:War I I ■ v - December 1941 to '

present
Widows of qualified veterans are also exempt from the 

property tax. This privilege is granted on the first $2,000 
assessed valuation of property. If they own more than 
$ 5 ,0 0 0 valuation within the state, this immunity is not

; •: ■; 1. 3*lor specific laws; see Appendix A and Appendix B.
% «
2.: Veterans’ Exemption (Tucson: Pima Countv Assessor’s 

Office, 1948).
' ' 3. LOO. Oit. ' .‘ ' ? .• :
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To receive this exemption in Arizona, a veteran must 
have been a bona fide resident of the state by September 1 , 
1945 and must still be one. He must record his discharge 
with the county recorder, and apply for this immunity each 
year sometime between the first Monday in January and the 
first Monday in July.

Much other property is exempt from the property tax. 
This includes all property owned by the federal, state, 
county, or municipal governments; also public libraries, 
colleges, universities, schoolhbuses, and-all other build
ings used for educational purposes; hospitals, asylums, 
poorhouses, and all charitable institutions; agricultural 
societies, churches and buildings used for religious wor
ship; and all the land, buildings, and equipment of these 
types of institutions which are not used for profit-making 
purposes. Also included are certain non-profit scientific 
research institutions such as observatories.

Just what these exemptions total for the City of Tuc
son is not known exactly. However, some estimate for Pima 
county can be obtained from the original Abstract of Assess 
ment Roll for 1947-1948. This shows that 2,687 veterans re 
ceived exemptions on $ 2 ,3 4 2 ,0 8 0 assessed valuation; for the 
same period 1,680 widows received an exemption on 
$1,748,720; and non-profit organizations, churches, schools 
asylums, and others on $6,079,580. These figures, a total
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of $1 0 ,1 7 0,3 8 0, are for: land and inprovements only. For 
the same period a-total of $2 8 2 ,2 7 0 in personal property 
was also exempt. Of this amount 236 veterans owned V 
$250,425; 85 widows $3 0 ,4 2 5; and non-profit organizations 
but $1,420. The county property valuation for the fiscal . 
year I947-I948 was.$9 2 ,9 5 1 ,0 1 8 of which $1 0 ,4 5 2 ,6 5 0 in real 
and personal; property was exempt— almost one. dollar in : 
every ten dollars assessed paid no tax. - •:

The Motor Vehicle In-lieu Tax

To insure fairness in the taxation of motor vehicles
as property, an.initiative petition was passed November 5,
1940 which made simultaneous payment of the mot or vehicle2
tax and the personal property tax mandatory. The problem 
in taxing motor.vehicles came:about because various tax dis
tricts had different tax rates. While it was:necessary for 
the vehicle owner to show a property tax receipt covering 
the tax upon his vehicle in order to get a vehicle license, 
it was also possible for a person to falsify his address 
upon the vehicle title, pay his tax in some low-rate 
district, and present this receipt when applying:for a li
cense. . V  ;;

v The in-lieu tax put an. end to this practice by imposing

1% "Abstract of Assessment Roil, 1947-1948" (Tucson: Pima County Assessor1 s Office). - ? ,
2. . Arizona Code Annotated, 

(Indianapolisr fflcbbs Merrill Co., 3.
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a uniform rate of taxation upon all motor vehicles. The 
average general property tax rate (combined state, county, 
school district, and city taxes) for all counties in the 
state is computed, and this rate is then applied to motor 
vehicle value. The in-lieu rate may not exceed 4 per cent, 
regardless of how high the average rate is. There is no 
apparent reason for the 4 per cent limitation; it is an in
congruous element of unfairness in a petition proposed to 
make the administration of the property tax more equitable.

As explained on pages 38-39, during the first calendar 
year of the life of a vehicle, it is assessed at 60 per cent 
of the .manufacturer’s list price. Each year thereafter the 
value is reduced 25 per cent to allow for depreciation. The 
vehicle will always have some assessed.value, although in 
the case of,sturdy old reliables like the Model ’’A ” Ford 
this value may become infinitesimal for taxation purposes.

The unfairness of a limitation upon the tax rate ap
plied to motor vehicles is easily seen. Suppose A and B 
have the same amount of money, #3 ,0 0 0. A invests his in a 
new Packard. He is assessed at 60 per cent of the list 
price (which will be considerably less than A paid the 
local Packard dealer,r-but this difference will be ignored 
for the present), .His assessed value is $1,800 upon which he 
pays the maximum rate of 4 per cent, making his tax.#7 2 .
B, on the other hand, invests his $3 ,0 0 0 in merchandise, 
which is assessed at 60 per cent of its present value, or
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#1,800. Upon this amount, however, he must pay the combined 
tax rate of 12.0634 per cent which was levied in Tucson 
during 1948. This makes his tax $217.14, more than three 
times as much as A ’s.

The difference is even greater if we assume that A 
buys a cheaper car and installs $300 worth of accessories. 
These will escape taxation, since only the list price of 
the car is used. Also, at least $150 escapes taxation be
cause the list price of the car is used and not the local 
dealer’s price; and few people are fortunate enough to buy 
at list price. Ilhile an unlimited in-lieu tax rate, being 
an average of all the tax district rates in the state, 
would never be as high as the combined rate in Tucson, the 
arbitrary limitation of the in-lieu rate at 4 per cent 
widens the gap between the tax burdens of different classes 
of property.

The county assessor’s office is responsible for the 
collection of the motor vehicle in-lieu tax, and for this 
service is allowed $ .5 0  a license by the state motor ve
hicle department. Collection of this tax by the county as
sessor results in difficulties which will be only mentioned 
here and discussed in another section.

First, the present system whereby all auto licenses 
fall due on the same date makes a concerted rush early in 
January. Second, the $ .5 0  allotment does not nearly cover 
the cost of issuing licenses.
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After the in-lieu tax is collected each month, the as
sessor deposits it with the county treasurer who distrib
utes it by the 15th of each month according to the follow
ing formula:

25 per cent to the state treasurer for the general
fund

25 per cent to the general fund of the county
25 per cent to the board of supervisors for division 

among the common and high school districts of the county 
(with the advice of the county school superintendent). 
Special attention is given to the needs of one- and two- 
room and accommodation schools.

25 per cent to incorporated cities and towns, appor
tioned upon a population basis as shown by the most recent 
,United States- census. Thus if a city has 20 per cent of 
the total population of all incorporated municipalities 
in the countyj it will receive 20 per cent of the portion 
of the in-lieu tax allowed to municipalities.

If all incorporated cities in Pima county, for example, 
increased at the same rate, the method of apportionment 
would be fair, but it seems doubtful this has happened.
As shown in Table I, the population in Tucson has grown 
steadily from 3 6 ,7 8 0 in 1940 (the last official federal 
census figure) to 6 0 ,0 0 0 in 1948 as estimated by the city 
auditor’s office. It seems likely Tucson now has a greater 
percentage of the total county population than it had in 
1 9 4 0, and therefore should have a larger share of the in- 
lieu tax. For more equitable results, the county might 
make an annual estimate of growth in the various municipal
ities within its boundaries, so as to distribute the in-lieu 
tax among them more fairly.
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TABLE I1

POPULATION GRO’TTH IN TUCSON, ARIZONA 1940-1942

Year Population
1940 36,780
1941 39,9051942 ; 44,620
1943 4 6 ,5 0 0
.1944 48,360
1945 50,778
1946 56i871
1947 57,5001948 6 0 ,0 0 0

For Tucson the motor vehicle in-lieu tax has been a 
minor but increasingly productive source of revenue. As 
shown in Table II, receipts from, this source were dimin
ished by the war and resultant cut-back in automobile pro- 
duction. In 1941-1942 the revenue from the in-lieu tax was 
$34,882.93 but by 1944-1945 this source produced only about 
half that much, $14,931*57. With vehicles of all kinds ap
pearing more freely on the market, Tucson’s in-lieu tax 
share is growing. Receipts should rise abruptly in 1951 
when the next official census figures are released. In' ' • ■ ■ - ': ' ;' Y-. 2 ■ ' - - Y.
1947-1948 the in-lieu tax yielded $52,341.63* 1 2

1. "dity Auditor’s Report, 1947-1948" (Tucson: City 
Auditor’s Office, 1949), p. 43.

2 . The material in this section is based on inter
views with Leo J. Finch, Pima county assessor, on February 
24 and March 9, 1 9 4 9. '



TABLE II
TUCSON’S SHARE OF THE IN-LIEU TAX, 1941-1948

1

r Year Amount

1941- 42
1942- 43
1943- 44
1944- 45
1945- 46
1946- 47
1947- 48

$34,882.93
29,007.01
19,114.38
14,931.57
22,431.84
26,108.86
52,341.63

Collection of the General Property Tax^

The county treasurer is responsible for the collection 
of the tax on all property within his jurisdiction. He col
lects the tax for the state, county, city, and school dis
tricts, later turning over receipts to the proper authori
ties.

For collection purposes, property is divided into two 
classes: real estate and secured personal property, and
unsecured personal property. Secured personal property 
means that the taxpayer also has some real estate, and if 
he fails to pay the tax on personal property, the amount is 
secured by a lien upon his real estate. Unsecured personal 
property means that the taxpayer does not have any real 
estate, and the only security for the tax is the personal

~  1. ’’City Auditor’s Report.” op. cit.. p. 47.
2. From an interview with Louis Young, Pima county 

treasurer, on March 3 1, 1949.
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property itself. Since this is easily moved, it is not con
sidered the safest type of security.

The yearly taxes on real property and secured personal 
property are due in two installments: the first on the
first Monday in September, delinquent if not paid by the 
first Monday in November; the second on the first Monday in 
March, delinquent if not paid by the first Monday in May.
In 1948 the firat installment m s  due September 7 and de
linquent November 1, while the second installment m s  due 
March 7 and delinquent May 2, 1949; Anyone vdio desires may 
pay the entire year's tax in one payment any time during the 
first installment period; but most taxpayers, especially 
those whose tax bills are large, are happy to use the in
stallment method, Large companies and merchants regularly 
pay on the last day before taxes are delinquent, in order 
to reserve fullest use of their money.

ihile the law specifically states that the treasurer 
must have two installment periods, payment even semi
annually may be difficult for some persons. For this reason 
the treasurer allows partial payments; that is, the taxpayer 
may pay any amount on his taxes short of the;total due, and 
is given a receipt for this amount. When these partial pay
ments equal the full amouht due in that period, he takes the 
receipts to .the treasurer and receives the official tax re
ceipt, The partial payment is simply a sort of savings ac
count set up to aid individuals, and its use is not en-
couraged.
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Late in August after he M s  received the final approved 
tax roll, the county treasurer sends by first class mail to 
the last known address of the taxpayer a statement of the 
amount due. Only one notice is mailed, and the taxpayer 
must remit before taxes are delinquent if he wishes to 
avoid the penalties. Each statement shows the amount due 
in taxes for the land, improvements, personal property, 
when and where the tax should be paid, and the date of de
linquency. ,

Any tax which becomes delinquent is subject to a 10 
per cent annual charge, of which 6 per cent is for interest 
and 4 per cent a penalty, computed from the date of delin
quency to* the date of payment. Delinquent taxes>are usually 
carried forward on the-roll until the following October.
For instance, 1948 taxes were carried on the tax rolls un
til October, 1949. Then a list of delinquent taxpayers 
with a; description of. the property and the amounts due is 
published.in the newspapers, and a datejfor the sale of 
taxes is announced. This usually falls between the 20th 
and 25th of October. :

Some delinquent taxpayers will remit the amount of the 
tax plus the annual charge. Those taxes still unpaid by 
the published date are sold by the county treasurer. The 
buyer pays the amount of: taxes and annual charge and is ; 
given a tax;certificate; he also pays $1 .0 0  for advertising 
cost and $.50 for the tax certificate. . From the time this



49

buyer receives the certificate until the taxes are redeemed, 
he receives 10 per cent interest on his investment. This 
10 per cent is computed on the total amount paid— amount 
of taxes, extra charge, advertising cost, and charge for 
certificate.

After a tax certificate has been sold, if the owner of 
the property (or his heirs, assigns, mortgagor, or anyone 
having a legal interest) wishes to clear the property or to 
pay current taxes, he must first redeem the tax certificate. 
In doubtful cases, the treasurer checks with the county at
torney to determine whether the person has a legal right to 
pay the certificate. If he does, the treasurer collects 
the amount of the certificate, the 10 per cent interest 
charge thereon, and § .$ 0  for issuing a certificate of re
demption. The property owner now is free to pay current 
taxes. The treasurer notifies the tax certificate holder 
by mail that his certificate has been redeemed and he may 
secure his money from the treasurer’s office.

If the property owner rmkes no effort to redeem his 
taxes, the certificate holder pays taxes on the property for 
three years. He then files suit to foreclose the right to 
redeem with the Superior Court. The court hears the case 
and if the property owner does not appear or refuses to 
pay back taxes, the certificate holder is given a clear and 
sound deed to the property; this deed is•irredeemable. If 
the property owner appears and wishes to keep the property,
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he must pay all court costa and the fee of the certificate 
holder’s attorney plus the amount of the certificate and 
10 per cent interest thereon.

If all the delinquent taxes are not bought at a tax 
sale, as happened in October, 1%8, those which remain are 
entered oh the treasurer’s back'tax records and draw the 
10 per cent annual charge from date of delinquency. After 
five years, if delinquent arid current taxes bn the property 
have not been paid, the property is "struck-off to the 
state”; that is, a tax deed on the property is given to the 
state of Arizona which sells the property on- bids, and if 
possible pays all back taxes to the county.- - 
' - Under the present law, for property against which tax
certificates have nbt been sold it is possible to pay cur
rent taxes and not delinquent taxes,- which prevents the 
property’s being "struck off to the state.” To correct 
this a law should be enacted prohibiting payment of current 
taxes on all property until back taxes have been covered^

Unsecured personal property is handled in a different 
manner. This is assessed as the assessor finds it, arid at 
that time the owner is given a tax bill. The assessor has 
12 rolls for unsecured personal property/ one for each 
month in the year. Each month he gives to the county treas
urer a roll of the property assessed during that month.
The treasurer collects the taxes thereon within 30 days; 
at the end of that time they are delinquent if not paid.
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Five days after the delinquent date, the county sheriff Is , 
given a list of delinquent unsecured personal property and 
is empowered to seize and sell enough of the property to 
meet taxes due. Once sold, this property cannot be re
deemed by the taxpayer.

