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The Inspector General's office has conducted a review of the 

Department of Assessment. Our findings and recommendations are set forth below.

I.  Background

In fiscal year 2002/2003, 35,773
 properties in the City of Yonkers generated $205 million dollars in property taxes. Properties were taxed at a rate of 380.85 per $1,000 in assessed value. Thus, a typical single family house with a market value of $300,000 and an assessed value of $13,000 paid $4,951 in property taxes.

The Department of Assessment, led by Mark Russell, the mayoral appointed City Assessor who serves a six year term, is primarily responsible for preparing the annual real property assessment roll, which sets forth the assessed values of all City properties, from which the property tax is generated. The Department does not set the tax rate, that is the job of the elected officials as part of the annual budget process. The Assessor's mandate is to ensure that the designated, assessed valuation of each parcel of property is fair and equitable so that all property owners throughout the City are paying their fair share of property taxes. 

Each property owner pays a proportionately small percentage of the City's total property tax levy. Thus, the tax assessment on one property affects the property taxes on all other properties. In other words, if a property owner's assessment is comparatively too high, then that taxpayer is paying more than his or her fair share of the overall property tax, and is effectively subsidizing all other property owners in the City. Conversely, if a property owner's assessment is too low, then the owner is receiving a subsidy from other City property owners/ taxpayers. It is the Assessor's mission to try to ensure that all assessments, which are based on a property's estimated market value, are accurate.

Without any fault attributable to Mr. Russell or his Department, the safeguards in the assessment system, that attempt to ensure fairness in assessments, have broken down. Because the City has not conducted a City-wide reassessment of properties since 1954, the City's assessment roll is inequitable. Many properties are not accurately assessed, and State law does not give the Assessor the independent authority to fix the problem. Although the Assessor has the authority to reduce over-assessed properties, and thereby roll back excessive property taxes, he is limited in his ability to increase assessments, even when a property is grossly under assessed. 

The structurally imbalanced assessment roll has left the City vulnerable to property owners exercising their legal right to challenge the validity of their assessments. Indeed, there is now a cottage industry of lawyers and other real estate professionals who bring assessment challenges on behalf of property owners. Given this environment, the Department of Assessment has focused a great deal of time and effort on trying to defend the established property assessments. Despite the Department's efforts, however, the challenges have led to the reduction of tax assessments on thousands of both residential and commercial properties. This has led to the refund of millions of dollars in tax overpayments.
 

Despite problems created by the fact that the City has not conducted a City-wide reassessment for almost 50 years, each year the Assessor must certify the assessment roll. This is the focal point of all of the work performed by the Department, and involves a complex administrative process that includes establishing assessments based on: the grant of exemptions, successful challenges to preliminary assessments, the value of new construction and alterations, and other information that impacts on a property's value.

II.  Overview of the Assessment Department


The Department of Assessment has a full-time staff of 14 and a budget of $914,638. Professional staff includes the City Assessor, Assistant City Assessor, and 4 real property appraisers. The primary mission of the Department's appraisers is the collection of descriptive data
 about properties for the purposes of determining market value, making assessment adjustments and defending established assessments against property owner challenges. The Department's administrative staff is primarily responsible for the various activities in the annual preparation of the certified assessment roll. Activities include data processing; processing of Veterans, Senior Citizens and other exemptions; processing the various types of assessment challenges; mailing notifications to property owners of changes in assessments; and processing the applications for the New York State Tax Relief Program ("STAR").

According to Assessment Department statistics, in 2001/2002 the Department processed: 6,453 exemption applications and renewals; 1441 assessment value changes; and 2,570 Board of Assessment Review challenges.

III.  Scope of Review and Methodology

We focused our review on four areas: Appraisal/Data Collection; Property Tax Exemptions; Challenges to Assessments; and Administrative Operations and Office Automation. Our objective was to evaluate the Department's overall effectiveness, efficiency and integrity in each of these core functions.


Our findings are based on our review of the Department's written policies and procedures and review and analysis of specific files and records. We also had extensive discussions with City Assessor Mark Russell and Assistant City Assessor Gerald Tripptree, and interviewed almost every member of the Department's staff. In addition, we spoke with the Sydney Sloves, the Chairman of the Board of Assessment Review, Corporation Council William Mooney, Finance Commissioner James LaPerche, MIS Director Linda Infante and Senior Assistant Corporation Counsel Alain Natchev. We also accompanied Department appraisers on their field operations.

IV. Office Integrity


As a threshold matter, we undertook this review, in part, in response to the recent corruption scandal involving New York City tax assessors, in which 18 city assessors were arrested on federal racketeering, bribery and mail fraud charges for accepting more than $10 million in bribes to change assessed values on almost 600 New York City properties. Incredibly, the corruption in New York City went undiscovered for more than 30 years.


The New York City scandal has received extensive media attention, and has cast a shadow on all municipal assessors. One of our primary objectives was to determine whether there was evidence to suggest corruption or a vulnerability to corruption within the Yonkers Department of Assessment.


From the outset, we want to make clear that we found no evidence of such corruption. Although, as reported herein, there are areas of operations which we believe need to be improved, we believe that under Mr. Russell's leadership, the department, has put in place, and is continuing to work to improve, internal controls that safeguard the basic integrity of departmental operations. We also commend Mr. Russell and his staff for their candor and cooperation in working with the Inspector General's Office during the course of this review, and their overall receptiveness to our management insights and suggestions.

V.  Summary of Findings

The arcane and technical nature of the work that the Assessment Department performs
 makes it the least understood of all City agencies. Moreover, because the City has not conducted a general property reassessment for almost 50 years, the efforts of the Department to annually certify the City's assessment roll has been made exceedingly more complicated and difficult.


Given these adverse conditions, we found that the Assessment Department is working to ensure that its annual certification of the assessment roll is as accurate and fair as possible. We also found that the Department has been innovative in utilizing technology to streamline operations and meet the challenges of implementing the STAR exemption program. Nonetheless, we also believe that there is room for improvement, and that the Department needs to turns its attention to certain areas of its operation that have not been a priority in the past.


In this report we attempt to shed light on and review the effectiveness of the core functions of the Assessment Department -- Appraisal/Data Collection, Property Tax Exemptions, Assessment Challenges and Office Operations and Automation  -- as it works to certify the annual assessment roll. Our significant findings and recommendations are summarized below, and a complete list of all of our recommendations is attached in the appendix:

1. We found that there is a basic integrity to the Assessment Department

operations, and found no indications that the Yonkers Assessment Department is vulnerable to the kind of corruption recently discovered in New York City.

