The Office of Property Assessment Philadelphia Event Transcription – 03/11/2013
Speaker: Good evening everyone, my name is Marisa Waxman (MW) and I'm from the Office of Property Assessment here in the City of Philadelphia and I will be your host this evening. I'd like to welcome you to the City of Philadelphia's first Telephone Town Hall. Over the next hour, we will be discussing changes to the Philadelphia real estate tax system, including the assessment notices you have received, the homestead exemption, the appeals process and the new tax calculation formula. Each of these pieces are part of the overhaul of Philadelphia's broken real estate tax system. This overhaul is known as the Actual Value Initiative or AVI for short. And while you may already know something about it, I'd like to introduce you to two gentlemen who will explain the process and then take your questions this evening. First, we're joined by Richie McKeithen (RM), Chief Assessment Officer at the Office of Property Assessment. 

Speaker (RM): Good evening everyone and thank you for having me. 

Speaker: Next, we're joined by Rob Dubow (RD), Director of Finance at the City of Philadelphia.

 Speaker (RD): Hi, thanks for the opportunity to do this. 

Speaker (MW): We'll be taking questions throughout this process. So, please note that you can press star 3 at any time to talk to an operator and ask a question. Some people will have the opportunity to ask their questions live during this call. As this is interactive, we will also ask poll questions, 1 or 2, that you can participate in. And at the end, we'll ask for your individual comments and questions through our voice mailbox. So, please take a moment to grab a pen and a piece of paper and just remember that you can press star 3 at any time to ask the question. If you’re bumped out of this call or have to leave, you can always rejoin us by dialing 1-877-229-8493 and entering code 111479. Again, that's 1-877-229-8493 and entering code 111479 to rejoin us and press star 3 to ask a question. With that, let's begin. Richie, my neighbors and I recently received letters from the Office of Property Assessment, were those our new tax bills? 

Speaker (RM): No, those were not tax bills. Those were assessment notices. And an assessment is an estimated value. It's what we think your property is worth and we sent assessment notices to all 579,000 parcels located throughout the city of Philadelphia. 

Speaker (MW): This process is different from past years. Why are we doing this? 

Speaker (RM): Well, it is different and we changed the way we do things because the old system was broken. People who had similar properties would get very different assessments and people with different types of structures would get the same assessment. Assessments weren’t done regularly so the system wasn't fair or accurate or transparent. The other thing we're doing is changing the way tax bills are calculated. There's no fractional assessment anymore. One of the most important things for people to remember is that the rates are going to come down substantially so you shouldn't take the assessment you got and multiply it by the old tax rate because you'll get a bill that is way, way too high.

Speaker (MW): Richie, if the assessed values were wrong in the past, what did you do to get the new values and how did you know that they're right? 

Speaker (RM): Well, for residential parcels, we use comparable sales. That's the most reliable source for estimating a residential parcel. For the large commercial industrial parcels, we used income and expense analysis. We also looked at things like field inspections, aerial photos, commercial data sources, permits, and information from various sources throughout the industry. 

Speaker (MW): Okay. I want to remind everyone that if you have a question, you can just hit star 3 to ask it and you'll be connected with one of our operators. So, Richie, when I look at this notice, with these new values, what's on there? What am I looking for? 

Speaker (RM): Well, you're looking first of all for your name and your OPA number. Next, you want to look at your assessed value. You also want to see if you have been qualified for the Homestead Exemption. And any information about your property, you want to check everything out to see that everything is accurate and everything is in order. 

Speaker (MW): Great. So, what happens after all that if I’m still not sure that the value assigned to my property is correct, what can I do about that? What if I feel that it’s wrong? 

Speaker (RM): Well, for first time here in the City of Philadelphia, we have a First Level Review process. The First Level Review process was designed to have communication between the property owner and the Office of Property Assessment. All you need to do is to fill out the First Level Review form that we sent to you in your packet along with your assessment notice. The deadline to file is March 31st and you’ll need to tell us exactly why you feel as though your property is not accurately assessed. 

Speaker (MW): Richie, are there certain types of reasons that would make you think that your assessment is not accurate? Or certain reasons that people would want to appeal?

Speaker (RM): Sure... the main reason… well two of the main reasons are that the estimated market value of your home is either too high or too low... Also, you could feel assessed in an inequitable manner meaning, it's not similar, it doesn't have a similar assessment to properties that are very close in characteristics to your property that are located on your block in your immediate area.

Speaker (MW): And so, if I don't agree with this First Level Review or I missed the March 31st deadline, what happens next? What can I do after that?

Speaker (RM): Well, you have the option of filing with the Board of Revision of Taxes and the deadline to file that is the 1st Monday in October and also you have the Court of Common Pleas. 

Speaker (MW): And if I still have questions or need assistance with an individual question about my property, what do I do then?

Speaker (RM): Well, you can dial 215-686-9200 and you can speak with the representatives from the Office of Property Assessment and get information on what you should do next.

Speaker (MW): And Rob, how do folks who don't speak English get information about this?

Speaker (RD): Well we have information in multiple languages. People can go to our website and they can look for information there. They can call 215-686-9200, that has language line access. A lot of people have asked questions and we want them to be able to get answers in any language. 

