
Commercial Property 
Assessments in Baltimore

A Costly Problem – A Strategic Opportunity

• • •

BY JOHN J.  HENTSCHEL CRE ,  MAI

• • •

PUBLISHED BY
The Abell Foundation

111 S. Calvert Street, Suite 2300
Baltimore, Maryland 21202

www.abell.org

N O V E M B E R  2 0 0 4

 



T
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .
 . 

. .

Commercial Property Assessments in Baltimore     1

Introduction

This study was prompted by a belief that a significant number of commercial and
industrial real properties in the City of Baltimore are now, and have historically been,
assessed for taxation purposes significantly below prevailing fair market value; and as a
result, the City of Baltimore and the State of Maryland have foregone a sizeable rev-
enue source.

This belief has been prompted by media reports that a number of high-profile proper-
ties have transferred at prices substantially in excess of their taxable assessed values,
such as the following:

Sale Assessed Difference AV as %
Price Value of 

(AV) Sale Price

First Union Bldg. $50,200,000 $35,000,000 $15,200,000 70%
7 St. Paul Street

Candler Bldg. $65,000,000 $48,000,000 $17,000,000 74%
111 Market Place

The unrecognized value for these two properties alone, as measured by the difference
between the fair market value (reflected by the sale price) and the assessed value
computed in the year prior to sale by the Maryland State Department of Assessments
and Taxation, led to unrealized tax revenue foregone by the City in a single year of
approximately $750,000. At the same time, the State of Maryland missed the opportu-
nity to collect approximately $42,000 annually as result of this value variance.

At the end of each year, the State Department of Assessments and Taxation (SDAT)
issues an Annual Report that measures the quality of real property assessments in
each of Maryland’s 23 counties and the City of Baltimore. In the cover letter, the
Director of Assessments and Taxation states:

“Uniform and accurate assessments are the foundation of fair prop-

erty taxation. Maryland’s Constitution requires that all real proper-

ty subject to property taxation be assessed uniformly. State law

requires that assessments be based on the fair market value of the

property. Therefore, uniformity and market value are the standards

used to measure the quality of the assessment work performed by

the Department.”
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. .In accordance with standards published by the International Association of Assessing

Officers, each year SDAT computes and reports various ratios that compare the
assessed value of properties that have sold to their selling prices, similarly to the
examples cited above.

As illustrated by the following chart,1 in four of the last seven years, SDAT presents
ratio statistics suggesting that for properties sold, commercial property assessments
represent 95 percent to 100 percent of the prices paid.

YEAR 2003 2002 2001 2000 1999 1998 1997

MEDIAN RATIO 93% 95% 97% 90% 99% 84% 100%

During this same period, SDAT reports2 that in each year the computed median ratio
complies with the standard established by the International Association of Assessing
Officers, thereby inferring that the assessments are uniform and accurate.

How does one reconcile SDAT’s self-reported satisfactory performance with the sales
experience of the two properties presented above? Are the two sales recited above
aberrations, or do they reflect a more pervasive pattern of underassessment and con-
sequent revenue loss? 

Property taxes are the result of two separate and distinct components. The State of
Maryland is only one of two states (along with Montana) in which the responsibility
to determine assessed value is centralized and performed by a state agency instead of
by local jurisdictions. Although the State imposes a small property tax ($0.13 per $100
of assessed value), the majority of the property tax rate is independently set and col-
lected by the City of Baltimore ($2.328 per $100 of assessed value). According to
Baltimore officials, property tax revenues account for 53 percent of the City’s annual
operating budget. To the extent that the value of the City’s assessable tax base may be
understated by SDAT, the City’s options include:

1. Reducing services to reflect the level of revenues generated by the current tax rate.
2. Increasing what is already the highest tax rate in the State to generate revenues

to provide the intended level of services.
3. Borrowing money to fund City operations. 
4. Procuring additional funding from State and federal government sources.
5. A combination of some or all of the above. 

Each option has ramifications. Decreasing services might not only anger current resi-
dents and prompt them to leave the City, but could also make it difficult to attract
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new residents and businesses. Increasing the tax rate could have the same effects.
Borrowing money has long-term effects on the City budget. And State and federal
funding sources may not always be available when needed, especially during periods
of fiscal austerity.

What actions, if any, should the City take to measure, monitor and manage  its com-
mercial property tax base? Would implementing a property tax advocacy program raise
revenues or simply undermine economic development efforts?
This assignment seeks to address these questions by:

1. Estimating the extent to which non-residential properties in Baltimore City are
undervalued for assessment purposes, providing specific examples of non-residen-
tial properties that are undervalued.

2. Identifying and investigating the reasons for the under-assessment. 
3. Developing recommendations to enhance the accuracy of SDAT’s assessments. 
4. Examining the nature, extent and effectiveness of the City government’s role as

the principal beneficiary of the tax revenues generated from property tax assess-
ments within Baltimore.

5. Developing recommendations for improving the City government’s ability to
measure, monitor, and manage the assessable tax base and equitably enhance the
tax revenues to be derived from non-residential real property.

WHY FOCUS ON NON-RESIDENTIAL PROPERTY?

Although the scope of work for this assignment originally intended to include both res-
idential and non-residential property in Baltimore, the magnitude of such an assign-
ment transcended the resources available. Furthermore, while there is anecdotal evi-
dence suggesting instances of under-valuation of residential3 and non-residential prop-
erties alike, inaccurate assessments of non-residential properties, although taxed at the
same rate as residential properties, appear to have a disproportionate effect on State
and local property tax revenues over time, and therefore warrant greater attention. 

In addition, the assessment processes and procedures employed to value non-residen-
tial properties differ somewhat from those used to value owner-occupied dwellings.
Although the three traditional valuation approaches (market, income, and cost
approaches) underlie the assessor’s conclusions for both residential and non-residen-
tial properties, mass appraisal techniques using mathematical and statistical modeling 
are more prevalent in the assessment of owner-occupied dwellings.

In absolute terms, the number of non-residential real properties is relatively small,
representing only 6 percent of all properties in Baltimore City. However, it comprises
35 percent of the City’s assessable tax base as depicted in the accompanying chart.
(The three groups refer to the geographic divisions of the City used by SDAT.) . 
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2001 2000 1999 TOTAL
GROUP GROUP 1 GROUP 3 GROUP 2 ALL GROUPS
TAX BASE

RESIDENTIAL $11,091,579,586 $4,330,473,560 $4,259,640,220
COMMERCIAL $5,926,071,031 $2,315,712,366 $2,280,318,410
TOTAL $17,017,650,617 $6,646,185,926 $6,539,958,630

TOTAL 
ACCOUNTS 67,699 67,474 84,663 219,836

COMMERCIAL 
ACCOUNTS 3,056 5,374 5,734 14,164

RESIDENTIAL 
ACCOUNTS 64,643 62,100 78,929 205,672

SOURCE:  SDAT Annual Report
NOTE: The significant increase in the tax base figures for 2001 are due to a change in State law that took
effect that year requiring that all properties be taxed on 100 percent of their assessed value. Previously, the
tax was applied to much less of a property’s value, about 40 percent. As the full value of the property
became subject to tax, actual tax rates were reduced by a proportional amount.

Although single-family, owner-occupied property is by far the larger component of the
City’s assessable tax base, the growth in tax revenues attributable to increases in the
values of those properties is limited by the Homestead Tax Credit, also known as the
Assessment Cap, which applies to many, but not all residential properties. Although
the State limits annual increases in assessments to 10 percent, a self-imposed cap in
Baltimore City limits such increases to 4 percent annually. In recent years property
values in such neighborhoods as Canton, Fells Point, Federal Hill, Locust Point, Mt.
Washington, Guilford, Roland Park and Homeland have been escalating annually at
double-digit rates. However, unless the homeowner occupants in these neighbor-
hoods sell their properties during this period, the homes’ overall contribution to the
City’s tax revenues will not keep pace with the actual value of the properties, as a
result of the Assessment Cap.4 Meanwhile, residential property values in many other
City neighborhoods have been stagnant or have declined, according to real estate list-
ing services.

To illustrate the point, consider the tax revenue derived over time from a hypothetical
owner-occupied residential property and the revenue produced by a non-residential
property, each of which is initially valued at $100,000. As illustrated in Exhibit 2, at a
uniform 8 percent rate of annual appreciation, over a 9-year period (three assessment
cycles of three years each), the value of each property would appreciate 85 percent.
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However, by the end of year 9, the effective rate of assessment of the non-residential
property has increased 59 percent, while the owner-occupied residential property, as
a result of the Homestead Tax Credit, has increased only 26.5 percent. Although
appreciating in value and taxed at the same rates, non-residential property produces
10.6 percent more City tax revenues than the owner-occupied residential property.
Since value increases occurring between assessment cycles are uniformly phased-in
over each year of the ensuing three-year cycle, the phase-in magnifies the effect of
the Homestead Tax credit. For instance, in the example, tax revenues produced by
the non-residential property are 15 percent greater than those generated by the resi-
dential property when only the second and third assessment cycles (in which value
increases have been phased-in) are considered.

Since non-residential real property is not subject to the Assessment Cap, any value
changes that can be identified and quantified will contribute fully to the amount of
tax revenues to be collected by the City and the State. 

WHAT DO THE RATIOS MEAN?

According to IAAO5, the assessor’s major responsibility is to estimate the fair market
value of property. Fair market value is defined as the most probable selling price in
terms of money in an open market, arm’s length transfer between willing and well-
informed buyers and sellers. 

Ratio studies provide a means to evaluate the accuracy of an assessor’s value conclu-
sions, by comparing the assessment of a property to an indicator of its actual market
value (for example, the sale price obtained for the property when transferred, or,
when necessary, an independent appraisal of the property in absence of sale). The
ratios are computed by a mathematical equation in which the property’s assessment
is the numerator, and the property’s actual selling price is the denominator. SDAT
normally limits selection of the properties sampled to those that have sold within the
current geographic assessment cycle within 6 months before and after the date of
finality, January 1.

Assessment accuracy is normally viewed from two perspectives: level and uniformity.
Level refers to the degree to which the assessed value of a specific property at the time
of its sale approximates its selling price (used as a surrogate for market value under nor-
mal conditions). Uniformity, on the other hand, refers to the degree to which different
properties are assessed at equal percentages or proportions of market value. From this
perspective, it is entirely possible that some or all properties within a taxing jurisdiction
can be uniformly assessed, but at levels significantly above or below their market values. 

The law requires uniform treatment of property taxpayers. Ratio studies gauge
whether uniformity requirements are being met. For instance, even when an appeal
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. .proves that a property has been assessed at its fair market value (the appropriate

level), if it can be shown that similar properties in the taxing jurisdiction have been
assessed at 80 percent of market value, the assessment of the appealed property
could equitably be reduced to 80 percent of market value so that it would be uni-
formly assessed.6 The possibility of such an outcome should be adequate incentive for
all taxing authorities to ensure that assessment levels as close to 100 percent of fair
market value as possible are maintained for all property types. 

Since all taxable properties in Baltimore do not sell every year, the measure of
SDAT’s assessment accuracy must be estimated by analyzing those properties that
actually do sell. 

Statistical measures of central tendency – mean, weighted mean, and median ratios –
are most often used to gauge levels of assessed values. 

The median ratio is the midpoint of the computed ratios comparing assessed values to
selling prices for those properties that have sold within 6 months of the date of finality
– when the ratios are arrayed from lowest to highest. A median ratio of 100 percent
does not mean that all properties have been valued at fair market value. It merely indi-
cates that of those properties evaluated, the same number of properties have been
assessed at values below fair market value as have been assessed at levels above fair
market value. The magnitude of the variation among the ratios and the corresponding
dollar amounts associated with those properties above and below the median are not
addressed. Since the median ratio is the least influenced by extreme ratios, it is the
preferred measure of central tendency usually presented in SDAT reports. 

As the name implies, the average ratio is the sum of all of the ratios divided by the
number of ratios. The weighted ratio represents the sum of all assessed values for
each of the properties in the sample, divided by the sum of their sale prices. The
weighted ratio gives weight to each dollar of value in the sample, whereas the median
and average ratios give equal weight to each parcel, an important distinction.

Understanding the amount of spread or degree of variation from the average or typi-
cal ratio (known as measures of dispersion) is critical to the proper interpretation of
ratio statistics. Variability is measured by computing coefficients of dispersion and
variation, average deviation and standard deviation. These factors help the reader to
understand how closely the measures of reported central tendency (mean, median,
etc.) represent the ratios of the properties that have been analyzed. The higher the
resulting number, the greater is the spread or variation between the sale prices and
the assessed values for the properties considered. Another important statistical meas-
ure to gauge assessment uniformity is the price related differential that is calculated
by dividing the average ratio by the weighted ratio. The PRD tests to see if higher or
lower valued properties are assessed at the same levels.
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Although median and average ratios of 95 percent to 100 percent, such as those
reported by SDAT over the last six years for Baltimore City, might imply that assess-
ments properly reflect the fair market values of all properties, in actuality, they paint
only a portion of the picture. The following chart illustrates the point. It outlines the
relationship between assessments and market value for five hypothetical properties.

PROPERTY RATIO ASSESSED VALUE MARKET VALUE DIFFERENCE
1 1.75 $350,000 $200,000 $150,000
2 1.00 $200,000 $200,000 $0
3 0.99 $950,000 $1,000,000 -$50,000
4 0.60 $1,800,000 $3,000,000 -$1,200,000
5 0.55 $2,750,000 $5,000,000 -$2,250,000

TOTAL $6,050,000 $9,400,000 -$3,350,000

MEDIAN AVG WEIGHTED AVG. PRD
0.99 0.98 0.64 1.52

TAX RATE TAXES
0.2328 $779,880

The median, or middle, ratio of the five properties in the example is 0.99 (Property
3), and the average ratio (the sum of the ratios divided by the number of properties
in the sample) is 0.98. However, as the example illustrates, notwithstanding computed
median and average ratios near 100 percent, the assessable base in this example has
been understated by $3.35 million at the stipulated tax rate, representing a theoretical
loss of approximately $780,000 in annual taxes.. Although the assessments of
Properties 2 and 3 were quite accurate, Property 1 was assessed considerably above
market value, while the assessments of Properties 4 and 5 were considerably below
market value. The low weighted average ratio of 0.64 is an indicator that the assessed
values have understated fair market value, since it accords equal weight to each dollar
instead of each property. Likewise, the high PRD of 1.52 is further evidence of the
under-valuation of higher priced properties in light of IAAO Ratio Study Performance
Standards for Income Producing Properties as follows:

Measures of Central Tendency PRD
Income Producing Properties
Large Urban Jurisdictions .90 - 1.10 .98 - 1.03
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. .BALTIMORE’S RECENT EXPERIENCE

The following chart presents the median, average and weighted ratios calculated by
SDAT for commercial properties in Baltimore City during the period 1997-2003,
arrayed in the triennial geographic groupings to which the ratios apply as reported
in SDAT’s annual reports. Although not included in SDAT reports, the chart calcu-
lates and presents the PRD ratios for each year. Property sales reflect the number of
commercial property sales transactions that occurred and were used within each
year’s sample.