2. Because the City has not conducted a general reassessment in many years, to a significant extent, the Department is prohibited from annually adjusting assessments to reflect changing market conditions. Thus, appraisers have been limited to appraising new construction and major building alterations, collecting data for updating the City property database, and analyzing and defending against assessment challenges. Because the Department cannot raise annual assessments based only on market value, the work of the appraisers does not play as significant a role as it ideally should in determining the annual assessment roll.

3. Although a legal requirement, only between 30% and 50% of all commercial property owners submit annual "income and expense" statements to the Assessor's Office.  The Department utilizes the submitted statements in analyzing assessment challenges. The Department should enforce the requirement that all commercial property owners submit "income and expense" statements, and analyze the information to certify all commercial assessments.

4. The Department processes approximately 5,900 annual applications for property tax relief based on the legislatively authorized exemptions. The vast majority of the exemptions are targeted to help senior citizens, who must submit proof of income to qualify for the exemptions. We found that in a large percentage of the exemption files that we reviewed, there was inadequate documentation to support the exemptions that were authorized. We believe that the Department must be more rigorous in its annual review and award of these applications, as there is a large incentive for seniors to understate their income. 

5. The City's Board of Assessment Review process is not working well. We found that the Board is undermining the work of the Assessment Department and that it appears that the Board admits to making determinations regarding assessment challenges, which are either arbitrary or at best not well supported. We recommend that the City's Finance Commissioner begin attending Board meetings and asserting his influence over its proceedings, and also that the City Council conduct a review into the operations of the Board.

6. Even though we are sympathetic to the Assessor's call for increased staffing levels, we believe that it is premature to recommend that the Department be authorized to hire additional employees. The number of residential assessment challenges that the Department has had to defend has dropped radically in recent years. As a result, the Assessor should be able to shift resources from the defense of residential assessment challenges into other areas that need attention. 

7. The Department is doing a good job at integrating technology into its operations. Eliminating the use of the Department's dual record keeping system that includes inputting data onto both paper assessment cards and into the computerized Real Property System should be a priority of both the Department and the City. 

8. Finally, given the complexity of the tax assessment process, we believe that the Department needs to educate the City officials and the public about both the mission of the office and how it operates, and about the need for a general City-wide reassessment.

V.  Appraisal/Data Collection 


In addition to the City Assessor and the Assistant City Assessor, the Department's professional appraisal staff includes four real property appraisers, one City mapper, and one appraiser trainee. The primary function of the appraisal staff is to perform real property appraisals on new construction and major renovations and to collect and record relevant information, through fieldwork and document analysis.

For the last eight years, the appraisers have collected and inputted data on over 12,800 parcels -- approximately 36% of the 35,773 properties in the City of Yonkers. The goal of the Department is to have a completed inventory of assessment data on all City properties as soon as possible, but at the current rate, the completion of this project is still many years away. The information that the appraisers gather is recorded on both the paper "assessment cards" that the Department has traditionally maintained on all City properties, and in the Department’s computerized database, the "Real Property System" ("RPS"). (Copies of a sample assessment card and the RPS printout are attached.) 

While it is the overall objective of the Department to have the City's

appraisers perform updated data collection on all City properties, generally an appraisal/data collection on a specific property is only triggered by events that can lead to an authorized assessment change such as: 1) new construction that requires a first time assessment; 2) material changes that affect a property's value (i.e. the property is damaged or destroyed, the owner made significant alterations to the property, or there was a land reapportionment); and 3) a taxpayer's challenge to the validity of his or her property's assessment. 


In addition, the Department also collects data on all commercial and residential sales prices, even though under New York State Real Property Tax Law, the Department cannot increase the assessed value of a property based only on sales information, as this would create inequities in assessments between properties with recent sales history and those that have not been recently sold. While a sale establishes the current market value of a property, and provides fundamental information for establishing a property's assessment, before the Assessment Department can adjust assessments based solely on sales data, there must first be a City-wide property reassessment (also referred to as a "revaluation"
). Current sales information is still important, however, because the appraisers' comparable sales analysis is critical to the successful defense of taxpayer challenges to their properties' assessments. The defense of assessment challenges is currently a top priority of the appraisers. 

The Assessment Department is a repository for all paperwork that concerns City real estate. For example, the Department receives copies of all Building Department permits and certificates of occupancy, recorded deeds and the Real Property Transfer Reports that are filed with the County of Westchester Clerk's Office, all City of Yonkers Income and Expense Reports filed by Commercial property owners, and Fire Department Incident Reports. For the most part, it is the responsibility of the appraisers, who are assigned to different sectors of the City, to review this information to determine if it impacts on the validity of a property's assessment within their sector, and therefore, warrants either 1) a possible assessment change, or 2) data collection and input into the Department's informational database. 


From Assessment Department statistics for fiscal year 2001/2002, the appraisers reviewed 2,160 building permits, performed data collection on 1,131 parcels, and processed 388 adjustments to the assessment roll. In addition the Department analyzed and recorded the sales of 767 residential properties.

Inspector General Review and Findings: Appraisal/Data Collection
As part of our review of the Department's data collection procedures, we interviewed each appraiser, and accompanied two of them on site visits. We also examined the analysis that the appraisers prepare in order to defend against assessment challenges. In order to perform their work, the appraisers must have the requisite skills to make appraisal determinations, and must also be highly organized and detail-oriented in order to process the enormous amount of paperwork that confronts them. We make the following findings and recommendations regarding the appraisal/data collection functions:

1.The appraisers are inundated with paperwork that they must review to determine what action, if any, should be taken. It is our belief that in order to maximize the appraisers' use of their professional skills, and minimize their clerical functions, the Department should develop strategies for streamlining the paper flow, and screening out records that do not impact on assessments. While we recognize that appraisers need to be aware of what is happening to the properties within their sectors, it does not seem necessary that they review every permit or permit amendment issued by the Building Department.

[In response to this recommendation, Assistant City Assessor Gerald Tripptree stated that he recognizes that there is a lot of paperwork that the appraisers must review. He believes, however, that the review can be performed relatively quickly, and that the value of the appraisers reviewing all submitted documentation outweighed streamlining this procedure, which could lead to important information being missed.]