Speaker (MW): Great, that's really good to know. I want to thank everyone on the line for joining us for this City of Philadelphia telephone town hall meeting on changes to the property tax system. And we'll be taking questions momentarily. So, please know that you can press star 3 to ask a question from Richie McKeithen, our chief assessor and Rob Dubow, the Director of Finance for the City of Philadelphia. I’m getting back to you Richie. You mentioned that folks see the Homestead Exemption asking whether or not they got it on the assessment notice and what exactly is that? Should I apply for it?

Speaker (RM): Sure, I would encourage everyone to apply if the residential property is owner occupied. A Homestead Exemption is a program in which $30,000, right now, is being proposed to be taken right off of your assessment. It's real easy to apply, you can file it over the phone by calling 215-686-9200 or you can do it online at www.phila.gov/opa or by mail. 

Speaker (MW): It sounds like a great program for homeowners. Rob, are there any other programs out there to help property owners manage their own pay tax bill?

Speaker (RD): Sure but I just want to repeat what Richie said. Everyone should apply for the Homestead. If it's enacted, then people eventually want to get that benefit and have that value taken off their assessment. There are a number of other programs as the Low Income Senior Real Estate Tax Freeze, a Low Income and Low Income Senior Citizen Installment Plan, the Hardship Payment Agreement, Active Duty Programs and there are state programs, The Property Tax and Rent Rebate and The Disabled Veteran Program.   The other thing to remember is that we’re just about to go into our budget process with City Council which may add more programs over the next couple of months. 

Speaker (MW): All right. And so, how will this Actual Value Initiative affect property tax rates and people’s property tax bill? 

Speaker (RD): We are committed to finding a rate that generates the same amount of revenue under the new system as we collected under the old system. That will mean that the tax rate will come down significantly from where it is now. And then in the old system, remember you have to multiply your assessment by a percentage and then again by tax rate. So it was complicated. Now, you just multiply it one time by the tax rate.

Speaker (MW): That's great. So, who's going to set these tax rates? 

Speaker (RD): So, the Mayor will propose a rate in his budget address, which will be this Thursday, and then we will be working with City Council over the next few months to come up with the right combination of relief programs and rates. We think the rate will be somewhere in the range of 1.25% if it there's no new relief or up to 1.34% with the Homestead Exemption and potentially other relief measures. 

Speaker (MW): Thanks. A lot of people are seeing their assessment doubled or tripled. Does that mean that their bills are going to double and triple? 

Speaker (RD): No, not necessarily. What people really need to do is look at where the rates may be and multiply that by their assessment to figure out where their tax will be. We have a number of people who are really concerned about their taxes, as their assessment values rose significantly, but when they put in a lower tax rate, they realizes that their overall tax bill decreases.

Speaker (MW): Great. All right. So, let's take a couple of questions now to see what other folks are interested in hearing. I'm going to start with Evelyn from the Northeast. Hi, Evelyn, are you there? Do you have a question? 

Speaker: Yes, I am. Thank you. 

Speaker (MW): What is your question Evelyn? Okay, it seems that we have lost her. So, we're going to move on. Douglas, do you have a question? Hi, Douglas, are you there if you have a question? 

Speaker: Yes. 

Speaker (MW): Great. 

Speaker: Hi, I am here. My question is I have not received notice of a new AVI assessment and the website only shows 2 of my 8 neighbors having new assessments. I'm wondering when will I receive it? What's the last date I might receive it and how much time will I have to appeal it if I'm not satisfied with? 

Speaker (MW): Great. Thank you Douglas for your question. 

Speaker (RM): Douglas, we have assessment notices going out, still going out with the next week or two and regardless of when you receive your notice, you still have 30 days to file a First Level Review with the Office of Property Assessment and then your appeal to the Board of Revision of Taxes isn't due until October. So, you'll have plenty of time to appeal. 

Speaker (MW): So, let's see. We have another question from Ethel from East Germantown. Ethel, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I am. I asked one early. I want to ask one more. 

Speaker (MW): All right. Great. 

Speaker: Hello. 

Speaker (MW): Go ahead Ethel. 

Speaker: I want to know also, I had a list of assessment questions but I forgot where they are and I will have my list ready. Anyway, I want to ask also, is this going to make your mortgage go up or what? 

Speaker (MW): Thank you Ethel. 

Speaker (MW): So, if you pay your taxes through your mortgage, this will likely change the amount you pay but it won't necessarily go up. It depends what happens to your taxes. They could go up or they could go down. So, depending on what happens that will have an impact on your mortgage.

Speaker (MW): All right. Great. So, I think someone from South Philadelphia’s Whitman neighborhood has a question about the house in the city he's been in for 40 years. Patrick, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I'm here. Yes, how was your day? I’d like to ask a question. I've been in my house for over 40 years and I do have the same heater and my roof hasn't been replaced for 30 years. Is that a consideration for an assessment? 

Speaker (RM): Yes, all of the variables that go to your property help make up your assessment. If you feel as though your assessment is too high because of your roof or your heating system then you should file a First Level Review and you know allow us to come and look at it and we'll attempt to make a decision on your assessment... 

