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Existing League of Women Voters (LWV) policies call for fairness in tax 
structures.  As a result, the Delegates to the 2009 LWV Convention voted to approve a 
study committee to “determine the impacts of the counties failure to reassess and to 
develop facts that could provide a basis for elected officials to support reassessment”.  It 
was noted in the study proposal that the most recent property reassessment took place in 
Kent County in 1986.  New Castle County last reassessed in 1983 and Sussex County last 
reassessed in 1974.   

 
A recent report from the Delaware Economic Development Office on Delaware 

Property Tax Rates 2008-2009 states Kent County levies property taxes on 60% of the 
assessment based on 1987 market value, Sussex levies property taxes on 50% of the 1974 
appraised value and New Castle County levies its taxes based on 100% of the July 1, 
1983 fair market value.  Since three school districts have property that transcend county 
boundaries they are obligated by law to set two different tax rates within their district in 
an attempt to get some equity between all of their taxpayers.   

 
The Property Tax Rate report further notes that the “real property taxes in 

Delaware are imposed at the local level to fund municipal and county governments as 
well as school districts”.    

 
In addition, some $74 million in State Equalization funding is distributed to 

school districts annually based on relative school district property wealth.   According to 
the most recent report Assessment-To-Sales Ratio Study for Division III Equalization 
Funding: 2008 Project Summary conducted by Edward C. Ratledge at the Center for 
Applied Demography & Survey Research at the University of Delaware, “Having 
accurate measures of the assessment-to-sales ratios for each school district is 
critical….(H)however, these ratios do no reflect changes in property values since the last 
complete reassessments.”  In essence, while a formula is applied to try to ascertain 
relative wealth among school districts, it is no substitute for current assessments using 
national standards. 
 

Property tax revenues are an integral part of the local tax structures.  The revenues 
provide the majority of funds for county operations as well as about 28% of the operating 
and capital (building and maintenance) expenses for public schools.  In actuality, the 
majority of the revenues raised are for the benefit of schools.  Based on the most recent 
budgets listed on the three county web sites: 

·  New Castle County raises approximately $110 million in property taxes 
towards funding a $164.5 million budget;  



·  Kent County raises $9.6 million toward funding a $43.1 million budget; 
and  

·  Sussex County raises $11.4 million toward funding a $25.9 million 
budget for an approximate total of $131 million.   

 
School districts levy taxes to raise some $490 million annually.   
 
This results in some $620 million in property tax raised on an annual basis for 

both county and school district budgets. 
 
Municipalities are also heavily dependent on property tax levies to fund their 

budgets which would only add to the total amount of dollars raised on the taxing the 
value of real property. 

 
 Property taxes have provided a very stable and consistent form of revenue since 
they are less subject to economic downturns.  While this may seem a strange statement 
given the current circumstances in the real estate market, over time, property values and 
their variations – both up and down – have not had much impact in the actual taxes paid 
on the property.  This is evident by reviewing past county budgets and the various Annual 
Report of Education Statistics published on-line by the Department of Education. 
 
 The authority for taxation of local property comes by virtue of the Delaware 
Code.  The Code also provides the process by which property taxes can be set but it does 
not require specific time periods for reassessments.  As a part of the reassessment 
process, counties and school districts are restricted in the total amount of dollars they can 
take in following reassessment.  Sections 8002 (c) and (d), Title 9, Del.C specifies that 
counties may not realize any more than 15% increase in actual revenue over the revenue 
derived in the fiscal year immediately preceding reassessment, presumably to cover the 
cost of reassessment, and once reassessment process is complete, the taxes are “rolled-
back” to provide the same revenue as was realized prior to reassessments. Section 1916 
(b), Title 14, Del.C provides school districts must limit the increase in actual revenue to 
no more than 10%.  This translates to overall lower rates based on higher property values 
to generate no more than 15% in additional revenue over the previous year.  It should be 
noted that this 15% increase would also include the revenue received for any new 
properties being built and added to the tax rolls that year.   
 