2.  After the appraisers complete a data collection, they enter the relevant information on the assessment card and into the computerized RPS. While we appreciate that it may be better to have the assessors enter finalized data on the Department's permanent records, these duplicative efforts are time consuming and inefficient. We believe that it is important for the Department to move to a fully automated system that eliminates the use of the assessment cards as soon as practical.
3.  The Department does not have a monitoring system in place that tracks the productivity of the appraisers' fieldwork. Although we do not seek to increase departmental paperwork, appraisers should be required to file periodic activity reports that document the fieldwork they have performed. (The use of a hand-held computer system to input data, as recommended on page 24 herein, might obviate the need for such reports.)

4. According to the Assessment Department, approximately 50%-70% of City commercial property owners are not submitting annual "income and expense" statements as required by the City Code, despite authorized sanctions for noncompliance.
 Mr. Russell informed us that, because of staffing limitations, the Department is not analyzing income and expense information, except in tax certiorari cases (for a description of tax certiorari claims see page 19) If the City is to continue requiring the submission of income and expense statements, 
 the Department should seek full compliance, and also better integrate the use of this information into its operations.

[Mr. Russell stated that income and expense statements can be an important tool in evaluating commercial property, and in fact in 1993, his efforts led to the City Council adopting legislation to require the annual submission of income and expense statements. However, he asserts that he does not have the staff to review and analyze the annual statements, except in defending against assessment challenges. He believes that it would be counterproductive to eliminate the income and expense statement requirement, and supports compelling property owners to comply with the statute.]

5. Finally, with respect to the work of the City's appraisers, we note that in the current environment, in which the City has not performed a City-wide assessment in almost 50 years, to a large extent the appraisers can only recommend assessment changes on a narrow category of properties. (Indeed, in 2001/2002 the appraisers only made 388 assessment adjustments out of the more than 35,000 parcels City-wide.) Without a reassessment the appraisers' primary function is to develop information to defend against assessment challenges. This, however, should really only be a small part of what the assessors do. 

After a City-wide reassessment, the appraisers' work would be much more comprehensive and center on the task of keeping all assessments current. The assessors would have the important function of making recommendations to both raise and reduce assessments on all properties as market conditions change. (In other words, all 35,000 assessments would be subject to annual adjustment.) The job of assessor would return to working to ensure tax fairness to all property owners.

While a discussion on the merits of a City-wide revaluation is important from the professional assessor's point of view, it is not within the scope of our report. Nonetheless, it is important to note that the current reliance of 1954 assessments significantly diminishes the roll of the City's appraisal staff and impedes the Assessor's ability to ensure property tax fairness.

VI.  Property Tax Exemptions

New York State Real Property Tax Law gives local governments the option of granting partial reductions in property taxes to certain qualified property owners.
 In Yonkers, the City Council has approved the issuance of partial real property tax exemptions for veterans, senior citizens, and persons with physical disabilities.
 The Assessment Department administers the local property tax exemption program; and as required, also administers the New York State Tax Relief ("STAR") exemption program, which provides a partial exemption for taxes for most owner-occupied, primary residences.


In 2002, the Assessment Department authorized approximately $15.5 million dollars in assessment reductions for residential property owners who qualify for partial exemptions. This translates into over $3.5 million dollars in direct City property tax relief to those who qualify for the exemptions.


In reviewing the Assessment Department's administration of residential property exemptions, we focused on 1) the administration process, and 2) the accuracy of the exemption determinations. Our goal was to assess the efficiency of the Department in administering exemptions and to determine whether the exemptions that are issued are proper in all respects.

Description of Exemptions


Senior Citizen -- Residential property owners who are at least 65 years old may be eligible for up to a 50% property tax exemption depending on annual income. Under the current formula, if household income is less than $20,500, the senior citizen is entitled to the full 50% reduction.
 To receive this exemption a senior must provide documentation proving age, ownership, residency and income. Senior Citizen exemptions must be renewed annually. In 2002, the City authorized 1,282 senior citizen exemptions, which led to $6 million dollars in exempt assessed values and generated $2.3 million dollars of real property tax savings for those who qualified for this exemption.


Veteran -- Veterans who served during wartime or who purchased their property with pension, bonus or insurance moneys ("eligible funds") are eligible for partial exemptions. The City recognizes four different categories of veteran exemptions -- war veteran, combat veteran, disabled veteran and 'eligible funds' -- many veterans qualify for and receive more than one of these exemptions. In 2002, there were a total of 4,757 partial veterans' exemptions
, which led to $9.4 million dollars in exempt assessed values and generated $1.2 million dollars of real property tax savings for qualified Veteran homeowners.


Physically Disabled -- Property owners who are physically disabled and whose annual income is less than $28,900 are entitled to an exemption similar to the Senior Citizen exemption. There are currently only 11 homeowners in the City receiving a partial exemption based on physical disability, which generated $51,881 in exempt assessed values and generated $19,759 of real property tax savings for qualified physically disabled homeowners.


STAR -- Almost all owner-occupied residences are entitled to a STAR exemption. A property owner is entitled to a basic STAR exemption based solely on ownership and residence. Senior citizens of at least 65 years of age are entitled to an Enhanced STAR exemption if their income does not exceed $60,000. The Enhanced STAR exemption is subject to annual renewal. In 2002, there are 15,523 property owners receiving the basic STAR exemption, and 4,594 receiving the Enhanced STAR. 


The various exemptions described above do not uniformly apply to all the different property taxes that the City collects. For instance, Veterans exemptions apply to City and County taxes, but not School taxes. The STAR exemption applies to City and School taxes but not County taxes. The Senior Citizen exemption applies to City, School and County taxes. 

Property owners can qualify for multiple exemptions, which in some cases can greatly reduce a property owners' tax bill. For example, in one file that we reviewed, the property owner of a single family home assessed at $9,600 qualified for a war veteran, a combat veteran, a full senior citizen, and the enhanced STAR exemptions. As a result of these exemptions, the taxpayer paid $62 in City taxes and $443 in County taxes. Without the exemption credits the taxpayer would have owed $4,458 in total property taxes -- $3,656 in City taxes and $802 in County taxes.


Exemption Administration

The Assessment Department staff reviews all exemption applications to determine eligibility and to ensure that those property owners who meet the eligibility requirements receive the correct reduction in their assessments. To receive an exemption credit in any particular year, the application must be filed with the Department by October 15th, the taxable status date in the City.
 Basic STAR and Veterans exemptions only need to be filed once, and after approval, remain in place until the eligible property owner no longer owns his or her home. The bulk of the Department's annual review of exemption applications concerns the approximately 5,900 Enhanced STAR and Senior Citizen exemptions that are based on annual income levels. 