Speaker (MW): Great. So next... Colleen has a question about her 2014 taxes. Colleen, you can go ahead and ask your question. 

Speaker: Okay. What I'm curious about is I did not get a bill from my 2013 taxes yet. When are those bills going to be sent out? 

Speaker (RD): They were already sent out. So you should have received that in September. You should probably call the Revenue Department and see what happens because that all should have already gone out. 

Speaker (MW): Great. So next I have a question from Joan and she lives in the 25th District. Joan, you have a question about the change in your tax based on your neighborhood…Are you there?

Speaker: Yes I am. 

Speaker (MW): What's your question Joan? 

Speaker: Well the thing is, I live in one of the wildest districts in the city. I have a 2 bedroom house. You have to go through the back bedroom to the bathroom. My assessment has gone from 16,000 to 43,000. I would like to know who's going to pay $43,000 for the house in this neighborhood and if they have one please bring them over, I'll sell this house at a heartbeat. 

Speaker (MW): All right. Thanks for your question Joan. Do you have an answer for her, Richie? 

Speaker (RM): Yes sure, assessments are based on sales and they're based on sales throughout the particular neighborhood and so sales in that particular neighborhood had dictated that the assessment for that property could be at least $43,000. Comparable sales are main mechanism which we use to value residential parcels and that’s how we value this one. 

Speaker (MW): All right, great. Next, Nick from South Philly has a question about the senior freeze. Nick what's your question? 

Speaker: Yeah I'm a low income senior citizen and I filled out and mailed in a form a couple of years ago, that was supposed to permanently freeze my taxes at a rate that it was. Well this, will I be affected by any kind of increase or this freeze still is active?

Speaker (RD): You're still frozen, you won't get an increase. If the result of the change in your assessment and the new rate is a decrease, you would get the decrease but you won't get an increase. 

Speaker (MW): All right, great. So we would like to take a break for a poll question. For those of you on touch-tone or cellular phone, please use the number of 6, 7 or 8. If you like us to speak more about the homestead exemption, please press 6. If you'd like us to speak more about how we determine your property value and the assessment notice, please press 7. If you'd like us to review what you should do if you don't agree with you property assessment once more, please press 8. So again press 6 if you want us to talk about the homestead exemption. Press 7 if you want us to talk about how your property was assessed and press 8 if you want more information about what to do if you don't agree with your assessment and while we're waiting for everyone to make their poll selection, Richie could you tell us a bit more about the Office of Property Assessment, how it's different from the Board of Revision of Taxes. 

Speaker (RM): Sure. The Office of Property Assessment, also known as OPA, is the organization in the City that develops the assessments. We only value the property. The Board of Revision of Taxes is the entity that now only hears the appeal, as in, the formal appeal for any assessment. In the past, the Board of Revision of Taxes used to do both. They used to be responsible for setting the assessment as well as hearing any formal appeal, and so wisely, the City of Philadelphia separated the two and now we have OPA as well as the Board of Revision of Taxes. 

Speaker (MW): All right Richie. It seems folks have voted and what they really like to hear more about is the Homestead Exemption. Can you talk a little bit more about who's eligible and what sort of requirements that are to be eligible? 

Speaker (RM): For a Homestead Exemption, the eligibility is very simple. You need to have your property owner-occupied, meaning that you need to live in that property... You need to just fill out the form and any one of the ways that we talked about earlier, either online, either official form and mail it in or by phone and you need to... do that by the deadline day of... 

Speaker (MW): I believe that's July 31st, 2013 but I think folks shouldn't wait. 

Speaker (RM): Right, we encourage you to fill it out as soon as possible and get that to us. 

Speaker (RD): And it's important because the way the homestead works is let's say the homestead it's $10,000 and your value, your home was assessed at $50,000. That $10,000 comes off the value, it becomes a $40,000 assessment and new tax rate multiplied by that so it will save you money on your taxes. 

Speaker (MW): And so, I know some folks, they have a home but maybe they have a rental unit in it or there's maybe be a store in the first floor. Are those folks still eligible? 

Speaker (RM): Sure, as long as it is owner occupied, meaning the actual owner needs to live in one of the units... then the property is eligible for the Homestead Exemption. 

Speaker (MW): Great. Well, I want to turn back to the phones and see if we have some other folks who have questions. I see that the Patricia who is from around Passyunk Avenue has some question. Patricia, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I am. 

Speaker (MW): What question do you have, Patricia? 

Speaker: Okay, my question is and good evening, to start. But my question is, in previous tax bills, my assessment figure was much lower that my market figure. Now, it's exactly the same, so how do we come to equal the assessment to the market figure? 

Speaker (RM): Well, is that… the assessments are based on sales on the area. It's not about two different things your assessment as well as your tax bill. The assessment portion of it is based on sales, comparable sales in your area. We look at properties that are sold that are very similar to yours in location, size, condition etcetera and we level the value for it accordingly. The actual tax bill which you haven't received from this assessment won't be coming out until next... 

Speaker (MW): This November ... 

