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Letter to Executive Director

October 2003

Mr. Timothy W. Boyer
Interim Executive Director

Dear Mr. Boyer:

The Taxpayers’ Rights Advocate Office (TRA Office) staff and I are pleased to present the 2002-03
Property Taxpayers’ Bill of Rights Annual Report for the Board’s and your consideration. This report
highlights our accomplishments over the past year, current issues in the process of solution development,
and emerging issues with recommendations for consideration in the coming year.

Throughout the year we worked with the public and with the staff of the Property and Special Taxes and
Legal Departments, State Controller’s Office staff, county assessors and tax collectors, and other state and
local property taxation officials. We identified trends and issues, resolved problems, strove to better serve
our customers, and addressed concerns raised by taxpayers and their representatives. With the coopera-
tion of the Property and Special Taxes Department and the Customer and Taxpayer Services Division, we
employed educational strategies, including media, taxpayer outreach, and information for the Board’s
Web site to improve taxpayer understanding and voluntary compliance with the law.

This is my last property taxes report and I want to personally thank Bob Reinhard who has been the staff
on property tax issues since inception of the Property Taxpayers’ Bill of Rights. Bob, Laura Bowman-
Dirrim, and all the TRA Office staff’s devotion to conflict resolution has provided a voice for taxpayer
expression. Due to their perseverance and with the assistance of Property Taxes and Legal Departments,
Legislative Division, and the State Controllers Office Tax Defaulted Land Bureau staff, during my tenure
as the Property Taxpayers’ Advocate, the following changes to the Board’s laws, policies and procedures
were implemented:

• Extended the filing period for reduced assessment appeals applications from September 15 to
November 30 if the assessor has not sent value notices by August 1.

• Identified the educational need and participated in development of Publication 30, Residential
Property Assessment Appeals.

• Instituted provisions to reduce trickery of “assessment appeals mills” businesses.
• Assessment notices are now required to show both the taxable roll value and the factored base year

value when a property’s value is less than the factored base year value, that is, when a decline-in-value
assessment has been made.

• Participated in changes to better inform disabled veterans of their property tax exemption rights.
• Added Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ’s) to the Board’s Web site.
• Made specific recommendations to the board with respect to standardizing interest rates applicable to

escape assessments and refunds of property taxes, and statutes of limitations, so as to place property
taxpayers on an equal basis with taxing authorities.

TRA Office staff looks forward to continuing to work with local government officials, the public, and
board staff to identify trends and issues, develop viable solutions, and strive to better serve our
customers.
Respecfully submitted,

Jennifer L. Willis,
Property Taxpayers’ Advocate
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twice as much property taxes for the same
amount of services as her neighbors, who
purchased their condominium for $50,000
in 1976.

Although the largest initial impact of Prop 13
for taxpayers was the reduction in the
effective tax rate, there was a different
impact on the operation of an assessor’s
office. Previously, most counties had been
appraising the entire county on a cyclical
basis, perhaps dividing the county into four,
five, or six areas and concentrating on a
different area each year. After Prop 13, they
would only be appraising properties where
there had been a change in ownership or
new construction. Instead of gathering data
for the area they would be working, and
using that data for every property in that
area, they would have to gather data all over
the county, and apply it to only those prop-
erties in the county where a change in
ownership or new construction occurred.

It cannot be denied that Prop 13 reduced
property taxes and local government rev-
enues. Other results and inequities are
arguable — some claim that the property tax
burden has shifted, that homeowners cannot
afford to move, that local government is
replacing taxes with fees, that the level of
government service has declined. Those
desiring more information on the subject
would do well to start with two papers,
already dated, presented in association with
the California Research Bureau: “Local
Government Revenue & Expenditures Since
Proposition 13: A Historical Primer”, by
Roger Dunstan (CRB-93-006, August 1993),
and “Local Government Finances Since
Proposition 13: An Historical Primer”, by
Helen C. Paik (CRB-95-007, November
1995). They summarize, mostly through
the use of charts, the major changes in the
source of funding for cities and counties,
and the areas where these funds are spent.
More information is available at
www.library.ca.gov/html/statseg2.cfm.
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Appeals &