In late spring or early summer the Department sends out bar-coded applications to the approximately 5,900 property owners who must annually renew their exemptions. Shortly after these notices are mailed, the Department begins to receive hundreds of renewal applications each week, up until the October 15th deadline. 

There are four clerks whose duties include processing and reviewing exemption applications. With new Veterans' exemptions, the clerks must verify military service and, based on the dates of service, determine what categories of exemptions are applicable. With basic STAR applications, the applicant must only establish ownership and primary residence. With all renewals of Senior Citizen and Enhanced STAR exemptions, the clerks can scan the bar code on the application to pull up the applicant's exemption history and to allow for the inputting of the relevant updated data. The clerks must review income tax returns and other documents to determine whether the applicants meet income eligibility and/or minimum age requirements. 

Most annual renewals are processed using documentation submitted by mail, although many seniors hand-deliver their information to the Assessment office. If an applicant has submitted the necessary documentation, the clerk inputs the verified income into the department's database and the computer calculates the appropriate amount of the exemption. If the applicant does not supply the required documentation a follow up letter is sent requesting the needed information. When questions arise about whether an exemption is warranted, the Assessor's administrative assistant reviews the application and if necessary will seek assistance from the Assessor or Assistant Assessor. Once an exemption is approved, it becomes part of the final assessed value for the property and is inputted into the assessment roll.

Since the advent of the STAR program, which provides for tax exemptions for almost every residential property owner, the Department has reorganized its filing system and now maintains an assessment file by block and lot number for every City property. The files should contain all exemption applications, approvals, and supporting documentation to justify the authorization of the various exemptions that a property owner receives.

Inspector General’s Review and Findings: Property Tax Exemptions

From the assessment roll, which indicates the type of exemptions that a property receives, we selected 33 residential properties to review.  Our focus was on properties that are receiving exemptions that are income sensitive and thus subject to annual renewal. We wanted to determine whether the exemptions were properly calculated and that appropriate documentation supporting the

issuance of the exemptions was in the assessment files. 

Of the 33 files that we reviewed, we found that 15 contained all the necessary supporting documentation to justify the exemptions including tax returns, 1099s, and military papers. Our review of the other 18 files, however, raised questions concerning whether the authorized exemptions were accurate and adequately supported. 

There were three specific areas of concern that we had with respect to the adequacy of documentation to justify an exemption. First, with veterans' exemptions, we found examples where the documentation did not support the type of exemption authorized. We also found that as a general rule, the "eligible fund" exemptions were not well documented.
 Second, with Senior Citizen and Enhanced STAR exemptions which are based on annual income, we found that when an applicant did not submit a tax return, claimed annual income was not 

always well documented. Third, in two and three family residences, we found that rental income was not accurately reported and that depreciation expenses were improperly allowed to reduce an owner's income.

We reviewed our findings with Assessor Russell, who was generally aware of the problems before we shared our observations with him. With respect to Veteran exemptions, he stated that several years ago there had been a problem with the staff crediting some veterans with war and combat experience that was not properly documented, but that this mistake had been corrected. He also stated that he knew that most of the veterans who received the "eligible funds" exemption were not properly documented. According to Mr. Russell, the "eligible funds" exemptions were mostly issued in the 1960s and 1970s and that the Department's records for that period are incomplete. 

With respect to evaluating annual income when a tax return is not submitted,
 Mr. Russell explained that generally, the clerks that process the applications rely on the information that the applicants provide. This is particularly true if the information was consistent with the information that was submitted in prior years. According to Mr. Russell, the Department must process approximately 5,900 annual renewals, and that in most cases there are insufficient time and resources to question the validity of the information supplied. Furthermore, it can be difficult and time consuming working with senior citizens in attempting to procure supporting documentation.

Mr. Russell also acknowledged that verifying annual income for property owners of two and three family residences is often difficult, because owners tend to claim that they are losing money on the income-producing portions of their properties. As a result the Department has established a net amount of $4,800 per unit attributable to income for taxpayers owning two or three family homes.

During our review of the exemption program, our continuous dialog with Mr. Russell, and the full cooperation of his staff, helped us learn the procedures involved, and appreciate the problems associated with annually processing 5,900 senior citizen exemption renewals.  Overall, we found that the Department has the framework in place for providing an effective service. There is an efficient automated system for processing exemption applications and a well-organized centralized filing system. However, as our review of 33 exemption files revealed, because many of those files do not contain the necessary supporting documentation to justify all exemptions; we believe that the current procedures must be enhanced and upgraded, and that a layer of quality control must be added, if the integrity of the exemption program is to be ensured.

Recommendations with Respect to Exemption Administration
1.  Currently there is no departmental policy and procedure manual
 that sets forth the requirements for reviewing and approving assessment exemptions. We believe that it is incumbent upon Department management to provide such a manual to give the staff clear guidance as to how to process the various exemption applications.

2.  In addition to establishing clear written policies and procedures, it is also important that the administrative staff be properly trained in how to evaluate the information that the applicants submit. Especially with the Senior Citizen and Enhanced STAR exemptions, it is critical that the staff rigorously reviews the financial information submitted and accurately ascertains an applicant's annual income. This is particularly true when an income tax return is not provided, or when the applicant lives in a two or three family home.

(Under the income schedule for the Senior Citizen exemption, there is a significant incentive for applicants to understate their annual income. If applicants can show that they earn less than $20,500 they are entitled to 50% reduction in their assessments. However, if they earn $28,900 -- or just $8,400 more --they do not qualify for the Senior Citizen exemption. Thus, if just a small amount of income is not reported, the applicant may be approved for a full Senior Citizen exemption and receive hundreds if not thousands of dollars in tax relief to which they are not entitled.)  

3.  Given the importance of accurately determining a senior citizen's income, the Department must have a clear policy and procedure for reviewing an applicant's claimed income, especially when an income tax return is not provided or there are other circumstances that raise questions about the accuracy of the claimed income. Certain proof of income problems should automatically trigger supervisory review. In addition, the Department should develop protocols under which it refers an application to the Finance Department for further investigation or review. Currently, there is no audit function that reviews the Assessment Department’s determinations regarding exemptions. Moreover, the applicants should be made aware that their applications are subject to further audit and review. This alone would help deter the intentional under reporting of income to qualify for assessment exemptions.