Speaker (RM): November, right. It's something different. 

Speaker (MW): All right. Great. Next up we have Carletta. Carletta is in North Philadelphia in the Logan section. Carletta, did you have a question for us? 

Speaker: Yes, I do. The question is, if the tax is exercised, are they going to take my house? And the next question is, where are they going to bill us… I'm up in a Logan section, where they going to bill that we live between 9th and the boulevard or over this Logan section where I live at? 

Speaker (MW): All right. Thanks Carletta. I think what I heard  - one question is, what was going to happen with the seniors and their taxes… 

Speaker (RD): Yeah, the question was about seniors and particularly about low income seniors, then the taxes are frozen and the increase in assessment won't result in any increase in their taxes.

 Speaker (MW): Great. So, next I have a question from Celeste in Graduate Hospital about her property and the one that’s adjacent to it. Celeste, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I am here. 

Speaker (MW): Yes. What's your question? 

Speaker: Hello, are you there? 

Speaker (MW): Yes, please go ahead.

 Speaker: Okay, why is it that the, okay for the land value. Why is that and I’ll use my property as an example. I have a 2-story. My next door neighbor has a 2-story. My adjacent next-door neighbor. Our land as shown by the assessor is exact same number of... of square footage and yet the assessor calculated my land value on a much higher... amount per square footage and I've... I also noted… and this is makes a difference of thousands of dollars for me. 

Speaker (MW): So, Richie what would you suggest. If there is any difference would be between the land value, if that's not right, what could you do about that? 

Speaker (RM): Well, it sounds like to me that's the clear cut case for a First Level Review... as she stated, the land square footage are, they're exactly alike and so... sounds like it's a residential single family, sounds to be...exactly alike. So that’s an excellent example for the First Level Review process and I would encourage her to fill out the form. 

Speaker (MW): Great. And next I think we have a question from Barbara in West Mount Airy with some other, she has some other questions about if the information isn't quite right. Barbara, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I am. I received my assessment and my next door neighbor, we're twins, and they have assessed our house at the rate of a 2-1/2 story house. We're the only 2 houses in the block that is just 2-stories and not 2-1/2 stories. What do I do? Then how could that be? What I want to know not what do I do, but what, how could that be? 

Speaker (MW): Thank you Barbara for that question. 

Speaker (RM): Well, often times, we can't tell exactly... when you're talking about the top level floors whether it’s finished or not and so...for your two houses, it sounds like to me they may be dissimilar from the other houses on the block and so we need to just come out look at it and that's why we have the First Level Review form. Please fill it out so we can come out and do an inspection and make sure that we get your information accurate. A lot of times we can't tell from outside the top floors as far as how many floors are exactly up there. 

Speaker (MW): Richie, can you tell a little bit more about this and how people can get information about properties in the city. 

Speaker (RM): Sure... you can go to our website, www.phila.gov/opa and get a wealth of information about the any property located in the city of Philadelphia. 

Speaker (MW): Great. 

Speaker (RM): You can also, just to add to that, you can also contact our office and talk to your evaluator and they have information also that they can share with you on a one-on-one basis.

Speaker (MW): Okay. Now I see that Irene in South Philly. You had a question about the percentage of your assessment and what's going on. Maybe, Rob can help you with that. Irene, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I am. 

Speaker (MW): What’s your question Irene?

Speaker: The actual assessment in the year 2013 is 32% and then the proposed assessment for 2014 is a 100%. That is a big difference... Tell me more about how something like that comes about. 

Speaker (RD): Sure, so under the old system before this year, you would get your total assessment and then you have to multiply by 32% and then by the tax rate. So it was a three-step process. We've taken out that second step, the 32%, and now you just take the tax rate and multiply it by the value. But the other thing we're going to do is dramatically lower the rate to make up for having taken out that 32%... So, the fact that the 32% is gone, it doesn't mean that your taxes are going up. It means that there is a simpler system with the lower tax rate. 

Speaker (MW): Okay, I hope that helped you out Irene. Next up, I have a question from Mike. He has a question about rental units. Mike, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I am. Thank you. By the way, I think you have to divide by 32 not multiply by 32 to get the answer. Little math quiz. My point was I heard you saying how you were going to use the income approach for the commercial property. Why, when 50% of the residential units in the city are rental. Why couldn't you just simply use the rental value as the basis for valuation and would that have been too simple? 

Speaker (RM): Well, what I was talking about the income and expense strategy, I was speaking largely about the large commercial properties or hotels. We primarily use the income and expense information for those. Rental properties, single families… properties that could still be deemed single family residential will still get a sales market sales approach and then if we have any rental data on them, we can consider it but they primarily will still receive a comparable sales approach. 

Speaker (MW): Richie, I have a question about commercial properties. Are they able to do the First Level Review process, too? 

Speaker (RM): Sure... the First Level Review process is open to the entire city of Philadelphia. What they can do is they can download the application on the website. They’ll need to send us the most recent 2 years of their income and expense information including rent rolls with applicable documentation. So, yes, they could definitely use the First Level Review process. They need to... if they're being represented by an agent, let's say a law firm or someone like that, then they need to also fill out the agent authorization form which is also in our information. 