2003 2002 2001 2000 1999 1998 1997
GRP 3 GRP2 GRP1 GRP 3 GRP 2 GRP 1 GRP 3

MEDIAN RATIO 93% 95% 97% 90% 99% 84% 100%
WEIGHTED RATIO 91% 85% 95% 83% 78% 58% 93%
AVERAGE RATIO 95% 98 % 105% 95% 93% 102% 95%
PRD
RATIO 1.04 1.15 1.11 1.14 1.19 1.76 1.02
PROPERTY SALES 84 111 81 87 96 137 67

Although SDAT’s annual Residential Ratio Studies includes the measures of central ten-
dency, the PRD, and the measures of dispersion, SDAT’s annual Commercial Ratio
Studies report only the measures of central tendency and exclude the PRD and meas-
ures of dispersion. When asked about the omission, SDAT staff indicated that the sam-
ple size for commercial properties was too small to yield statistically relevant findings.
However, the 2,419 residential property sales included in the 2001 ratio study repre-
sented 4 percent of the Group 1 total of 67,699 residential properties, which was simi-
lar to the 3 percent that the 81 commercial property sales represented of the Group 1
total of 3,056 commercial properties. Although SDAT argues that for a sample to be
reliable, its absolute size rather than its percentage of the total population must be
considered, and that certain localities (e.g. Calvert, Caroline and Dorchester Counties)
post a small number of annual commercial sale transactions, the commercial sales
transaction experience in Baltimore City over the last six years has consistently exceed-
ed the threshold size (30) that statistical texts refer to as small samples. Since the
weighted and average ratios computed for commercial properties are each reported
annually, computing and reporting the PRD ratio should be a relatively simple task
since the PRD is calculated by dividing the average ratio by the weighted ratio. 

In the absence of published measures of dispersion, the significant difference
between the published mean, median, and weighted average ratios from 1997 to 2003
is a strong indicator that the assessed values of commercial properties have generally
been understated, since the weighted ratio gives equal weight to each dollar. The cal-
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culated PRD for commercial properties in Baltimore City exceeds the published stan-
dard in each year from 1998 to 2003. According to the explanatory comments in
SDAT’s annual Assessment Ratios Survey Report a PRD of 1.03 or higher indicates
under-valuation of high priced properties, further supporting the contention that val-
ues for non-residential properties have generally been understated. 

The aggregate weighted ratio7 of 83 percent for the period 1997 to 2003 suggests that
commercial properties in Baltimore City have generally been assessed approximately
17 percent below market value. Although overly simplistic, since the factors influenc-
ing municipal finance and the tax rate are complex and varied , in a revenue neutral
environment the property tax rate could, theoretically decline by as much as 7% from
the current $2.328 to $2.16 per $100 of assessed value if this variance could be elimi-
nated. . Conversely, as much as $20-$25 million per year ($70 million over a 3 year
cycle) in additional taxes could be available to fund City operations if the variance
could be entirely eliminated. 

In light of the foregoing, a logical next step would be to ascertain the reasons for the
disparity between assessed values and sale prices. Knowing those factors that con-
tributed to the gap could offer insights into improvements to rectify the situation. A
detailed discussion of the Methodology and Scope of Work including a roster of the
121 property sales transactions examined in the course of this study is presented in
Exhibit 3.

Although deriving statistically valid inferences from the data examined was not possi-
ble due to the protocols followed, the following anecdotal observations are notable:

• The sale consideration of properties considered totaled $98 million. 
• The assessed value of properties considered totaled $77 million.
• The total assessed value of properties considered was 79 percent of reported sale

consideration at the time of sale.
• The number of properties sold at prices greater than assessed value was five times

the number sold at prices less than assessed value.
• As a group, the computed mean value of the weighted average ratios of the proper-

ties considered was 80 percent with a computed standard deviation of 28 percent.

Although SDAT might contend that certain of the properties included on the list of
those considered are inapplicable or incomplete (e.g. other related accounts might
have been excluded), SDAT does not publish nor did it provide a roster of specific
property sales that it used to compute the published annual ratios. Consequently, it is
impossible to corroborate whether similarly inapplicable or incomplete data was
included in the computation of ratios reported annually by SDAT. Furthermore, any
inclusion of inappropriate or incomplete properties among those considered in
Exhibit 3 was the result of erroneous or incomplete data retrieved from SDAT’s data
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. .system since the search parameters specified arms length transactions of commercial

properties including multiple accounts.

Some would attribute assessment inaccuracies to the rise in non-deeded transfers of
controlling interests that escape recordation, and thus SDAT’s information and taxa-
tion system, diminishing the number of commercial property sales transactions avail-
able for SDAT to use in the Sales Comparison Approach.  Although these transactions
pose an important and complex legislative issue with its own revenue implications,
such transactions are too select and few to profoundly influence widespread assess-
ment accuracy.  This assertion also overlooks that “in the absence of good sales infor-
mation, there are two remaining options for valuing the property – the cost approach
and the income approach” (Procedure 014-100-004).

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

The findings can generally be summarized as follows:
I. SDAT is inefficiently organized and not equipped with up to date tools to ade-

quately and effectively perform the non-residential property valuation function.

II. SDAT’s non-residential property valuation systems and procedures are structured
and administered in a manner that is neither efficient, uniform, transparent, or
conducive to independent oversight.

III. Despite its heavy reliance on property tax revenue, the Baltimore City government
lacks a strategic viewpoint with regard to its assessable tax base and has no coor-
dinated program for monitoring assessments of non-residential properties in the
City. The current mindset is strictly process-oriented focused solely on the routine
task of collecting taxes. No agency or official is designated with the authority or
responsibility to monitor and, when appropriate, challenge SDAT’s assessment
conclusions.

The balance of this report will examine each of these findings in the context of the
three principal issues underlying them, namely:
• Organizational structure
• Information Systems
• Processes and Procedures

The discussion will focus first on the issues as they relate to SDAT and then to the
City of Baltimore. 
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STATE DEPARTMENT OF ASSESSMENTS AND TAXATION (SDAT)

SDAT is inefficiently organized and not equipped with up to date tools to adequately
and effectively perform the non-residential property valuation function.

ORGANIZATIONAL ISSUES

Like officials at most government agencies, those at SDAT attribute their department’s
shortcomings to a lack of resources. Both SDAT employees and publications lament
that the agency is under-funded and understaffed, with personnel who are underpaid
when compared with those in surrounding jurisdictions. Some of the best SDAT
employees have reportedly been lured away to jobs with better compensation, in
some instances, up to $20,000 more per year, according to SDAT senior staff.

The department’s assertion is not without merit. An SDAT report to the legislature
noted that over the past 25 years, the number of real property accounts has increased
by 68 percent while the number of real property assessor positions has declined 30
percent. The City SDAT office is reportedly staffed with seven commercial real proper-
ty assessors. Five of the assessors are assigned to specific geographic regions of the
City without regard to property type; that is, they assess all types of commercial prop-
erties within the designated geographic areas. One assessor is responsible for assess-
ing all multifamily apartment properties, and one assessor handles all new construc-
tion. According to senior SDAT officials, approximately 30 percent to 35 percent of the
assessors’ time during the course of the year is devoted to work related to property
tax appeals, thereby leaving only 32 weeks, or 160 work days, to perform valuation
activities. When the 7,680 available valuation man-hours (160 days x 6 assessors x 8
hrs. per workday) are apportioned to the annual caseload, the following results:

AREA OF # COMMERCIAL MANHOURS 
CITY PROPERTIES PER PROPERTY

GROUP I 3,282 2.3 HRS

GROUP II 5,744 1.3 HRS

GROUP III 5,374 1.4 HRS

TOTAL 14,400 1.7 HRS
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. .City records indicate that during 2001, a total of 746 new construction or alteration

permits authorizing commercial construction that exceeded $50,000 were issued
within the City of Baltimore. Such a caseload would allow an assessor to spend an
average of about 1.7 hours on each case.

The average of 1.7 hours that an assessor can devote per assessed property is merely
a fraction of the 10-20 hours or more needed to complete similarly complex commer-
cial property appraisal assignments by private appraisers.

Although the objective of both appraising and assessing is to estimate the value of
property, they are not quite the same. Assessments rely on the application of mass
appraisal techniques that are covered by Standard 6 of the Uniform Standards of
Professional Appraisal Practice (USPAP). Real estate appraisals are governed by
Standard 1 of USPAP. The International Association of Assessing Officers (IAAO)
defines Mass Appraisal as: 

“…the process of valuing a group of properties as of a given date

using common data, standardized methods, and statistical testing.

To determine a parcel’s value, assessing officers must rely upon val-

uation equations, tables and schedules developed through mathe-

matical analysis of market data…”

Automated valuation models like CAMA (Computer Assisted Mass Appraisal) and
other statistical analysis procedures, including regression analyses, employ statistically
generated tables and mathematical models in the application of the traditional valua-
tion techniques and enjoy widespread use, especially in the valuation of single family
residential properties. Their applications have the capacity to achieve corresponding
staff efficiencies and enhanced economies of scale. . Interviews with senior SDAT staff
and field assessors revealed that, as elsewhere, such mechanized techniques and sta-
tistical modeling are not generally applied as primary valuation tools when valuing
commercial properties since the techniques are not particularly conducive to the val-
uation of commercial properties and, as a result, are not widely employed.8 Instead,
assessors in Baltimore, as elsewhere, perform commercial property assessments in a
manner that is quite similar to a commercial property appraisal applying the three tra-
ditional approaches to value, only, by necessity, in a fraction of the time.

As a result, SDAT’s work must rely on having up to date information and the ability to
quickly and efficiently analyze that information. Reason would dictate that if the com-
mercial assessor must complete the same task in a fraction of the time as the commer-
cial property appraiser, then the commercial assessor should be equipped with tools
and resources equal or superior to those used by commercial appraisers.
Unfortunately, SDAT’s access to and use of tools and resources of modern information
technology has been lacking. SDAT officials blamed the situation on a lack of funding.

      



 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

Commercial Property Assessments in Baltimore     13

In an austere budgetary environment, additional funding would indeed help to
resolve some of these issues. However, rather than viewing necessity as a catalyst for
creative solutions, during the interview process SDAT senior staff seemed to repeat a
familiar bureaucratic mantra: SDAT is unable to adequately accomplish its mission
without more funding, personnel and resources, and therefore has little choice but
to eliminate, forego, or cut back its activities. For instance, note this excerpt from a
prior report to the legislature provided by SDAT staff:

“…The current level of staffing is not sufficient to assess properties

as State law requires. Although the law requires that each property

receive an exterior physical inspection in the year of reassessment,

over 1/3 of properties reassessed will not be inspected…Staffing

shortages will cause some assessment offices to fail to pick up all

new construction when due for quarterly and semiannual 

billing dates…”

A useful and essential first step for SDAT might be to adopt a subtle yet simple shift
in perspective, away from the negative, “We can’t do what we must with what we
have,” to the more positive, “How can we accomplish what we must with what we’ve
been given.” 

Such outside the box thinking could well entail radical changes to SDAT’s established
operating procedures and both its internal and external relationships. It could also
force significant adjustments to the department’s traditional staffing and organiza-
tional structure.   

Likewise, State budget and elected officials need to recognize the importance of accu-
rate property tax assessments. Not only is it a matter of equity for the taxpayer, erro-
neous assessments lead to lost revenues for local as well as state governments, there-
by undermining local government self-reliance.

The appropriation process, especially in lean times, should make it a priority to sup-
port functions such as property tax assessment that have the potential to produce
additional revenue. After a short “payback” period, these revenues can then be made
available to fund other initiatives that consume rather than produce revenues.

RECOMMENDATION

In light of the specialized nature of non-residential real property valuation and the
limited resources available, the State should consider reorganizing and centralizing
SDAT’s commercial assessment function and staff for deployment regionally on a
statewide basis rather than duplicating the function in each county. The existing
structure is redundant and costly, a legacy preserved since the State took over the
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. .assessment function from local political subdivisions three decades ago. Although

commercial assessments could continue to be performed on a triennial basis, the
work could be performed on a regional basis to comport with the natural market
boundaries within which the properties typically trade and compete, -- that is,
Metropolitan Baltimore, Metropolitan Washington, Western Maryland, Southern
Maryland, and the Eastern Shore. 

Such a move could yield a number of significant benefits and opportunities. SDAT
personnel could have the opportunity to specialize in a specific property type such
as warehouse/industrial, apartment, hotel, retail, or office. This could give each the
opportunity to develop in-depth knowledge of current and historic market and sub-
market conditions that would be useful in identifying emerging trends or imbalances
in supply and demand. It could bolster the assessor’s knowledge and skills and
enhance his stature and credibility as an expert witness before the Property Tax
Assessment Appeals Boards and the Maryland Tax Court.

Centralized databases containing salient market data from all jurisdictions could be
assembled, accessed, and maintained. These could help assessors make cross juris-
dictional comparisons of comparable land and improved sales, comparable rentals,
comparable expenses, and vacancy rates that are not easily accomplished now, and
provide greater support for the assessor’s valuation conclusions.

Efficient deployment of scarce personnel resources could eliminate redundancy. In
turn, any savings could be used for increased pay scales to attract and retain special-
ists, and for improved technology.

INFORMATION SYSTEM ISSUES

SDAT’s non-residential property valuation systems and procedures are structured and
administered in a manner that is neither efficient, uniform, transparent, or conducive
to independent oversight.

NOTE: The following sections – “Data Access Capabilities,” “Data Analysis
Capabilities” “Data Accuracy and Uniformity” – reflect research undertaken by the
author during the last two years. SDAT officials report that the department has made
significant recent improvements in its Internet access and in its data processing and
analysis capabilities, changes that may not be reflected in this report. 

A.  DATA ACCESS CAPABILITIES 

Commercial property field assessors report that they have no direct access to the
Internet – not even the data contained on SDAT’s own website.
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Although almost inconceivable in the information age, field assessors reported the
inability to do that which most businesses and individuals take for granted – access
the Internet from their desk. 

Proper valuation analysis, even in the context of mass appraisal for ad valorem tax
purposes, requires more than merely gathering recent sales of similar properties, or
applying a standardized capitalization rate to the property’s net operating income
submitted by the owner. Knowledge of current market conditions and the factors
influencing the supply of and demand for specific types of property in distinct loca-
tions is the foundation of accurate and defensible value conclusions. As USPAP Mass
Appraisal Standards Rule 6-19 states, consideration must be given to“…economic sup-
ply and demand…neighborhood trends, and highest and best use…”

The inability to access the Internet deprives each commercial assessor of a quick, reli-
able, inexpensive, and valuable resource for information critical to the proper applica-
tion of the Market and Income Approaches. The websites of major commercial real
estate brokerage houses and other privately operated information services contain
up-to-date information about current commercial property sale and rental offerings,
as well as reports on prevailing market conditions. SDAT reportedly subscribes to a
few rate survey publications such as those published by Price Waterhouse-Korpacz
and Real Estate Research Corporation. However, the Internet also offers much free or
inexpensive information about emerging trends and conditions for market segments
such as retailing, warehousing, and manufacturing. Similarly, much demographic data
on population, households, income levels and other topics, as well as community
plans and studies, is also available on the Internet. 

Although SDAT reportedly subscribes to MRIS (the regional multiple listing service),
the information contained therein is overwhelmingly oriented to the single-family
housing market, with little data about non-residential property transactions. SDAT
officials reported that the Department does not subscribe to any of the information
services devoted to non-residential property sales and rental offerings because the
cost is prohibitive. With limited access to sources of non-residential property sales
and rental data provided by private vendors, and without an Internet connection to
commercial brokerage websites or to other commercial data services, the assessor’s
knowledge of current commercial property market activity is quite narrow, and
restricted to SDAT transfer data. The lack of connectivity via the Internet or otherwise
to non-residential property transactional data occurring in other metropolitan juris-
dictions only exacerbates the assessor’s myopic perspective of the regional commer-
cial/investment property marketplace in which City properties compete. Although
property sales data from private providers and other jurisdictions could be obtained
via other channels and in print format, as previously discussed, time is a scarce
resource for the commercial property assessor.
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. .B. DATA ANALYSIS CAPABILITIES

Internal databases that contain comparable sales, rents, or operating expense data
are not maintained in a manner that facilitates quick and efficient reference.