The county treasurer is an elected official. His 
salary is $3,800 a year; after deductions, his weekly pay 
is about $70. The treasurer can hold his position only for 
four consecutive years and then must be replaced. This does 
not assure expert property tax collections.

Collection of City Taxes in Tucson: The record of
city tax collections has been excellent since 1937. From 
that year until 1947 the current taxes levied were 95 per 
cent collected in seven years and never less than 92 per 
cent collected. Chart X  shows graphically the high per
centage of collections for the 13-year period 1935-1947.
In two years, 1935 and 1936, only about 85 per cent of the 
taxes levied were collected, but after that collections rose 
fairly steadily until in 1945 and 1946 the amount collected 
was more than 100 per cent of the levy, due to payment of 
delinquent taxes.

Chart XI shows that the backlog of delinquent taxes
steadily decreased from 1935-1947. While accumulated taxes:
in 1935 amounted to 20 per cent of the current levy, in 
1947 they amounted to only about 2 per cent. The possi
bility of collecting back taxes to offset delinquencies in 
current taxes is steadily declining. This is due in part
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to increased current levies (a rise from $434,164 in 1935 
to $5 5 8 ,1 3 3 in 1 9 4 7), but chiefly to a steady drop in the 
amount of delinquent taxes due. Chart XII shows the sharp 
decline in such outstanding taxes from about $9 0 ,0 0 0 in 
1935 to $1 0 ,0 0 0 in 1947.

Chart XIII shows the ratio of total collections, on 
both current and delinquent taxes, to the current levy for 
1934-1947. In only 1936, 1941, and 1947 was the total col
lected less than 100 per cent of the levy; in the other 
years, collections ranged as high as 107 per cent of the 
levy. While collections of current taxes alone reached 
100 per cent of the tax levy in only two years during the 
period 1934-1947, with collections from delinquent taxes the 
combined astount w&si 100 per cent or above in ten years of 
this period (see Charts X and XIII).

Chart XIV further emphasizes the importance of delin
quent tax collections. The blue line represents the total 
amount of taxes levied for each year; the green line shows 
the amount of current taxes; and the area shaded in red in
dicates the amount of delinquent taxes. Where the green 
line is below the blue, the gap between is the amount of 
revenue by which current collections were short of the cur
rent levy. The shaded red area above the green line shows 
how collection of accumulated delinquencies has served to 
close this gap. As the total amomit of outstanding delin
quent taxes has diminished, this buffer is disappearing.
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dhart XIII. Ratio of Total (Current and Delinquent) 
Collections to Levy, City of Tucson, 1935-1947*
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From now on Tucson must look almost entirely to current col
lections to meet its current levies, and Should take this 
into consideration when formulating the tax levy in" the 
future. ' v.-.-y ■ ■

The Ten Per Cent Limitation

Effective administration of the general property tax 
may be hampered by a limitation upon the amount that can be 
spent annually by each tax district. This limitation is a 
10 per cent clause imposed by the state legislature upon all 
taxing districts. The law says that the amount to be raised
by direct taxation cannot exceed by more than 10 per cent

. . 2
the amount levied for: the previous fiscal year; However, 
specifically excluded’ from the limitation are levies for 
emergency acquired liabilities, school budgets, bond prin
cipal and interest, and expenses of primaryi general," and 
special-elections. Since these sake up a large share of 
the expenses in Tucson, the effect of this limitation is 
lessened. v' : vv: v " - v-n - : '■ ■.yy ly -.y
- A word of caution should be interjected here. < One 

must be careful not to apply this limitation to the rate of 
taxation. The rate is a ratio between assessed valuation 
and the amount to be raised. If the assessed valuation

T. See Appendix C for summary of the statutes cover
ing the 10 per cent limitation. - "

2. Arizona-Code, 1939, 1947 Cumulative Pocket Supple
ment (Indianapolis: Bobbs Merrill Co., 1948), Chap. 73,Art. $, Sec. $. - y vy-■-yyy/’ : y-yv .vy:
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should fall but the expenses of a tax district remain the 
same, an increase in the tax rate would be necessary. This 
increase in rate is not subject to the 10 per cent limita
tion; it applies only to amounts of money.

While the 10 per cent rule applies to the total budget, 
not counting those expenses specifically excluded, depart
mental budgets within the total may receive any amount of 
money the tax district wishes to give them. In Tucson, 
funds can be taken from one department and divided among 
others at the discretion of the city council, but the total 
budget can increase only 10 per cent annually. . . ..

* If the cost of. providing services should rise in one . 
year by more than 10 per cent, some of them would have to be 
curtailed. For example, if the cost of providing fire and 
police protection should rise but that of other services re
main stationary, the total budget could be increased 10 per 
cent and the police and fire department needs met. But if 
requirements of all departments rise, there is no such 
slack. If the city's expenses have risen more than 10 per 
cent, the general level of services must be reduced. In a 
period of violent price movements, this level could fluctuate 
severely. A similar situation would arise if all costs re
mained the same, but great increase in tourist trade re
quired more city services.

The limitation statute partially provides for such a 
crisis. Should an "epidemic, disease, act of God, or other 
emergency" menace "life, health, or property," the governing
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body m y  appeal to the state tax commission for relief.
The commission, after holding "an open hearing, may specify 
the amount governing officials can spend, or it may refuse 
to recognize the "emergency" at its discretion. If it does 
grant the privilege of spending more, that amount (excluded 
from limitation) must be raised in the next tax budget.

Effect of the 10 Per Cent Limitation on Administration 
of the General Property Tax: The very crisis predicted,
that all costs could rise swiftly and cause fluctuation in 
the level of public services, became an actuality for Pima 
county after the war. The need for more funds was especi
ally acute in the county assessor's office. Owing to scar
city of materials and priority regulations, construction 
during the war was restricted. But the post-war period 
found Tucson a beehive of building activity, which proceeded 
so rapidly the county assessor found his budget woefully 
inadequate. For various reasons, other departmental bud
gets also had to be expanded. New costs and wage increases 
aggravated the assessor's trouble.

Table III shows how building activity fluctuated in 
Tucson. In 1940 the cost-value of building was §1,342,504; 
for the next three years it rose slightly (but prices and 
wages also rose, so that actually there was less construc
tion ), while in 1944 cost-value fell to $642,235. In 
1945, as World War II ended, building activity was stimu
lated and from a total of $2,698,114 in 1945 cost-value 
~ ~Tl Ibid., Chap. 73, Art. 5, Sec. 4.
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TABLE III1
COST VALUE OF BUILDING IN TUCSON, 1940-1948

Year Cost-Value

1940 $1,352,504
. 1 9 4 1 1,714,3571942 1,362,618

1943 1,964,154
1944 642,235
1945 2,698,1141946 5,216,882 •
1947 7,826,202
1948 10,492,549

rose to $10,492,549 in 1948, indicating almost a four-fold 
increase in construction.

With so much building activity there was more work for 
the assessor and his budget was continually inadequate, 
though Pima county was increasing its total budget the full 
10 per cent allowed annually. The state tax commission 
granted special authorizations for the assessor in 1945, 
1946, 1947, 1948 and 1949; as shown in Table IV, his budget 
grew from $38,565.67 in 1945 to §77,820 in 1949. Another 
cause of budget difficulties in the assessor’s office was 
rising wages, the chief expense item. The assessor’s 
salary rose from $2,700 in 1945 to §3,550 in 1948 and his 
chief deputy’s salary from $2 ,5 2 0 to §3,000. Increases 
were also granted other employees. In addition, the cost

l.statistics on file in the city auditor’s office.



of handling the in-lieu tax rose after the war as more auto
mobiles were sold.. The state allowance of $.50 for each 
license did not cover costs, and in 1948 the assessor took 
$17,000 from his budget to collect this. tax.

The assessor could have prorated his. budget over the 
12-month period, regardless of whether the assessment job 
was done. Or,.he could spend what was necessary for proper 
assessment, run out of funds, and ask the county for more 
money,. If.the,county budget had been allocated and the 10 
per cent increase limit reached, it could proclaim an emer
gency and request permission from the state tax commission 
to spend more. The latter course was chosen, and each year 
the commission allowed expenditure of more money by the as
sessor, although authorization was not granted until serious

2
difficulties threatened in 1949.

The point is this: rigid limitations on the amount of
money spent are no assurance of economy or efficiency. If 1 2
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1. Interview with Leo I. Finch, Pima county assessor, 
March 9, 1949.

2. On February 15, 1949, Pima county requested permis
sion from the state tax commission to spend $333,526 in 
excess of its budget. Of this $30,290 was for the assessor’s 
office. On March 1, 1949, the commission refused to approve 
that part, thus forcing the assessor to reduce his working 
force from 31 to 4. He estimated he would be unable to 
assess $1 3,0 0 0 ,0 0 0 in real property and $15,000,000 in un
secured personal property. The only reason the tax commis
sion gave for its refusal was that the request was not for
an ’’emergency,” yet many other local units in the same year 
had been allowed to exceed their budgets for such varying 
"emergencies” as garbage disposal and jury services.

Later in March the commission reconsidered and 
granted the assessor's request, but not until the threat 
of the limitation law had been made clear.
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local governmental units are unable to perform their func
tions because of state statutes, the state must be willing 
to take over those functions. In administration of the 
property tax, the 10 per cent limitation (enacted to pro
mote efficiency and economy) can so hamper the county 
treasurer and assessor that the tax becomes inequitable.
It is the people, not the county officials, who suffer. 
There are other ways of controlling elected officials be
sides the limitation of expenditures.



CHAPTER IV

CRITICISMS OF THE GENERAL PROPERTY TAX 

Definition of Property

Property is all wealth, in any form, which has exchange 
value. There are two major classifications of property: 
real and personal. Real property is subdivided into land 
and improvements upon it; these improvements usually are in 
the form of fences, buildings, and other permanent fixtures. 
Personal property is subdivided into tangible, which con
sists of furniture, clothing, jewelry, animals, and so forth 
while Intangible consists of money and claims to wealth in 
the form of notes, stocks, and bonds.

Theoretical Limitations

The general criticisms of the property tax are that it
is regressive; it encourages double taxation and is a burden
upon shelter; property is a poor measure of benefits re-

1
ceived and of ability to pay. It may be well to discuss 
these objections in detail.

... While the general property tax is designed to be

Tl Harold M. Groves, Financing Government (New York: 
Henry Holt and Co., 1945), p. 68.
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proportional— that is, a tax based upon the same percentage 
of all property value— in practice it is regressive. It is 
a familiar fact that assessors usually appraise properties of 
small value at a higher ratio of assessed to true value than 
properties of greater value. The regressivity is obvious.
If a $10,000 home is valued at $7,000 and a §5^000 home at 
$4,000 and both pay the same tax rate, 10 per cent, the owner 
of the $10,000 home is actually“paying 7 per cent while the 
owner of the $5,000 home pays 8 per cent.

The general property tax results irirdouble taxation be
cause both wealth and the claim to wealth are taxed. A farm 
which is assessed at $10,000 but which carries an $8,000 
mortgage will be taxed twice. The owner of the wealth, the 
farmer, will pay a tax upon $10,000 arid the owner of the 
claim to wealth; the mortgagor, will pay upon $8,000; but he 
will attempt to shift the tax upon the $8,000 mortgage to the 
farmer in the form of higher interest rates. ' , :

If the confusion of wealth with claims to wealth leads 
to double taxation, the apparent remedy would be to exempt 
the latter— a form of intangible personal property— from 
taxation. But this would leave the farmer paying a tax upon 
a $10,000 farm in which he has an equity of only $2,000 
(assuming the mortgage is still held). Nor^would the injus
tice be remedied by taxing upon equity only. The farmer 
would pay a tax upon his equity- in the farm; and the mort
gagor would pay a tax upon the mortgage which represents his
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equity in the farm, but would shift the tax to the farmer in 
the form of higher interest rates. Because of the property 
tax, the farmer bears an undue burden regardless of how the 
tax is administered. 1 : ;

The general property tax:is a burden upon shelter. It 
imposes another cost which must be reckoned with when the 
decision is made to build homes. As an added cost, it dis
courages most.people from building. This is particularly 
important when:the cost of shelter is beyond the means of: 
many, and even more important when the government is consid
ering entering the housing field because private enterprise 
does not adequately fill the need for homes.

Mere ownership of property is a poor indication of the 
amount of benefits which that property receives from govern
mental services. Does the governing body extend exactly the 
same services to the #1,000 empty lot as it does to a #1,000 
automobile? Or, is the cost of the governmental services 
of one sort extended to the lot equal to the cost of those 
given the automobile? There seems to be no necessary corre
lation .between property and the benefits it receives from 
the tax district in which it is located.

The general property tax is levied without regard to 
the ability of property to yield a tax payment, or without 
regard :to the differences in ability to yield the tax pay
ment of various properties. A farmer operating at the edge 
of a city may find the value of his land rising because the
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town is expanding. Yet the income which, his farm yields may 
not vary one cent. Land upon which there is a stand of tim
ber that can be cut and marketed but once each century may 
be required to pay a tax each year. Thus it is apparent that 
property is not necessarily an indication of ability to yield 
a tax. - . .

Up to this point property has been regarded as able to 
receive .benefits and possessing ability to yield a tax. Ac
tually, this is not so. In the final analysis, some human 
being must, .pay;the tax as only a human can feel the benefits. 
For this, reason, the ability and rewards of persons who pay 
property taxes must be considered.

: What is the basic principle underlying the general 
property tax? Is it a tax upon ability to pay or for bene
fits received? The answer to this question contains the key 
to the riddle of assessment equity. If ability to pay is the 
criterion, then the assessor must take into consideration 
more the income from the various types of property assessed 
and the total amount of property held by any one owner. If 
the benefits principle underlies the property tax, the as
sessor must determine if some buildings are more susceptible 
to flame than others, are more likely to be robbed, benefit 
more from traffic lights and sidewalks, and so forth, that 
they might be taxed in accordance with the services they re
quire.

Does the ownership of property indicate a correspond
ing ability to pay; and, further, does the amount of property
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owned determine the extent of ability to pay? While it 
seems common sense that possession of property does denote 
ability to pay, the extent to which amount of property can 
be used as a yardstick to measure that ability is limited.
If all property could be found, evaluated and taxed upon a 
progressive scale, ownership of land, money, or improvements 
would be a measure of ability to pay. The difficulty is that 
all forms of property cannot be reached, that the local tax 
unit cannot summate all property and tax it progressively, 
and that the general property tax of today represents no ef
fort to tax all forms of property but. only those most easily 
found. Property is a measure of ability to pay, but any 
part of the property does not measure any specific portion 
of that ability..