Speaker (MW): Great. Next, we have a question from Robert and he is in the Newbold - Point Breeze area. Robert, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I'm here. 

Speaker (MW): What's your question Robert? 

Speaker: My house was at market values at 80,700... I'd like to know what my taxes are going to be for 2014. I don't know how to figure this out. 

Speaker (RD): Well, it depends a little bit of what kind of relief measures are implemented. Probably the simplest way to look at it now is to multiply that number by 1.25% and that will get you into the range of where your taxes will be. 

Speaker (MW): Okay. So next we have a question from... Dominic in Port Richmond. 

Speaker: Hello. 

Speaker (MW): Dominic, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I'm here. Thank you for very much for letting me say something to somebody. Thank you for having the service. I got an assessment for a 190,500 and I got the property up for sale for 150 and I cannot sell it. So, how they got to that figure, I have no idea. 

Speaker (MW): All right. Thank you for your question Dominic. 

Speaker: Sure.

Speaker (RM): In that particular instance, if I were Dominic, I would definitely fill out a First Level Review form. One thing you should always remember, we look at a whole wealth of sales that have occurred in the neighborhood so the fact that one property may be listed for sale does not necessarily mean that is the sale price, and we don't know how long it’s been listed for sale. This does not necessarily mean that the assessment is going to be for what it sales for. Unlike California, it takes a multitude of sales to actually derive an assessment here in Pennsylvania and that's what we used. 

Speaker (MW): Okay, Great. Next up we have Barbara in Logan Square. She has a question about whether actually they can pay the taxes after the property’s sold. Barbara, do you want to ask your question? 

Speaker: Yes... one of my concerns is I live in a neighborhood that has just gentrified amazingly and is a destination neighborhood so... the houses are very high value. We have some blocks with these some better houses but a lot of houses were basically what I would call blue collar blocks. But they have multi, many times multi-generational families. They had the grandparents living here and we have folks living here since you know, the 50's, 60's, 70's. It could be some of that but that people I've talking with that's being years on Social Security and whatever. You know, when we bought our houses... we could afford them to pay the mortgage and to pay the taxes. And so now, these new houses and they're so improved. They have finished basements, they’ve replaced their roofs, they have 2-1/2 to 3 bedrooms... whatever it's called and, whatever that… an air conditioning that runs around the house, that type of thing. So, they're all upgraded which is great. Now eventually, well my house may be not exactly what my neighbors sells for but for a lack of someone who will come in and put money in it will be worth with what my neighbors is. But in the meantime, we can, a lot of us can't support this new taxes and I understand when they said comparable house... When you do your first level appeal, are things considered, 'cause I heard the gentleman earlier said something well, I don't have a new roof and you know my heaters are old and I thought of this, I never thought of that, but I've never replaced my heater either. I've been here over 40 years and so when you say things like that, do they then have to come if you make your appeal and you put in like I only have 1 bathroom, you know, I haven't replaced my fixtures. I have a wooden floor. I don't even have tiles, things like that. Will they have to come up to your house then the... 

Speaker (MW): That’s a big question… Richie, are the folks going to come out to your house if you make that First Level Review appeal to see whether or not your bathroom has been redone or if you got the central air?

Speaker (RM): In an instance, in an example she just described... Yes, the goal is to actually come out there to the property owner’s house and do a full blown inspection and so that means they would come out...We would contact the property owner and come out and go through the house and inspect everything and then come out with a decision on the condition. But let me explain if I may, some of the scenario that what was just discussed. In some of the hotter areas around town, you don't necessarily have to have fixed up your house in order for it to appreciate in value because as neighborhoods continue to thrive, even the most modest houses in those neighborhoods can have increases because their marketability is so much greater than it used to be because of supply and demand. And so please keep that in mind when you see that your assessment may have increased in some of those areas. Not at the same rate of the newer houses will fall with their bells and whistles. But still you can command more for your house because you are in one of the hotter areas around town. 

Speaker (MW): Okay. Thanks Richie. Ramona in Eastwood also has a question about whom you're comparing folks to. Ramona, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I am. Thank you for taking my call. I understand the difference between the assessment value and the market value and I understand that you're using comparable to determine assessment value. In those comparables, how do you distinguish real sales compared to bank sales where there were foreclosure or investment?

Speaker (RM): Great question. We removed our foreclosures from our initial screening of sales. So Sheriff sales, foreclosures, intra-family sales, things that aren't true ultimate transactions are removed in our analysis before we start to determine what your market value should be. 

Speaker (MW): Great. And I see that... Yvonne in Mount Airy has a question about the senior freeze and the homestead. Yvonne, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I am. 

Speaker (MW): Great, you want to ask your question? 

Speaker: Yes, I am on low income and I think I have... they put a freeze on my property tax and now that this property assessment has come up... Will that change anything in my taxes that’s coming down or will I get an assessment on my property due to the fact that I have a freeze on my property tax? 

Speaker (MW): Thanks Yvonne, that's a great question. 