4.  Given the serious impact that the award of exemptions has on the assessment roll, it is important that the Department has the necessary staffing to process the applications in an timely and efficient manner, and that the staff members be trained and have a sufficient amount of time to properly review and analyze each application. Mr. Russell claims that inadequate staffing is a chronic problem, but notwithstanding the legitimacy of his claim, we do not believe that it is likely that the Department will see its budget increased in the near future to accommodate hiring additional staff. As a result, we believe that during the peak period, when the Department receives the bulk of the exemption applications, it is necessary that the Assessor re-deploy his staff to ensure the timely and accurate processing of these applications. Given the impact that exemptions have on the assessment roll, we believe that the Department must make the accurate processing of these exemptions a priority. Thus, we believe all employees should be trained and assigned to review exemption applications during the height of the exemption application season. 


[We had lengthy discussions with Mr. Russell regarding the practicality of re-deployment, including both Assessment staff and other Department of Finance personnel. (See footnote 28) Mr. Russell had concerns about training the inexperienced, re-deployed staffers to perform exemption reviews, and generally was doubtful that other employees were available to be detailed to his department. Moreover, Mr. Russell believes it is impractical to assign appraisers to process exemption applications because their expertise is needed to handle assessment challenges.]  

5.  Finally, given the lack of documentation that we found in the files of the Veterans' exemptions that we reviewed, and Mr. Russell's acknowledgement that the "eligible funds" exemptions are not well supported, we believe that the Department should commit to a long term project of reviewing every authorized veteran's exemption to ensure accuracy. In those cases where the documentation in the file does not match the authorized exemption, or in cases where it is clear that the veteran is not receiving the correct exemption, the recipients should be asked to provide the documentation to support the exemption received. The Inspector General's Office is prepared to conduct a more detailed review of the current state of the "eligible funds" exemptions, to aid in this review.

    

VII.  Assessment Challenges

All property owners have a legal right to challenge the validity of their properties' assessments. There are three forms of challenges: "BAR", "SCAR" and Tax Certiorari. All challenges are based on the theory that a property is over assessed if its assessment is higher than the assessments of similar properties of equal value. With all successful challenges, the key for the taxpayer is to demonstrate that his or her property is worth less than what the property is valued on the assessment roll.

Over the last decade the City has been under assault from taxpayers challenging their assessments. Many of these challenges have been successful because of the City's failure to conduct a comprehensive City-wide revaluation and because of falling State "equalization rates".
 Now, however, because of the STAR tax relief program, rising property values, and the reduction of assessments through previous challenges, the number of residential challenges is beginning to subside.

Types of Assessment Challenges
BAR
 BAR challenges are named after the City's Board of Assessment Review which is the administrative body that is empowered to review challenges and make adjustments to the tentative assessment roll which is published on November 1st of each year. The Board consists of four community members with knowledge of property values in the City, who are appointed by the City Council. Community members are paid $6,000 annually for their services, and the Chairman receives $6,500.   Pursuant to statute, the City Comptroller also serves on the Board. It is the duty of the Assessor, or his representative, to attend Board hearings, but he is excluded from all deliberations and decision-making. 

In BAR challenges the burden is on the property owner to submit evidence as to why his or her property is over assessed. Relevant information may include: the purchase price, comparable neighborhood property sales, appraisals, the cost of construction, and with commercial property, income and expense information. The Board can request that the Assessor provide information regarding an assessment, but basically the Board operates independently of the Assessment Department. 


After public hearings on the evidence, the Board deliberates in executive session. All decisions on challenges, which explain the Board's reasons for a determination, are mailed to the taxpayers by the Assessment Department's clerical staff. In 2001-2002, the Board processed 2,570 challenges, out of which they reduced 420 assessments. In 2002/2003 the number of challenges fell to 2202, and the Board made 223 assessment reductions.


SCAR

If a residential taxpayer is dissatisfied with the outcome of a BAR challenge he or she can bring a Small Claims Assessment Review in State court. (In most SCAR challenges residents are represented by lawyers or "consultants" who take these cases on a contingency basis.) Once a case is properly filed, the Court assigns a hearing officer, usually an attorney or real estate agent, to preside over the case. Hearings are informal, and most SCARs are resolved in pre-trial conferences that lead to settlements or dismissals. Actual trials of these matters are rare.

SCAR challenges are defended by the Assessment Department, with Assistant Assessor Gerald Tripptree conducting all negotiations on behalf of the City. The appraisal staff plays a significant role in developing the City's defense, and in each case provides a comprehensive analysis of why the City's appraisal is accurate. 

In 1998 there were 484 SCAR challenges; in 2002 there were 54. The Assessment Department attributes this significant drop to the substantial property tax relief that almost all residential proper owners are entitled to under the STAR program, as well as the fact that many property owners have already seen their assessments reduced from previously successful challenges.

Tax Certiorari

Challenges to commercial property assessments are brought in State Supreme Court under Article VII of the Real Property Tax Law and are known as tax certiorari claims. Over the last decade the vast majority of commercial property owners challenged their property's assessments. Their claims were greatly enhanced by the State generated "equalization rate" that showed that property values were falling. Thus, City assessments, which were based on property values in excess of what the equalization rate would substantiate, were unsustainable. 

The City's Law Department working in conjunction with retained outside counsel and the Assessment Department defends tax certiorari claims. Over the last decade, the City authorized settlements in thousands of cases, and total tax rebates were in the tens of millions of dollars. For the most part, the City paid for these settlements by issuing revenue bonds.

For reasons beyond the scope of this review, the cycle of numerous commercial tax certiorari challenges is continuing. According to Mr. Russell, only a City-wide reassessment will greatly diminish the number of these cases.

Inspector General Review and Findings: Assessment Challenges


Although, the volume of tax certiorari cases has remained fairly constant, it appears that the Department is nonetheless emerging from a decade during which it was under siege by residential assessment challenges. In the past the need to process the thousands of BAR challenges and the hundreds of SCAR challenges strained the capacity of the Department's staff. We believe that as the number of challenges decline the Department can begin to channel resources into other areas, and begin to move forward on projects, such as the review of exemptions, which will help improve the integrity of the assessment roll, even without a City-wide property revaluation. 

[While Mr. Russell acknowledged that the number of Small Claims cases had dropped, he stated that the appraisers have turned their attention to the never ending tax certiorari cases and thus were unavailable for exemption review.]


While there may be light at the end of the tunnel because the sheer number of challenges are decreasing, we are concerned that there are serious problems with the operation of the Board of Assessment Review, and that the Board and the Assessment Department are working at cross-purposes.