It may be best partially.to abandon the.concept of 
ability to pay and use those measures of value which are most
closely correlated with benefits received by the property' - - - -• ~ JL '' ''
owner from the services of the government. Certain ser
vices at least, such as garbage removal and sewage disposal, 
can be closely correlated with property. Other governmental 
expenses such as administration costs have but slight corre
lation with property. Those benefits which can be con
nected with property should be specifically charged for, 
and those general services must be assessed under the ability

H  j;6.~ Bonbright. The Valuation of Property (New York: 
McGraw-Hill Book Co., Inc7T"1937), p. 439.
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theory of the general property tax.

Practical Limitations

Writers in the field of public finance cannot be too 
harsh in their denunciation of the administration of the 
general property tax. Their conclusions seem adequately 
summed up in the following quotation: .

Practically, the general property tax as ac
tually administered is beyond all doubt one of the 
worst taxes known in the civilized world. Because 
it is an attempt to tax intangible as well as 
tangible things, it sins against the cardinal rules 
of uniformity, of equality and of universality of 
taxation. It puts a premium on-dishonesty and de
bauches the public conscience; it reduces deception 
to a system and makes a science of knavery; it 
presses hardest on those least able to pay; it im
poses double taxation on one owner and grants en
tire immunity to the next.2 —
Lack of uniformity of assessment is a major cause for 

unfairness in the property tax.' Some property is assessed 
at full value, other at but a fraction of full value. This 
causes varying tax burdens between neighbors, between tax 
districts, between rich and poor. There is also a lack of 
universality. Some property is exempt, "some is easily con
cealed, some purposely overlooked, with the result that per
sons with an equal dollar amount of property may have a

1, kdwin H. Spengler, "Is the Real Estate Tax a Bene 
fit Tax?", Memorandum No. 5. Report of the New York State 
Commission for the Revision of the Tax laws, Legislative 
document. No. 77 (Albany: J.BTTLyon Co., 19^2}, p. 101.

2. E.R.A. Seligman, Essays in Taxation (New York:
The Macmillan Co., 1921), p. 6 2.
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widely different tax burden, and that one taxpayer may be 
forced to shoulder the tax burden of another.

Too, there is a strong incentive for dishonesty. He who 
can conceal his intangible property, scatter his range cat
tle, reduce his inventories, and otherwise keep the assessor 
from determining the true amount of his property is encour
aged to do so by faulty enforcement and the prevailing feel
ing that everyone else is doing likewise, that only a 
"sucker” pays the full tax.

"Thy the Property Tax is Retained

The retention of the property tax is due in large part 
to the lack of any suitable alternative method of taxation. 
The property tax is especially suited to local administra
tion and is a productive, predictable source of revenue.
If this tax, long since capitalized into the value of prop
erty, were suddenly discontinued it would be a "gift" to 
present owners as their property value would rise.

Custom possibly is another reason for the retention of 
this tax. As long as there has been a United States there 
has been a tax on property. So long have people been used 
to this form of taxation that it is deeply rooted in their - 
minds as a fair and just method of raising revenue.

The Proper Method for Determining 
the Value of Property

In using the general property tax, the first major
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problem that arises is how the value of property is to be 
determined. An aged owner of a home in which his children 
were born, in which he and his wife shared life and from 
which she so recently departed to another world may refuse 
any offer to buy his home. The property has.a value pecul
iar and unique to him. Or an optimistic showman constructs 
a replica of a Buddhist temple, complete and exactly like its 
Indian counterpart. He expects to profit from his invest
ment by charging admission to those who wish to see this 
curiosity, but the venture fails. The building can be con
verted to no other use without extensive alteration. Yet 
it cost a great deal to construct originally; it has a 
value, peculiar and unique to a particular purpose.

Does" not the improvement have value merely because it 
is the product of human labor, an output of capital? Econ
omists have grown weary pointing out that nothing has in
trinsic value, that the worth of a good is merely the price 
it will bring in the market. But market value as a standard 
of value is subject to distinct limitations.. Some property 
is fitted to but one purpose (for example, railroad beds) 
and is never offered upon the open market where its value 
can be determined. In such cases there is no good criterion 
save, perhaps, net earnings capitalized, .

For the property which does sell freely and often in 
the open market, sales price seems a fair criterion of as- 
sessment. There should be a fairly constant relationship
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between assessed valuation and the value fixed by buyers 
and sellers of identical properties in actual transfers.
There are two basic concepts of value: market or sales
value, and value to some particular owner. Strictly con
strued, property value should invariably mean value to some 
particular owner, since property has distinctly different 
values to various owners. But market price is one of the 
few objective and available determinants of value, hence
the saying, "The worth of a thing is the price it will 

2
bring."

Since market value as a standard is inapplicable to cer
tain unique types of property, it is necessary to have other 
bases. Some of these are original cost, cost of reproduc
tion, capitalization of income, or some combination of these
three. -- v.- ;r ; V-.} : v . v  : : ' ■

Original cost as a determinant has limitations. Some 
buildings of the same type and- condition which were built 
in different phases of. the business cycle will have widely 
different original costs. Both may be performing the same 
function equally well, yet if original cost alone is used 
as the value standard there will be a sizeable difference 
in the tax burdens. Cost of reproduction may be considered 
as a standard of value for assessment; but, should the

TT J1.’,/. Martin, "Property Tax Assessment in Kentucky 
Cities," Bulletin of the National Tax Association;.32:25 (October 1946). ~  ”  ,' —  —  — —

2. J.C. Bonbright, op. clt., p. 16.
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unfortunate professor who builds during a depression find 
himself taxed out of his home during prosperity when the 
cost of reproducing his simple domicile rises but his yearly 
stipend remains unchanged?

Perhaps there should be a close connection between as
sessment value, market price, and cost of reproduction. On 
this point there are widely divergent opinions. Some au
thorities depend entirely upon market price, reasoning that 
cost and usefulness act only indirectly, and that market
price is best because it does not ordinarily reflect the

1
prejudices and biases of the appraiser. But in periods of 
sharp deflation or inflation, market price may not represent 
accurately the value of property. During World War II real 
estate prices rose, the greatest increase coming in medium- 
and low-priced residential property. In sales at that time 
there was a bonus for immediate occupancy which could not be 
considered part of the property’s value. In such cases, 
proper assessment of property could not give a value which 
was higher than cost of reproduction, even if this was a 
value lower than the price at which the property recently 
sold. However, increases in value which could be traced to 
increases in labor and material costs were likely to remain 
for a considerable time and had to be considered carefully

~ 1. Lynn A. Stiles, "Full Fair Cash Value in the 1945
Illinois Assessment Equalization Program," Bulletin of the 
National Tax Association; 32:38 (November 1946).
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1when computing the cost of reproduction.

Connecticut courts have combined several elements in an 
effort to find a fair basis for assessment. No single com
ponent will be accepted, but each when used with others is 
an accepted element. The factors are capitalization of in
come, original cost less depreciation and plus any increase

\

in the costs of labor or materials, reproduction cost less 
depreciation and obsolescence, and the sale of like proper
ties. If capitalization of income and cost of reproduction 
are used, the latter should not be smaller than the former. 
If the sale of like properties is considered, present in
flated values • should be checked carefully, unless the struc- 

...........  . . 2
ture is newly constructed. The Connecticut system seems 
notably fair. It provides for'flexibility, yet is enough of 
a legal concept to prevent manipulation.

The Position of County Assessor

The county assessor, both as an individual and as a 
position, is bitterly denounced as an evil creation incap
able of performing the functions for which it was evolved. 
Almost every tax economist takes a verbal swipe at the coun
ty assessor’s ineptitudes in criticizing general property

1 . Albert Noonan, "How Should Assessment be Related to 
Present Real Estate Prices?", American City Magazine; 61:81 
(February 1946).

2. W.W. Walsh, "Connecticut Yankee Views the Law of 
Building and Land Appraisal," Bulletin of the National Tax 
Association: 32:95 (December 1^46).



75

tax administration.
One point is obvious. The blame for poor administration 

of the general property tax, if it arises in the office of 
county assessor, can be shouldered to a great extent by 
every citizen. The citizen finds himself in the same posi
tion as the farmer who, in an attempt to save money under
took to feed his horse sawdust, and was shocked when that un
grateful creature died. The workhorse position of county 
assessor requires adequate, efficiency-building nourishment 
in the dollar form. Too often taxpayers attempt to save money 
by hiring a "cheap" assessor and furnishing him with "cheap" 
equipment; such a policy is actually expensive.
: Many property tax officials are elected; and it is a

lamentable truth that most elective officials, especially on
the local level, are painfully sensitive to the whims of
popular approval and prejudice. In the matter of taxation
each taxpayer, regardless of or because of his minority
standing, should not be taxed on different bases than the
majority. But the elected position of the assessor seemingly

1
makes him vulnerable to pressures. All too often he falls 
beneath the•spell of his neighbors who elected him and, 
swayed by favoritism, intentionally omits from the tax roll 
many persons and much property. Often too his valuations 
are not measured by the same standard, and .are not fair nor

T7 js.R.A. Seligman. op. cit., p. 391.
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equitable as between persona assessed. To remedy this fatal
defect, assessors should be appointed and should be directly
responsible to the appointing body.for the results of their 

1
WOrk. . . : ; : ;

Frequent election of assessors is responsible for 
another weakness. Efficiency of the assessor is hampered by 
the brevity of his term in office. No sooner has he ac
quired the merest rudiments of assesment practice than he may2
be put out of office.

If the county assessor is an inherently weak point in 
the property tax.administration, it might seem the state 
could assess property more fairly. But this position is un
tenable: when one examines the advantages of the county as
sessor’s position for local governments, which have a large 
stake in the; proceeds of the general property tax and there
fore should have some direct control over its administration. 
The local assessor is familiar with his community and has 
practical knowledge of local conditions. His office, lo- : 
cated in the;county seat and sometimes with branch offices 
in the larger towns of his county, is convenient to taxpay
ers, who can easily discuss with him any grievances or.ques
tions. The county assessor does not have the trouble

- :1. Aldro Jenks, "Professionalization of Assessors," 
Bulletin of the National Tax Association; 29:152 (Februarym'w. — — — —  ■— — -- -

2. Jens Peter Jensen, Property Taxation in the United 
States (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, T9"3l), p. 339.
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delegating power that a larger assessment unit would experi
ence. The local office is less bureaucratic and more re- 
sponsive to public needs than a state office.

An improved county assessor seems to be the answer to 
this question. Regardless of how he is chosen, he should be 
required to pass an examination concerning all phases of the 
assessment work before he becomes a candidate for the office. 
High caliber men must be attracted by offering higher pay,
well-trained assistants, proper records and equipment, and• • 3 - • " ■ - :
adequate office help.

State tax commissions could help improve the quality of 
this work by providing each assessment official with a manual 
explaining the tax laws in an understandable fashion. This 
manual should have a complete index of subjects; explain the 
preparation of plat maps, property index cards and ownership 
records; and give the process of, assessment step-by-step.
It should also contain tables of standard unit values and 
depreciation. Another possible means of assistance would be 
for the commissions to provide in-service training for

1. Dixwell L. Pierce, "Advantages and Disadvantages of 
the County Assessor System," Proceedings of the 34th A nnual 
Conference on Taxation_Held by the National Tax Association 
TWashingtonTliational Tax Association, 1941), p. 2#).

2. A.S. Goody, "Local Assessor and His Functions,"
Proceedings of-the 18th Annual Conference on Taxation Held 
by the National Tax Association (Columbia:“national Tax 
Association, 1925T7 p » 66. “  ;

3. Dixwell L. Pierce, "Assessors are People," Proceedings of the 35th Annual Conference on Taxation Held by the 
National Try Asannlatibn (Washington: National Tax Associa
tion, 194277 P . 61." “ .
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assessors.
Finally, just what qualifications, beside technical

training, should an individual have to be a good assessor?
He must be honest and fair, with neither friends to reward
nor enemies to punish. He must be intelligent and understand
how to deal with others. He must be familiar with the tax
laws. Experience is invaluable; for that reason, changes in
assessing officials should be discouraged. The assessor will
need the courage to make examinations and place a proper value
on property, and still more courage to let the value stay
once he has placed it. He must be independent from board.
party, or person. In short, he must possess a high degree
of specialized skill, courage, honesty, tact and diplomacy

3
to assess property fairly and equitably.

- Fractional Assessments

Although most state constitutions or legislative stat
utes require that property be assessed at its full, fair 
cash value, this is seldom done in actual practice. Perhaps 
the county assessor’s fear of litigation arising from over- 
assessment enters in here. Since all property is valued at 
only a fraction of its fair cash value and not on full value

1 .  E.L. Maynard, "Practical Possibilities for More Ef
fective Property Assessment Administration,” Proceedings of 
the 37th Annual Conference on Taxation Held by the National 
Tax Association IWashingtonT^ational Tax Assn., 1944). p. 312.

2. A.S. Coody, op. cit., p. 65.
3. Aldro Jenks, op. cit., p. 150.
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as specified by law, a property owner cannot go to court 
simply because his property is assessed_ higher than similar 
other property.

. However, using a uniform fraction of full value is fair 
since it means only that each property owner pays a uni
formly higher rate upon a uniformly lower assessed value.
The criterion of good assessment is not necessarily that the 
average level is full value or market price or reproduction 
cost; it is that assessments are a uniform fraction of what
ever is the standard or objective of valuation.

There are several objections to using fractional assess
ments. In the first place, to determine the fraction the 
whole must be known. If the assessor knows the full cash 
value, he might as well use that figure. If he does not 
know the full.cash value, he should not attempt to disguise 
his ignorance with mysterious formulae or fractional calcu
lations. In the second place, the method of assessment 
should make sense to the public. Fractional assessments are 
confusing and give the taxpayer a false impression of liber
ality in tax.treatments.

A third objection to fractional assessments stems from

Lynn A. Stiles, "Full Fair Cash Value in the 1945 
Illinois Assessment Equalization Program,” Bulletin of the 
National Tax Association; 32:41 (November, 1946).

2. H.K. Allen, "The Full Value Assessment Program in 
Illinois," Bulletin of the National Tax Association; 31:116 
(January 194%')'. .
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the danger that there may be a discrepancy in the ratio of as
sessed value to true value for the county as compared with 
this ratio for the state. Some property (such as that of 
railroad, telegraph and telephone companies, is assessed for 
local authorities by the state. If the state uses 50 per 
cent of true value while the county uses 75 per cent, this 
property which the state assesses for the county will pay 
less than its fair share of taxes.