County Assessor Equalization Boards Tax Collector Auditor-Controller Other TOTAL

Alameda 2 1 1 4

Calaveras 1 1

Contra Costa 2 1 3

Del Norte 2 2

El Dorado 2 2

Fresno 1 1

Humboldt 2 2

Inyo 2 2

Kings 1 1

Los Angeles 12 6 18

Madera 1 1

Marin 5 5

Mendocino 3 1 4

Mono 3 3

Monterey 2 2

Orange 5 2 7

Placer 4 4

Riverside 10 10

Sacramento 6 1 7

San Bernardino 6 6

San Diego 16 7 23

San Francisco 10 1 11

San Joaquin 1 1

San Luis Obispo 2 2

San Mateo 5 4 9

Santa Barbara 5 5

Santa Clara 7 1 8

Santa Cruz 1 1

Shasta 3 3

Sierra 1 1

Siskiyou 1 1

Solano 5 5

Sonoma 3 2 5

Stanislaus 1 1 2

Sutter 3 3

Tuolumne 2 2

Ventura 1 2 3

Yolo 2 2

Unknown 1 1

Statewide1 1 1

BOE2 4 4

FTB/SCO3 4 4

Bill of Rights4 1 1

             TOTALS: 139 1 31 1 11 183

C — Table of Contacts Received, by County and by Office

1These were questions or issues that went beyond any particular county.
2Property Taxes Department contacts included questions about mapping and timber taxes.
3Typically, these were questions about tax sales, payment plans, or property tax assistance.
4Questions about the Morgan Property Taxpayers’ Bill of Rights.
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D — The Morgan Property Taxpayers’ Bill of Rights

5900. This part shall be known and may be
cited as “The Morgan Property Taxpayers’
Bill of Rights.”

5901. The Legislature finds and declares as
follows:

(a) Taxes are a sensitive point of contact
between citizens and their govern-
ment, and disputes and disagree-
ments often arise as a result of misun-
derstandings or miscommunications.

(b) The dissemination of information to
taxpayers regarding property taxes
and the promotion of enhanced
understanding regarding the property
tax system will improve the relation-
ship between taxpayers and the
government.

(c) The proper assessment and collection
of property taxes is essential to local
government and the health and
welfare of the citizens of this state.

(d) It is the intent of the Legislature to
promote the proper assessment and
collection of property taxes through-
out this state by advancing, to the
extent feasible, uniform practices of
property tax appraisal and assess-
ment.

5902. This part shall be administered by the
board.

5903. “Advocate” as used in this part means
the “Property Taxpayers’ Advocate” desig-
nated pursuant to Section 5904.

5904. (a) The board shall designate a “Prop-
erty Taxpayers’ Advocate.”  The advocate
shall be responsible for reviewing the
adequacy of procedures for both of the
following:

(1) The distribution of information
regarding property tax assess-
ment matters between and

among the board, assessors, and
taxpayers.

(2) The prompt resolution of board,
assessor, and taxpayer inquiries,
and taxpayer complaints and
problems.

(b) The advocate shall be designated by,
and report directly to, the executive
officer of the board. The advocate
shall at least annually report to the
executive officer on the adequacy of
existing procedures, or the need for
additional or revised procedures, to
accomplish the objectives of this part.

(c) Nothing in this part shall be construed
to require the board to reassign
property tax program responsibilities
within its existing organizational
structure.

5905. In addition to any other duties im-
posed by this part, the advocate shall peri-
odically review and report on the adequacy
of existing procedures, or the need for
additional or revised procedures, with
respect to the following:

(a) The development and implementation
of educational and informational
programs on property tax assessment
matters for the benefit of the board
and its staff, assessors and their staffs,
local boards of equalization and
assessment appeals boards, and
taxpayers.

(b) The development and availability of
property tax informational pamphlets
and other written materials that
explain, in simple and nontechnical
language, all of the following matters:

(1) Taxation of real and personal
property in California.

(2) Property tax exemptions.

(3) Supplemental assessments.

[Revenue and Taxation Code Sections]
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(4) Escape assessments.

(5) Assessment procedures.

(6) Taxpayer obligations, responsibili-
ties, and rights.

(7) Obligations, responsibilities, and
rights of property tax authorities,
including, but not limited to, the
board and assessors.

(8) Property tax appeal procedures.

5906. (a) The advocate shall undertake, to
the extent not duplicative of existing pro-
grams, periodic review of property tax
statements and other property tax forms
prescribed by the board to determine both
of the following:

(1) Whether the forms and their
instructions promote or discour-
age taxpayer compliance.

(2) Whether the forms or questions
therein are necessary and ger-
mane to the assessment function.

(b) The advocate shall undertake the
review of taxpayer complaints and
identify areas of recurrent conflict
between taxpayers and assessment
officers. This review shall include, but
not be limited to, all of the following:

(1) The adequacy and timeliness of
board and assessor responses to
taxpayers’ written complaints and
requests for information.

