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Westchester is number 1, yeah!...in real estate taxes
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Can we fight city hall to lower our taxes, and win? Usually when you're voted number 1 in the nation
it's a good thing, except when that placement refers to you living in the county that pays the highest
real estate taxes in America. But do our property taxes reflect the best public services, amenities
and educational system in the nation? That's a complex question for another day's debate. (For the
record, | happen to be pro Westchester and love living here.) So for today, let's just focus on the
issue at hand. As homeowners enjoyed record setting real estate appreciation until 2007-2008, our
municipalities increased our taxes proportionate to that increase. But did the quality of our public
services increase as well? Again, open to another day's debate. Today's question is whether or not
your real estate taxes have decreased in similar proportion to the decline in your property's value.
First, let's give credit to where credit is due; some municipalities have taken a blanket initiative to
lower assessments and subsequent taxes up to 4.5% in some areas, a nice gesture, but it hardly
makes up for the actual depreciation that in some cases approaches 40%. Some cities have unfairly
raised the assessment ratio, which only makes it more difficult for a homeowner to achieve the
reduction that may rightfully belong to them. Individual assessors and assessment office policies
vary greatly from town to town, | have found most to be fair and pleasant. Others can be biased and
adversarial, to the point where one would believe their position is deliberately intended to send a
message of discouragement to homeowners who seek a reduction. In a recent conversation with
one local assessor, | came to realize that some assessors are frustrated in that they would like to
have accurate valuations of every property within their jurisdiction but they just lack the man (and
woman) power to do just that.

As for the basic steps within the process, they are loosely defined as follows: 1. Read tax bill, 2. Kick
the dog (just kidding), take a seat, put your eyeglasses on and read tax bill again (just to make
sure), 3. Wave a finger of your choice in the air and scream "We are number one!" 4. Find the
section of your tax bill that states, "Your taxes are based on the market value of i.e. $200,000," 5.
Ascertain whether or not your actual market value is lower than the bill's stated value. 6. If the
broker/appraiser opinion is lower than the town's stated value then you may have a case. The rest of
the process includes some time-consuming and often frustrating steps. The property owner or
representative must complete the confusing NYS RP-524 form and submit it along with the proof to
the assessor. This can be submitted and discussed with the assessor in person or just hand
delivered. After a few months a determination is made and sent via mail. If a decrease has been
awarded, and the property owner is satisfied, the process ends there. If a partial or no reduction has
been granted, the decision can be appealed at the county level and a small claims court date is set
for arbitration. | know what you're thinking, "good times" right?

Many property owners select to avoid the personal confrontation, anxiety, and tedium of the process
and hire a grievance company or attorney to act in their interest. Fees usually range from 50% to



75% of the first years savings, and some charge and additional 10% to 20% for the second year. To
go it alone or hire a representative depends on the property owner and is mostly an issue of
personal preference. Sometimes the "powers that be" are reasonable, and other times we are forced
to "fight city hall,” but either way it is a property owner's legal right to challenge what they think is
unfair.
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