It is no secret that the longtime Chairman of the Yonkers Board of Assessment Review and the City Assessor have fundamental disagreements over the operation of the Board. The Chairman asserts that the Board is independent and serves as an important check and balance over the Assessment Department, but despite this independence, the Chairman would like to draw on the Department's resources to aid in the Board's processing of BAR challenges. The Assessor, on the other hand, asserts that he does not have the resources to serve as staff to the Board. Furthermore, he questions the judgment of many of the Board's decisions, believing that they are subjective because they are not supported by the evidence, and undermine the Department's efforts to defend the certified assessment roll. 

We believe that the inability of the Board to work cooperatively with the Assessment Department has been damaging to the efficient administration of the Department and a destabilizing influence in the annual certification of the assessment roll. 

Without getting bogged down in the details of the dispute between the Assessor and the Chairman, we believe there are two significant factors that contribute to the long-standing stalemate/friction between the Assessment Department and the Board of Assessment Review. First, there is a vacuum on the Board created by the traditional nonparticipation of the City's Comptroller, which in Yonkers is the Finance Commissioner, who is a statutory member of the Board. It is our belief that the Comptroller, or his representative, must be fully engaged in Board matters. The Comptroller, because he is a member of the administration, and indeed the immediate supervisor of the City Assessor, should bring the full weight of his office into shaping Board policy. Currently, the administration's position is not being articulated on the Board. As we see it, the Comptroller should play a critical part in ensuring that the Board performs its statutory functions and at the same time does not undermine the work of the Assessment Department. It is clear to us that without the tempering voice of the Comptroller, the Chairman of the Board has led the Board into an overreaching and counterproductive battle with the Assessor.

Second, in our assessment, the Chairman of the Board has an inflated view of the Board's capabilities and overall importance, which in turn has significantly contributed to the friction between the Board and Assessment Department. Moreover, in an astonishing admission, the Chairman candidly told us that only he and another Board member actually perform the work of the Board; that the Board does not have the resources to properly analyze all of the challenges it receives, especially those involving commercial property; and that in many cases the two functioning members decide challenges, not on the evidence submitted, but on their own general sense of what they believe to be the value of a particular property.

 We were troubled by this insight into the operation of the Board. While we have not conducted a review of the work of the Board of Assessment Review, it seems clear to us that based on the Chairman's own description of how the Board operates, the Board has overstepped its authority by making decisions, which are either arbitrary, or at best not well supported.
 At a minimum, we believe that the Board members must apply articulated standards in deciding BAR challenges, and must take a more realistic and practical approach to their work. Given the Board's acknowledged limitations, it is imperative -- especially in complex matters -- that the Board refrain from making judgments that it is ill-

equipped to make, and instead defer to the professional judgments of the Assessment Department.
 

Contrary to what the Chairman may believe, the City Charter does not provide that the Board serves as a check on the operations of the Assessment Department. Furthermore, the Board is not the final tribunal for prosecuting assessment challenges. The Board's role is simply to provide the initial administrative review of challenges to property assessments. The final review is reserved for the courts. Taxpayers who are dissatisfied with the outcome of their BAR challenges can fully litigate their claims by bringing SCAR or tax certiorari claims in the State court. The Assessment Department, with its staff of professional appraisers with full access to legal support, is best equipped to fully analyze and either settle or litigate these claims.

Given the obvious and longstanding problems surrounding the operation of the Board of Assessment Review, we believe that in addition to the Finance Commissioner immediately assuming an active role on the Board, the City Council, who appoints the Board members, should conduct a full review of how the Board is operating and take all appropriate actions necessary to remedy the situation, including the possible recall of some or all of the Board's members.

Notwithstanding the problems with the Board of Assessment Review, as stated above, with respect to the SCAR and tax certiorari challenges, we are satisfied that the Assessment Department in conjunction with the Law Department is acting appropriately in defending and resolving these claims. We are, however, concerned that given the complexity of the subject matter, few if anyone in government outside of the Assessor's Office understand the process. In addition we note that the Assessor has the independent authority to settle SCAR claims and reduce assessments. (Tax certiorari settlements must be approved by the City Council.) 

Given the arcane nature of the subject matter and the broad discretion vested in the Assessor, that has not in the past been subject to independent review, we recommend that, in addition to the information that appears in the annual budget, each year the Assessor prepare and submit an annual report to the Mayor and the City Council that provides details and statistics regarding the Department's administration of SCAR and tax certiorari challenges.

VIII. Administrative Operations and Office Automation

Administrative Operations: Staffing levels
Mr. Russell has long believed that his Department has been understaffed.

Accordingly, because of insufficient personnel, the Department has always had to scramble to meet the mandates of compiling and thereafter certifying the annual assessment roll. Mr. Russell's claim to need more staff is supported, at least on one level, by Finance Commissioner James LaPerche who acknowledges that over the years, budget cutbacks have reduced the number of middle managers throughout the City. In addition, in one area of agreement, the Chairman of the Board of Assessment Review, also believes that the Department is understaffed. In response to this perceived chronic understaffing problem, in his annual budget proposals, Mr. Russell has repeatedly sought additional staff positions; but other than some increased funding for temporary help,
 these requests have been rejected.


In reviewing the Department's administrative operations, our main objective was to attempt to determine whether the Department is adequately staffed. Initially we were sympathetic to Mr. Russell's staffing issues, because our work in other City Departments have made us aware of the general dearth of middle management.  It also became clear to us, that the Assessment Department's work is among the most complex, and least understood, in municipal government, and that there are many administrative demands associated with that work. Moreover, as we analyzed the exemption procedures, its seemed clear that the Department would benefit from a full-time office/project manager whom among other things would oversee the exemption administration and focus on quality control. (Currently, some of those duties fall on Mr. Russell's secretary/administrative assistant, who cannot possibly perform them as comprehensively as a single, trained professional dedicated specifically to these administrative tasks.) 

However, based on our review, we believe that a recommendation to hire additional staff would be premature. It appears to us that because of the marked decrease in residential assessment challenges and the successful institution of the STAR exemption program, the Department should now have some increased staffing flexibility and be able to re-deploy its existing staff to focus on those areas of work, which require more attention. 

In the last five years, SCAR challenges have declined by 90 percent. As a result the demands of defending against these challenges are greatly reduced. We see no reason why the Assistant Assessor, who has focused his attention on these challenges, cannot now shift some of his efforts to other problem areas, as outlined in this report, that need attention. In addition, the STAR program is now up and running, and although there are now more income sensitive exemption applications to review, as a testament to Mr. Russell's leadership, the administrative problems associated with initially implementing the STAR program have been resolved. Thus, given the changing demands on the Department, we believe that it is now time for the Department to reassess its priorities, and accordingly, to re-deploy staff to meet new challenges.