Property tax collection is further complicated by legislative exemptions.  Title 14, 
Section 1917, Del. C. provides for exemptions of up to $500 for senior citizens, 
regardless of income.  Title 9, Sections 8329 to 8337, Del. C. provides for special 
property assessments for parcels of 10 or more acres that are actively used for agriculture, 
horticulture or forest land.  Each county also has a list of tax exempt properties that 
include state and federally owned property, enterprise zones, and church owned property 
to name a few of the exempt categories. 
 
 There are any numbers of reasons given for the lack of reassessment.  The most 
common concerns are the cost of the reassessment itself.  Each county estimated the costs 



in the millions when legislation was proposed some 14 years ago that would have 
required reassessment.    Reassessment has also resulted in various property owners being 
upset with the new values and subsequent tax bills.  The most vocal are those owners 
whose properties have been substantially increased in value and thus subject to some 
additional taxation.  It should be noted that other property owners see reductions and 
others see no real change in their taxes as a result of reassessment.  For political bodies, 
taxpayer unhappiness, even if it is only a handful of owners, is not pleasant.  The other 
indisputable fact is that the majority of the taxes collected by the counties are for the 
benefit of the local public schools.  The counties are the collecting agency but pass the 
funds on after collection.  Any political body would be averse to taking the “heat” for  
reassessment when the many of the benefits largely go to other governmental entities 
such as school districts and towns. 
 
 There is another side, however.  There is taxpayer equity.  Why should some 
taxpayers pay at a higher rate than others because of the outdated assessments?   
 

On June 29, 2008 the following article appeared in the News Journal Newspaper:  
�

Reassessment gets a look with values at 1970s, 1980s levels, fairness factor  
is an issue 
By Angie Basiouny, The News Journal 
 The nagging problem of frozen property values in Delaware's three 
counties may begin to thaw in the coming year -- something that could help bring 
property values out of the last century and equalize the tax burden among 
homeowners. 
 New Castle County has not reassessed property since 1983. That 
means a house that sells for $400,000, for example, is taxed at a value of about 
$75,000. 
 Kent County hasn't had a reassessment since 1986, and Sussex County 
values are frozen in 1974. 
 "This is an issue that got shoved on the back burner and needs to be 
front burner," said state Rep. William Oberle, sponsor of House Joint Resolution 
22, which asks the state budget director, the controller general and the 
secretaries of Finance and Education to develop recommendations for 
reassessment. 
 The resolution passed in the House on Tuesday, the Senate on 
Thursday and was headed to the governor's desk. Oberle expects the 
recommendations to be submitted to legislators in the next session that starts in 
January. 
 Delaware's counties haven't reassessed in so long because there is little 
incentive to do so.  Reassessments are expensive and time-consuming, and 
state law prevents counties from reaping a windfall.  If counties reassess, they 
must roll back the tax rate so the total amount of revenue raised is the same as 
the previous year's revenue.  "You don't do [reassessment] to create money. You 
do it because it's fair," said Eddy Parker, director of Sussex County's Division of 
Assessment. "We need to put a system in place where we can update these 
values, so we never get into this situation again." 
 Counties are allowed to capture 15 percent more money than the 
previous year. But that money must be used to cover the cost of the 
reassessment. 
 The law is designed to protect citizens from unfair tax hikes, officials 
said. 



 But it has an unwanted side effect of putting a greater tax burden on the 
poor. Those residents who live in less valuable homes pay a similar amount in 
taxes as do wealthy homeowners. 

www.delawareonline.com   
 
 House Joint Resolution 22 was signed into law.  The resultant committee formed 
by the Resolution included members of the Departments of Finance, Education, and 
Management and Budget.  Other members included representatives of school districts, 
the State Board of Education, the Delaware State Education Association, the Controller 
General’s Office and the University of Delaware’s school of Public Policy and Urban 
Affairs.  The Committee has provided a very comprehensive look at reassessment and 
recommendations for proceeding. 
    

That report that was developed appears in Appendix I. 
 
 The issue before us is how to proceed.  There is a way forward as issued by the 
report in response to House Joint Resolution 22.    That report recommends: 
 

·  The State take on the role of implementing reassessment.  It would provide for 
common standards for a single reassessment across the State.   

 
·  It further recommends that all property be assessed at 100% of market value 

with annual revaluations.    The report suggests using the Uniform Standards of 
Professional Appraisal Practice (USPAP) and the International Association of 
Assessing Officers (IAAO) standards moving forward. 