Information concerning comparable sales, comparable rentals, and operating expens-
es gleaned from questionnaires routinely provided by property owners is not aggre-
gated (so that it is no longer confidential) and compiled into databases that are readi-
ly accessible to assessors, either online or in print format.  The SDAT Valuation
Manual provision 014-065-010 states that the assessor is not strictly bound by the
income and expense data provided by the owner in developing and defending an
assessment. But without the benefit of empirical data that such a database could
offer, the assessor has little choice to do otherwise, and he is ill equipped to question
or refute the information provided by the owner.    

A review of a representative sample of the comparable sales data report in print for-
mat (see Exhibit 4) that is routinely used by assessors revealed numerous instances of
incomplete or inaccurate data. For example, land or building area data was some-
times omitted or was reported as 1 square foot. Such discrepancies undermine the
relevance and reliability of the information. In addition, the data is randomly organ-
ized without reference to geographic location, such as zip code, or neighborhood,
and many of the properties lack basic information on type and use. This undermines
meaningful and efficient application of the data in the valuation process and hampers
its use in supporting the assessor’s conclusions during the appeals process.

The information system currently used by SDAT personnel is not equipped with the
capacity to download data directly from the SDAT computer system into a computer
spreadsheet environment that would permit meaningful statistical or comparative
analysis.

The ability to analyze large volumes of data within short timeframes is crucial when
performing mass appraisal assignments, and is required for statistical analysis, model-
ing and projections. Unfortunately, as presently configured, the current information
system appears to inhibit rather than enhance the assessor’s analytical capacity. For
instance, the author’s request to obtain detailed information about all warehouse,
retail and office properties located within the City of Baltimore had to be delayed for
a number of days while a specially programmed computer run was arranged at the
Director’s office. System constraints required that subsequent data delivery occur in
print, rather than electronic format requiring the author to re-enter all data from the
print documents into a spreadsheet for organization and analysis. Interviews with a
commercial field assessor confirmed that his ability to obtain data was no less com-
plex and equally cumbersome. 
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Property use classifications are too broadly defined and do not correspond with
those typically employed by the market, hindering the effective retrieval and analy-
sis of data. 

For instance, the property use classifications currently used by SDAT, which are
known as BPRUC codes, group warehouse structures into very broad size classifica-
tions.  The existing categories provide no distinction between a functional, single-
story structure and a functionally inferior, multi-story loft structure of equivalent size.
The organization of office categories is similarly flawed, with no distinction between
Class A, Class B or Class C structures. There are currently no classifications for unim-
proved land, which makes the identification and retrieval of comparable data within a
particular use category (for example, residential, commercial, or industrial) a time-
consuming, cumbersome process. 

Although prior sale data is presented, SDAT’s public website does not include infor-
mation on each property’s prior or historical assessments. 

This omission of historical assessment data on SDAT’s public website precludes the
public from identifying and tracking trends by class, location, age of property, or by
other factors. It also significantly limits the public’s ability to monitor SDAT perform-
ance and accuracy over time. A similar omission of such information within the inter-
nal data system used by assessors could also be a problematic shortcoming for the
same reasons.    

The SDAT information system cannot retrieve and report same property re-sales
over time.

This shortcoming deprives the assessor and the taxpayer of the ability to calculate
rates of appreciation by type and class of property, location, or other criteria for trend
analysis and use in the appeal process. Citing budgetary constraints, SDAT for a peri-
od restricted on-line historic transfer data retrieval on the SDAT public website to a
period of two years from the request date. Since the number and frequency of com-
mercial property sales is limited, this action significantly impaired the public’s ability
to retrieve comparable sales data to evaluate and refute the assessor’s value conclu-
sions. It also precluded the identification and analysis of paired sales to calculate and
support rates of appreciation. This action was subsequently reversed.
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. .C.  DATA ACCURACY AND UNIFORMITY

The format of the information contained in the database is not uniformly recorded,
hindering the constructive retrieval, comparison and analysis of data.

Some parcels have numeric addresses and street names; others have street names
with no numeric addresses. Still others have neither and can only be retrieved by
block and lot reference.

The land sizes of some parcels are reported in square feet while others are presented
in acres – within the same data field, undermining any reasonable data search or
analysis in which land size is a criterion.

Although use classifications in the counties are reported by BPRUC codes, properties
within Baltimore City are classified employing an unrelated City Use Code, complicat-
ing effective cross-jurisdictional comparisons of property by use. It should be noted
that the SDAT public website provides no key defining the City Use Codes.

Information concerning the age of improvements is often omitted or unavailable
from the data records, removing essential data used for comparison and analysis of
properties within a use class. 

Properties that are comprised of multiple tax accounts are not linked or cross-refer-
enced in the database. 

To identify all of the accounts comprising a property now requires a cumbersome
search of every transaction that occurred on the same date in a quest to identify
accounts with the same deed recording reference. This flaw can result in comparative
inaccuracies involving the size of land and buildings that will affect value conclusions,
not only for assessment purposes, but also for private appraisals, such as those used
to underwrite mortgage loans, since many private commercial reporting services and
appraisers use the SDAT database as source data.

RECOMMENDATION

Techniques that enable the quick and efficient review and analysis of data in the con-
text of mass appraisal require data to be readily accessible and accurate. The State
should enhance SDAT’s commercial field assessors’ accessibility to information on the
Internet. The State should also consider: 

• Reviewing and revamping SDAT’s information system to make data more accessi-
ble, timely, functional, user-friendly, and conducive to the retrieval and analysis of
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data by salient property characteristics and traits
• Correcting data deficiencies, including inaccurate and incomplete information,

and cross-referencing properties comprising multiple accounts
• Reviewing alternatives to the use of BPRUC codes that are more descriptive and

useful when retrieving, analyzing, and comparing data.

PROCEDURAL ISSUES

The assessment process lacks transparency and adequate oversight

As mentioned previously, Maryland is one of only two states that have turned over the
assessment process to a state agency. In most states, as was formerly the case in
Maryland, the local governments are responsible not only for collecting the taxes and
setting the tax rate, but also for establishing the assessed values. Under such an
arrangement, the state’s role is generally confined to overseeing the local jurisdictions’
efforts to maintain tax parity, and, in some cases, to establish the value of certain prop-
erty classes on a statewide basis, most often real properties owned by public utilities
and railroads. As stated in section 4.1.1 of the IAAO Standard on Property Tax Policy:

“…State administrative agencies typically play a limited role in

direct property valuation, but often provide oversight, guidance

and training. Local assessing jurisdictions usually have consider-

able autonomy and are usually responsible for the appraisal of

most real and personal property…”  

IAAO professional standards have, therefore, been developed from an organizational
perspective wherein the results of the valuation process are subject to independent
scrutiny. This is not the case in Maryland, where a state agency is itself responsible for
assessments – but with little independent oversight.   

When queried on the issue of oversight, SDAT officials were quick to point out that
the Department has an internal chain of command structure, whereby each assessor
must justify his or her performance to an immediate supervisor, the jurisdiction’s
Supervisor of Assessments, and ultimately, the Director of SDAT. While chain of com-
mand provides control within an organizational structure, it is by no means a substi-
tute for independent oversight, especially when the organization’s mission is to per-
form a technically arcane process that is little understood by those untrained in valua-
tion methodology, and that is shrouded in legally mandated confidentiality with ineffi-
cient data retrieval systems.10 Without the scrutiny of an independent authority quali-
fied to monitor and publicly report on the motivations and actions – or inactions – of
superiors, a chain of command is not particularly effective or convincing as an over-
sight device.
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. .SDAT personnel also referred to the Department’s Annual Report to the Governor

and Legislature as further evidence of oversight. They stated that performance
reviews concerning the amount of work completed by individual assessors are con-
ducted periodically. However, SDAT staff reported that there is no set schedule for
carrying out internal or external performance audits. Although the SDAT’s Annual
Report states that “…the Department’s work is reviewed by legislative auditors and is
often scrutinized by individual property owners…”11, during an interview, SDAT staff
conceded that the last independent, external performance audit was done by legisla-
tive auditors more than five years earlier. In any case, it is doubtful that legislative
auditors without specialized training in valuation principles, practices and procedures
would be capable of detecting errors or omissions that might result in material mis-
statements of value, especially in the case of complex, income-producing commercial
properties. And, naturally, scrutiny by property owners would seldom detect under-
statements of value since property owners typically would not petition to have their
assessments increased. 

The Maryland Tax Property Article establishes an appellate process to dispute the
validity of the assessed value determination. Section 14-502(a) states

“… any taxpayer, county, or state agency may submit a written

appeal to the Supervisor as to the value or classification (of proper-

ty) on or before 45 days from the date of the notice of assessment…”

The appeal process takes place at three levels. The first is an informal meeting with
the assessor. The second is a hearing before a three-member panel appointed by the
Governor, after recommendation by the Mayor, comprised of citizens of the City (the
sole qualification for appointment to the panel) that is independent of SDAT known
as The Property Tax Assessment Appeals Board (PTAAB). Finally, a petition for an
administrative hearing can be made to The Maryland Tax Court.   

SDAT publications encourage taxpayers to avail themselves of the appeal process stat-
ing that 

“…the appeal process is a mechanism intended to assure accurate

property valuation… property owners should file an appeal when

they believe that their property is not valued at its current fair

market value.”12

Although the appellate process presents the mantle of transparency and oversight, in
current practice PTAAB’s role is little more than that of an arbiter in a dispute
between the property owner/petitioner (who, in every instance, is seeking a reduc-
tion in the assessor’s value conclusion) and SDAT. For the appeal process to be a true
surrogate for oversight, PTAAB and the Maryland Tax Court must have the authority,
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responsibility and opportunity to independently establish a property’s value, not
merely affirm the taxpayer’s or assessor’s assertions. The General Assembly has given
PTAAB the legal authority and responsibility to determine the fair market value of
property13, and the power to increase, as well as decrease, a property assessment
beyond that proposed by the Supervisor of Assessments14. However, historic hearing
results do not support the contention that the Board is a forum for the independent
determination of value as illustrated by the following chart summarizing the results of
PTAAB of Baltimore City’s appeal hearings from 2000-2002.

2000 % 2001 % 2002 %

TOTAL APPEALS 2293 1926 2548
COMMERCIAL APPEALS 603 26% 202 10% 494 19%
AFFIRMED 502 22% 399 21% 619 24%
REDUCED 386 17% 347 18% 400 16%
INCREASED 0 0% 0 0% 0 0%
SETTLED 420 18% 65 3% 858 34%
WITHDRAWN 171 7% 123 6% 244 10%

Source: Property Tax Assessment Appeals Board
NOTE: Percentages do not add to 100% since the types of resolution of some appeals, such as cases that
are remanded or dismissed, have been omitted. The percentages are computed based on total property tax
appeals, not just those involving commercial properties. 

PTAAB of Baltimore City rulings during this period affirmed SDAT’s valuations 22 per-
cent of the time and reduced assessments 17 percent of the time. But in no case, did
the Board increase the assessment from the assessor’s finding. It’s worth noting that
the manual used by Property Tax Appeals Board Members implicitly contributes to
this dynamic. Pages 51-53 of the manual suggest sample statements for use by PTAAB
members as grounds for assessment reductions, while pages 54-55 provide sample
statements to affirm the value determined by the Supervisor of Assessments.
However, the manual provides no sample statements to account for an increase in the
assessed value from that determined by the Supervisor of Assessments.

Part of the problem is procedural. For a hearing to be conducted an appeal must be
filed, since PTAAB does not have the statutory authority to initiate assessment hear-
ings or to make changes to assessments on its own motion.15 In those instances in
which a property value is understated, the taxpayer has no motivation to file an
appeal of the assessor’s findings. As discussed elsewhere in this report, although the
law provides that any taxpayer or local government may file an appeal of the value of
any property, Baltimore City currently has no process in place to identify or appeal
possible under-valuations of properties. Moreover, other taxpayers are more likely to
focus their efforts on reducing their own assessments rather than expending time,
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. .energy and expense on increasing the assessments of others.  In the absence of an

advocate, like the City, to effectively argue that the assessor’s conclusion might have
understated rather than overstated a property’s value, experience suggests that
PTAAB rulings are not likely to exceed the amount determined by the assessor. As
recited in the Opinion of the Attorney General:

“If no other parties appear, but the PTAAB unilaterally increases the

assessment…the taxpayer would almost certainly appeal to the Tax

Court. Yet, on appeal it would be highly unlikely that the Supervisor

of Assessments would be in a position to argue in favor of the

PTAAB’s… evaluation, an assessment significantly higher than that

supported by the assessor’s own evidence and expert opinion. And

nowhere has the General Assembly made any provision for a

PTAAB to appear before the Tax Court to present evidence in sup-

port of its own valuation of the property.”16

Unlike PTAAB, the Maryland Tax Court is empowered with the express statutory
authority to increase as well as decrease assessments ex parte. However, during an
interview, the clerk of the Maryland Tax Court could recall only one instance during
his long tenure in which the Court had increased an assessment above that deter-
mined by SDAT, ostensibly because no party has appeared to argue in favor of an
assessment increase above SDAT’s determination.  

As the Opinion of the Attorney General further observed:

“…the General Assembly retained in the hands of the local govern-

ment…the former power of the County Commissioners concerning

the proper valuation of property…Thus, it is the local government

– which is in the best position to know the local situation – that is

expected to advance local interests.”17

Unfortunately, it would seem that Baltimore City, as well as other local governments
throughout the State, have relinquished their pivotal role in the property tax assess-
ment process.

There is no way to readily determine the fiscal impact of PTAAB and Maryland Tax
Court decisions on State and local property tax revenues since information about the
dollar value changes in assessed value is not captured, calculated or reported by
either. Likewise, gauging SDAT’s or an individual assessor’s appellate record of per-
formance (to discern patterns and trends) is difficult since SDAT also does not cap-
ture, calculate and report the dollar increments or reductions resulting from PTAAB
or Maryland Tax Court rulings.  
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Since the public does not have unrestricted access to information within SDAT case
files because of confidentiality provisions imposed by the Tax Property Article, the
extent of independent oversight of the assessment process by the public is limited.
Although the assessment appeals process, as presently administered, provides ample
protection against and redress for, the over-valuation of property, in the absence of
active participation by Baltimore and other local governments who enjoy unrestricted
access to the valuation records provided by Section 14-201(b) of the Tax Property
Article18, the appeal process fails to serve as an adequate oversight mechanism to
detect and correct the under-assessment of property.

RECOMMENDATION

In light of the public’s restricted access to confidential information contained within
SDAT case files, the State should establish an external oversight and advisory board to
monitor and review SDAT valuation procedures, monitor their consistent application
and compliance within and among the State’s various jurisdictions, and initially, deter-
mine the extent to which the issues raised in this report affect assessment levels and uni-
formity in the State’s other 23 counties. Board members could also monitor the quality
control, oversight, and review procedures conducted by the Department to assure that
its value conclusions are suitably documented and justified. Appointees to the Board
should possess appropriate qualifications in real estate, economics, valuation, statistical
analysis, etc., and be prepared to offer advice and guidance to the Department.  