Suppose the true value of a railroad is §1,000,000. Be
cause this property BegquitoeB highly expert appraisal, the 
state handles the assessment and later furnishes the county 
a valuation figure upon which the county may impose its reg
ular rates. Assuming the state assesses at 50 per cent of 
true value, the county would be given the figure of § 5 0 ,0 0 0  

upon which to apply its local rate of 10 per cent, which 
means the railroad would pay a tax of #50,000. But if the 
county assesses at 75 per cent of true value and had ap
praised the railroad property itself, the railroad would have 
been assessed on $750,000 and would have paid a tax of 
#75,000' Because the two ratios of assessment were differ
ent, the railroad benefited at the expense of other taxpay
ers. This example is greatly simplified, but accurately

1
represents the problem.

"" n  H.£. Allen, "The Advantages to School Districts of 
Full Value Assessment Program in Illinois," Bulletin of the 
National Tax Association; 32:195 (April 1947).
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The cause of the county’s rate being 10 per cent cem 
be attributed partially to the fact that some,property 
escapes its burden because it was assessed at a different 
ratio of true to assessed value than the rest of the proper
ty. Some taxpayers are involuntarily paying their neigh
bors’ taxes. The portion of taxes which is collected from 
over-assessed property represents confiscation. This is ' 
especially vicious because taxes thus collected do not in
crease the revenue of the government, but merely replace pay-

1
ments that should have, been made by other property owners.

Publicizing the Assessment Process

; ;:i The need,for and-value of giving full publicity to. the 
means and methods of property tax assessment have recently 
been recognized. The force of a fully-informed public as a 
means of checking assessing officials has just been tapped. 
The only way for a person to know whether his property is ' 
assessed fairly is by comparing his assessment with that on 
similar property, and he can best secure this information 
through a published list. A n .efficient way to accomplish 
this:— and a method which will be simple, clear, and in the, 
end the cheapest— is to print maps showing all real estate 
parcels and their assessments; it is not necessary to in
clude names of owners, since these are of no particular

i. Herbert D. Simpson, Tax Racket and Tax Reform in 
Chicago (Menasha, Wis.: George Santa Publishing. Co., 193?),P* 82. ■ -. ..
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importance. In this way a taxpayer can compare his assess
ments with a readable yardstick. These tax maps should be 
discussed at stated times in public meetings, held as in
formally as conditions permit. This M s  been done with great 
success in Rhode Island and has helped to improve assessments 
there.

Equalization of Assessments

Though original assessment of property by the county as
sessor is of vital importance, the county board of equaliza
tion can serve as an agency to improve upon and check the 
relative fairness of assessments between groups of property 
holders and between individuals. State commissions should 
check the original assessment and the county boards of equal
ization.

Review of assessments should be made continuously by
equalization boards, not just at the instigation of aggrieved
property owners. Any taxpayer who feels'he is being treated
unfairly should have speedy and simple redress from the
original assessment. It should be remembered that an unjust
valuation is due to an error of the assessing officials, and2
is not the fault of the property owner but his misfortune.

IT «f.C. Boyle, "Publication of Assessments, with 
Special Reference to the Income Tax," Proceedings of the 18th 
Annual Conference on Taxation Held by the NatIonaiTFax 
Association, p. ""Zl3T

2. Report of the Commission to Investigate Tax Assess
ments in New Jersey (Trenton: I’cCrellish and Quigley," 1913}, 
P« 45.
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Equalization boards should have full knowledge of the 
method of original assessment, and should attempt to ascer
tain the facts which are the basis for the complaint. The 
smallest taxpayer should be able to get a review of his as
sessment at no cost to himself except his own time. Infor
mality; during these hearings will encourage the small tax-

1
payer to bring his problem before the board.

For a continuous check upon assessments there are sev
eral sources of appraisal independent of the assessor which 
the county board can use. Appraisals are required on all 
real estate subject to the inheritance tax or transfer taxes; 
income tax returns (available in some states) must show the 
profits from the sale or exchange of property; many fiduciary 
institutions make independent appraisals for mortgage pur
poses. These valuable sources should be used by equalization 
boards. .

The complaint is sometimes heard.that county boards of
equalization are no better than county assessors, since they
are subject to the same pressures. Moreover, since the board
is composed of ex officio members with little experience in
assessing or knowledge of the methods used, they are not

2
qualified to check the assessor. This might be corrected

H  National Institute of Public Administration, "As
sessment and Equalization of Real Estate for Taxation in New 
York," Memorandum No. 3, Report of the New York State Com
mission. op. cit., p. 15.

2. J.P. Silverherz, "Assessment of Real Property inthe United States," Memorandum No. 10, Special Report of



by the state appointment of local equalization officials. If 
this is not feasible, some aid could be extended county 
boards by having the state tax department compile a manual 
of methods for equalizing assessments. This should include 
classification and types of property; explain the records 
used in recording, summarizing, and reporting sales and ap
praisals of property; give the procedure for classifying, 
interpreting, and summarizing sales, appraisal and assess
ment ratios for all property within a given jurisdiction; and
lastly, contain the rules of practice in connection with the

1
investigation and action on equalization findings.

84

Essentials for Proper Assessment

The minimum requirements for complete, fair, and effi-
2

cient assessment can be summarized as follows:
1. There must be an adequate staff of qualified assessors 

working under competent direction, preferably under an 
appointed not elected chief assessor.

2. Up-to-date maps and records describing and locating each 
and every parcel of property should be readily available 
to assessing officials.

3. A detailed but flexible list of rules should be provided 
for the valuation of land and buildings, possibly by the * 1

2 from p. 83 (cont.) the Mew York Tax Commission 
(Albany: J.B. Lyons Co., 19351", p. 23IT

1. J.L. Jacobs, "State Tax Department Responsibility 
for Local Assessments: Equalization of Assessments," Pro
ceedings of the 34th Annual Conference on Taxation Held by 
the Natronal"lPax Association, p . 8 6 .

2 . Report of the New York State Commission, op. cit..
pp. 2 4 1 - 2 4 3 % --------------- ------------------- —  ---
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’ state tax commission. Comparison between different 
classes of property which is taxed at the same rate and 
between individual properties of the same class should be 
facilitated.

4. The assessor should have access to objective and reliable 
sources of information relating to the value of as many 
individual parcels of property and as many different 
types of property as is possible.

5. Basic data, methods of analysis and assessment, and the 
means of final evaluation should be fully publicized.

6. Prompt, impartial and inexpensive administrative review 
must be provided for cases where the taxpayer feels ag
grieved. Judicial review should be provided for further. dispute settlement.

Taxation of Personal Property

As long as the general property tax is uniformly applied, 
the classification of property into real and personal is of 
no consequence. But when each of these types is assessed in 
a different manner or at different rates, the distinction 
becomes significanti . ..

An important reason for unfairness in taxation of per
sonal property is the ease with which it evades assessment.
The county assessor cannot look into safety deposit boxes to 
determine the amount of stock a person has; neither does he 
have access to safes, cash registers, or wallets to see how 
much money is there. He cannot check every person’s cloth
ing or jewelry; neither can he count every piece of furni
ture in every home nor find all steers on the open range.
Even if he-could locate all personal property, the diffi
culty of evaluating most of it is obvious. Y/hen some property
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escapes taxation while other property of the same type, is 
listed, the injustice is apparent.

Since the assessment of personal property is done in 
an arbitrary and capricious manner, and since the amount as
sessed is an insignificant part of total.property value, 
the taxation of personal property produces much more injus
tice and resentment than it is worth. One solution would be
to exempt most of the personal property that remains in the

1
property tax base. The taxation of intangibles especially
should be eliminated for two reasons: (1) it represents a
double taxation from confusing wealth with claims to wealth;
and (2) such property regularly escapes taxation anyway.
The state might assess intangibles if it used the same
sources of information as do income and sales tax officials.
Also, all men die- sooner or later and their estates must be.
probated; current and back taxes on personal property could2
be collected then. .

Some districts encourage honesty by taxing intangibles 
at a uniformly low rate. Rather than.risk cheaply-avoided 
perjury, the taxpayer declares intangible property. Minne
sota’s satisfactory experience with this method is encourag-3 . ' ..  . .. 7 ' : .... . 7 : - : , 7 /.,.. • -
ing; but even this is n o t a  final solution, since any tax

” 1. Report of the New York State Commission, op. cit., 
p. 28. -- ----------------- '-------- :-- :------  ' '---

2. L.H. Cook, "Ad Valorem Taxation of Intangibles,” 
Bulletin of the National Tax Association; 27:180. TMarch 1942).

3. Harry W. Yfolkstein, "Taxation of Intangible Prop
erty in the State of New Jersey,” Bulletin of the National
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built upon self-declaration of property rests upon a flimsy
foundation. ,

While exemption of personal property is a desirable
goal, shifting the burden from personal property to real
estate is undesirable since real estate owners are already

1
over-taxed in comparison with other tax-paying groups.

Collection of Property Taxes

Next to assessment, the most important feature of the 
general property tax is collection. Regardless of the fair
ness of assessment, faulty collection can make the tax use
less. ' . • ■ - .

Everything within reason should be done to make the pay
ment of taxes easy and convenient.. The taxpayer should be
informed how and why he is paying the tax, for no collection

2
system can succeed without the support of public sentiment. 
The taxpayer should be billed and, if necessary, allowed to 
pay in installments. The burden of payment might be eased 
by monthly rather than annual billing. This would help many 
who could not meet semi-annual or annual payments. Sound

3 from p. 86 (cont.) Tax Association; 30:151 (February 1945). _______________ ..

1., Peter F. Palmer, "The Abolition of Personal Proper
ty Taxes," Bulletin of the National Tax Association; 26:181(March 1941')'. —  —  — ----— --- — ---- — —

2. A Report of the Committee on State and Local Taxa
tion Expenditures "[Washington: U.S."Uhamber of Commerce, 
January 1934), p. 6.
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business procedure dictates monthly billings; there is no
reason the government should not adopt the same policy. One
possibility, because of the expense, would be to limit
monthly billing to larger or "slower” accounts.

Whether a special discount should be made to reward the
prompt taxpayer is questionable. Kansas City’s (Missouri)
offer of 6 per cent discount for prompt payment resulted in
85 per cent of the property taxes being paid within 30 days2
after they were due. But a discount may be just a gift to
taxpayers who would pay promptly anyway, and thus be a loss 

3
for the city. A combination of discount and limited month
ly billings might be advantageous.The discount would en
courage prompt payment by those who were able, and the month
ly payment would help those who have difficulty meeting their 
taxes.,

For efficiency there should.be one appointed collection 
official. Tax bills for each piece of real estate and one 
for all the personal property of each owner should be com
puted. Property taxes of all jurisdictions should be com
bined into one bill. Taxes upon real estate should be a

1 .  k.J. Gardner, "Tax Delinquency," Proceedings of the 
31st Annual Conference on Taxation Held by the National Tax 
Association (Columbia: National Tax Association, 1938),
P. 372. . •

2. "Is a Big Discount for Prompt.Payment of the Realty 
Tax^Desirable?", American City Magazine; 61:117 (August

3. A Report of the Committee, op.cit., p. 6.
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lien upon that.particular real estate parcel; personal prop
erty should not be seized and sold for real estate taxes. 
However, personal property taxes are a lien against any prop
erty of the owner within the tax district’s jurisdiction.
When sales of property for taxes are made, such sales should 
be final and irredeemable; they should be the disposal of 
the property itself and not of a lien or certificate against 
it. - . - . :

Regardless of differing techniques which may be used-to
collect taxes, a helpful aid will be a pre-determined course
of action which all taxpayers understand and are positive
will be followed. A good collection system should not show
favoritism nor make.any deviations; in this way the tax-
payers realize they must bend to the law and not expect it2
to change for them.

Delinquent taxes should be cleared from the books as 
soon as possible, but some policy must be established to help 
tide over the delinquent who is simply short of funds tem
porarily. The wilful delinquent should be forced to pay.
The cause of delinquency therefore should be examined care
fully; it may be due to faulty collection practice (too low 
penalties or too lax enforcement), adverse economic

H  ^red Fairchild, "Report on Tax Delinquency," Pro
ceedings of 25th Annual Conference on Taxation Held by the 
National Tax Association (Columbia:"National Tax Association. W3'2), p-.î s:--------

2. Edgar Friedlander, "Effective Method of Collecting 
Property Tax in Hamilton County, (Ohio)," Ibid., p. 6 2 .
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conditions, over-assessment, burdensome special assessments 
or taxation beyond ability to pay.

New York City uses a novel plan to aid taxpayers tem
porarily embarrassed for funds who wish to avoid the stiff 
penalties imposed on delinquency. The city has a discount 
corporation which lends money at 6 per cent, taking the prop
erty in security. The taxpayer avoids the penalties and the2
city gets revenue faster and with a profit. In hardship
cases where solvent taxpayers are without liquid funds, an
extension of time on payments for a definite period should
be allowed. For wilful delinquents, however, other steps
are recommended. Some Minnesota cities withhold business

4licenses until current and delinquent taxes are paid. Else
where, cities hire collectors working on contract. Some 
allow tax delinquents to work out the payment on city pro
jects; others attach rentals on income-producing property, 
or publish tax delinquent lists. This last method was suc
cessfully reversed in Wichita Falls, Texas, where the names 
of persons who had paid their taxes on the first day were

1". Fred Fairchild, op. oit., p. 314.
2. L.E. Abbot, Manual of Tax Collection Procedure for 

Texas Cities (Austin: University .Press, 1935), p. 76.
3. Fred Fairchild, op. oit., p. 324.
4. "Business Licenses May be Refused if Taxes are 

Unpaid," American City Magazine. 55:97 (July 1940).
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published. Since newspapers thought such a list had news 
value, it was printed without cost to the city and was a suc
cessful method of encouraging prompt payment of taxes.

One opportunity for good business management of the 
property tax has generally been overlooked. That is, proper 
informational services to explain what benefits the tax
payer receives in exchange for his money. "When department 
stores, gas or light companies send out'bills, many of them 
include small pamphlets stressing the advantages of their
products. This could be done when the collector sends out 

; '. 2 
tax bills, stressing services given.by the city.