By nature, the work of the Assessment Department in preparing the

annual certified tax roll is cyclical, and the staff must rotate from task to task throughout the year.
 In order to meet the challenges of the cyclical nature of the Department's work, management has issued Staff Calendars of Activities for both the appraisal and administrative staff. (Attached) These calendars set forth the objectives and priorities for the staff during the different stages of the annual cycle.
We believe that the Department should attempt to reconfigure its existing resources to meet the operational challenges of the Department. 
 After such a reconfiguration, if the Department can convincingly demonstrate that, despite all efforts to reconfigure office operations, it still cannot perform all critical tasks, then the Inspector General's Office would support a call for additional staffing in the Assessment Department. Critical to the discussion of whether to increase the staff, the Assessor must demonstrate, through a cost benefit analysis, that increased staffing level will directly correlate to the increased fairness and integrity of the assessment roll.

Office Automation 

As with many other agencies within the City government, the Assessment Department is in the middle of a technological change over from a paper office to a fully automated, computerized office. As a result there are certain inefficiencies in processing the mountains of data that are an intrinsic part of the Department's operations. The most obvious inefficiency is the use of both the paper assessment cards and the computerized Real Property System ("RPS") for the recording of assessment information. (See page 6, herein) We believe that it is important that the Department eliminate this redundancy as soon as possible. According to MIS Director Linda Infante, it is anticipated that the City will soon purchase the technology necessary to make a permanent digital record of the assessment cards, which will eliminate the need for the current dual system. 
 

Even with the inefficiencies associated with the use of RPS and the assessment cards, it is our impression that the Assessment Department is doing its best to utilize new automated processes to help streamline its operations. In particular, we were impressed with the Department's use of bar-code technology in processing tax exemption applications, as well as its creation of a Microsoft Access database to supplement RPS.
 In addition, the Assessment Department is playing a lead part in helping to create a GIS system that will help integrate and make accessible all City records. According to the City's MIS director, the Assessment Department is one of the most self-sufficient and innovative City departments in managing its own technology needs and implementing technology solutions to help automate its operations.

Given its success in utilizing technology, we believe that the Department should create a long-term technology plan that would continue to increase its productivity. One idea that we had was looking into the feasibility of providing appraisers with hand-held computers for inputting data while conducting fieldwork. Such a system, similar to the Parking Violation Bureau's ticket writing system, could eliminate much of the paperwork currently involved in the appraisers' data collection work, and would help the Assessor better monitor the appraisers' fieldwork.

XI. Conclusion
The arcane and technical nature of the work that the Assessment Department performs makes it the least understood of all City agencies. Furthermore, because of the City's failure to conduct a general property reassessment, the Department is severely hampered in its ability to ensure equity and fairness in the City's property tax system. Simply put, the system is broken, and it is beyond the powers of the City Assessor and his staff to fix it.

Although we recognize that the Department operates under adverse conditions, and we acknowledge that under Mr. Russell's leadership the Department has engaged in reforms that have improved the office's productivity and administrative operations, we have found that there is still room for improvements. (A complete list of our recommendations is set forth in the appendix.) We believe that if these recommendations are implemented, despite the fundamental requirement that the City conduct a general reassessment, the Department can make improvements to its procedures that will have a positive affect on the fairness of the City’s real property tax system.

Appendix

List of Recommendations

1. The Assessor should develop and implement strategies for educating the public and City Officials regarding the mission of the office, including the need for a revaluation.

2. The Department should streamline the paperwork of the appraisers.

3. The Department should work to move to a fully automated record keeping system that eliminates the use of assessment cards.

4. The Department should develop a system of monitoring appraisers’ fieldwork.

5. The Department should enforce the requirement that commercial property owners submit annual income and expense statements, and review its utilization of this information.

6. The Department should create a policy and procedure manual for reviewing and evaluating property tax exemption applications, which should include guidelines for the evaluation of proof of income.

7. When evaluating proof of income for a tax exemption, documentation should be rigorously reviewed and subject to audit.

8. The Department should develop strategies to re-deploy staff to meet the staffing needs associated with the cyclical nature of the work the Department performs.  If feasible, employees of other City departments should be temporarily detailed to the Assessment Department during peak periods of activity.

9. The Department should review every veteran’s exemption for accuracy.

10. The City’s Finance Commissioner, or his representative, should participate on the Board of Assessment Review.

11. The City Council should conduct a review of the operations of the Board of Assessment Review.

12. The Assessor should prepare and submit an annual report to the Mayor and City Council that provides details and statistics regarding the Department’s administration of SCAR and tax certiorari challenges.

13. The Department should develop a long-term technology plan.

14. The Department should review and, if appropriate, increase the schedule of fees that it charges the public for certain services.

� Of that total, 33,776 properties were taxable and 1,997 were tax exempt.


� The $4,951 represents total tax due before reductions for the New York State Tax Relief Program ("STAR") or any other property tax exemption.


�Given the complexity of work that the Department performs, and the structural unfairness of the assessment rolls, as a threshold matter, we believe that it is incumbent upon the Department to educate the public and City officials on the mission of the office and the need for a general City-wide reassessment.





� With respect to residential property such data collection includes: location, house size, house style, condition, exterior improvements, and land and site description. Data on commercial property includes: income and expense information, cost of construction and square footage. As part of all data collection, appraisers now take digital photographs of every property, which are stored as part of the permanent record in the City's database.


� The mandates for all municipal assessors are set forth in the thousands of pages that make up the New York State Real Property Tax Laws and the treatises and opinions interpreting the law.


� With a revaluation, a private appraisal company would appraise all properties within the City of Yonkers and thereby establish all new assessments. In addition the revaluation would create a new database of all property information, essentially superseding the property inventory that the City's appraisers are currently updating.


� See Yonkers City Charter §C18-10E


� We note that New York City, which is currently addressing the causes of a major corruption scandal involving city assessors, is considering eliminating the use of income and expense statements because they are believed to be unreliable. We believe that Mr. Russell should evaluate Yonkers' annual filing requirement of this information in light of New York City's experience.


� The Assessment Department is responsible for administering residential property exemptions. There are also a limited number of exemptions for commercial properties such as those awarded to certain businesses located in the designated Economic Development Zone. Although the Assessment Department performs analysis on these non-residential exemptions before they are issued, the Inspector General's Office limited its review to the residential exemptions.