In addition to reporting the number of cases by category, the Maryland Tax Court and
PTAAB should also report the dollar amounts of assessed value increases or decreases
associated with their respective actions and decisions, in each case and cumulatively.
This data would be a useful barometer to measure SDAT’s effectiveness in the appel-
late process.  

As detailed elsewhere in this report, Baltimore City and other local political jurisdic-
tions should assume a more active role in monitoring the results of the property tax
assessment process.

QUALITY CONTROL ISSUES

SDAT reports using ratio studies and supervisor reviews of subordinates’ work as the
primary tools for quality control. Section 5.5 of the IAAO Standard on Ratio Studies
makes clear that property sales included in the sample selected for analysis should be
representative. To be representative, the proportion of warehouse properties analyzed
in the sample of properties sold, for example, should resemble the proportion that
warehouse properties bear to all types of non-residential properties in Baltimore City. 
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. .The author asked SDAT employees if the ratio analyses performed for non-residential

properties are stratified or segmented by property class and characteristics – such as
type of property, age, functional utility or geographic location. SDAT staff responded
that the Department does not have the capability to compute subcategory ratios
because BPRUC codes are not included in the data files used to perform the analysis. 

As discussed elsewhere in this report, numerous non-residential properties have sold
at prices considerably in excess of their assessed values at the time of sale, despite a
reported median ratio near 100 percent. SDAT’s Annual Report states “As work is
completed, each assessor’s supervisor reviews the analysis, making recommendations
and approving the work…” A critical objective of any quality control program should
be the identification of factors contributing to product deficiencies, to avoid future
problems – in this case valuation inaccuracies.  When asked if SDAT has a standing
committee, or a policy or process requiring a supervisor to perform an in-depth
investigation to discover the causes underlying a material over-valuation or under-val-
uation of property after learning that the property had sold at a price significantly
above or below the assessed value, the answer was no. 

RECOMMENDATION

The State should augment the information used in SDAT’s ratio studies to detail
property characteristics such as property class by use and sub-use categories, building
age, functional utility, and geographic location. Aggregating the data by use categories
within regional markets that transcend political jurisdictions might aid SDAT’s ability
to compute ratios by subcategories, enhancing the utility of the ratio studies.

SDAT supervisory personnel should expand the on-going quality control effort by
implementing procedures to conduct regular reviews (similar to those described in
the Methodology and Scope of Work section of this report) and perform screening
tests as discussed in the Baltimore City Procedural Issues section of this report. 

The State should establish a standing oversight committee, within SDAT, that would
be responsible for investigating the causes underlying assessments that materially
vary from a property’s sales price either positively or negatively. Assessors should be
professionally accountable for, and able to justify and defend, their value conclusions.
When an assessor’s valuations markedly or repeatedly differ from prices paid for
properties in a market transaction they should be examined to ascertain the causes
underlying the variance. When appropriate, the Department should also provide
appropriate training and other remedial actions to forestall future recurrences.  

If SDAT lacks funding and/or the necessary skill sets among existing personnel to
design and develop analytical techniques and statistical applications to enhance the
Department’s quality control procedures, it should consider establishing an arrange-
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ment with graduate programs at area colleges and universities for assistance (e.g. as a
graduate class project or as the topic of a graduate thesis or doctoral dissertation). 

THE TIMELINESS OF A TRIENNIAL PROCESS 
WITH PHASED IN CONCLUSIONS

The Maryland Tax Property Article requires that each property subject to taxation be
valued once every three years, following an exterior physical inspection, and that any
changes in the assessed value be phased in over a three-year period. As was illustrat-
ed in Exhibit 2 -, the legislative mandate to fix assessed values for a three-year period
yields commercial property assessments that are approximately 15 percent below
market value at the end of a three year cycle, assuming 8 percent annual property
value appreciation. 

The lead times associated with the assessment process further compound the prob-
lem of valuation timeliness. As described by SDAT officials, to meet a January 1, 2004,
deadline for the mailing of assessment notices to taxpayers, valuation assignments
might be initiated as early as 14 months before (i.e. October, 2002) since all work
must be completed by the September 30th preceding the January 1st finality date.
Since non-residential property sales transactions tend to occur less frequently than
those for single-family dwellings, it is often necessary to employ dated comparable
sales transaction data – sometimes as much as three or more years old – in the Sales
Comparison Approach. Consequently, the comparable sales used for properties in the
earliest phases of the work cycle (October, 2002 in the example) could have taken
place as much as 5 years before the date that the taxpayer receives the January, 2004
assessment notice. Obviously, market conditions and values can shift radically over
such long periods. One step that would mitigate many of these problems would be to
perform assessments annually rather than once every three years. While this would
require more SDAT staff to handle the increased workload, the additional revenue
generated by more timely assessments would likely exceed the additional costs.
Another option would be to develop and apply a reliable trending index to annually
modify and update triennial property assessments. However, this option is more suit-
able to residential rather commercial property applications due to the residential
market’s higher sales volume from which to construct an index.  

In times of escalating values, it is a recognized valuation procedure to adjust the price
paid for a comparable sale upward as of the valuation date to account for any value
increases that might have occurred since the transfer date. This is referred to as a
“time” adjustment. For example if market evidence suggests that property values have
escalated 8 percent per year since 2001, a unit value of $100-per-square foot paid for
a comparable property that transferred in 2001 should be adjusted upward to $116.64
per square foot for a 2003 valuation date to properly reflect its current value. 
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. .Unfortunately, SDAT does not currently require commercial property assessors to

retain comparable sales data used in the Sales Comparison Approach within the spe-
cific case file, thwarting any effort to confirm that such adjustments are actually being
made. Despite the repeated claims by SDAT staff that dated comparable sales data
were responsible for many of the under-valuations of properties encountered, specif-
ic comparable sales data to support the assertion was neither recited nor detailed in
any of the property case files reviewed in conjunction with this study.

SDAT officials contend that an assessment is mass appraisal governed by Standard 6
of the Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal Practice, and not an individual
appraisal assignment governed by Standard 1. The contention that mass appraisal for
assessment purposes is not intended to be performed to the same level of detail as
an individual property appraisal is of dubious merit with respect to commercial prop-
erties. In the residential arena statistical applications, mathematical models, and
regression techniques supplant the traditional application of the appraisal approach-
es.  However, such mechanized techniques and statistical modeling are not generally
applied as primary valuation tools when valuing commercial properties in Baltimore
or elsewhere.  Instead, assessors in Baltimore, as elsewhere, perform commercial
property assessments in a manner that is quite similar to a commercial property
appraisal using the traditional approaches to value – only by necessity, in a fraction of
the time.

The assertion that the “jurisdictional exception” provision of the Uniform Standards
of Professional Appraisal Practice (USPAP) exempts property tax assessments from the
standards of USPAP is also tenuous since only those specific provisions of USPAP that
are found to be contrary to the provisions of law or public policy would be voided
and of no effect. All other provisions would remain applicable. The Maryland Tax
Property Article does not appear to contain any provisions that would nullify any spe-
cific provision of the USPAP. 

To qualify as a mass appraisal, USPAP Standard 6-3 states that one must use standard-
ized data collection forms, procedures and training manuals and develop mathemati-
cal models that represent the relationship between property value and supply and
demand factors, as represented by quantitative and qualitative property characteris-
tics. Although Valuation Procedure 014-010-010 discusses the use and application of a
Market Value Index for single family residential property, no similar procedure sets
forth the specific mathematical models and calibrations to be universally and uni-
formly applied by assessors when valuing commercial properties. In the absence of
standardized forms, training manuals and procedures that employ specified and cali-
brated mathematical models using regression or other statistical techniques, to
believe that commercial property assessments need not be performed to the same
level of detail as a real property appraisal assignment is inconsistent with USPAP and
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IAAO standards (which require compliance with USPAP). In its annual report, the
Director asserts that SDAT performs its work in compliance with IAAO standards.

The practice of not retaining comparable data in each case file not only undermines
internal and external oversight capabilities, but also wastes the assessor’s already
scarce time. As explained by SDAT personnel, in the event of an appeal, the commer-
cial assessor must retrieve the information regarding comparable sales used to com-
pute the assessment from the print database and reconstruct his original valuation
analysis, instead of merely revisiting the analysis and comparable sales data (even a
notation on the assessor’s card) on which the initial analysis was based had the data
been retained within the case file.

According to SDAT officials, Income and Expense Questionnaires are forwarded to
owners of income-producing properties in March, nine months prior to the January 1
finality date. The questionnaires solicit property income and expense data for the
three preceding years. The questionnaire must be completed and submitted by May
15 (a 30-day extension is possible) for properties valued at $5 million or more.
Submission is optional for those properties valued under $5 million (unless an appeal
is to be filed to PTAAB). Like comparable sales data, the income and expense informa-
tion on which a January 1, 2004, assessment has been computed could be at least one
year old.

Although SDAT’s Valuation Manual Procedure 014-065-010 states that “the assessor is
not strictly bound by the income and expense data provided by the owner in devel-
oping and defending an assessment…” without convenient access to reliable sources
of comparable rental and expense information, the assessor has few options other
than to rely on the dated information provided by the owner. As mentioned else-
where, information collected on the SDAT questionnaires is not presently compiled
and consolidated into databases for use in analyses. Likewise, there was no indication
that capitalization rates are currently being computed by matching property sales
prices with the corresponding income and expense questionnaire data for compila-
tion into databases. With almost every property surveyed for this study, SDAT report-
ed that the income and expense data furnished by the owner was used to compute
the value of the property via the Income Approach.

Some have suggested that inaccurate assessments could be attributed to a legislative
loophole that allows certain, non-deeded transfers of controlling interests in property
to escape recordation, and thus, SDAT’s information and taxation system.
Accordingly, the number of commercial property sales available for SDAT to use in
the Sales Comparison Approach is diminished, thereby adversely affecting the asses-
sor’s ability to formulate accurate assessments. Although an important, but complex
issue, that also causes loss of government revenue from transfer and recordation
taxes, such transactions are too few in number to profoundly influence widespread
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. .assessment accuracy and, generally, should not pose a significant obstacle to the

assessor’s ability to develop accurate value conclusions. As SDAT Valuation Procedure
014-100-004 states “in the absence of good sales information, there are two remaining
options for valuing the property – the cost approach and the income approach each
of which is a recognized and suitable surrogate for the Sales Comparison Approach.

RECOMMENDATION

Since assessed values are fixed for three years, accurate and timely valuation at the
beginning of each cycle is crucial. Under current circumstances, non-residential prop-
erty valuations reflect prevailing market conditions that trail the date of finality by at
least three to twelve months, assuming that commercial property assessors have
applied appropriate time adjustments to comparable sales, rental and expense data
used in the sales comparison and income approaches. A concerted effort to monitor
market trends and rigorously update assessments just prior to the date of finality and
transmittal to the taxpayer is needed, but is hampered by the lack of personnel, pro-
cedures, and accurate, functional, real time databases that are organized in a manner
conducive to the use of statistical and other analytical techniques to establish up to
the minute valuations. The State should establish and monitor procedures to assure
that SDAT’s non-residential property assessors are applying appropriate time adjust-
ments to the comparable data (including the retention of comparable sales and rental
data and analysis in the case files for oversight and transparency purposes). To assure
timely assessed values, the Department should enhance data processing and analysis
systems to enable assessors to compute trending factors that can update their earlier
value conclusions just prior to the date of finality. Compilation of functional data
bases regarding comparable sales and rentals, including collection and consolidation
of income and expense questionnaire data, would not only facilitate computation of
trending factors, but would also identify derivation of current capitalization rates and
factors from data that is already present within the system. 

ARBITRARY GEOGRAPHIC DIVISIONS DO NOT 
COMPORT WITH MARKET BOUNDARIES

The geographic boundaries governing the triennial revaluation cycle in the City are
the same for residential and non-residential properties. Unfortunately, this arbitrary
geographic division of the City, while suitable for residential property, does not com-
port with boundaries recognized by the market for non-residential property. This
undermines the ability to make intelligent comparisons over time or to evaluate the
uniformity of assessments for properties within similar use classes.  

The values of single-family residential properties are greatly influenced by supply and
demand forces within markets often defined by relatively compact neighborhood
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boundaries. The trade areas in which non-residential properties compete, and the
forces of supply and demand that influence them, tend to be much larger than for
residential property. Although influenced by their environs, non-residential property
competes on a citywide and, sometimes, regional or national basis. Re-valuing proper-
ties that are similar in use at different times, based on arbitrary geographic divisions
of the City precludes constructive, on-going comparisons for accuracy and uniformity
both within and between political jurisdictions. For instance, Holabird Business Park
is in Assessment Group 2, Seton Business Park is in Assessment Group 1, while the
business parks located in south Baltimore are in Assessment Group 3. 

UNIFORMITY AND CONFORMITY ISSUES

Like most large organizations, SDAT conducts periodic training and publishes a policy
and procedures manual to ensure that employees implement policies and perform
similar tasks in a similar fashion. Interviews with SDAT personnel suggested that the
following three areas might warrant attention.

A. HIGHEST AND BEST USE

Among the sample properties examined, the following four properties appear to have
been undervalued as a result of issues dealing with the determination and treatment
of each property’s highest and best use.

LOCATION SALE SALE ASS'D DIFFERENCE. AV/SP
DATE PRICE (SP) VALUE (AV) RATIO

131 E. REDWOOD STREET Aug-01 $1,500,000 $504,500 $995,500 34%
4601 LIBERTY HEIGHTS AVE Jul-01 $630,000 $325,000 $305,000 52%
5 N. CALVERT STREET Jun-01 $2,200,000 $437,000 $1,763,000 20%
2711 FOSTER AVENUE Feb-01 $1,200,000 $452,200 $747,800 38%

The economic principle of highest and best use is a bedrock valuation premise. The fair
market value of real estate presumes that a parcel of land is devoted to its highest and
best use, that is, the physically possible, legally permissible, financially feasible, and
maximally productive use that will produce the most benefits or the greatest invest-
ment returns over time. Sometimes forces of supply and demand and changing market
conditions increase the value of land to a level exceeding the value (productive capaci-
ty) of the existing structures, so that the existing buildings no longer represent the
property’s highest and best use. In such cases, the buildings will either be demolished
or redeveloped for the higher and better use. If an appraiser or assessor automatically
values the existing improvements without first considering if, as presently used, they
represent the property’s highest and best use, an under-valuation might result. 
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. .A simple example illustrates the point. Suppose a one-acre site is improved with a

small 10,000 square foot warehouse that is rented at a market rate of $15,000 per
year. If investors are seeking a 10 percent return on their investment, the warehouse
use of this property is worth $150,000 ($15,000 income divided by 10 percent return)
as computed by the Income Approach to Value. If recent sales of warehouses similar
in location, size, and design have occurred at about $15 per square foot, the Sales
Comparison Approach to Value would also confirm a $150,000 value for use of the
property as a warehouse. However, if market forces have pushed land values in the
vicinity to $300,000 per acre, the buildings no longer positively contribute to the
value of the property, a circumstance that would justify their removal. In this instance,
the highest and best use has changed, and the property is worth $300,000, minus
projected demolition costs, not $150,000.    