Development of public opinion to view tax paying as a 
privilege is also needed. Study groups of interested citi
zens should be formed, and exhibits made to illustrate force
fully the advantages of city living. Once these are brought 
to the attention of the public, delinquency may drop. Tax 
collectors find that radio can help them. In Colorado,
"spot" announcements to remind listeners of approaching tax-

• 4-due dates were successfully initiated in 1942. Another 
device was the showing of moving pictures to acquaint the

l i .E . Abbot, op. cit., p. 74.
. 2. F.L. Bird, "Methods that have Reduced Tax Delin- 

quency," American City Magazine; 55:60 (February 1940). .
3« Edward L. Bernays, "Development of Effective Pub

lic Opinion," Current Problems in Public Finance (Chicago: 
Commerce Clearing House, 1933), pp. 3^7-391. - -

4. A sample "spot" announcement read this way:
"Good morning, Mrs. ColoradoI Did you know that if your
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public with the services they received from tax money.

The Problem Caused by Exemptions

Politics plays an important part in any tax legislation, 
but because of the nearness of the general property tax to 
the average citizen and because its local administration 
seems to make it particularly vulnerable to political manipu
lation, the problem caused by chipping away at the base of 
the property tax through exemptions becomes acute. An ex
emption from the property tax simply means that the fortunate 
class has gained over its neighbors. It does not mean that 
taxes will be lessened; rather, for those not exempt the bur
den becomes heavier and heavier.

The exemption is a legal loophole from many constitu
tional provisions which prohibit the state from giving public 
money to any church, private or sectarian school, or similar 
organizations. This raises a legal nicety: Is taxing and
returning money to a group the same thing as not taxing them 
in the first place? Whatever the law may decide, there 
seems to be a similarity bordering oh identity here.

Few experts agree with the principle of exemption; it * 1

4 from p. 91 (cont.) husband pays his property tax be
fore next Saturday he would save enough in Interest and 
penalties to buy that new bonnet you need? Be sure to have 
him see your county treasurer tomorrow and make that saving. 
Don’t delay; do it today!" : ‘

1. F .R.- Carpenter, "The Taxes Men Live By," Proceed
ings of the 35th Annual Conference on Taxation Held by the 
National Tax~Tssociation, p.
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destroys the universality of the tax. But many soft-pedal it 
because of the powerful implications latent in "taxing the 
church" or "taxing schools." Whether or not one agrees with 
the principle behind exemptions, this much must be conceded: 
exemptions are deceptive. No one knows exactly how much his 
tax bill is raised because some individuals are freed from 
taxation; some may not even realize that exemptions do 
cause their bills to be higher. They do not understand that 
they are paying taxes which otherwise would be borne by the 
church, the widow, the school, and are in reality subsidiz
ing these different groups. Even if they are aware of this 
situation, they do not know how much the subsidy costs them; 
it is difficult to compute the cost even if they so desired.

It should be understood that all which is extended to 
some in the way of exemptions does not represent "lost 
ground" for the non-privileged groups. Exemptions should be 
examined from this point of view: Is the tax district ready
to take over the functions which are now performed by tax- 
exempt institutions? What would-be the cost to the state of 
providing similar necessary functions? Churches, for but 
one example, provide a list of benefits which includes such 
immeasurably important social services as the teaching of 
morality, ethics, respect for law, the Ministration of \ ,

17 Vf.i1. Silleck, "Tax Exemptions," Proceedings of the 
14th Annual Conference on Taxation Held by the National Tax: 
Association (Columbiaf National 'Tax AssocTatidn. 1921). p. 523. .. . . .
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spiritual encouragement, guidance, intelligent advice, and 
discussion regarding political and social problems. Further
more, the monumental and artistic worth of architecturally 
beautiful churches and the works of art they sometimes con
tain are an immeasurable and intangible but definitely real 
contribution to society.

There are but few who doubt the contributions of the
church to society, but this argument can be countered.
Those who take the above position ignore the fact that the
taking of property from tax rolls imposes additional burdens
on many others who can ill afford to pay any additional
amount whatever. True, possibly only a small percentage of
persons have to sell their homes or other property because
of the additional taxes forced upon them in this manner;
but if the now-exempt churches, schools, widows, and others
had to pay the property tax, how many of them would have to
sell their property? The problem resolves itself in this
way: the taxpayers are forced to contribute to a cause in
which they have no necessary interest or for which they feel
no need. Perhaps the following quotation from an impartial 

: .. 2 study will emphasize this point: 1 2

1. Charles J. Tobin, "Comments on Tax Exemptions,” 
Proceedings of the 27th Annual Conference on Taxation Held 
by the Natlonal Tax Association (Columbia:"Rational Tax 
Association, 193^77 P* 87. -

2. National Industrial Conference Board, Tax Burdens 
8nd Exemptions. Research Report No. 64 (New YorE: "Natlonal 
Industrial Conference Board, 1923), p. 76. -
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In every case ... the taxing power is used 
to enforce contributions and support by indirec
tion, the state in exercise of its taxing power 
being used to accomplish this mid.
Exemption of Homesteads: The exemption of homes and

homesteads has always been a controversial issue because of 
the theory that a home-owning citizen is more civic minded, 
and that exempting homesteads from taxation will encourage 
home ownership. The objectives of homestead exemption 
usually are to encourage home ownership as a stabilizing fac
tor in the local economy, as an incentive to home construc
tion for owner occupancy, to lower the burden of taxation 
on owner-occupied farms or ranches, to reduce delinquency 
on owner-occupied property.

It is doubtful whether exemption of homes from taxation
is a sound method of encouraging home ownership. It does
tend to cause an increase in the tax rate on unprivileged
property, and operates with wide differences in the economic
effects between areas with varying proportions of owners of
small and large homes, urban and rural homes, high and low
percentages of home ownership, and high and low business 

2
valuation.

The primary purpose of any tax system should be to 
raise revenue in an equitable manner to defray the cost of

1. k.y. Hatfield and Allen C. Sulerud, “Homestead 
Preference in Minnesota’s Property Tax System,” Bulletin of 
the National Tax Association; 32:163 (March 1947H

2. Raymond Thomas, "Homestead Exemption," Proceedings 
of the 31st Conference on Taxation Held by the National lax 
Association, p. 799.
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government, and any other purpose should be secondary to 
this. The primary purpose of the general property tax is 
to raise revenue for local government, not to encourage home 
ownership. If a local government pursues a liberal exemp
tion policy, it must either raise the tax rate on the re
maining property or find other sources of revenue. Either 
policy results in an unfair shifting of the tax burden. If 
other sources of revenue are used— for example, the sales 
tax— they are usually more regressive than the property tax 
they supplant. If a higher rate on remaining property is
used, it hits hardest those least able to pay— the renter 

1 .
class. The property tax does restrict and materially dis
courage home ownership. Not only is the home owner bothered
with unfair assessments, but he sees the value of his invest-2
ment fluctuate with changes in the tax rate. However, this 
is true for all types of property, not just for homes. It 
is an argument against the entire property tax; certainly it 
does justify favoring certain types of property over others.

Tax Exemption to Encourage Industrial Development: Com
munities anxious to make themselves attractive to industries 
sometimes exempt Industrial property from taxation to en
courage industries to locate in that area and enrich it with

H  Philip Graydon Hudson, "Homestead Exemption in 1939,M 
Bulletin of the National Tax Association; 25:194 (April 1940).

2. Report of the New York State Commission, op. cit.. 
p. 4 0 . ------ -------------------------- ------ ---
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a large payroll, added business and prestige. Such policies
have been noteworthy by their failure. Rhode Island had a
tax-free policy for almost 50 years. Her experience offers
little encouragement to those states which have adopted the
policy more recently. Very little, if any, of the economic
development of Rhode Island can be attributed to tax im- 1
munity. Kentucky offered two inducements to manufacturers:
some were given property tax exemption, and others were
taxed at rates lower than those of neighboring states. In
no instance was an industry of importance induced to locate

2
in Kentucky because of this tax advantage alone.

The conclusion that favoring industries with tax exemp
tions accomplishes nothing but revenue reduction is not sur
prising. If a city is so:lacking in attractions to industry, 
such as nearness to markets or raw materials, an adequate 
labor supply, ample power and transportation facilities, 
that it must violate proper taxation principles to lure in
dustry, it may as well give up its efforts. It will never 
be able to keep up the competitive pace with other areas 
whi ch can offer the more necessary indue ernents. And if an 
industry must seek profit by shirking one of its cardinal 
duties— the payment of its share of governmental costs— it 
is not likely to be the stable, growing concern which would

* I. Lucy W. Killough, "Tax Exempt Industries in Rhode 
Island,"Bulletin of the National Tax Association; 26:50 
(November 1940).

2. Glen Morrow, "Application of Kentucky State and 
Local Tax System to Manufacturing," Bulletin of the National 
Tax Association; 32:10-11 (October 1946).
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be an asset to the community.
Exemption of Government-owned Property: Property

owned by any unit of government is generally respected as 
being tax exempt. Usually the argument sustaining such ac
tion is that one unit paying taxes to another is simply tak
ing money out of one pocket and putting it in another. This 
argument can be seriously questioned. The taxation of any 
federal property of course would have to depend upon the 
consent of the Federal Government. Its property cannot be 
taxed without the approval of Congress as long as the doc
trine of intergovernmental immunity prevails. However, the 
Federal Government probably is in a better position to pay 
taxes than state and local governments are to relinquish
them. Taxes or payments in lieu of taxes are much needed by

, 2
state and local governments.

The proposal that the state should pay taxes to the 
county and local governments and that the county should pay 
taxes to the local municipal governments can be defended in 
this fashion. A county (or state) poorhouse or hospital is 
located in a particular towh or township, yet it serves the 
entire county (or state). The town or township in which it 
is located receives no more service than any other town or 
township; yet the locality not only has its tax receipts

^  1. K.'J. McCarren, "Luring Industry through Tax Exemp
tions," American City Magazine; 54:97 (April 1939).

2. A.G. Buehler, "The Taxation of Federal Property," 
Bulletin of the National Tax Association; 31:45 (Novemberisyrn-----------------

1
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reduced because of.the presence of the aoutity (or state) in
stitution, but has to pay more than its share of the up- 

1
keep. . .

The theory that a city should pay taxes t o ;itself can 
be justified in the following manner. If the city owns the 
water or any other utility and the water rates are lower 
because the company is tax exempt and so freed from one of 
its costs, the consumer benefits from these lower rates.
But the property owner must pay higher property taxes be
cause part of the city’s total valuation is escaping taxa
tion. It can be seen that the property owner is paying some 
of the water bill of the consumer. To the extent that the 
water consumer and the property owner are two different 
people, a tax injustice is evident.
. The situation is reversed if the city uses the ’’profit”
from its water department to supplant the property tax
revenue. In this case, a poor family of water consumers may
be paying, through a higher water rate, part of the tax2
burden of the rich realty owner. Furthermore, it can be
argued that public utilities which are operated in competi
tion with private firms should not be given the advantage of 
lower costs through tax immunity.

1. S.G. Mastick, "The Problem of Tax Exemption,” Pro
ceedings of the 20th Annual Conference on Taxation Held by 
the National Tax Association (Columbia:"TTational Tax Associ- 
^Ton, 1927), p. 3IT,

2. ’’Municipal Ownership can Lead to Unfair System of 
Taxation,” American City Magazine; 53:66 (November 1938).

{>,v3808
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Exemption of Personal Property: The discussion of the
exemption of personal property is included under Taxation of 
Personal Property, pages 85-87. „ _

Exemption of Veterans* Property: The extension of
exemption from property taxes to veterans involves classify
ing into one group more than 12,000,000 persons Who repre
sent every type of varied interest, financial and social 
standing, education and ability, political and religious be
liefs, some of whom risked their lives in combat while 
others performed admirably the more inglorious tasks pf war 
under safer circumstances. The flimsy excuse for such a 
grouping is that these people were all in the armed forces.

For such sacrifice as they may have made during their 
service, many states and other governmental units offer im
munity from taxation. This singling out for reward of 
veterans, many of whom have no need whatsoever for aid, 
seems a cruel repudiation of the sacrifice borne by thou
sands of shipyard workers, steel workers, scientists, teach
ers, doctors, physically disabled persons, and others whose 
presence on the home front was requested by the government, 
whose service was as vital as it was admirable, and whose 
contribution to the war effort in many cases was equally as 
important as the veteran’s. .

If bounties must be given to veterans, or if the grate
ful citizenry wish to reward the uniformed participants of 
war, there is available the more direct and dignified method
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of bounties or pensions. Freedom from taxes benefits only
1

those veterans who own property, not all veterans.
Correction of the Exemption Problem: Exemptions reduce

the tax base and make the burden heavier on those left to 
pay the taxes. Expert opinion rails against the wisdom of 
a free exemption policy, but its overnight abolition is 
economically impractical and politically impossible. Steps 
can be taken to reduce gradually the exemptions now out
standing.- An annual written petition requesting exemption, 
listing services performed or otherwise enumerating reasons 
for the exemption and stating the amount of taxes requested
to be exempt, would provide the basis for intelligent discus-

2
sion and decisions regarding continuance of the privilege.
This should be supplemented by denying exemptions to any
property purchased in the future, regardless of its present
standing concerning taxation, regardless of the use to which
it will be put in the future. Furthermore, future increases
in the assessed value of land or improvements presently ex-

3empt should be subject to taxation.
All exemptions extended in the future, if local tax 

districts decide to exempt certain classes of property,

Tl "Report of the Committee on Tax Exemptions," Pro
ceedings of the 13th Annual Conference on Taxation Held by 
the National Wax Association (Columbia:—Hational Tax Associa
tion, 1920), p. 2)7.

2. "For Annual Reconsideration of Property Exemptions," 
American City Magazine; 56:109 (September 1941).

3. Report of the New York State Commission, op. cit..
p. 1 3 5 . ------ — -------- --- — --------------- ---------
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should be examined from three aspects. The property seeking 
exemption should be rendering a service affected with a 
bona fide public interest; this service should either sup
plement some service rendered by the state or should be a 
service in which the state has a genuine interest even 
though it does not engage directly in it. The service which 
the property gives must be incapable of being fostered on a 
commercial basis. The tax exemption should not be used un
less it can be done without serious disproportion between

1
profit and costs to the localities interested. 1

1. Jens P. Jensen, op. cit.. p. 148.



CHAPTER 7

CORRECTION IN TUCSON OF FROFSITY TAX DEFECTS 

Correction of Assessment Faults

The regressivlty of the general property tax arises 
from improper assessment, which in turn results from slip
shod procedures and rules of thumb. For Pima county, as
sessment has been carefully detailed in the qualified 
Somers system (for land) and basic unit cost (for improve
ments) to prevent regressivity. The assessor has a con
crete factual basis of valuation to replace dependence upon 
knowledge gleaned from limited persorial experience. How
ever, household goods, because of the flat #$0-per-room 
valuation, are taxed regressively.