Speaker (RD): So, you will, you will be getting an assessment. The freeze is still implemented so your taxes won't be going up. And there is chance though, there's a combination, there’s a new assessment and the new dramatically lower tax rate will actually result in lower taxes for you. So, actually the only thing that can happen. Your taxes can't go up but they can stay the same or go down. 

Speaker (MW): Great. Next we have Loraine from the Far Northeast. Loraine, are you there? Do you have a question? 

Speaker: Yes. 

Speaker (MW): What's your question, Loraine? 

Speaker: My question is, our property was assessed low and would it hurt, if we were to appeal and have it assessed at a higher amount? The reason they’re assessed low is because one of the houses on the street went into foreclosure so we're assessed low. But who wants to pay more taxes if you're assessed to the lower rate? And, you know, who’s going to be dumb enough to call the City and have it reassessed to the higher rate and pay more taxes? 

Speaker (MW): Thanks Loraine, that's an interesting question, what should folks do if their assessment is too low? 

Speaker (RM): Well, actually we do get taxpayers who complain that their assessments are too low and in that instance... they should still file a First Level Review and have us, you know come out and do some things we would do in any instance and look at the property and reconsider their market value. 

Speaker (MW): Great. Next up, we have Vanessa and Vanessa’s got some questions about where she can turn for help. Vanessa, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I am. 

Speaker (RM): What's your question? 

Speaker: Hi, my question is, my aunt is 78, and she called me to have helped her do the packet, the form that she had to fill on the packet and I found that, they'll be quite difficult even for me. So, I was wondering, are there going to be any workshops situated in the community that can help our seniors walk through the process of being able to successfully navigate the forms and meet the deadlines and that type of thing?

Speaker (RD): Yes, we have a series of drop-ins around the city on Saturdays and weeknights and people can go into those drop-ins. There will be representatives from City departments there who can help you with questions just like the one you had. And Marisa, where can people go to get the schedule? 

Speaker (MW): So, the schedule will be on the City website at www.phila.gov. You can also call the Homestead Assessment hotline at 215-686-9200 and I do want to just one more time remind you folks that if you have a question tonight, you're welcome to hit star 3 and we'll try and get you on the air and ask your question but if you have questions asked after tonight, please call us at 215-686-9200. And that's for the event that Rob was talking about. Folks will be able to sit down and one-on-one and ask their questions and get help filling out their forms. But also seniors who maybe don't want to come out and all obviously call up to now. We have another question. We have one here from Dawn in Bella Vista. Dawn, do you have a question for us? 

Speaker: Yeah, my question is I was just trying to re-mortgage my house and the bank did an appraisal and it was almost half of what the City appraised my house at. So I'm just kind of wondering how it could be so far off... I mean I understand there's some counts in the area but that's what the bankers do. So, can you explain just a little bit more about that how you got the numbers that you got and what I could do about it or can I send you the bank appraisal? 

Speaker (RM): Sure, you can definitely fill out the First Level Review form and send us, attached the bank appraisal. But one thing you should know that the date of the bank appraisal means a lot. If the date of the bank appraisal doesn't necessarily coincide without re-assessment, there could be some issue as to what sale the appraisal used and what sales we used and the appraiser for the bank appraisal…They may have to gone some degree of an analysis or inspection of your home to see certain things that we might not necessarily give credit to. So, definitely, attach a copy of that appraisal with your First Level Review form. 

Speaker (MW): All right. Great. I'm seeing that Carol from the northeast, you have some question to about what sort of information you should include if you're going to do that appeal of your First Level Review. Carol, are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I am thank you and good evening everyone. Yes, my question was if I was to send in the review, could I attach copies of houses that has sold in the last 6 months, that are $30,000 less than what my home has been assessed back?

Speaker (RM): You certainly can and I would encourage to do so. Please understand that we're going to come out and do an inspection of your home so make sure you're attaching comparable properties. But yes, I definitely encourage you to do that. 

Speaker (MW): Great. I can see questions about how are we going to continue the assessments and I know you said that we haven't done anything like this before in a long time. Is this once and done or what happens next? 

Speaker (RM): Well, we are going to reassess every year. Our goal is to reassess every year at 100% market value... but that does not mean that your assessment will change from year to year. It’s all dependent on the market and what's going on in your particular area. We want to ensure that we continue to refine our assessment process and continue to maintain our assessment so we don't ever fall out of compliance, for example, with the state. 

Speaker (MW): All right. Great. I got a question from Lydia from Overbrook. Lydia are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I am. Good evening. My question is, I live on a street which used to be full of multi family dwellings. Now there's only really 3 or 4 homes that are really single families but they are 3 stories. We used to rent it out, we have the owners that live here. We don't rent it out anymore. We haven't rented it out for a year but every time, we get something from the City they’re still showing us a multi family dwelling and then we had the assessment come. How do I get that rectified and also with the multi, with the area I am in. There is a property that has been torn down, this property that has no one living in but my concern, main concern, how do I change this over to a single family dwelling as far as on paper? 

Speaker (RM): Great question, Lydia. I think that what you should start by doing is completing that first level review or contacting the Office of Property Assessment simply to say that you have a question about how your property was categorized. 