 
·  In addition, the recommendations state subsequently, all property should be 

physically inspected every nine years or less.   
 

·  Since assessments are so out of date, the recommendations include a three year 
phase in for those properties that have steep increases in assessments and 
therefore taxes.  

  
·  Once in place, it is further suggested that after the initial reassessment, 

individual properties be capped at 10% increase based on increased property 
value.  This cap would not apply to increases based on overall rate increases 
passed by county councils, levy court or school district referenda.   

 
·  Finally, the report suggests that any overall increase in tax revenue be held to 

7.5%, excluding new property growth, for the year following the first 
reassessment and to 5% for subsequent reassessments. 

·  Each county would be responsible for paying for its share of the reassessment 
and could levy a supplemental tax to raise the needed revenue to cover the costs. 

 
 The report states that these recommendations were shared with county and 
municipal governments as well as representative of the real estate community.  



Apparently they did not grant any official endorsements or comment, but did understand 
the need. 
 
 For those interested in delving in great detail into how various entities levy 
property taxes,   The Lincoln Institute of Land Policy (www.lincolninst.edu) is a source 
of land tax policy and information for all 50 states.  There is little consistency across the 
county and therefore difficult to determine the most popular or most common practices.  
They are all reflections of their own state policies and traditions.    
 
 In addition to the recommendations found in the report to Governor Minner and 
the General Assembly, consideration should be given to the following proposals: 
 

·  Expand the State Assessment Board into quasi-state body (similar to the structure 
of the Delaware Solid Waste Authority) which would be jointly managed by the 
counties, school districts and municipalities to not only conduct the initial 
reassessment, but also subsequent reassessments and all related appeals.   

 
·  The funding for such an agency would come from a special assessment of the 

counties, school districts and municipalities who levy property taxes 
independently from the counties devoted to assessment and reassessment.  This 
percent should determined by the Assessment Board and on a pro-rata basis and 
levied on the authority of the State Assessment Board.  It should be noted that a 
number of towns and cities in the State conduct their own property assessments 
for municipal tax purposes.  It brings an economy of scale to bring all entities who 
levy property taxes into one single assessment/reassessment system with the same 
standards. 

 
·  Reassessments subsequent to the initial reassessment would occur on a rotating 

basis over a three or four year period as is the practice in Maryland.   
 

·  Following the initial reassessment, caps would be established for how much an 
individual tax bill can increase or decrease in any one year.  In the past several 
years, property values based on market value has actually declined in a number of 
areas.   

 
Maryland faced this issue as reported in the Washington Post on Tuesday, 
December 29, 2009 when it was reported that on average, residential property 
values dropped 19.7% over three years.  According to John Sullivan, the Director 
of the State Department of Assessment and Taxation, the drop was 
unprecedented.  Maryland has a three year revolving assessment program.    But 
in Maryland, while property tax values have declined and the assessments of 
individual properties may decline, most taxpayers will not see a drop in their 
property tax because of the annual caps that have been in place to minimize the 
impact of steep increases in assessed value.  Because of the annual caps, most 
property owners are not paying on the full assessed value and are thus within the 
range of the decrease. 



In conclusion, reassessment is extremely important for taxpayer equity, the 
distribution of school Equalization Funds and to provide simplicity to the property tax 
system statewide.  There are any number of policy questions that must be asked as noted 
in the report and recommendations.  These should be addressed by the legislature and the 
counties.  The specifics are not as important as the overall importance of reassessing 
using nationally accepted standards and devising a way to keep assessments current so 
that Delaware never again finds itself in the current situation.  Several ideas have been 
advanced to stimulate discussion and help other interested parties move the issue 
forward. 

 
The following action steps should be considered by the League of Women Voters: 
 

·  Create awareness of the problem of out dated assessments through press 
releases, newspaper articles and community meetings that will reach the 
following: 

o Taxpayers 
o Parents 
o Legislators 
o County and municipal leaders 
o School district officials 
o Other state and local organizations such as Rotary, Lions, 

American Association of University Women 
 

·  Gather legislative support for a new assessment system 
 

·  Advocate for legislation to require reassessment  
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