� See Yonkers City Code §§ 15-33--38 (senior citizen exemption); §§ 15-90--96 (physically disabled exemption); §§ 15-134--137; 150--153 (veterans exemption). 





� The currently authorized income levels and corresponding exemption are as follows:





		      Income		     Tax Exemption





$0           to  $20,500		50%


$20,500  to  $21,499		45%


$21,500  to  $22,499		40%


$22,500  to  $23,499		35%


$23,500  to  $24,399		30%


$24,400  to  $25,299		25%


$25,300  to  $26,199		20%


$26,200  to  $27,099		15%


$27,100  to  $27,999		10%


$28,000  to  $28,899		  5%


over 28,900			  0%





� The 4,757 partial exemptions awarded to veterans does not mean that 4,757 property owners who are veterans received exemptions, because many veterans qualify for more than one kind of veteran exemption.


� October 15th is the date when all adjustments and property exemptions have been processed. The tentative assessment roll is made available on November 1st, and the roll becomes final on April 10th. 


� Mr. Russell expressed concern about the physical location of the exemption files, which has made accessing the files more difficult and has led to a filing problem. The files are located across from the Department's offices in the old courtroom. According to Mr. Russell, the Department of General Services has limited the Assessment Department's use of this space, which has adversely impacted on the Department's ability to process the exemptions.


� It is common for property owners to qualify for more than one exemption. In the 33 properties that we reviewed, there were a total of 84 authorized exemptions as follows:


		


		Type of Exemption			Total 





		Veteran eligible funds			   9


		War Veteran			 	 13


		Combat veteran		   		   9


		Disabled veteran			   1


		Senior Citizen 				 19


		Senior Enhanced STAR			 25


		Basic STAR				   8


							------


							 84		


		 


�In our review of several "eligible fund" exemptions, it appear to us that some veterans may not be receiving the full exemption that they could be entitled to, while others many be receiving more than they are entitled to.





� An applicant for a Senior Citizen or STAR exemption must submit copies of annual tax returns, or social security statements and copies of all 1099s, if a tax return is not filed.


� There is an Assessor Manual issued by the New York State Division of Equalization and Assessment that provides information and policy for exemption administration, but it does not establish specific rules and regulations for the conduct of the City of Yonkers Assessment Department's administration of the exemption program.


� We recognize that the appraisers must also process and input into the assessment rolls all assessment changes associated with their data collection work by October 15th -- the taxable status day. This is the same deadline for the input of all exemptions into the assessment roll. Thus, because of their own pressing workload, appraisers are probably unavailable to review exemption applications prior to October 15th. However, it appears that nothing should prevent appraisers and other Department staff from reviewing and, when necessary, adjusting assessed values affected by exemptions before the final assessment roll date of April 10th.


� Set forth below is a simplified description and explanation of the impact of the equalization rate:


Because the City has not conducted a City-wide revaluation since 1954, the State has created an "equalization rate" that establishes a standard by which taxpayers can compare their assessments to other properties. For instance, in 2002, the equalization rate was 5.73%. Applying this rate, a property with a market value of  $300,000 should have an assessed value of  $17,190. ($300,000 multiplied by 5.73 equals $17,190)


Using a property valued at $300,000 as an example, a taxpayer with an assessment greater than $17,190 would have a high likelihood of successfully reducing that assessment, if he or she instituted an assessment challenge. However, a taxpayer with an assessment below $17,190 is not subject to having his or her assessment increased, because the Assessor is legally prevented from targeting individual assessments for increases without first conducting a City-wide reassessment.


Thus, while assessments can be reduced, there is no mechanism to raise them. As a result, for more than a decade, as the equalization rate declined, there has been substantial erosion of the City's property tax base. Indeed, since 1989, the City has lost more than $149 million dollars in assessed property value, most of that is directly attributable to assessment challenges. 


� Yonkers City Charter ARTICLE XVIII § C18-2, in conjunction with the Real Property Tax Law, sets forth the duties and responsibilities of the Board of Assessment Review. 


� The Chairman believes that the City Charter should be changed to remove the Comptroller from the Board. In the Chairman's way of thinking there is an inherent conflict of interest in having the Comptroller serve on the Board because the Board, in reviewing assessment challenges, serves as defacto watchdog over the Assessment Department, and therefore the Comptroller, to whom the Assessor reports, should play no role on the Board.  


� The Corporation Counsel informed us that the Law Department tried to work with the Board to help make it more professional, but that these efforts were not successful.


� One of the more contentious issues between the Board and the Assessment Department is the proper role of the Board in evaluating commercial real estate challenges, which involves sophisticated analysis that is admittedly beyond the capacity of the Board. Nonetheless, the Board continues to reduce the assessments of commercial properties over the strong objection of the Assessor. 





� Over the years the Department has employed part-time administrative clerks who do not receive employment benefits. There has been a problem retaining skilled employees for these positions.


� Staff members brought one small project to our attention. It was suggested that the Department needs to review and increase the schedule of fees that the Department charges the public for such services such as providing copies of maps and the assessment roll, and for apportionments.


� Each year the cycle begins on October 15th , the taxable status date for the purposes of establishing annual assessments. Between November 1st and 15th the tentative tax roll is made available for public review, at which time taxpayers can file complaints with the Board of Assessment Review. Supporting documentation for BAR challenges must be submitted by December 15th. All BAR challenges must be decided by April 2nd. The Assessor must certify the tax roll by April 10th. Thereafter, SCAR and tax certiorari claims can be commenced, and appraisers work on defending against these challenges. Beginning in late Spring, exemption applications are sent to taxpayers whose exemptions are subject to annual renewal. Exemptions and other adjustments to the tax roll are processed through October 15th, when the cycle repeats itself.


� The redeployment of staff does not have to be limited internally to the Assessment Department. The Assessor reports to the Commissioner of Finance. The tax office in the Department of Finance also operates on a cyclical schedule. It may be possible that at certain times of the year personnel from the tax office or other City departments could be detailed to the Assessment Department. We believe that the Finance Commissioner could play an important role in helping the Assessment Department resolve its staffing issues without necessarily hiring additional staff.


� According to Ms. Infante, the City is preparing to purchase a digital imaging system that will greatly improve record management throughout the City. Ms. Infante informed us that scanning and storing the Assessment Department's assessment cards will be the first project of the new imaging system.


� In implementing the STAR program the Department has created an Access database to monitor STAR applications for cooperative and condominium owners.
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