The Redwood Street and Calvert Street properties each were older, multistory, class C
office buildings with outdated features and finishes, located in the City’s Financial
District, which had been chronically vacant and producing little or no income for
extended periods of time. The Liberty Heights property was a chronically vacant,
functionally deficient freestanding retail structure (formerly a food market) on the
City’s northwest side. The Foster Avenue property was an older, chronically vacant
neighborhood shopping center in Canton. Each of these properties was acquired with
the intention of immediately changing its use subsequent to the sale. The CBD office
structures were slated for redevelopment to hotel and apartment uses respectively,
while the Liberty Heights improvements were reportedly to be demolished to make
way for a new gasoline service station. The Canton shopping center improvements
were demolished to make way for a new upscale townhouse community.

When asked if assessors had considered if the existing uses of the four sample prop-
erties represented their highest and best use, or if they had evaluated the economics
of redeveloping each property for another use, and thereafter had computed a
revised residual land value, SDAT officials reiterated that mass appraisals are not per-
formed to the same level of detail as an individual appraisal. From this statement , it
would appear that commercial property assessors do not, as a matter of common
practice, consider highest and best use issues when valuing non-residential properties
in Baltimore City. Rather, as stated by SDAT staff, they merely value the existing use of
a property as currently improved.       

SDAT Valuation Procedure 014-130-010 issued in 1989 states that the highest and best
use of property must be examined by the assessor, and instructs the assessor to con-
sider the probability of developing a property for all current uses permitted by zon-
ing. The Procedure further directs the assessor to analyze existing improvements to
determine whether they are appropriate or inappropriate. SDAT Valuation Procedure
014-100-004 issued in June, 1994 cites the decision in Brack vs. Mayor and City
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Council of Baltimore 125Md378 (1915) which states that all capabilities of the proper-
ty must be taken into account when valuing a property.

Although a lack of adequate time and resources is likely to blame, the foregoing sug-
gests that practice in Baltimore City does not always follow SDAT’s established valua-
tion procedures with respect to highest and best use issues.

B. OUT OF CYCLE REVISIONS TRIGGERED BY BUILDING ALTERATIONS 

OR MODIFICATIONS

Section 8-104 of the Tax Property Article states that all qualifying property will be val-
ued only once every three years. But, its provisions also call for SDAT to revalue a
property during the three-year cycle if an owner initiates zoning changes, the proper-
ty’s use or character changes, or improvements add $50,000 or more to the value of
the property. 

The City Permit office issued 746 building and alteration permits of $50,000 or more
for commercial properties during 2001. The face amount of these permits totaled
$585,494,610. Under the City’s tax rate, this permit total represents a potential for
collection of an additional $13.6 million annually in property taxes. However, the face
amount of the permit is not always indicative of the actual value added to the proper-
ty because of improvements made. In some cases, the value added is greater than the
permit amount, and in others, the value added is less or even negligible. Changes to
the assessed values of properties for alterations, modifications and additions are
made quarterly during the year on the first days of January, April, July, and October.
Obviously, the more rapidly additions to value resulting from property improvements
are recognized, the sooner the City and the State are able to capture additional tax
revenues. Section 5-103 of the Tax Property Article requires that local jurisdictions
notify SDAT immediately after issuing a building permit. However, the Tax Property
Article does not specify a time frame within which SDAT must complete the task of
re-valuing a property after it has been altered, modified or improved. 

Although the scope of this assignment did not permit an in-depth analysis of this
topic, an attempt was nonetheless made to determine how quickly and to what
extent the value added by building alterations, modifications and additions is being
recognized and subjected to property taxation. From the 2001 City permit data, the
experience of twenty-three properties was reviewed, eight of which involved staged
construction involving the issuance of multiple permits over time, with a total stated
value of more than $166 million.

Conclusions were difficult to formulate since City and SDAT officials conceded that
neither has a tracking process in place, an information system that facilitates collec-
tion of the requisite data, or a procedure that monitors and assesses SDAT’s perform-
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. .ance in terms of timeliness or the amount of value added. (Additional discussion of

this topic can be found in the Baltimore City section of this report under Data).

Subsequent interviews with SDAT officials revealed a number of important collateral
issues that materially influence SDAT’s timeliness and/or valuation performance in
this area.  

C. SUBSTANTIAL COMPLETION OF WORK 

After receiving a copy of the building/alteration permit from the City, SDAT must
await completion of the work by the owner before it can revise a property’s assessed
value. Obviously, the construction schedule is a variable that is beyond the City or
SDAT’s control. However, at what point is construction complete for the purpose of
revising a property’s assessed value? This issue is particularly significant for properties
that are being renovated, and for properties on which construction is to be complet-
ed in stages, over time, under multiple permits. Such determination is not only of
concern to the taxpayer who must commence the payment of property taxes, but
also to the local government, as the recipient of the bulk of the tax revenue.
According to SDAT staff, assessed value is to be revised when the building is substan-
tially completed in accordance with Tax Property Article 8-104 that provides “improve-
ments not substantially completed on the date of finality should not be assessed”

Unfortunately, the responses by SDAT officials to the query regarding the criteria used
by the assessor to determine the point at which non-residential construction is sub-
stantially completed were vague, inconsistent and varied depending on what type of
buildings were being discussed.  For instance, among the office buildings examined,
the assessment for one multi-tenant building that had been newly constructed was
being revised incrementally as the finishes were completed in five-floor increments.
When pressed for clarification about the criteria employed to determine when each
floor was deemed to be complete for purposes of re-assessment – for example, upon
execution of a lease, completion of construction punch list items, issuance of a Use
and Occupancy Permit, or occupancy by a tenant – the assessor demurred, saying
such decisions were made on a case by case basis. In another instance, the re-assess-
ment for an existing multi-tenant office structure of similar size that was in the
process of being completely renovated was being deferred until completion of all ren-
ovations, rather than incrementally as floors were retrofitted. The assessment for yet
another office project involving the renovation of multiple buildings under multiple
permits over a long period was delayed until completion of all construction within all
of the buildings. One SDAT official reported that revaluation for apartment buildings
typically awaits completion of all construction within the entire building, but was
unable to specifically define completion, including the treatment of complexes involv-
ing multiple buildings.   
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Valuation Procedure 019-110-011 revised 2/12/98 provides that:

“With regard to new construction, substantially completed means

something other than the final completion of the building…As a

general rule, buildings under roof with completed walls should be

considered substantially complete…”

This valuation procedure relies upon and refers to two guiding judicial rulings on
matters relating to the substantial completion of improvements. In Radin v.
Supervisor19 the court observed:

“Something other than the final completion of the building was

intended, otherwise the assessable date could have easily been

equated with the time the certificate of final inspection and occu-

pancy was issued.”

In Thames Point Associates v Supervisor20, the appellate court agreed with SDAT’s
argument that substantial completion is a question of fact, stating:

“On a case by case basis the fact finder must review those matters

which tend to show the degree of completion: the expenditure of

time and money, what work actually has been done, and what

needs to be done. With those relevant facts as the basis, it must then

determine if the improvement is substantially complete.”

Although final adjudication of substantial completion of construction might ultimately
be decided on a case by case basis as a question of fact by the courts, the timing of
the entitlement to tax receipts by the local government is, unfortunately, not among
the issues at bar. Moreover, the court has also opined, “the question of substantial
completeness is peculiarly one within the province of the taxpaying authorities…”21

As such, the experience revealed by the examples presented above suggests that the
criteria governing determination of substantial completion is neither concise nor uni-
formly applied in practice. Judicial determination of fact does not obviate the need
for unambiguous and appropriate guidelines about criteria to be employed by the
assessor to assure consistency in assessment practice within and between political
jurisdictions. When criteria are vague and amorphous, especially in cases involving
renovation of existing structures that are already “under roof with completed walls”,
the individual assessor is inadvertently conferred with considerable discretion and
authority, not only over the uniformity of treatment among taxpayers, but also over
the timing of the local government’s entitlement to receipt of its tax revenues.
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. .RECOMMENDATION

The State should review current SDAT practices regarding the determination of “sub-
stantial completion” of improvements by property type and classification to establish
how uniformly the principle is being applied. Based upon the findings, the
Department should consider appropriate revisions to the Valuation Procedures
Manual to clarify criteria for assessors to use – broken down by class and type of
property – to assure uniform application within and between jurisdictions.

Alterations and Building System Enhancements

As a corollary to the foregoing topic, do alteration permits issued by the City for reno-
vation of major building systems of non-residential properties – for example, roof,
HVAC, plumbing or electrical work – that are reported to SDAT prompt an immediate
review and revision of the property’s assessed value? According to the SDAT officials
interviewed, SDAT does not amend assessments “out-of-cycle” for such matters that
are considered to be items of maintenance and repair. 

Valuation Procedure 8-235 defines repair and maintenance expenditures as those
incurred to replace original components to maintain the physical character of the
building in its current condition, including, among other things, painting; electric re-
wiring; and replacement of the roof, furnace, plumbing fixtures, ceilings, or wall sur-
faces. However, this Valuation Procedure specifically states that such items may not
be separately assessed for inclusion in the assessment of real property used for resi-
dential purposes. The Valuation Procedure does not cover non-residential property.
Although current practice reported by the SDAT staff suggests otherwise, it appears
that the Valuation Procedure calls for such improvements’ effect on the value of non-
residential property to be properly considered when completed. For example, what if
all of the work items described above were to be performed simultaneously and col-
lectively in an existing office or retail building? That would appear to exceed the defi-
nition of maintaining the physical character of the building in its current condition? 

When should the assessor properly capture and reflect the effect of such expendi-
tures on a non-residential property’s value – upon completion of the work during the
cycle, or, as asserted by SDAT staff, at the beginning of the next regularly scheduled
assessment cycle? Additionally, how does the assessor measure the increment in
property value contributed by such expenditures?  

Such questions are not explicitly addressed in the Valuation Procedures Manual. And
interviews with SDAT personnel suggest that current practice does not always appear
to be consistent or comply with the existing Valuation Procedure. Of particular con-
cern is the method(s) being used (or in this case not used) to measure the increment
in value contributed by the construction expenditures for alterations. When asked
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how the assessors determined if construction performed under an alteration permit
contributed more than the statutorily mandated $50,000, and, if so, by how much,
SDAT personnel responded that the Income and Sales Comparison Approaches are
not used. When asked why the methods were excluded, the response was somewhat
perplexing: the assessor’s action does not represent a new assessment of the proper-
ty. SDAT asserts that using new comparable sales of income information from two to
three years after that employed to value other properties in the same assessment area
would cause a uniformity problem.  If SDAT does not view an out-of-cycle assessment
as a new assessment, or revaluation of the property, in the context of Section 8-104,
what is it that the assessor is doing out-of-cycle, if not revising assessments for
improvements that contribute more than $50,000 to the value of the property as
required by the law? Since the incurred construction cost does not necessarily corre-
spond with the value to be created by the expenditure, relying solely on cost without
considering the contributory value of the expenditure as measured by the Market or
Income Approaches can result in material misstatements of value and possibly fore-
gone tax revenues.

RECOMMENDATION

The face value of alteration permits exceeding $50,000 for non-residential property
issued by Baltimore City exceeded $500 million in 2001. The lack of clarity as to how
and when the value added by such alteration expenditures is to be measured and cap-
tured by SDAT for taxation should be of considerable concern to all State and local
budget officials.  The State should draft procedural directives clarifying the timing of
and the appropriate procedures and valuation approaches to be used by all jurisdic-
tions to recognize the incremental value associated with building modifications and
alterations. Correspondingly, the State should institute oversight measures to assure
compliance with all SDAT procedural directives concerning this and other issues,
including proper documentation of the valuation procedures employed, to assure
uniformity in application and practice within and among all jurisdictions to avoid an
unintended shift in wealth and taxation

BALTIMORE CITY

The Baltimore City government lacks a strategic viewpoint with respect to the assess-
ment process and the enhancement of its assessable tax base. The current mindset is
strictly process-oriented and focused solely on the task of collecting taxes. Despite
being the principal beneficiary and recipient of property tax revenues, the City has
not coordinated its resources and no agency or official is authorized or responsible
for monitoring, and when appropriate, challenging SDAT’s assessment conclusions.

Although Maryland law vests the State government with the authority and responsibil-
ity for establishing assessed values of properties in the State, it would seem prudent
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. .for the City of Baltimore and other local governments, as the principal beneficiaries

and recipients of property tax revenues generated by the assessable tax base, to take
an ongoing, pro-active role in the assessment process.

Indeed, provisions of the Tax Property article explicitly signify that the legislature
intended that local governments would remain active in determining their respective
property tax bases, and envisioned an active role for the local government in the
property tax assessment process.

For instance, Article 14-502(a) grants local governments the right to file appeals of
any assessed value with the local Supervisor of Assessments within 45 days of the
date of the assessment notice. Articles 14-509 and 14-512 include local governments
among those entitled to appeal the Supervisor of Assessments’ determination of the
assessed value for any property, by appealing at the local Property Tax Assessment
Appeals Board (PTAAB) and the Maryland Tax Court. Article 2-215 requires that the
Supervisor of Assessments notify the local government’s legal officer of all appeals
filed by property owners of any property valued at $2 million or more. Section 2-
204(b) obliges the Director of Assessments to consult with the governing body of a
county in which property is located before ordering a revaluation of property, while
Section 2-216 requires that the local Supervisor of Assessments cooperate with appro-
priate county officials to make equitable assessments.

However, with the exception of Montgomery County, which has operated an office of
the Public Advocate since 1975, Baltimore City and other local governments within
the State have, for the most part, relinquished any involvement in the property tax
assessment process. For instance, during an interview, Robert Zouck, Clerk, and John
Hearn, Deputy Clerk of the Maryland Tax Court, could not recall an occasion when a
representative of Baltimore City (or any other local jurisdiction) attended a proceed-
ing or presented testimony concerning the assessment of a property located within
the City. When asked to which City official the docket of scheduled property tax
appeal hearings is sent, Bernadette Jones, Clerk of the City PTAAB, replied that, to
her knowledge, no City official has ever requested receipt of the docket and that the
docket is not sent to any representative of the City government. She, too, could not
recall an instance when a City representative had attended a PTAAB appeal hearing
regarding an assessment of property located within the City. SDAT senior staff had no
recollection of a specific case in which a City representative participated in the appeal
of a property tax assessment.

PUBLIC ADVOCACY- THE MONTGOMERY COUNTY MODEL

According to Timothy Jones, Montgomery County’s Property Tax Advocate, the
Montgomery County Council established an independent Office of the Property Tax
Advocate in 1975. Although originally staffed with four fulltime positions, the county
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has recently merged the office into its Finance Department, and reduced the staff to a
single half-time position. Jones reports that since its inception, the office has been a
General Fund operation rather than self-funded through dedication of revenues raised
as a result of its activities. 

Until recent action by the General Assembly that limited the timeframe within which
property tax appeal actions could be filed by a local government, Jones reported that
his office had filed an average of 800 - 1,000 appeals each year. About 90 percent
involved assessments of single-family homes. In addition, the Advocate often appeared
at hearings to contest taxpayer-initiated appeals.

The Advocate’s Office reports that it selects properties to be appealed using an intu-
itive approach, with no established, systematic screening mechanism or methodology
apparent or communicated by Mr. Jones. According to Mr. Jones, the county office had
historically chosen to appeal assessments on properties solely from those that had
recently sold at prices more than $150,000 above the property’s assessed value. The
Advocate performed no comprehensive analyses of properties grouped by geographic
or use characteristics that had not been sold, nor were the assessments for other iden-
tical properties within the same neighborhood that had not recently been sold, chal-
lenged or appealed by the Advocate. The Advocate’s focus strictly on the filing of out-
of-cycle appeals of recently sold homes eventually attracted the attention and ire of
State lawmakers, and the legislature reacted by ending a practice that it perceived to
be inherently inequitable and contrary to the concept of assessment uniformity.  