The property tax is not uniformly applied to all 
classes of property. Land, improvements, merchants1 in
ventories, motor vehicles, household goods, and house trail 
ers all have different ratios of assessed value to true 
valuation. Some of these different ratios are due to 
necessary practical methods of assessment. Here absolute 
equity yields to practicality. More important is uniform 
taxation within each class. House trailers, for example, 
are actually taxed at differing rates.

Classification of property with varying rates upon
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each class is allowed. Though this practice has never been 
legally adopted, it has come about by applying uniform 
rates on property classes valued at different ratios of as
sessed value to true value. For more uniform taxation, 
certain changes must be made. Disparities in assessment of 
merchants’ inventories, improvements and land could be par
tially remedied by equating dollar values with cost of 
living indices. House trailers should all be taxed as motor 
vehicles and the 4 per cent rate limitation absolved. House
hold goods should be exempt.

Though legally required to assess at full cash value, 
Pima county officials have never done so. In evaluating ~ 
land, recent sales and common sense are used; improvements,
55 per cent of 1933 costs minus, depreciation; inventories,
60 per cent of present-day value; motor vehicles, 60 per 
cent of manufacturer’s list price minus 25 per cent annual 
depreciation; household goods, a flat fate regardless'of 
value. Few taxpayers understand these complicated rules, 
but they are aware of the final valuation and are confused 
by its apparent liberality. Though the tax rate would be 
lower if assessments were made at full cash value, changes 
in government expenditures are more forcefully depicted by 
high rates on low stable valuations. The bias of fractional 
assessment is evident when the taxpayer seeks equalization. 
He is refused because his property is not over-assessed 
from the legal full-cash value standpoint, even though it 
is relative to other classes. The chief reason for
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fractional assessments in Pima county is that they protect 
the assessor from frequent litigation. ,

In the state’s assessment of railroads, private oar, - 
telegraph and telephone companies, if the ratio of assessed 
value to true value varies from that of counties, the blame 
rests upon the tax commission. It is present at the annual 
meeting of county assessors, hears the methods and ratios 
of assessment to be used, and enforces the decision of as
sessors. The commission as a board of equalization reviews 
its own work; it alone is responsible for maintaining the 
same ratio.as the county assessors.

To determine property value Pima county uses a quali
fied reproduction costs rule which basically is excellent, 
but unfortunately the cost figures are outmoded. Obvi
ously some costs have changed relative position since 1933- 
labor costs seem permanently higher; costs of materials such 
as cement, brick, lumber, adobe and tile have changed rela
tively; new methods of construction have caused the costs 
of certain types of homes or home features to change rela
tive to others. The basic unit value and supplementary 
feature values should be brought up to date.

Furthermore, the underlying theory■which views repro
duction costs as an equilibrium point of value is immi
nently fair only so long as the area is growing or at least 
maintaining its relative position. If the area is declin
ing, the value of property cannot, be determined by theoret
ical reproduction costs, since no one would reproduce it



anyway. This is especially important In Tuoson where war- 
stimulated growth m y  have caused over-optimistic expansion. 
Once this becomes apparent, property values will be lopsided 
and reproduction costs useless as the value determinant, 
until activity in this industry-less area sinks to the nor
mal level of growth for a tourist and health resort area.
The Pima county assessor should be aware of this and con
tinually check his reproduction values with other methods 
of valuation such as capitalized income, original cost, 
sales values.

Pima county is fortunate in having a competent if some
what undermanned assessment office headed by an elected of
ficial, at present Mr. Leo J. Finch whose work gives no 
indication of political maneuvering. Mr. Finch has been 
either chief deputy assessor or chief assessor since 1931» 
and thus has ample experience. Though the county so far 
has been fortunate in obtaining a qualified assessor, this 
is no guarantee of future good fortune. It should compile, 
under the supervision of Mr. Finch, a written examination 
to be successfully completed before anyone can become a 
candidate for the office of assessor.

Scant publicity is given methods of assessment, al
though some pamphlets and mimeographed sheets are available 
at the county assessor’s office, and the assessment records 
are open for public inspection. Each taxpayer should be 
given a pamphlet annually explaining the assessment process 
in interesting, pictorial fashion. Maps of overlapping

106
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sections of Tucson showing thd assessed value of each par
cel and improvements should be given to each property owner 
in those sections.

Correction of Collection Procedure

The tax collection record of Tucson in recent years is 
an enviable one, but it must be remsmbered that this record 
was attained with most favorable general economic circum
stances, and that the percentage of the levy collected seems 
to rise and fall like a cork on the waves of the business 
cycle. It is easy to collect taxes during prosperity; the 
wise governing body lays strong advance plans for collection 
when times are hot so good.

At present with more than 90 per cent of current tax 
levies being collected, annual billing is satisfactory.
But it will be wise to hold in abeyance a system of monthly 
billing for certain accounts, if taxpayers fail to respond 
to a single notice. While monthly billing for all tax
payers would be excessively expensive, at least those ac
counts habitually overdue could be prodded monthly after 
taxes become delinquent. Such billing should clearly state 
the amount of penalty accumulating. Discounts are unde
sirable for two reasons: they prevent accurate estimation
of city revenues when the total budget is being formulated, 
and it should not be necessary to entice taxpayers to meet 
their obligations. Tax bills should contain itemized as
sessment lists to show from whence the tax has arisen. The



present policy of lumping assessments into one figure makes 
it impossible to compute the proportion of the tax due to 
household goods, land and improvements. The separate com
putation of state, county, and school district taxes now 
used is excellent.

Partial payments now tolerated will have to be encour
aged during depressed periods. Some people find any volun
tary saving impossible; but when someone else holds the 
funds; savings become painless. The temptation to spend is 
removed, - v . .... ■ . • , - v .  < .

A more positive program for dealing with tax delin
quents is needed. The present reliance upon sale of tax 
certificates is questionable, because many taxes are not 
sold either during prosperity or depression. Furthermore, 
when this happens, these delinquents can escape their civic 
duty by paying current taxes every four years, ignoring 
back taxes, since taxes can be struck off to the state only 
after five consecutive years of delinquency and current 
taxes can be paid without payment of back taxes. Payment 
of.current taxes should not be allowed until all delinquent 
amounts plus penalties have been paid.

There are two ways to strengthen delinquent tax collec
tion. One is immediate— irredeemable sale at public auction 
of the property for taxes and penalties, all in excess of 
that sum reverting to the original owner. This is harsh 
treatment for those who are well meaning but embarrassed 
financially temporarily. The other is establishment of a
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tax corporation which would loan money to tax delinquents 
for payment of taxes— the check being made out to the 
county to prevent any other use of the funds— receiving the 
property as security and charging a fair percentage to cover 
costs and risk. This corporation could be privately owned 
and city or county supervised, or owned by either the city 
or county. All delinquent taxpayers would be required to 
meet their taxes, using the facilities of this corporation 
if necessary. These loans would be renewable annually at 
the discretion of the corporation, and foreclosure would 
result if they were unpaid when due. Such a corporation 
would have several excellent results. Hard-pressed citizens 
could meet taxes: wilful delinquents would be forced to pay 
and eventually lose their property if they did not change 
th6ir ways; the city would get a predictable revenue plus 
a minor profit, if it owned the corporation.

Other ways of encouraging tax payments can be devised. 
Some citizens may welcome a chance to work out their taxes 
on city projects at fair wages. This would be a city con
tribution to combating the business cycle. Water service, 
garbage removal, and business licenses could be refused de
linquents. Their names and amounts due could be published, 
not just a description of the property as is now done.

The Pima county treasurer should be allowed to succeed 
himself. Efficiency results from experience. If a check 
on the treasurer’s honesty must be made, ah annual audit is 
a more satisfactory method.



; ■ Correotion of Equalization

Pina county equalization is unsatisfactory, partially 
because the equalization board members have no assessment 
training; Even assuming that they are capable, they do not 
attempt to check assessment continuously. The monthly meet
ings for unsecured personal property equalization and an
nual meetings for consideration of secured personal and 
real property assessment help only the bold and the curious. 
Many timid taxpayers who feel their grievances are too 
slight or others who are unaware of their over-assessment 
never approach the equalization board; yet it is the duty 
of this board to protect such taxpayers.

The board should equalize assessments within and 
among classes of property. With present methods, it is dif
ficult for property owners to prove over-assessment within 
a property class. For improvements and land, they must 
attack the basic 1933 cost relationships and the average
sales values. The assessment of merchants’ inventories is

' - ' ' ■ 1more easily checked. Proving over-assessment among 
classes is more difficult. The property owner must prove 
not that one class is assessed at a higher ratio than 
another, but that it is assessed at more than full cash 
value, which it never is. The taxpayer also can appeal to

r" I. Safeway Stores, Inc. protested in 1949 that they 
were being assessed at 75 per cent of inventory cost while 
independent stores were assessed at 60 per cent— obviously 
a strong argument for equalization.



Ill

the state equalization board, but this body is loath to 
act; or to the courts, which would act on the legal descrip
tion of assessment.

Correction of the Personal Property Problem

By court decision, one of the basic faults of the prop
erty tax is remedied in the fairest fashion: intangibles
are exempt from taxation. “While the legislature previously 
required such a tax be imposed, the court decision should 
be made into permanent law at the insistence of every coun
ty and city. Since most intangibles could regularly escape 
assessment, the tax became an incentive to dishonesty and 
was paid by only the altruistic. Taxation of intangibles at 
a special low rate is no equitable substitute for exemption. 
Furthermore, the taxing of such claims to wealth is double 
taxation; since a tax on ownerrs equity would not solve 
the problem because of shifting, the only practical solu
tion has been made.

Household goods, difficult to assess and now regres- 
sively taxed, should be exempt also. Of the personal 
property remaining in the tax base, only livestock, motor 
vehicles and trailers, merchants’ and producers * (such as 
grain and industrial tools) inventories should be taxed, 
each classification of which can be completely and fairly 
Assessed if sensible methods or tax commission aid is used.

T . O f .  pp. 65-66, ante.
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If both assessment and sales records of livestock are cor
rect, Arizona is notable for cows which annually produce 
two sets of offspring. Cooperation between state income 
tax and state tax commission officials would pierce this 
mystery. -

Correction of the Exemption Problem

The state legislature sets the exemption pattern to be 
followed by local units. For that reason, the city and 
county can do little to remedy these obvious deceptive de
fects. With the encroachment of depression, however, the 
cry for homestead exemption, narrowly avoided once before, 
will again be heard. The Tucson City Council and Pima 
County Board, spurning its political appeal, must warn 
against such folly, explaining the less equitable taxes that 
will result and the heavier burden left for remaining tax
payers to shoulder.

Another voice will also be heard not so far in the 
future as Tucson’s over-expansion becomes evident: it will
plead for industrial tax exemption to stimulate industrial 
development. If the citizens of Tucson lay hope in this 
plan, they are indeed naive, for Tucson is peculiarly unat
tractive to sizeable stable industry or to growing industry, 
which are the types desired. Tucson must place its hopes 
in the tourist and health trade. It is up to the city 
council and county board to ward off such exemption schemes,



which can lead only to disillusionment and expense.

TJho should Bear the Burden

The combined tax rate in Tucson imposes roughly a 3
per cent annual charge on home and 7 per cent annual charge

1
upon inventory investments. This means that for the per
manent resident the cost of living in Tucson is bolstered 
up. True, tourists shoulder part of these charges in 
higher rents and prices, but they are responsible for a 
good share of the expenses of the city. The city's dilemma 
becomes apparent: should it continue to encourage the
tourist trade at the expense of the permanent resident; or, 
through such devices as hotel room taxes and special amuse
ment taxes, should the tourist be made to shoulder part of 
the burden? The permanent resident is much more dependent 
upon the tourist than he likes to admit, and must pay for 
that dependence; but if special taxes can be imposed without 
appreciably hurting the tourist and health resort trade, 
they should be adopted.

1 . Since an investment in buildings is assessed at 
about one-half (55 per cent) of one-half (1933 dollar value) 
its present value, or one-fourth its present value, if the 
tax rate stays around 12 per cent as it was in 1948 the 
actual rate is equivalent to 3 per cent. Inventories as
sessed at about one-half (60 per cent) of their present 
value, thus actually are taxed at about only 7 per cent.
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APPEND IX A

SUMMARY OF IMPORTANT PROPERTY TAX LAVB AND DECISIONS

The Tax Levy

Authorization: There may be an annual levy on property
by the_oounty to cover necessary expenses for legal pur
poses.

Base of the Levy: There shall be but one valuation of
the taxable property of the state, that which is finally 
equalized, fixed, and set on the rolls of each county. Such 
rolls will contain additional columns for city and town 
taxation purposes. Upon that valuation, the governing body 
of any city or town shall make all levies. A city or town 
organized and operating under special charter for tax pur
poses may act as if organized and operated under the gener- 2
al law.

The county assessor is to have the assessment roll for
all the taxing districts, which must be the base for all

4general taxes, levied by the towns and cities.

ArizonaCode. 1939 (Indianapolis: Bobbs Merrill Co., 1940), Chap. 73, Art. 5, Sec. 1.
2. Ibid., Art. 6, Sec. 1.
3. Ibid., Sec. 2.
4. Ibid., Sec. 3
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After the clerk of the board of supervisors has computed 
the revised and equalized valuations, he totals them and 
gives each town the total value upon which it can:levy

1
taxes. The local governing body fixes the rate per #100.

When Taxes are Due: The city and town general taxes
become due and delinquent and shall attach to and become a
lien upon:the property assessed at the same time as the2
state and county taxes. ^

Double Taxation Prohibited: Nothing shall herein be
construed to require -or permit double taxation. All proper
ty shall be subject to taxation.

Unsecured Personal Property Tax Levy. The rate of 
taxation to be levied against personal property shall be
the tax rates applicable as of January 1 in the district

4where it is located. .... •
State and County Levies: By the second Monday of each

August, the state board of equalization shall estimate the 
amount to be received during the current fiscal year from 
each source of revenue other than the direct property tax.
On the second Monday of each August, this board shall levy 
upon the real and personal property within the state a sum

T T Arizona Code, 1939, Chap. 73, Art.6, Sec. 4.
2. Ibid., Sec. 7.
3. Ibid., Art. 2. Sec. 1.
4* Ibid., Art. 18, Sec . 24.
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of money which, with the estimated revenues from all other 
sources and all balances on hand, shall defray the necessary 
expenses of the state for the current fiscal year; and it 
shall fix the rate of taxation required to produce the 
amount of that levy. Upon the same property and valuation, 
the board of supervisors.of each county shall levy all taxes 
for county purposes. %
: The governing body of each county, city or town by the
third Monday in August shall fix, levy and assess the amount 
to be raised by direct taxation which, together with all 
other estimated revenues and balances, shall equal the 
amount proposed to be expended in the budget for the cur
rent fiscal year. This body shall designate the amounts to 
be levied for each purpose appearing in the budget, and 
shall determine a rate upon each $100 of taxable property 
which will produce the entire amount to be raised by direct 
taxation for that year.