(2) The adequacy and timeliness of
corrections of the assessment roll,
cancellations of taxes, or issu-
ances of refunds after taxpayers
have provided legitimate and
adequate information demonstrat-
ing the propriety of the correc-
tions, cancellations, or refunds,
including, but not limited to, the
filing of documents required by
law to claim these corrections,
cancellations, or refunds.

(3) The timeliness, fairness, and
accessibility of hearings and

decisions by the board, county
boards of equalization, or assess-
ment appeals boards where
taxpayers have filed timely appli-
cations for assessment appeal.

(4) The application of penalties and
interest to property tax assess-
ments or property tax bills where
the penalty or interest is a direct
result of the assessor’s failure to
request specified information or a
particular method of reporting
information, or where the penalty
or interest is a direct result of the
taxpayer’s good faith reliance on
written advice provided by the
assessor or the board.

(c) Nothing in this section shall be con-
strued to modify any other provision
of law or the California Code of
Regulations regarding requirements or
limitations with respect to the correc-
tion of the assessment roll, the cancel-
lation of taxes, the issuance of re-
funds, or the imposition of penalties
or interest.

(d) The board shall annually conduct a
public hearing, soliciting the input of
assessors, other local agency repre-
sentatives, and taxpayers, to address
the advocate’s annual report pursuant
to Section 5904, and to identify means
to correct any problems identified in
that report.

5907. No state or local officer or employees
responsible for the appraisal or assessment
of property shall be evaluated based solely
upon the dollar value of assessments en-
rolled or property taxes collected. However,
nothing in this section shall be construed to
prevent an official or employee from being
evaluated based upon the propriety and
application of the methodology used in
arriving at a value determination.

5908. Upon request of a county assessor or
assessors, the advocate, in conjunction with
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any other programs of the board, shall assist
assessors in their efforts to provide educa-
tion and instruction to their staffs and local
taxpayers for purposes of promoting tax-
payer understanding and compliance with
the property tax laws, and, to the extent
feasible, statewide uniformity in the applica-
tion of property tax laws.

5909. (a) County assessors may respond to a
taxpayer’s written request for a written
ruling as to property tax consequences of an
actual or planned particular transaction, or
as to the property taxes liability of a speci-
fied property. For purposes of statewide
uniformity, county assessors may consult
with board staff prior to issuing a ruling
under this subdivision. Any ruling issued
under this subdivision shall notify the tax-
payer that the ruling represents the county’s
current interpretation of applicable law and
does not bind the county, except as pro-
vided in subdivision (b).

(b) Where a taxpayer’s failure to timely
report information or pay amounts of
tax directly results from the taxpayer’s
reasonable reliance on the county
assessor’s written ruling under subdi-
vision (a), the taxpayer shall be
relieved of any penalties, or interest
assessed or accrued, with respect to
property taxes not timely paid as a
direct result of the taxpayer’s reason-
able reliance.  A taxpayer’ s failure to
timely report property values or to
make a timely payment of property
taxes shall be considered to directly
result from the taxpayer’s reasonable
reliance on a written ruling from the
assessor under subdivision (a) only if
all of the following conditions are
met:

(1) The taxpayer has requested in
writing that the assessor advise as
to the property tax consequences
of a particular transaction or as to
the property taxes with respect to

a particular property, and fully
described all relevant facts and
circumstances pertaining to that
transaction or property.

(2) The assessor has responded in
writing and specifically stated the
property tax consequences of the
transaction or the property taxes
with respect to the property.

5910. The advocate shall, on or before
January 1, 1994, make specific recommenda-
tions to the board with respect to standardiz-
ing interest rates applicable to escape assess-
ments and refunds of property taxes, and
statutes of limitations, so as to place prop-
erty taxpayers on an equal basis with taxing
authorities.

5911. It is the intent of the Legislature in
enacting this part to ensure that:

(a) Taxpayers are provided fair and
understandable explanations of their
rights and duties with respect to
property taxation, prompt resolution
of legitimate questions and appeals
regarding their property taxes, and
prompt corrections when errors have
occurred in property tax assessments.

(b) The board designate a taxpayer’s
advocate position independent of, but
not duplicative of, the board’s existing
property tax programs, to be specifi-
cally responsible for reviewing prop-
erty tax matters from the viewpoint of
the taxpayer, and to review and
report on, and to recommend to the
board’s executive officer any neces-
sary changes with respect to, property
tax matters as described in this part.