As illustrated in Exhibit 5, for fiscal years 1997 to 2001, the Advocate’s activities were
relatively productive, yielding a total of approximately $8.7 million in additional tax
revenue, averaging approximately $1.74 million per year.

Two conclusions can be drawn from Montgomery County’s experience with public
advocacy in the area of ad valorem tax assessment of real property:

1. A public advocacy program can enhance the tax base and consistently produce
additional property tax revenues for a local jurisdiction over time.

2. A successful public advocacy program must be organized and conducted in a man-
ner that will generate confidence and trust in the process among all constituen-
cies, including assessors, taxpayers, and legislators, as well as promote the fair and
uniform treatment of taxpayers, and the accurate, justifiable, and equitable assess-
ment of real property.     

What should Baltimore City (and, by extension, other local governments within the
State) be doing to monitor and manage its property tax base – and whenever possible
and appropriate, enhance tax revenues – in an environment of limited resources?
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. .ORGANIZATIONAL CONSIDERATIONS

All entities, public and private sector alike, require monetary resources to accomplish
their stipulated goals and objectives. 

The private sector generates revenues by sales of an enterprise’s goods and services.
The ability to generate revenue in adequate amounts to operate and grow a business
is a function of its capacity to compete successfully in the marketplace. Consequently,
production and maximization of revenue is the quintessential activity for a private
enterprise; otherwise, growth is impossible, and existence itself could be threatened.
Profitability, therefore, influences the organizational structure, as well as every deci-
sion made within the private enterprise. All private sector employees, management
and labor alike, realize that generating and maximizing revenues are essential to the
survival of the firm and to their own personal employment security.  

This perspective is foreign to management and employees within public-sector enti-
ties. The mission of local government agencies is the delivery of essential services,
not the production or maximization of government revenues, particularly taxes. From
the perspective of a government manager or employee, the source of funds needed
to accomplish a government agency’s service delivery mission is a budgeted appropri-
ation from a legislative body. The strategic perspective and organizational cohesion
fostered by a private enterprise’s need to generate revenues is absent in government
settings. Instead decisions are more often made from a tactical standpoint, commonly
motivated by a parochial rather than universal objective.

It is little surprise, then, that City agencies involved in the property tax assessment
process would be organized and focused on their own specific contribution to the
tactical objective of collecting taxes, instead of on providing a coordinated, intera-
gency effort aimed strategically at monitoring, managing, and when possible and
appropriate, enhancing the tax base. 

Although projects encouraged and promoted by economic and community develop-
ment entities like HCD and the Baltimore Development Corporation (BDC) often add
to the City’s property tax base, tax increments from their efforts are most often the
result of new construction or redevelopment of properties. A number of City agencies
currently have a role in the property tax assessment process and routinely deal with
SDAT as well as each other. However, their efforts appear to be disjointed, with little
awareness or appreciation of how the respective functions relate to each other or col-
lectively, and with no overall coordination, direction, or monitoring of the effort. 

For example, interviews showed that no one within the City government is now
responsible for periodically reviewing the accuracy of SDAT’s value conclusions con-
cerning commercial properties. No one is designated to oversee a coordinated effort
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to monitor, manage or enhance the City’s property tax base on a continual basis. For
instance, interviews showed that once the City Permits’ office forwards building/alter-
ation permit data to SDAT, the City generally views its role as completed. No one
apparently monitors the timeliness or tracks the results of SDAT’s subsequent actions
regarding the building additions, and no one seems to be aware of the agency or per-
son responsible for performing such follow-up activities within the City government.

As described by permits’ office staff, SDAT’s revisions to the assessed value of a prop-
erty after the issuance of a permit can be communicated back to the City in a variety
of manners, including direct input into City records by SDAT without the specific
knowledge of, or oversight by, a City official. On other occasions, the revisions are
transmitted to the permits office on a quarterly basis, and are then forwarded to the
Finance Department’s Accounts Receivable unit for manual billing of the taxes.  When
asked to confirm the dates on which the City had received SDAT’s assessment revi-
sions for 16 specific properties that had been issued an alteration permit, or, in the
alternative, the current status of SDAT’s pending re-assessment action, the City could
not unequivocally verify the status of approximately one half of the cases requested,
even though Use & Occupancy permits had been issued for all but four properties. 

As another example, although SDAT reported that it routinely communicates informa-
tion regarding building sizes to the City, City Management Information System (MIS)
officials indicated that such information has neither been captured nor retained by
the City’s information system since it is superfluous to the function of billing and col-
lecting taxes. In addition, MIS personnel stated that the capture and retention of such
data had not been specifically requested by any City agency. Unfortunately, without
building size data in the system, unit value comparisons of SDAT’s assessed value con-
clusions by City personnel would be difficult, if not impossible. 

The essential first step for the City is the simplest but also the most difficult to accom-
plish, because it is subtle. City leaders must adopt a strategic viewpoint that desig-
nates the monitoring, management, and whenever appropriate and possible,
enhancement of the tax base as a priority objective.

Once identified as a goal, the City must organize and coordinate its effort to yield
desired results. The City must define specific tasks required and delegate the authori-
ty and responsibility for the performance of each task to a specific agency or individ-
ual. The list of responsibilities and tasks (many of which are not being performed at
present) the City must assign and coordinate include:

• Assembling, maintaining and continuously updating a database of property sales and
rentals by use category, improvement size, geography, and other characteristics.

    



40 Commercial Property Assessments in Baltimore

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .

 . 
. .• Devising and implementing analytical procedures, including statistical analysis

techniques, to review and evaluate sales and rental data for quick and efficient
screening of SDAT non-residential property assessments to detect anomalies that
might warrant further investigation, and when appropriate and justified, the filing
of timely appeal documentation. 

• Developing empirical standards and criteria to decide which, if any, properties
merit the filing of assessment appeals by the City to SDAT, PTAAB, and the
Maryland Tax Court, and detailing an expedient process, including authorization
and responsibility for the filing of such appeals by the City when appropriate.

• Arranging with SDAT, PTAAB and the Maryland Tax Court to notify designated City
officials of all commercial property assessment appeals filed by taxpayers, not just
those exceeding $2 million in value. Specifying a process to promptly analyze the
basis underlying the taxpayer’s appeal and, when necessary and appropriate, to
respond with a reasonable and rational challenge, including the presentation of
testimony.

• Devising and implementing a program to monitor SDAT’s timeliness and accuracy
when assessing properties subsequent to the issuance of City building/alteration
permits.

Since the requisite tasks to accomplish the goal will entail the coordinated work of
several City agencies, City leaders must specifically designate which agencies shall have
authority, responsibility, and accountability for coordinating and directing the effort.

From the outset, the City should set up an annual process to evaluate performance
(in terms of cost22 and effectiveness) as well as to measure and quantify the tangible
results (in terms of increments to the tax base and additional property tax revenues)
of the program to monitor and manage the tax base in order to justify continuation of
the effort.

Finally, the City leadership must provide adequate seed funding to initiate the effort,
and effectively communicate its intent and expectations to City personnel including:

• The decision to adopt monitoring, management and, whenever possible and
appropriate, enhancement of the tax base as a goal 

• The assignment of specific authorities and responsibilities to accomplish the goal

• The details concerning procedures and reporting requirements to accomplish
the goal 
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Mounting a successful effort should not necessitate the creation of a new bureaucracy
or the retention of an inordinate number of new workers. Rather, launching the activ-
ity should be possible through a re-alignment, re-allocation, and re-deployment of
existing personnel and resources, since many of the required skill sets already exist
within the organization. The City merely needs to mobilize, direct and deploy those
resources more effectively. Any seed funding needed to implement this activity
should be minimal. The greater challenge would seem to be defining the means and
responsibility for programming, funding, and accounting for an activity that overlaps
jurisdictions, is inter-departmental in nature, and transcends traditional departmental
budgetary boundaries.

Of course, all or some portion of the activity could be outsourced and performed by
a private contractor with compensation generated by the program itself. However, in
such instance, detailed guidelines and strict safeguards would have to be instituted,
and the contractor’s activities closely supervised to avoid the contractor’s pursuit of
excessively aggressive tax appeals designed to maximize the contractor’s income. A
contractor’s compensation for the outsourced activity should be carefully structured
and appropriately balanced. If asked to bear all of the costs and risks associated with
conducting the activity, a prudent contractor will anticipate rewards and profit com-
mensurate with the risks. To protect his downside risk, under such conditions, a con-
tractor’s fixed fee might be too high, depleting or negating the benefits to be reaped
by the City from the effort. Conversely, fixed compensation that is too low or overly
reliant on the contractor’s receipt of speculative incentive payments might produce a
lax effort by the contractor, or alternatively, one that is overly aggressive and
inequitable.  

DATA ISSUES   

Historically, the City has relied on a real-property information system that has been
configured primarily as a tool to facilitate the billing and collection of property taxes.
The information in this antiquated, mainframe computer system, as well as the sys-
tem’s capability to retrieve and analyze data has been quite constrained. The current
mainframe set-up has no intrinsic analytical capabilities, for instance.

The computer screen printouts in Exhibit 6 demonstrate the current system’s data
retrieval capacity and limitations. The nature and organization of the data within the
system, as well as the form and format in which the data can be retrieved, exemplifies
the system’s design as a billing and collection device, with little apparent forethought
for any analytical applications. The property tax account numbers, along with tax and
taxpayer data, appear to be the system’s foundation. Search functions are primarily
geared to retrieving individual property tax records that contain this data. As present-
ly configured, the system permits three browsing options: by owner name, by block,
and by address on a block. As the sample computer panels indicate, the browse fea-
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. .ture yields very little information, the content of which is fixed and cannot be cus-

tomized. Retrieval of any additional information requires accessing the individual
property record. The system is therefore, not conducive to compiling and analyzing
data on an aggregate basis. For instance, the system is not able to retrieve and display
the assessed value of each property on the block for comparative purposes. To do so
would require opening the individual property record for each lot on the block and
manually recording the information on a paper or electronic spreadsheet for compar-
ison. The system is also incapable of downloading information directly into an elec-
tronic spreadsheet or performing any type of customized search, such as retrieving
and displaying data by use category, geographic location, physical feature, or triennial
assessment cycle. 

The information contained within the individual property records also does not allow
for efficient and effective data analysis. For instance, the format for presentation of lot
size data within the property record is length and width. A calculated size of the par-
cel of land in acres and square feet is not presented. This omission often yields inac-
curate size data that undermines accurate comparisons since only two dimensions are
reported for irregularly shaped lots. Comparing the unit values – for example, price
per square foot or price per acre – of assessments or property transfers on an aggre-
gated basis thus requires the additional step of computing land parcel sizes from the
given dimensions.

The efficient comparison or analysis of assessed values and transfer data for improved
properties is precluded since individual property records are devoid of any informa-
tion about buildings or other improvements including size, dimensions, number of
stories, age or type and use of structure. Likewise, no geographic information such as
zip code or neighborhood is presented. Although current phase-in year and base year
assessed value data is presented, the individual records lack any historic assessment
information, thereby precluding comparisons over time or the detection of trends.

The inherent shortcomings of the city’s information systems as depicted have ren-
dered any attempt by the City to analyze, review or challenge SDAT’s valuation con-
clusions a difficult, if not impossible, task. 

However, the City is in the process of replacing its antiquated system with two new
data systems – the Tidemark system introduced in 2002 by the housing department
for building and alteration permits and a real property tax information and billing sys-
tem in the process of being implemented by Manatron Corporation that is scheduled
for service in June, 2005. 

A review of the contents and features of each of these systems transcended the scope
of work commissioned by this study. However, discussions concerning the systems
were conducted with City officials Louise Greene, Dorreya Elmenshawy, and James
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Wayland, as well as Al Ales, the Manatron Corporation project manager supervising
implementation of the new Manatron system. Based on these discussions and a
review of the capabilities and limitations of the legacy system, the Tidemark and
Manatron systems must each overcome the analytical constraints imposed by the
existing mainframe system. Each should include data, features and capabilities that
will facilitate the efficient review, analysis, and, when appropriate, challenge of SDAT’s
assessed value conclusions. Otherwise, the City’s ability to achieve the goal of tax base
enhancement could be significantly undermined.

According to Mr. Ales of Manatron, the Tidemark and Manatron systems are independ-
ent. Although the systems interface, they do not interact. Consequently, it is impera-
tive that procedures be put in place to assure that the data in the permit system and
in the property tax and assessment information system are complete, uniform, com-
patible, consistently formatted, seamless, synchronized, and available for swift and
efficient retrieval and analysis.

At a minimum, the Tidemark and Manatron systems should:

1. Contain data that is useful in valuation and statistical analysis, not just for billing.
Data should include, but not be limited to:

a. Physical Size, both in total and by floor, configuration and age of buildings,
and lot square footage and acreage. Such information is essential for analysis
by Floor Area Ratio (FAR) and coverage ratio.

b. Classification by subcategories for analytical purposes including, but not 
limited to:
1. Warehouses – loft, flex, distribution, manufacturing, terminals; business 

park versus freestanding locations.
2. Offices – CBD, class A, B, C; business park or neighborhood
3. Retail – neighborhood, community, regional; anchored or not; store

fronts on neighborhood retail strips 
4. Convenience stores, Food & Beverage (fast food, chain versus 

independent)
5. Land – by zoning classifications and use.

2. Enable data retrieval on a customized basis – for example, compiling all proper-
ties on a square block, adjoining blocks, or within neighborhoods; by zip code; by
owner; by use categories, including BPRUC codes used by SDAT; by triennial cycle
year, and other characteristics. The system should be able to display data in a
spreadsheet format that includes, for example, all properties on a square block,
current assessment of both land and building, transfer date and sales prices,
including computation by unit value – square feet of land, square feet of building
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. .and square feet of first floor of building. If the Manatron and Tidemark systems

have no inherent analytical capability, data within each system should be uniform-
ly configured to allow it to be transferred into an electronic spreadsheet environ-
ment for analysis.

3. Include historic sales transfer data as well as historic assessment data. 

4. Have the capability to retrieve and store sales (transfers) of property by use, size,
age, land size, site coverage and FAR ratios, and other salient property character-
istics, including the ability to identify and report repeat sales of the same proper-
ty over time to detect trends. 

5. For oversight purposes, have the capacity to track and monitor SDAT’s perform-
ance regarding the recognition of value added by building and alteration permits
with the goal of capturing the incremental value as soon as permissible and pos-
sible. The system should have the capability to track the status of each permit
throughout the process – that is, issuance, transmittal to SDAT, completion of
construction (for example, the Use and Occupancy permit date), report of
revised assessment by SDAT, transmittal to City billing office, and issuance of tax
bill. The system should also be designed to alert the City on a property-specific
basis when SDAT’s timeliness exceeds pre-determined criteria. The system
should also immediately alert those City personnel with assigned analytical
responsibilities to the receipt of assessment revisions associated with building
and alteration permits so that an appropriate review and evaluation of SDAT
findings can be performed, and when appropriate, challenged. For the purpose
of establishing appropriate benchmark data over time, the system should com-
pile, compute and report SDAT’s timeliness and valuation results on a quarterly
basis, as well as monitor the total incremental value associated with building and
alteration permits. 