The budget estimate shall not exceed by more than 10 
per cent the total amount of the budget adopted for the 
previous year, aft er excluding expenditures for school, 
bond, special assessment and district levies, primary, gen
eral or special election purposes.

If no amount was levied for the preceding fiscal year 
for a certain purpose, the governing body may include what
ever amount the state tax commission allows after holding

^  Arizona Code. 1939. Chap. 75, Art. 5, Sec. 1.
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a hearing on the matter. The amount the commission author
izes, If any, : shall he In the base for computing the 10 per

1 .
cent limitation in the succeeding year.

Municipal Levies: The common-council shall have the
power to levy and collect annually taxes not exceeding 2?i
mills on the dollar to defray administrative costs, and also
for constructing and repairing streets, sewers, sidewalks,

.............  2
cros swalks, bridges and culverts.

Assessment

Assessing Official: The county assessor shall find
3

and assess all property in his county subject to taxation.
He shall be bonded, and he and his deputies must take an
oath of office. „ . l .. ;

Assessment Date: Between the first Monday in January
and the first day in May of each year, the bounty assessor, 
except as otherwise required by the state tax commission, : 
shall locate and determine the full cash value of all prop
erty in his county subject to taxation; he shall ascertain 
the names of all persons owning, claiming, or having the 
possession or control of it, and then list and assess the

Arizona Code. 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 5, Sec. 5.
2. Ibid.. Chap. 16. Art. 2. Sec. 13. •
3. Ibid.-. Chap. 73, Art. *4, Sec. 2.
4. Ibid.-.- Sec. 3.
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1
property to that person.

Base of Assessment; All taxable property must be as
sessed at Its full cash value. The term "full cash value" 
means the price at which the property would sell if volun
tarily offered for sale by the owner, and not the price
which might be realized if the property were sold at a 

2
forced sale.

Enforcing Full Value Assessments: The state tax com
mission shall exercise general supervision over the adminis
tration of assessment and tax laws of the state; over the 
city, town and county assessors, and all local boards of levy
and assessment, so that all assessments of property shall be

3made at full cash value.
Assessor's Equipment and Method: The assessor shall

have maps of city blocks and shall check off various subdi
visions as they are assessed; in each subdivision he shall

4mark .the name of the person to whom the property is assessed. 
He shall prepare a roll showing in columns: the names of
taxable persons or "unknown"; and he shall note those who 
do not give him statements of property; all taxable land 
with its description; the full cash value of the land and 
improvements on it; full cash value of Improvements owned

n  Arizona Code. 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 4, Sec. 2.
2. Ibid., Art. 2, Sec. 3.

Ibid.. Art. 1, Sec. 6.
Ibid., Art. 4, Sec. 13.

3.
4.
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by persons other than the owner of the land upon which they 
rest; full cash value of all personal property taxable to . 
each person; total value of all property taxable to each 
person. .

, Definition of Heal Property: The term "real estate”
signifies ownership of, claim to, possession of, or right of
possession to any land or patented mine, and improvements
thereon. . Real property and improvements shall be assessed 2
separately.

Definition of Personal Property: The term "personal
property" shall mean and include property of every kind, ..
both tangible and intangible, not included in the term "real 

3estate.” ,
Property Lists: The assessor may demand from each

person and firm a correct list of all the property v/ithin
the county owned or claimed by, or in possession or control
of, that person or firm; he may ask them for information

4about the valuation or listing of taxable property. . Every 
person who owns or has the charge or control of property 
subject to taxation, whether he receives notice or demand 
to do so or not, shall make out a property list and deliver 1 2 3 4

1. Arizona CocTe, 1939, Chap. 7 3 , Art. 4, Sec. 12.
2. Ibid., Art. 2 , Sec. 2 .
3. Lbe;.eit.
4. Ibid.. Art. 4, Sec. 2.
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.... .. ' ... 1 ,it to the"county assessor.
Contents of the Property List: The list shall contain:

the land by section or part of section, township and range, 
or by some other description sufficient to identify it; 
town lots, by the town in which they are situated, with their 
proper description by lot and block number, or according to 
the system of numbering in the town; the improvements on all 
such land; and personal property of every description. The
list shall be signed and sworn to by the person making it;

. ... . . ■ . .. 2 
the oath may be administered by the assessor free of charge.

When the Property List is Due: It is due by the twen
tieth day in May in each year, or within ten days of ser-

3
vice of blank forms for that purpose by the assessor. 1

Penalties for Failure to File a Property List, or for 
Falsification of the List: Any person knowingly making a
false answer is guilty of perjury, and shall be punished by 
imprisonment for hot less than one nor more than three 
years. The property so listed shall be assessed at double 
its cash value for that year. Any person who wilfully 
fails to answer questions, or to take the oath or affirma
tion is guilty of a misdemeanor. For this, a fine of not 
less than $100 nor more than $300 is imposed, and the prop
erty so listed is assessed at double its cash value for * 2 3

l« Arizona Code, 1939. Chap. 7 3 , Art. 4, Sec. 3.
2. Ibid., Sec. 4.
3. Ibid., Sec. 3.
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that year. Any property wilfully concealed, removed,
transferred, or misrepresented to evade taxation shall be2
assessed at twice its value for that year. Any person mak
ing a false or fraudulent statement v/ith intent to evade

3
assessment is guilty of a misdemeanor.

Investigation by the Assessor and Arbitrary Assess
ments: The assessor may examine any maps, drawings, books,
invoices, and papers; he may summon witnesses to appear and 
testify and compel them to produce such books and papers.
If they do not appear, they shall be guilty of a misdemeanor. 
If any person shall neglect or refuse to give the list re
quired, the assessor shall fill out the list for such per
son, putting in it all taxable property which he has reason 
to believe is owned by, or in the possession or control of 
that person. If the assessor believes that any person has 
not returned a complete list of all property, he. may make any 
investigation he deems necessary. If he finds more property
than is listed, the cost of investigation shall be a penalty

4against the property, collected when the tax is collected.
Exemptions from Taxation: All property shall be taxed

except: federal, county, state and nuaioipal property, and
public debts as evidenced by federal, county, state or other * 2 3 4

Arizona Code. 1939. Chap. 7 3 , Art. i, Sec. 7.
2. Ibid., Art. 4, Sec. 5.
3. Ibid., Art. 10, Sec. 6 . _
4. Ibid., Art. 4, Sec. 2.

1
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subdivision’s bonds. Public libraries, colleges, school 
houses, buildings used for education, hospitals, asylums, 
poorhouses, other charitable institutions for relief of in
digent or afflicted, agricultural societies, buildings used 
for religious worship, and all the equipment and land of 
these institutions which is not used for profit is exempt. 
Non-profit graveyards and cemeteries are exempt. The prop
erty of widows, honorably discharged army, navy and marine 
war veterans, nurses, members of the revenue marine service, 
who are residents of the state receive a -elmum $2,000 ex
emption where the total assessed property in Arizona for 
the exemptee does not exceed $5,000 value. Non-profit ob
servatories are exempt. The School for Deaf and Blind2
shall be tax exempt. Fraternal benefit societies organ
ized under special, provisions shall be tax exempt from 
other than taxes on real property and office equipment.
Scientific research corporations not organized for profit

4which have no capital stock shall be tax exempt.
Some Pre-requisites for Exemption: All veterans mist

record their discharge papers before they can be eligible
\ / 5 . v .. ..

for exemption. Any person desiring exemption must give

1 . Arizona Code, 1939. Chap. 73. Art
2 . Ibid., Chap. 54, Art. 15, Sec. 2.
3. Ibid., Chap. 61, Art. 9, Sec. 22.
4. Ibid., Chap. 5 4, Art. 4, See. 13.
5. Ibid., Chap. 7 3 , Art. 3, Sec. 2.

2, Sec. 1.
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1
the assessor all pertinent information he requests. A
widow or an ex-service man who has not claimed the exemption
to which she or he is entitled must pay the tax assessed,
reserving the right to claim such exemption, by making pay-

2
ment under protest.

Omitted Property: Any property discovered to have
escaped assessment shall be assessed at its full cash value
for the current year and for each year it escaped assess- 

3
ment. The assessor is liable for all taxes on unassessed 

4property.
Unsecured Personal Property: The county assessor, when

he assesses the personal property of anyone not owning real
estate within the county of #200 value, shall enter this as-

5sessment on the unsecured property tax roll.
; Personal Property in the Hands of a Fiduciary: Per

sonal property in the hands of any fiduciary, and personal 
property mortgaged or pledged, shall, for the purpose of
taxation, be deemed to be the property of the person who has6
the possession of it.

n  Arizona Code. 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 3, Sec. 3.
2. Opinion of the attorney general to the sheriff of 

Maricopa County; quoted in Arizona Tax Reports (New York: 
Commerce Clearing House, 1946), p. J9Y.

3. Arizona Code. 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 4, Sec. 2.
4. Ibid., Sec. 11.
5. Arizona Code. 1939, 1947 Cumulative Pocket Supple

ment, Chap. 73, AFE7~187Sec."257 :
6. Arizona Code, 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 2, Sec. 2.
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Taxation of Banks and Other Corporations t Every such 
corporation or association for the purpose of assessment 
shall he considered as located in every county, city or 
town wherein it has an office for the purpose of carrying 
on its business, and its shares shall be subject to taxa
tion there. The officer of such corporation or.association 
shall note that his firm is subject to taxation in more than 
one county, city or town, and report the proportion of its 
assets situated in each. These shares shall be taxed on 
only such proportion of their value as the assets situated 
in that county, city, or town bear to the assets of the en
tire corporation or association. . :

When a bank maintains branches or conducts business in 
more than one county, city or town, the assessed value of 
capital stock shall be apportioned among the several coun
ties, cities and towns in which the main office or branches 
are maintained or business conducted. The amount appor
tioned to each county, city or town shall not be less than 
the actual cash value of the real and personal property of 
the bank situated in such county, city or town. All real
property, of every bank shall be assessed and taxed as other 2
real estate. . : .;

An Important Decision Relating to Taxing Intangibles. 
The legislature has stipulated that intangible as well as

" 1. Arizona Code. 1939, Chap. 73, Art. 2, Sec. 6.
2. Arizona Code. 1939, 1947 Cumulative Pocket Supple

ment, C h a p T T J T A H r i T T s i i  rf:------------------------
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tangible property be taxed, but it failed to suggest how
this might be done. A court decision has found that under

1the existing law, intangibles cannot be taxed.
Railroad Assessment: On or before the second Monday

in each July the state tax commission gives to the board of 
supervisors of each county into which any railroad runs, a 
statement showing the length of the main track of the rail
road within the county, and within each taxing unit of the 
county. The commission also gives the assessed value per 
mile of the railroad as found by a pro rata distribution ’ 
per mile of the assessed value of the entire railroad. It 
includes in the statement a description of the assessed 
railroad property within the county and school districts.
The assessment and pro rate distribution are made with ref
erence to the value of railroad property found in each tax 
district through which it runs. Where the railroad lies in 
several counties, its rolling stock must be apportioned 
among them so - that a portion of it may be assessed in each 
county. Each county's portion must bear to the whole roll
ing stock the same ratio as the number of miles of railroad 
in the bounty bears to the number of miles lying in the state. 
, The tax commission also makes a separate assessment of 
all the taxable property of railroads within the limits of 
each incorporated city or town and each special district.

T% Maricopa County et. al. vs Arizona Lod^e No. 2. E.
& A.M. et“af.' $2 3riz6na~j297" ---- --- “
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It fixes the value of that property, and by the second Mon
day in each July the commission gives to the board of super
visors of the county a statement showing the details and 
valuation of the railroad property within each tax district 
of the county; .

Real and personal property not used in ,the continuous 
operation of the railroad is not included in this assess
ment and statement, but is assessed by the counties them
selves. -■ ,-v r . '

Telegraph and Telephone Companies; Telegraph and tele
phone companies are taxed and assessed by the tax commis
sion and their property apportioned for taxation among the -
various taxing districts in a manner identical to that for 2
railroads.

Completion of Roll by the Assessor: By the 20th of
May each year the assessor gives the assessment roll to the
clerk of the county board of supervisors, utim advertises

3receipt of it. . . : rv ; - ^

Equalization

Composition of the Board of Equalization; its Powers 
and Duties: The county board of supervisors constitutes the

' H  Arizona Code. 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 11, Sec. 3.
2. - Ibid., Art. 12, Sec. A* .. ■ . • • • - * -. »
3. Ibid.. Art. A, Sec. 1A.
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board of equalization and, when considering real and se
cured personal property, meets on the first day in June of 
each year and continues in session until the equalization 
is completed, but not later than the tenth day of June, when 
it must adjourn. At this June meeting, the board may change 
any valuation. On the first Monday in July, the board de
termines whether the changes in assessments proposed at its 
June meeting shall stand.

How Notice of Increase of Assessments is Given: If
the equalization board believes the assessed value of any 
property should:be increased, it must advertise the fact.
No:assessment may be raised unless it is included in the ad
vertisement and unless notice is mailed to the one to whom 
the property is assessed.

Consideration of Increases: The board of equalization
meets at its office on the first Monday of July at nine A.M. 
and remains in session not later than the second Monday in 
July. It considers assessments specified in the advertise
ment. The decision of the board is final, and cannot be
questioned in any proceeding involving the amount of taxes

3legally and equitably due unless an appeal is taken.
: Omitted Property: The assessor shall attend all meet

ings of the equalization board and supply all information

Tl Arizona Code. 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 4, Sec. 15.
2. Ibid., Sec. 16.
3. Ibid., Sec. 17.



he can. The board must require the assessor to assess and 
to place on the assessment roll any property subject to tax
ation not on that roll already. In the absence of the as
sessor, the board can assess and place any omitted property 
on the roll. All such omissions become as effective and
the assessment as legal and binding as though done by the

1
assessor when making his regular assessment roll.