Speaker (RD): But in addition to that... it sounds like to me you need to contact Licenses and Inspections because if you are showing up as a rental property, and even if you don't rent it any longer doesn't mean that it's not still categorized as a rental property. You need to contact them to take it off of their list of rental properties and get that category code changed. 

Speaker (MW): Next, we have a question from Eileen from Mount Airy about the homestead. Eileen, what's your question? 

Speaker: Good evening everyone. I have the Homestead Exemption Application. It has my grandparents’ names on there. They are both deceased. However, I'm the one who's living in the home and I've been living here for years. How can I fill out that form? Should I just make note of that, I'm the one who's living here? What name should I put on there? How should I proceed? 

Speaker (MW): All right. So, here's what you should do. We usually consider folks like you as in a tangled title situation where the original owners have passed away but you've inherited the house and generally, the homestead exemption is only available for the owner occupant and that is typically whose name is on the deed. But if you or anyone is in this tangled title situations, we're offering a 3-year conditional homestead exemption, and the way this works is you'll fill out the application as well as the homestead affidavit which you can pull off our website or get mailed to you by calling our hotline at 215-686-9200. And basically that affidavit is clearly explaining to us why your name isn't the name on the deed.  For example, it’s because it was in my grandparents name, they're deceased and this is now my property. And you'd be asked to send in to the two pieces of information just to indicate to us that this really is the property that you are responsible for. You would send those 3 things and then be eligible for the homestead exemption for 3 years and during that 3 years, we expect you to take the steps you need to take to move that house's deed and title into your name. So, you can still get the Homestead Exemption. We want to make sure everyone gets it and we'll give you 3 years to untangle that title. 

We have another question here from Phyllis in South Philadelphia about the homestead. What's your question Phyllis? 

Speaker: Yes, I mailed in the Homestead Exemption and how do I find out whether or not I'm qualified? My neighbors and I all mailed them in but how do we know they were received? 

Speaker (MW): Great question Phyllis. We’ve been collecting these things since last summer. If you got it in before November 15th and you were approved, it should have been indicated on your assessment notice. If for some reason it’s not on your application, and we did not approve it, we would have sent you a letter telling you that it was not approved and what you would need to do in order to get yourself into the program. Now, if your application came in after about mid-November, we weren't able to include it on the assessment notice but you can find out whether or not you've been accepted into the program by calling 215-686-9200. So, should know that it's taking about 4 to 6 weeks to process those homestead applications. So if you've sent it in just recently, please give us a little bit of time. The final deadline for getting those in is July 31st, 2013. So, that's when you want to make sure that you get this (Homestead Exemption) in the mail…to be counted toward the tax bill that you will receive next year. 

Next question I see we have from Arissa in West Oak Lane. Arissa, what's your question? 

Speaker: The question is that today of all days, a gentleman came into my door and told me that he came to assess my property. I had already received from the City of Philadelphia the information on residential property assessment...They sent me a two-page letter giving me the notice of proposed valuation for 2014. All of these was sent to me and gave me the value of the property. Did I have Homestead Exemption, which I do. I did apply for that. I want to know who are these people coming to the door stating that he has an ability to come in to assess my property when in essence he had no credentials whatsoever?

Speaker (MW): All right Arissa. Thank you for that call. Richie, can you answer that? 

Speaker (RM): Sure... the Office of Property Assessment doesn't have any evaluators out right now inspecting properties unless the actual taxpayer has contacted the evaluators to come out and do an inspection. Our evaluators have ID badges that have the Office of Property Assessment and the City logo. If you do not feel comfortable about anyone who comes to your door, please by all means ask to see the badge and dial... 

Speaker (MW): 215-686-9200... 

Speaker (RM): And we can identify the person who is claiming to be an evaluator at your door representing our office. 

Speaker (MW): All right. Great. Geraldine has a question about her 2013 taxes and her 2014 taxes, Geraldine from Germantown, do you have a question? 

Speaker: Yes, the question is I've already paid my taxes for 2013 and I wonder will I receive an additional bill for that? 

Speaker (RD): No, the assessment that you just received is actually for your 2014 bill so you're getting it well in advance but you won't be getting another bill for '13. 

Speaker (MW): All right. Great. And we got another question about tax bills. Nick from Manayunk. What's your question? 

Speaker: Yes... I received my assessment and it's substantially higher... say from $126,500 up into $364,100 and it seems that it is a very exorbitant amount building me to work and all that and you know Manayunk is always like in the news and they cut it in on the channel 6, that's a great place. Well, maybe a very great place for the younger generation. We're the old generation, my families lived here since about the 30's and the taxes are just going to force us out of here. So, just exactly what is the tax going to be? I know you said something about compounding it by 1.25%... The property assessment proposed is $364,100 and another segment that I may ask is if you live in the area and you've been here a long time, you know how it was before you're able to park a vehicle and not get tickets... You can’t park in the area and we have to put up with the drunken college kids that holler and scream, wake you up at 2, 3:00 in the morning before they leave town. And clean up broken beer bottles and also, we also have to clean up our steps at least 2, 3 times a year. You know, Manayunk, it's proposed that it's such a great place for the residents, it's really not that great. So, why are we going to pay so much? 