PROCEDURAL ISSUES

Once the City’s operation is properly organized and equipped with a functional infor-
mation system, the final task would be to implement an on-going process to enhance
the non-residential property tax base in a manner that promotes confidence and
trust, and leads to accurate, justifiable, and equitable real property assessments.   

The Tax Property Article restricts a local government’s ability to file appeals of
assessed values for the current cycle to the same 45-day period from the date of
notice allotted the taxpayer. With so many property assessments to review and so lit-
tle time to act once notices are received, the City must be prepared to immediately
identify those properties, if any, that it believes to be undervalued, and, when justi-
fied, file appropriate appeal documentation in a timely manner. Otherwise, according
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to Ronald Bowers, the Administrator of the Maryland Property Tax Assessment
Appeals Board, appeals filed after the deadline would have to be considered out-of-
cycle, and, would therefore not be eligible for hearing until the following year. At the
same time, the City must be ready to respond quickly to taxpayer appeals for assess-
ment reductions in those instances that the City believes are unwarranted.

Such quick responses can occur only as the result of preparation throughout the
period preceding SDAT’s annual dissemination of assessment notices.

First and foremost, the City must arrange with SDAT for the timely receipt of assess-
ment information in a form and format that will facilitate prompt and efficient analy-
sis of the data. The new Manatron assessment information system should, therefore,
have the capacity to electronically receive and be alerted of assessment transmittals
from SDAT in a format that is ready for analysis, needing little or no subsequent
adjustment or alteration. The data should be capable of downloading directly into a
spreadsheet or other analytical environment if such capability is not already included
within the Manatron system. The City personnel responsible for data analysis should
have instantaneous notification of, and real-time access to the data as it is received,
together with the ability to identify, sort and retrieve the information by a variety of
parameters including the triennial cycle year. Likewise, SDAT should make annual
assessment data available to the City as soon as it is available, prior to or, at least
simultaneous with, its transmittal to taxpayers. Any delay compromises the City’s
ability to review and respond to the assessments in a timely manner. Likewise,
arrangements should be made with SDAT, PTAAB, and the Maryland Tax Court for
prompt notification of designated City officials concerning all non-residential proper-
ty assessment appeals filed by taxpayers, not just those exceeding $2 million in
value, as required by the Tax Property Article. In addition to the legal officer stipulat-
ed in Section 2-215, those designated with the responsibility for performing analyses
or responding to taxpayer appeals should receive timely, direct notification of the
taxpayer appeal filings to allow adequate time to prepare reasonable and rational
challenges.

The data transmittal arrangements envisioned above could be considered a part of
the Supervisor of Assessments’ Tax Property Article Section 2-216(e) obligation to “…
cooperate with local county officials…to make equitable23 assessments.”    

The City’s updated database should include property sales and rentals by use,
improvement size, geography, and other characteristics. The database24 should also
include computed unit rental and unit sale values (for example, on a per square foot
of improvements basis), and capitalization and yield rates. It should be continually
analyzed throughout the year to evaluate not only the substance of taxpayer appeals
filed with SDAT, but also the annual issuance of new assessments by SDAT that must
be promptly evaluated and challenged, when appropriate.
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. .With such a database in place, City agencies can apply analytical techniques, including

statistical models, to develop empirical standards and criteria from the on-going
review and evaluation of sales and rental data from the current cycle and over time.
This will allow for the swift screening of assessment data for anomalies that might jus-
tify challenge.

For example, the mean (average) and standard deviation are two straightforward sta-
tistical devices that are easy to understand conceptually, and relatively simple to com-
pute. Together, they can serve as tools to identify inappropriately assessed properties.
The mean (average) identifies the center of grouped data, while the standard devia-
tion indicates the range within which most of the data falls (75 percent of data are
within two standard deviation units of the mean, 95 percent if in a statistically defined
normal distribution). Assessment data can be grouped by key traits and then scanned
to identify assessed values that exceed one or two standard deviations from the mean
value, based on similar observations from the sample data within the database.25

During the year preceding the issuance of a new assessment, each property’s existing
assessment can be surveyed in this manner to identify outstanding instances of
under-valuation. Should an irregularity be detected, the property can be tagged and
tracked for subsequent review and analysis when cyclical assessment notices are
issued at year’s end. In a similar fashion, City employees could quickly review and
analyze cyclical assessments as they are issued. Alternatively, measuring each proper-
ty’s rate of increase in assessed value occurring between cycles to isolate those that
exceed the stipulated standard deviation criteria can be a simple apparatus to spot
incongruities that might warrant further examination.  

In addition to reviewing and responding to taxpayer appeals and SDAT’s cyclical
assessments on a property specific basis, the City should also take steps to identify,
research and evaluate those properties that pose particularly challenging valuation
problems, the complexity of which might not be easily discerned by an assessor with
limited time and analytical resources. The City’s analysis of vacant or underutilized
properties located in speculative or redeveloping neighborhoods where rapidly
changing market conditions are influencing highest and best use and property values
could be shared with SDAT. This might enable time-strapped SDAT assessors to more
readily comprehend subtle or emerging influences on property values thereby fore-
stalling the potential for under-assessment of properties as a result of incorrect high-
est and best use determinations in redeveloping neighborhoods.

Performing continuous reviews and analyses of market segments – such as office,
retail, hotel, or warehouse – could be useful in discerning incidents in which proper-
ties, although uniformly assessed, might, as a class, significantly understate the pre-
vailing market for the specific property type. Appropriate preventative action by the
City in such cases could avert the potential for corresponding revenue losses.
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For instance, Tax Property Article Section 2-204 states that:

“The Director (of Assessments & Taxation) may order a revaluation

of any real property if, based on consideration and evaluation of a

review of real property valuation on which the existing assessment

is based, it appears that the existing valuation of the real property

is erroneous because it differs significantly from valuations on

comparable properties.”

Tax Property Article Section 2-203(b) further states that, for purposes of action by
SDAT “… real property is not required to be reviewed individually or separately, but
may be grouped.”  Furthermore, Section 2-203(c) empowers the Property Tax
Assessment Appeal Board to request a review of any real property assessment, and
the Director of Assessments and Taxation shall order it. However, PTAAB can only
respond to actions brought before it by others26 and not on its own motion. 

The foregoing Tax Property Article provisions, when taken together, render PTAAB a
useful and effective forum within which the City, and other local jurisdictions, can
petition for the review and correction of inaccurate or inequitable assessments,
whether for a single property, or for an entire class of properties. This is especially so
since action by the Director of SDAT is compulsory when requested by the PTAAB as
recited in the opinion of the Attorney General:

“What the General Assembly has provided…is the right of the local

government to appear before the PTAAB and assert the alleged under-

assessment of property by the Supervisor of Assessments…It is the local

government – which is in the best position to know the local situation

– that is expected to advance local interests before the PTAAB…”

Finally, as discussed previously in the Data Issues section, the City should develop
appropriate procedures to closely monitor SDAT’s actions and conclusions subse-
quent to the City’s issuance of building and alteration permits. The City should
ensure that SDAT’s response is timely. Moreover, the City should be aware of and
monitor those cases in which substantial completion (discussed previously) is an
issue. It should also take steps to review and ensure that SDAT measures the appro-
priate amount of value added by the improvements made under the building/alter-
ation permit, and capture that value at the earliest permitted opportunity.

When reporting building and alteration permit data to SDAT, as required by Tax
Property Article Section 5-103, the City should take steps to eliminate the duplicative
reporting of permits. Additionally, in its reporting to SDAT and subsequent tracking of
those permits, the City should attempt to identify and distinguish those
building/alteration permits for construction that represents major property renova-
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. .tions (qualifying for immediate out-of-cycle assessment recognition) from those that

obviously address repair and maintenance items reflected in SDAT Valuation
Procedure 8-235. City personnel should regularly monitor and reconcile Use and
Occupancy permit data with the receipt of pending SDAT assessment revisions for
accuracy and timeliness. 

THE PILOT PARADOX

Investigating whether non-residential real property in Baltimore City is properly
assessed and filing appeals when the City believes that it is not might be considered
somehow disingenuous since the City government frequently bestows property tax
incentives, including abatements such as Payment in Lieu of Tax agreements (PILOTs),
to encourage the development of certain economic and community development
ventures. Wouldn’t seeking to maximize property tax receipts from some property
owners while minimizing the collection of taxes through the award of subsidies,
incentives, credits and abatements for others discourage businesses from investing,
locating or remaining in the City?

Although that is a legitimate question, there is nevertheless a significant difference
between economic stimulus and tax parity. While no one likes to pay taxes, and few
would volunteer to do so, the law provides that all27 real property is subject to the
property tax, and will be taxed and assessed uniformly based on fair market value. 

Because it is uniformly applicable, conspicuous, and easy to comprehend, the tax rate
component of the property tax equation typically attracts the most attention and dis-
cussion. The under-assessment of property draws less attention because it is incon-
spicuous, infinitely variable, and can only be estimated by procedures that are eso-
teric and often not easily understood. 

Governments at all levels use tax incentives and subsidies as tools to attract and
encourage specific economic activities and to implement particular policies. Only
when business taxpayers perceive inconsistent or inequitable treatment, or sense that
incentives are awarded without regard to merit or economic justification is the prac-
tice viewed disparagingly. Property taxes are but one of many criteria in the calculus
of locating or displacing a business enterprise. Seldom would property taxes alone be
the sole reason for a business-location decision. Although a comparison of the total
tax burdens among alternative locations would be the appropriate standard to
employ when selecting sites, a disproportionate tax rate does stand out, and can be a
criterion used to disqualify a location in the early rounds of decision-making.  

Although homeowners might view and criticize PILOTs and other tax incentives as a
bonanza for the politically connected, the value of such inducements pales in com-
parison to the subsidies reaped by homeowners under the Homestead Tax Credit.
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There is a public perception that foregoing property taxes under a PILOT agreement
in the name of economic development could well lead to increases in the tax rate.
However, taxpayers seem to be oblivious to the inherent penalty imposed by under-
assessed property that could also prompt a tax rate hike to offset the corresponding
revenue deficiency. PILOT agreements that forego property tax receipts, when strate-
gically granted, bring forth offsetting, and hopefully, greater benefits in exchange. On
the other hand, when properties are under-assessed, the City only loses tax revenues
without receiving any corresponding benefits in return.   

Identifying inaccurate assessments should, therefore, be a priority for government
officials. While the State establishes assessed values, it has relatively little revenue at
stake in the event that a specific property is improperly assessed. Hence, from a rev-
enue potential standpoint, there is little cause for concern or incentive for precision
on a case-by-case basis. And on a practical level, a conservative assessment is less like-
ly to lead to a property owner’s appeal, which brings with it a larger workload for a
staff that believes it is already overburdened and underpaid. It is important to empha-
size that any steps that the City would take in this regard must include a review, analy-
sis and process that is equitable and based on clear standards, to develop public
acceptance and confidence.

The following chart shows that the number of property tax appeals28 filed a decade
ago (a period of real estate recession) has dropped significantly in recent years (a
period of escalating values). At least anecdotally, the decline in appeals could be
attributed to taxpayer perception that the property tax assessments are more advanta-
geous, when compared to prevailing market values, today than in the past.

APPEALS AS A ASSESSMENT %
YEAR APPEALS % OF ACCOUNTS GROUP CHANGE OVER

ASSESSED 10 YEARS

2001 5415 7.90% 1 -40%
2000 5193 7.50% 3 -34%
1999 6251 7.20% 2 -35%
1998 6082 9.00% 1
1997 6598 9.50% 3
1996 10435 12.20% 2
1995 5072 7.50% 1
1994 6959 10.20% 3
1993 8400 9.80% 2
1992 9041 13.30% 1
1991 7873 11.70% 3
1990 9635 11.30% 2

Source: Property Tax Assessment Appeals Board of Baltimore City & SDAT data
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. .As the principal beneficiary of the property taxes to be generated, one would expect

that the City would be scouring the tax rolls for every opportunity to rectify assess-
ment shortfalls. Service curtailment and a non-competitive tax rate reinforce the need
for the City to grant more PILOTs and other tax incentives to attract and preserve
businesses and residents, which perpetuates a vicious circle of revenue loss.
Unfortunately, as previously discussed, the City’s review of SDAT valuations has, to
date, been virtually non-existent with few mechanisms in place to detect, deter, or
correct assessment inaccuracies. 

IMPORTANT CONSIDERATIONS

This report makes the case that the City of Baltimore should monitor the assessments
process more diligently. Although primarily a matter of equity and parity in taxation,
such an effort would most likely produce an ensuing enhancement in tax base and
tax revenues since, as presently organized and administered, the appellate process is
designed to respond to and rectify instances of over-assessment, rather than identify
and remedy under-assessment. However, it is important to note that such a strategy
carries with it the potential for unintended side effects that should be carefully con-
sidered and addressed.

First, under current State funding formulas, the City could inadvertently end up cost-
ing itself some State aid if it were to unilaterally pursue a program to monitor assess-
ment accuracy that results in a significantly enhanced property tax revenue. In partic-
ular, State education funding is based, in part, on a local jurisdiction’s wealth as meas-
ured by its tax base, or its relative ability to generate property tax revenues. In sim-
plest terms, the higher the jurisdiction’s property wealth, the less State aid it receives.
At stake could be millions of dollars in State education funding. Although such a link-
age appears to penalize rather than reward local government officials for managerial
diligence, efficiency, and resourcefulness, it is an issue that policy makers at the State
and local level must ponder and reconcile.

Similarly, a substantial increase in the City’s real property assessable base could lead
to a reduction in the City’s property tax rate. Such a rate cut, though, carries other
consequences. In particular, the real property tax rate is tied by law to the tax on per-
sonal property, such as machinery and equipment. Currently, the personal property
rate is set at 2.5 times the real property tax rate. If the City were to reduce the real
property tax rate, it would also be cutting personal property rates and collections.

Finally, while this report did not specifically look at the assessment process and
results in jurisdictions outside Baltimore, the findings here raise red flags about the
possible under-valuation of commercial properties throughout the State. For instance,
SDAT’s 2003 Commercial Ratio Study reports that half of the State’s 24 political subdi-
visions have weighted ratios below the 87% statewide average with 3 below 75%.
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While this could be attributable to a variety of circumstances including a very small
sample of property sale transactions, there is reason to believe that the concerns
noted here transcend the confines of the City of Baltimore.  If Baltimore alone among
the jurisdictions were to take unilateral steps to ensure the accuracy of commercial
assessments within its jurisdiction, it could well be put at a competitive disadvantage.
It is important that officials of both the City and State carefully, consider issues con-
cerning uniformity of assessments and the potential shifting of tax burdens among
jurisdictions as they contemplate changes in assessment policies and practices. 

CONCLUSION

In summary, this report concludes that there is much to be done, but also much to be
gained.

Although fiscal resources at every level of government are scarce, State leaders should
recognize that adequately funding the property tax assessment function must be a
priority. Unlike many other appropriations, dollars prudently invested in the assess-
ment function should produce more timely and accurate assessments that can yield
an enhanced tax base capable of reaping a bounty of additional revenues for use by
other State agencies whose missions consume rather than produce revenues. In addi-
tion, resources devoted to expanding the tax base, will benefit local, as well as State
government coffers, while simultaneously promoting local self-reliance.