Appeal from the County Board; Any person dissatisfied
with his assessment as fixed by the board may, by the 15th
day of September, appeal to the superior court in the same
manner as described under Appeals from the State Board De- 2
cisions. : .
: Equalizing Unsecured Personal Property: The county
board of supervisors convenes on the first Monday of each 
month as a board of equalization for personal property (un
secured). At that time.any person who has been assessed 
and whose name appears on the last personal property tax 
roll may appear and present his objections to the assess
ment. After hearing the objections, the board has the 
power to change and equalize the assessment. When sitting 
as a board of equalization for personal property, the 
supervisors do not have the power to adjourn from day to 
day but can act in this capacity only on the first Monday

~ Arizona Code. 1939, Chap. 73, Art. 4, Sec. 18.
2. Ibid.. Sec. 19.



in each month. ;
Unsecured Personal Property Assessment Appeal: Any

person dissatisfied with his assessment as fixed by the 
board may, by the date taxes become delinquent, appeal in 
the same manner as in Appeals from the State Board Deci
sions;

Meetings of the State.Board of Equalization. The
state board of equalization meets on the first Monday in
August and remains in session one week. The last date it
will hear appeals from the decision of the county board of

3
equalization is the second Monday in August.

Composition of the State Board of Equalization; its 
Powers and Duties: The state tax commission is also the
state board of equalization, with full power to equalize 
the valuation and assessment of property throughout the 
state; to equalize the assessment of all property between 
persons of the same assessment district; between cities and 
towns of the same county; and between the different coun
ties of the state. The board meets annually in the office 
of the state tax commission on the first Monday in August. 
The chairman and secretary of the state tax commission are 
the chairman and secretary, respectively, of the

" 31 Arizona Code, 1939» 1947 Cumulative Pocket Supple
ment, Chap. 73, Art. 18, Sec. 23.
' ' 2. Loc. Pit. : • -  : : '

3. Arizona Tax Reporter, op. cit.,. p. 3 4 9.
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equalization board* The board keeps a record of its busi
ness, fixes the rate of taxation for state purposes, ex- . 
amines and compares the abstracts of property assessment 
of the, counties and equalizes them. .

All taxable property must be assessed at its full cash 
value. ,If the board believes the aggregate valuation of any 
class of property should be changed without changing other 
classes of property in the county, it may do so, changing 
the aggregate. valuation of that class by whatever percent
age it believes necessary to make the assessment at full 
cash value; the board can also do this for any class of 
property of any city, town or county, or any class of prop
erty i n .any county not in cities.or towns, or any class of 
property not in cities and towns.

The state board of equalization may require any county 
board of supervisors to furnish statements showing the as
sessment, of property of any person within the county. It can 
consider such assessments and change them after notifying 
the person by registered letter of its intention to do so, 
and of the time and place of:the hearing on the matter.

The tax roll and books relating to taxation shall be 
uniform. (as prescribed by the tax commission) in all coun
ties. The commission devises all forms used in listing, 
valuing and assessing property, and in collection of taxes. 
The commission, as often as necessary, visits each county 1

1. Arizona Code, 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 1, Sec. 8.
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to ascertain the proper assessment of property, and the use 
of forms and systems of keeping accounts; it shall exercise 
general supervision and regulation over the county asses
sors and county boards of equalization in the performance 
of their duties. The .county assessors are required to meet 
with the tax commission at least once a year to consider
matters relating to taxation, and to secure a uniform valu-

1
ation of classes of property.

Appeals from the State Board Decisions: Any taxpayer
dissatisfied with his assessment as fixed by the tax commis
sion or as reviewed by the state equalization board may ap
peal by the 15th day of September by serving a written ; 
notice to that effect on the county treasurer of the county 
where the taxes are payable. Ho appeal can be taken until 
the appellant pays the amount of taxes assessed against his 
property, and unless they are paid the appeal shall be dis
missed by the court.

The appellant must file with;the county treasurer a 
statement..of-reasons why the assessment in question is er
roneous; The secretary/of the equalization board gives a 
certified copy of the proceedings against the appellant to 
the/clerk of the superior court of the county in which the 
appellant’s property is situated. The court hears the ap
peal within, ten days,., and its judgment has the same force 
and effect as though the assessment had originally been

^ • Arizona Code, 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 1, Sec. A.
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the-'-amount-of the judgment.

Collection•: ; ’.."r.' ...'.T....n.

Who Collects Taxes: The county treasurer is the ex
2

officio tax collector. As soon as the tax list is com
plete and the levy determined, he receives a warrant to col- 
lect the taxes. He must accept partial payments on taxes, 
but not less than 10 per cent of the full amount or

When Due: One-half of the taxes on all personal prop
erty secured by real property and one-half of the taxes on 
all real property is due and payable on the first Monday in 
September. The remaining half of such taxes is due and pay
able - on the first Monday of the following March. All taxes

4may be paid when the first installment is due. General
city taxes' become due at the same time as state and county

5taxes. This does not include special assessments.
-Tax Bills: Immediately after receiving the tax roll,

the-county treasurer publishes notice that it is now in his 
possession for collection of taxes levied. This notice in
cludes time and place of paymentj it is either published ; 
once a week for four consecutive weeks, or posted in each 
.voting precinct in the county. No other demand to pay taxes

1. Arizona Code. 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 1, Sec. 10. 
z. ibid, sec, i, -.'v: :: : -y?
3. Ibid.. Art.-4. Sec. 23. - \
4• Ibid., Art. 7, Sec. 1. 5. Ibid., Art. 6, Sec. 7.

1
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is necessary; every person subject to taxation must pay
them before they become delinquent.

City and Town Taxes: The taxes for cities and towns
shall be collected by the county treasurer in the same man-2
ner and at the same time as the state and county taxes.

Medium of Payment: Unless a statute expressly author
izes the tax collector to accept something else in the pay
ment of taxes, the only legal payment is in lawful money
and not in checks, drafts, or written orders upon private 

3bank accounts.
When Delinquent: The county treasurer must publish

an official notice that one-half of the taxes on all per
sonal property secured by real property and one-half of the 
taxes on all real property will be delinquent on the first 
Monday in November at five o'clock in the afternoon; that 
the remaining onerhalf of taxes will be delinquent on the
first Monday of the following May at five o'clock in the

4afternoon, unless paid before.
Penalties: All taxes bear interest from the time of

delinquency at the rate of 10 per cent per annum until paid; 
a fraction of a month is counted as a whole month. * •

TI Arizona Code. 1939, Chap. 73, Art. 7, Sec. 1.
2. Ibid., Art. 6. Sec. $.
3. Charles A. Weidler and National Surety Company vs. 

The Arizona !Power Company et. al.. 39 Arizona 390 11932).
• Arizona Code, 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 7, Sec. 1.
• Ibid.. Art. 8, Sec. 3.

4
5
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Record of Delinquenta: The county treasurer shall:
have an annual back tax book naming all delinquent tax
payers . He shall also have a general back tax book in which

1
all annual back tax books are consolidated. ;

Compromise of Taxes: Whenever it appears to the board
of supervisors that any real estate described in the back 
tax book is not worth the amount of taxes, interest, cost 
and penalties due upon it, or that the property would n o t . 
sell for that amount, the board may compromise with the 
owner and upon payment of the amount agreed upon, it can is
sue a certificate of redemption releasing the property from 
the lien of taxes.  ̂ . ;

Appeals from Payment: No person shall be permitted to
test the validity of any. tax until it has been paid to the 
county treasurer together v/ith all penalties. No injunction 
shall ever be issued in any action or proceeding in any 
court against this.state, or against any county, municipal
ity, or officer to prevent or enjoin the collection of any 
tax levied. After payment, an action may be maintained to 
recover any tax illegally collected; and.if the tax due is
determined to be less than that paid, the excess shall be 

3
refunded. . : 1

1 .  Arizona Code, 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 8, Sec. 2.
2. Ibid., Sec. 22.
3* Ibid., Sec. A1. .
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Precautionary Collections: If the county treasurer has
reason to believe that any person assessed with taxes upon
personal property is about to remove, sell, conceal or
otherwise dispose of that property from the county, he shall
at once collect those taxes, by distraint and sale of any

1
personal property of that person if necessary.

Unsecured Personal Property Tax Collection: The juris
diction of the county assessor for the purpose of collect
ing taxes on unsecured personal property under $200 value 
shall continue in force during the entire calendar year.
All duties of assessing and valuing property, and collect
ing taxes on unsecured personal property, shall be performed 
by the county assessors.

" The tax levied against unsecured personal property is 
a lien against it, prior and superior to any other lien.
The lien for taxes is not discharged until the taxes are 
paid or until the title to the property is transferred to a 
purchaser of the property for taxes.

. When the county assessor assesses property and finds 
that there is not enough real estate to back both the per
sonal and real estate taxes, he immediately collects the 
personal property tax. If the owner refuses to or cannot 
pay, the assessor seizes and sells enough of the personal 
property to pay the tax and costs.

“  Arizona CocTe. 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 7, Sec. 3.
2. Arizona Code, 1939, 1947 Cumulative Pocket Supple

ment, Chap. 73, Art. 15, Sec. 20.
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:l Not. later than the , second, Monday in each month, the
county treasurer gets the unsecured personal property tax 
roll of the preceding month. The taxes indicated therein 
are due and payable then, and are delinquent,in thirty
days. ■ : ' V ; :..:i . ’ ■■

Within five days after the personal property tax be
comes delinquent, the tr@a@H?eSGg|ieS;*9tax bill to the
county sheriff commanding him to sell enough-of .:$he personal 

y 2
property to pay the taxes, interest, and costs of the sale.

Lien of Taxes; Every tax levied upon real ors*eeure€ 
personal property is a lien upon the property assessed.
The lien is effective on the first Monday in January of each 
year and is not removed until taxes, penalties, and inter
est are all paid, or until the property is sold under a sale 
for taxes. The lien is prior and superior to all other 
liens and encumbrances upon the property. Personal: proper
ty is liable for taxes levied on real property, and vice 
versa. Real property occupied as a homestead shall not be , 
charged for taxes other than those due on the homestead.

Personal Property Back Taxes: After the first Monday
in May, the county treasurer makes a back tax book of all 
persons delinquent on the unsecured personal property rolls,

” Arizona Code. 1939, 1947 Cumulative Pocket Supple
ment, Chap. 737 A F F T l S T S e c  .“ 2 3 7 ----------------------

Ibid.. Sec. 26.
Arizona Code. 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 5, Sec. 6.

2.
3.
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city or town is interested, and which the officer is em-
1powered to collect, is guilty of a misdemeanor.

Payment to City: Each month the county treasurer pays
the collected taxes to the city treasurer; each year he
makes a final settlement. He settles delinquent taxes as 2
paid.

Tl Arizona Cole. 1939, Chap. 43, Art. 45, Sec. 3. 
2 • Ibidm * Chap. 73 * Apt# * 6 * Sac * 6 #



- APPENDIX B

IMPORTANT CONSTITUTIONAI. PROPERTY TAX 
PROVISIONS SUMMARIZED

Constitutlonal Provisions

The Taxing Power and Uniformity: The power of taxation
shall never be surrendered, suspended, or contracted away. 
All taxes.shall,b© uniform upon the same class of property 
within, the territorial limits of the authority levying the 
tax, and shall be levied and collected for public purposes
only*.; • "

Tax Legislation; The legislature shall provide for an
annual tax to defray necessary and ordinary state expenses,
and for the annual interest and principal on state debts.

Manner of Assessing: The manner, method, and mode of
assessing, equalizing and levying taxes in the state shall

3be such as may be prescribed by law. Beginning January 1, 
1941, a license tax is imposed on vehicles registered for 
operation upon the highways of Arizona,"which tax shall be 1

1. > Arizona Code, 1939, Constitution of the State of 
Arizona, Art. 9, Sec. 1.

2. Ibid. , Sec • *3•
3. Ibid., Sec. 11.
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in lieu of all ad valorem, property taxes on the vehicle.
This tax shall be annually collected at the time of appli
cation for-the license. It shall be at a rate equal to the 
average ad valorem rate for all purposes in the tax dis
tricts of the state during the previous year, but cannot 
exceed 4 per cent.. During the first calendar year! of .‘.life, 
the vehicle is assessed at 60 per cent of the manufacturer's
list price, and for each succeeding year at 25 per cent less

1
than the preceding year. ^ - _

City Tax Power; For all corporate purposes, municipal 
corporations may be vested with authority to assess and col
lect taxes. They can also finance improvements with special 2
assessments. -

Fiscal Year: The fiscal year shall commence on the
first day of July in each year.
. Property of Non-residents of Arizona; The lands and
other property belonging to citizens of the United States
residing outside of the state shall never be taxed at a
rate higher than the lands and other property situated in

4
this state belonging to residents of Arizona. 1

1. Arizona Code. 1939. 1947 Cumulative Pocket Supple
ment, Constitution of State of Arizona, Art. 9, Sec/ 11.

2. Arizona Code, 1939. Constitution, Art. 9, Sec. 6.
3• Ibid.. Sec. 4*

~ 4 . Ibid., Art. 20, Sec. 5.
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APPENDIX C

THE TEN-PER, CENT BUDGET LIMITATION LAWS SUMMARIZED

The Restriction

Amounts annually estiioated for total budgets for each 
taxing district cannot exceed 10 per cent of the expendi
tures actually made for the previous year. School, bond, 
interest, special assessment and district levies, primary 
general and special election expenses are excluded from the
limitation. Expenditures are restricted regardless of the

1
amount of available funds.

Provisions in Case of Emergencies

Added expenditures are allowable in case of epidemics, 
diseases, acts of God or other emergencies which menace life, 
health or property. The governing body of the tax district 
can apply to the state tax commission for permission to ex
ceed its allowable budget. After a public hearing, the com
mission may fix an amount to be spent. Taxes levied the 
following year to pay off the extra commission authorization

i* Arizona code. 1939. Chap. 73, Art. 5, Sees. 2, 3.
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1

are not limited by the 10 per cent law.

Provisions Regarding New Expenditures

If there had been no previous tax levy for some charge 
now added to the budget, the governing body may apply to 
the tax commission for exemption from the 10 per cent limi
tation. If granted, the amount spent for this charge now 
becomes the base for the following year’s limitation.

The limitation is not applicable to post-war planning 
funds established for long-range public- improvement pro
grams. 1

1. Arizona Code. 1939. Chap. 73. Art. 5, Sec. 4.
2. - Ibid., Sec. 5. • •
3. Opinion of the attorney general to state tax com

mission, May 1, 1944; quoted in Arizona Tax Reporter (New 
York: Commerce Clearing House, Inc., 194577 p. 392.
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