Speaker (RD): So, let me take the first part about, what will happen to your tax bill and then Richie will talk to you about what's happening with and how we got to your value. So, as you said, to figure out your tax bill, the simplest thing is to multiply 1.25% with your assessment. But you should also know that as we go through the process with council this spring and there may be other relief measures that may help with your tax bill. There will probably be a homestead, and there may be other relief. So you should do the 1.25% and then going what happens in council... and look at we’re at in that process. 

Speaker (RM): As far as the values are concerned... The values are calculated by sales and certain parts of the city are very popular which kind of drive the assessments and the sales for those particular properties in those areas. If you have an issue though with something in your home, then you should fill out a form and let us come and look at it at least. But it sounds like to me that the popularity of your area may be driving the sales prices and that's what gives the assessment its baseline. 

Speaker (MW): Great. Thank you for the answer. Now, I just want to remind everyone that if you have questions tonight, you can press star 3 and if you want to learn more, we're going to be having another one of these telephone town halls on March 27th and if you'd like to pre-register for that starting tomorrow, you can do that on the City's website at www.phila.gov or by calling 215-686-9200. So, if you'd like to participate in another one of these telephone town halls about the real estate tax assessment process, you'll be able to do that at the end of the month on March 27th. 

Next up, I have a question from Emma in Mount Airy. She has question about the 10-year tax abatement. 

Speaker: Yes, hello. Hi Richie. 

Speaker (RM): Hi, how are you doing? 

Speaker: Good. I recently purchased a new home in 2009 and I applied for the 10-year tax abatement and I received it and I just want to know if that will still be in effect or do I need to like go ahead and apply for this homestead and additional stuff? 

Speaker (RM): Well, that will still be in place but that doesn't mean you shouldn't apply for a homestead. Because the homestead will still help reduce your bill. So, you should take advantage of whatever other reliefs is available for you in addition to that abatement. 

Speaker (MW): Great. Now, I think we have another question in from Phyllis in Port Richmond... But we're going to get to her in just a moment. Can you tell me a little bit more about whether or not you compare old and new properties with those being related just to one another?

Speaker (RM): Sure... when we're doing an analysis, we attempt to not compare older properties, properties that have not had a lot of work done to them with new construction or properties that have been gutted out. This would not be comparing apples with apples, so to speak. And so no, we don't do that. 

Speaker (MW): All right. Great. So, if you're not comparing old or new properties to one another, so buying houses in the neighborhood with a lot of stuff while they're making construction, how can my property change? 

Speaker (RM): Well, once again... that's the theory that's pretty consistent in the real estate field is that location will drive value, and real estate is location, location, location and so based on the location of your property, if it’s in one of those very hot areas, the value of your property can increase even if you're not doing anything to it all. It's just the fact that that area is driving the value and so people had a misconception that my property is not one of the newer properties or it's not new construction. It's never been touched but the value is still going up and it's one of those hot areas. Well, that's based on the location and the fact that the desirability for your property is driving the actual assessment and the value. 

Speaker (MW): I saw that Diane from West Philadelphia and some other folks have questions about owning a property that has two different account numbers and they don't want to put them together because that's expensive. How do you assess a property that has two account numbers?

Speaker (RM): Well, we have a property that has two different account numbers with two different parcels which you speaking up is an assemblage. In our particular industry, we will look at that as one entity and so oftentimes we'll put those two parcels together to derive the marketability of both of them. 

Speaker (MW): All right. Great. Next up we have a question from Trina from southwest Philadelphia. Trina are you there? 

Speaker: Yes, I am. Hi, good evening. I got a like a 2 part questions. I'm not sure how to really word it but I kind of have a license shop within my property which I do reside in as well. So I wanted to find out does that affect my property taxes? 

Speaker (RM): Well, we’re going to look at that property which you just described as what we called a mixed-use property. And so... We’re going to look at the sales of mixed-use properties in that area and value your property accordingly. 

Speaker (MW): All right. Great. So, our time is nearly up for this first telephone town hall. We'd like to take a moment to ask you another poll question. So, we want to ask you to use the 7 and 9 keys to answer this question. Would you recommend this form of a telephone town hall to a friend as a way to learn more about their assessment notice in the changing tax process? If you would say yes, press 7. If you would say no, you will not introduce this to a friend, please press 9. Well, I thank everyone who participated in this and so this concludes our evening with the telephone town hall. In a moment, you'll hear a message from Mayor Nutter which will detail a number of places you can visit for more information or to speak with an Office of Property Assessment team member. You will also be given the opportunity to leave a question or comments for the Office of Property Assessment. Please note that we value your feedback and we'll hold another town hall session on the same topic on March 27th. You can pre-register for that starting tomorrow at www.phila.gov or by calling 215-686-9200. I want to thank you again Chief Assessor Richie McKeithen and Director of Finance Rob Dubow for joining us this evening.  

Speaker (RM): Thank you. 

Speaker (RD): Thank you for having me. 

Speaker (MW): Take care everyone and have a wonderful evening.