The operative word is prudently invested. Prudence dictates that when State leaders
appropriate finite resources in response to an agency’s request for funding, it should
be done with an implied but clear expectation that the allocation will yield suitable
benefits, tangible or intangible. Those providing the funds have the right to expect that
those seeking the funds will demonstrate and document not only the needs, but also
the results. Hence, appropriate benchmarks against which subsequent agency per-
formance can be measured ought to be established and monitored so that results can
be confirmed. For instance, increased salaries or procurement of enhanced technology
should yield evidence of improved productivity, for instance an increase in output per
assessor, or improved performance, such as a greater proportion of successful appeals,
documented incidents demonstrating the capture of previously elusive values, or
enhanced assessment accuracy as reflected in improved statistical parameters.

SDAT would benefit from a more progressive viewpoint. Although the claim of insuffi-
cient resources is undoubtedly valid, it is by no means unique among agencies at all
levels of government. Neither is it a legitimate excuse or justification to compromise
the objective of providing the most accurate, reliable and credible valuations possible.
Tough times demand novel solutions to intractable problems. This report has offered
a few relatively inexpensive and straightforward suggestions, including a tactical reor-
ganization and redeployment of staff and departmental resources to reduce costs and
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. .augment performance through elimination of redundancy. Additional opportunities

to achieve operational economies are surely possible after adequate introspection.  

Whenever and wherever possible, SDAT should seek to piggyback or leverage local
resources to accomplish its mission. After all, both State and local governments bene-
fit from accurate and credible assessments. Such cooperation was originally envi-
sioned by the General Assembly as reflected in Tax Property Article 2-216: “…the local
Supervisor (of Assessments) shall cooperate with appropriate county officials…to
make equitable assessments.” 

This report has identified the need for a greater degree of transparency, oversight and
accountability in the preparation of non-residential property assessments. The need
for confidentiality of proprietary taxpayer information is evident. However, the over-
sight function in the assessment process that is typically fulfilled by State assessment
authorities elsewhere in the United States is currently missing in the Maryland model.
Furthermore, merely knowing (from the results of yearly ratio studies) and acknowl-
edging (through disclosures in annual reports) that property values are being under-
stated, with no apparent curiosity to determine the underlying causes, or resolution
to implement remedial policies and procedures to correct inaccuracies in the future,
is indicative of complacency instead of accountability. This report has also presented
some straightforward and relatively inexpensive suggestions, including a wider use of
contemporary analytical techniques to enhance quality control and performance. For
assessments to be uniform, the Department should clearly articulate and universally
apply valuation procedures. As of now, there appear to be shortcomings that SDAT
needs to address in this area. 

Finally, the City and other local jurisdictions can no longer afford to abdicate the
proactive role in the assessment process that was originally envisioned and reserved
for it by the General Assembly and embodied in the Tax Property statute. The most
difficult step for the City to take is the first – acknowledging the need to adopt a
strategic viewpoint with respect to monitoring, managing, and enhancing its tax base.
In so doing, the City must ensure that any process of reviewing, and when appropri-
ate, challenging commercial property assessments must be done equitably, systemati-
cally, and transparently to foster public confidence and acceptance.

While at the inaugural stages of implementing two new information systems that will
complement its existing CitiStat resource, the City has a prime opportunity to devel-
op a superior analytical capability to monitor, and when warranted, increase its prop-
erty tax revenues. This report has set forth a number of relatively simple and inexpen-
sive ideas to organize and oversee a commercial property tax assessment monitoring
and enhancement program by re-aligning and re-deploying existing personnel and
resources, as well as introducing some basic analytical procedures.  
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Each year, taxpayers diligently review their property tax assessments to ensure that
they are being asked only to pay their appropriate share of property taxes, and no
more. Isn’t it only reasonable for taxpayers to expect local public officials to exert a
similar degree of fiscal prudence and check assessment accuracy on behalf of the City
at large to ensure that the City is receiving its fair share of tax revenues from the
assessable tax base, and no less?

In close, it is worth repeating that while this report focuses on the City of Baltimore,
the issue discussed should be considered and addressed collectively by jurisdictions
throughout the State to prevent an unintentional and unwarranted shift in tax burden
and revenues that would accompany unilateral action.  Baltimore City already faces
tough competition from other jurisdictions on business and development matters. It
would be counter-productive for the City to unilaterally take steps that could detri-
mentally alter the playing field and penalize Baltimore’s economic development inter-
ests over time.
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. .METHODOLOGY AND SCOPE OF WORK  

To prepare this report, the author studied the legal and procedural framework gov-
erning the assessment of real property in Maryland by reviewing the Tax Property
Article of the Maryland Annotated Code, the Code of Maryland Regulations, the
Assessor’s Valuation Manual, SDAT Annual Reports, descriptive data presented on the
SDAT website, and various pamphlets and brochures published and issued by SDAT. 

To understand the processes, procedures and data systems employed by assessors
when valuing commercial property in Baltimore City interviews were conducted with
SDAT personnel including Ronald Weinholt, Director of Assessments and Taxation,
Laura Foussekis, Special Assistant to the Director of SDAT, Owen Charles, Supervisor of
Assessments for Baltimore City, Richard Lottman, Chief of Commercial Property
Assessments for the Baltimore Office of SDAT, Jere Daneher, David McCann, Rick Sause
and Rene Mierczak, commercial property assessors for the Baltimore City SDAT office. 

To understand the professional standards and best practices governing the assess-
ment of commercial real properties, interviews were conducted with Wayne Trout,
ASA, Assessor for the City of Roanoke Virginia, who is the IAAO representative to the
Appraisal Foundation Advisory Council. The Standard on Property Tax Policy, Standard
on Ratio Studies, and the Standard on the Mass Appraisal of Real Property published
by The International Association of Assessing Officers (IAAO), and the Uniform
Standards of Professional Appraisal Practice Standard 6: Mass Appraisal, Development
and Reporting issued by the Appraisal Foundation were also reviewed. 

To gain insight into current state-of-the-art technology (data management systems,
automated valuation models, etc.) interviews were conducted with John Thomas and
Al Ales of Manatron, Inc. a company that designs and develops client/server applica-
tion software products and provides mass appraisal services for city and county gov-
ernments. Mr. Ales is the Project Manager who is presently overseeing the installation
and implementation of Manatron software that is replacing the existing property tax
information systems in Baltimore City.              

To pinpoint possible factors that might have caused or contributed to an underassess-
ment of commercial properties in Baltimore City, this study sought to identify specific
examples of significantly under-assessed, non-residential properties. The purpose of
this exercise was two-fold: first to find tangible examples to corroborate the foregoing
inference from the analysis of SDAT computed ratios that non-residential properties
in Baltimore City have been under-assessed, and second, to identify properties whose
case files could be evaluated for clues about the causes of the valuation shortfalls.  

EXHIBIT 3
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First, a total of 399 sales of non-residential properties in Baltimore City that occurred
during the period July, 2000 to July, 2001 were identified using the transfer data
reported by SDAT on its website. The search parameters requested commercial prop-
erties and arm’s-length transactions that included multiple accounts.  From the total
non-residential property transfers identified, 121 properties with sale prices of
$200,000 or more (summarized on the accompanying table) were selected for evalua-
tion.29 The then-current assessments and sale prices for each of the transferred prop-
erties were obtained from the information presented on the SDAT website, and there-
after were manually entered into a spreadsheet to be compared and contrasted.30

Although these research protocols precluded making any statistically valid inferences
from the data, some anecdotal observations are nonetheless worth noting.

The 121 transactions represented slightly more than $98 million in sale consideration
with a corresponding taxable assessed value of just under $77 million. In the aggre-
gate, the assessments represented about 79 percent of the reported sale prices. The
weighted average for the data not only corresponded with the experience of the two
major office properties discussed in the Introduction of this report, but also with the
83 percent aggregate weighted average31 for non-residential properties in Baltimore
City reported by SDAT during the six-year period from 1997 to 2003. Closer scrutiny
of the individual data revealed that 43 percent had assessments at the time of sale
that were 70 percent or less of their sale prices. 

Of the 121 properties, 20 had sold for less than their assessed values at the time of
sale, three at prices equal to their assessed values at the time of sale, and 98 at prices
above their assessed values at the time of sale. The number of properties selling at
prices greater than their assessed values at the time of sale (suggesting possible
instances of under-assessment) was five times greater than the number of properties
that had sold at prices below the assessed values (suggesting possible instances over-
assessment). 

The incidence and extent of the discrepancies between commercial property assess-
ments and sale prices that were observed for the 121 selected properties yielded
results similar to the commercial ratio studies that have been published by SDAT over
time. In the absence of analyses to demonstrate statistical correlation (which tran-
scended the scope of this assignment) such deviations could be purely coincidental.
However, they might also be indicative of problems inherent in assessment proce-
dures, and not merely anomalies. 

It should also be noted that this study and its conclusions have explicitly assumed
that the data obtained from the SDAT information system conformed to the parame-
ters input during the data-retrieval process – that is, arm’s-length transactions involv-

EXHIBIT 3 — Continued
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. .ing commercial properties that included multiple accounts. To the extent that the

SDAT data retrieved failed to comport with the input parameters, ratios and other
conclusions could be inaccurate or skewed. However, such inaccuracies would under-
score the findings of this report concerning SDAT data system shortcomings.

Seventy-nine properties were thereafter targeted for further investigation, including
an exterior inspection of each. After meeting with SDAT officials, the list was subse-
quently culled to 25 properties of varying types, sizes and locations, the individual
case files of which were to be later reviewed and scrutinized in search of the causes of
the apparent under-valuation. Such a review intended to focus on the appropriateness
of the valuation techniques employed; the source, accuracy and applicability of the
data used in the valuation analyses; the suitability of the assumptions and the financial
projections used; the supporting information used in the valuation; and the influence
of the property tax appeals process on the final assessment conclusion. 

Upon completion, all of the results were to be analyzed to discern the probable cause
of the valuation inaccuracies. With this knowledge, it was intended that corrective
actions could be developed and recommended to mitigate the problem. 

Privacy provisions of the Tax Property Article precluded direct access to information
contained in the individual case files of the 25 properties targeted for detailed review
and analysis, as discussed above. Instead, an SDAT representative, in the presence of
the researcher, inspected the individual case file and responded to questions posed by
the researcher about the techniques or data employed by the assessor who valued
each property. 

SDAT officials often contended that information about the application of valuation
techniques and the data, projections and assumptions employed was confidential or
that the information was not contained in the file. SDAT officials also often replied
that they were not in a position to answer such questions because they had not per-
sonally performed the assessment under consideration or were not familiar with the
property or the valuation procedures performed. The author’s access to assessors
directly responsible for value conclusions for the 25 cases was limited.   

To gauge the influence of the property tax assessment appeals process on the level of
commercial property assessments in Baltimore City, interviews were conducted with
Ronald Bowers, the Administrator of the Maryland Property Tax Assessment Appeals
Board; Bernadette James, Clerk of the Baltimore City PTAAB; and Robert Zouck, Clerk,
and John Hearn, Deputy Clerk, of the Maryland Tax Court.

To understand Baltimore City’s current role and responsibilities, interviews were con-
ducted with George Winfield, Director of Public Works; John Huculak, Management

EXHIBIT 3 — Continued
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Information Systems (MIS); Andrew Lauland, CitiStat; Dorreya Elmenshawy and James
Wayland, Bureau of Permits; Louise Green, Bureau of Treasury Management; Joseph
Wesolowski and Tom Jacobs, Department of Real Estate; and Doug Brown,
Department of Finance.

Finally, to understand the function and effectiveness of a local government property
tax advocacy program, an interview was conducted with the Property Tax Advocate
for Montgomery County, Timothy Jones.

EXHIBIT 3 — Continued
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1 Assessment Ratios Survey Report, SDAT, Table 1 Real Property Tax Base/Ratio By Subdivision
2 Ibid, Table 7, Compliance With IAAO Ratio Study Performance Standards
3 In a communication dated 5/13/03 to state Delegate LeRoy E. Myers Jr., Ronald Bowers, the

Administrator of the Maryland Property Tax Assessment Appeals Board discusses the incidence of
single family, owner-occupied residential properties that have sold at prices significantly exceeding
their assessed values determined by SDAT. (See Exhibit 1)

4 It is important to note that city officials estimate that roughly two-thirds of Baltimore’s residential
properties are not covered by the Homestead Tax Credit. These properties are either vacant, have
been sold in the last year, are rental properties that are not owner-occupied, or have a use that is
changing substantially. 

5 Standard On Ratio Studies, International Association of Assessing Officers, July, 1999
6 IAAO, Standard on Ratio Studies, Section 2.3.3, July 1999
7 The average of the reported weighted averages. 
8 Anecdotally, Wayne Trout of IAAO and John Thomas of Manatron indicated that, although the use

of Automated Valuation Models employing statistical regression analysis is common for single-fami-
ly residential properties, the technology has generally not been applied to non-residential proper-
ty in taxing jurisdictions nationwide. For non-residential properties, automation has typically been
confined to data base management (e.g. income and expense data, comparable sales data, etc.)

9 Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal Practice, The Appraisal Foundation
10 For instance, research associates experienced considerable difficulty when seeking to retrieve data

to compare and contrast present and prior property assessments within defined geographic areas. 
11 SDAT Assessment Ratios Survey Report, March 12, 2001
12 SDAT pamphlet entitled Assessment Appeal Process
13 State of Maryland PTAAB Board Members Manual, page 5
14 Opinion of the Maryland Attorney General 85-014, May 14, 1985
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid
17 Ibid
18 “The officer of a county affected by the valuation record shall have access to the valuation

records.”
19 Radin v Supervisor of Assessments of Montgomery County (254Md294 (1968))
20 Thames Point Associates v. Supervisor of Assessments of Baltimore City (68MdApp(1986))
21 Thames Point Associates v. Supervisor of Assessments of Baltimore City (68MdApp(1986)
22 As an interagency effort, the expenses incurred by each city agency should be aggregated and

tracked as a defined cost center.  
23 As presently worded, the Tax Property statute does not appear to distinguish between the interest

of taxpayers and those of the state and local government in terms of assessment equity.
24 Such a database would have multiple applications. A number of City agencies typically deal with

real estate (e.g. HCD, Real Estate, Public Works, BDC) and routinely require and employ similar
data. Each could contribute to and benefit from a centralized real estate information database for
use in city property acquisitions, dispositions, rentals, etc. in addition to the tax base enhance-
ment function contemplated herein. 

25 Detailed discussion about the application of these and other statistical analysis techniques tran-
scends the scope of this study, but can be researched in any basic statistics textbook.   

26 Opinion of the Maryland Attorney General 85-014, May 14, 1985
27 Except property owned by charitable, educational and religious organizations, and governments

are exempt.
28 Includes all property types, i.e. residential and non-residential alike.
29 The 121 transferred properties were selected with the intent to target and screen potential candi-

dates for closer scrutiny, not for statistical analysis. Ratio studies performed by SDAT for the pur-
pose of statistical analysis intentionally limit the inclusion of properties to those within the current
assessment cycle property grouping. But in selecting properties for closer scrutiny, all property
sales that occurred, regardless of assessment cycle grouping, were considered, on the premise
that the rate of commercial property appreciation in Baltimore City had not exceeded 10 percent
per year for the three-year period preceding the date of analysis. Focusing only on those proper-
ties whose assessments were 70 percent or less of reported sale prices was intended to offset the
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. .effect of having included properties from prior assessment cycles. 

30 The computation had to be performed manually since neither SDAT nor the commercial contract
data provider had the data processing capability to retrieve a list of properties that would also
simultaneously compute the differential between the sale price and the assessed value. The data
was not available in a format that could be downloaded into a spreadsheet environment.

31 The average of the reported weighted averages
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