AN EQUITABLE STANDARD FOR LAND VALUATION

‘WavLter W. PoLLOCK,
Cleveland, Ohio

SuBJECT: ‘‘The Somers System—Can a Private Appraisal
Company Appropriately Be Employed to Assist
Public Assessors?’’

I APPEAR at this conference of the National Tax Association
to advocate the adoption of an equitable standard for the
valuation of real property, for tax assessment and all other
purposes; and to explain my faith in the Somers Unit System
of Realty Valuation as an equitable and universal standard
for such appraisal.

Incidentally, I hope to prove to every open mind among
the members of this association that no imputation of im-
propriety may justly be laid at the door of the public as-
sessor who shall install the Somers System, even though he
shall find it expedient in that connection to employ therefor
the services of the trained accountants and appraisers of ‘‘a
private appraisal company.’”” I know that there is evidence
beyond power of contradiction that public assessors who have
employed the Somers System have actually equalized the
assessments within their districts; and that while the system
does not in any way attempt to dictate taxation policies, it
furnishes an intelligent and accurate basis for any policy
which the assessor may determine to follow or adopt.

I do not claim for myself any special wisdom in the
economics of that most confusing and unscientific phase of
the administration of public affairs which is generally de-
scribed under the name of ‘‘Taxation.”” I speak rather out
of a practical and rather wide experience of sixteen years as
professional appraiser. During the past four years of that

experience I have given a great deal of attention to the oper-
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sessors had also adopted a depth percentage for the measure-
ment of inside lots, this depth percentage being at variance
with all other curves of value, in giving greater value to the
rear portion of the unit foot.

In New York City Mr. Somers had, as an employe of the
Tax Assessment Department, prepared for publication a
book of ‘‘Land Value Maps,’’ showing street frontage values,
which values had been deduced from the actual assessments of
inside lots, made in more than sixty districts by district as-
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sessors, each assessor using his individual judgment of the
values of all lots in his district, including those at and near
corners. The New York Department did not then, and my
understanding is that it does not now, approve the application
of mathematics in measuring the values of lots having more
than one influence of accessibility. It has what is known as
the Hoffman-Neill rule for the measurement of depths of in-
side lots, but denies the efficacy of corner valuation on any
basis except the expression of judgment to show the enhance-
ment to individual lots.
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and it has percolated into many departments of the adminis-
tration of public affairs. There is no spot in any city where
there is greater need for efficiency than the assessor’s office.
Little, if any, progress has been made since the beginning
in assessment methods. I naturally supposed there would
be an instant demand for such services as my organization,
with the Somers System, could supply. I had spent twelve
years in building up an appraisal organization whose valua-
tions had been accepted as the basis for the settlement of fire
losses, and for mergers and financial transactions amounting
to many millions of dollars. My good faith, it seemed to
me, could not be questioned upon my business record.

But the mere announcement of the purpose to extend the
usefulness of the Somers System developed a systematic op-
position which has followed our efforts in behalf of equaliza-
tion of assessments into many states and cities; which sought
to discredit our work in advance; which has, by untruthful
statements and a widespread propaganda, prevented many
cities from enjoying equalization of assessments; which has
tied up in legal actions over $50,000 in money which has been
fairly earned under Somers System contracts; and which by
the encouragement and consolidation of the opposition of the
small percentage of public officials and property owners that
in any community is really opposed to equity of assessments,
has encouraged corrupt and ignorant assessors and frightened
well-meaning but timid assessors into maintaining the status
quo. And I have never been able to discover any reasons for
this opposition that are based upon fair considerations. The
work accomplished by the use of the Somers System should
stand on its merits, and should be its own strong or weak de-
fense, as the case might be, yet I find myself at this time
and place required to defend a question of propriety that
should have required no defense.

My answer to the question, ‘‘Can a Private Appraisal Com-
pany Appropriately be Employed to Assist Public Assessors?’’
is this: If a private appraisal company, or any company or
individual, has the ability to supply valuable services or
formule to public assessors at reasonable cost, there should
be no more limitation placed upon such employment than is
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sors, universally acknowledged to need assistance, should be
free to seek assistance wherever they can obtain it

In my view the presumption is all in favor of the affirmative
side of this question. The burden of proof as to the impro-
priety of the employment of a private appraisal company or
any agency that will assist assessors, lies properly upon those
who may hold the negative view. The sole consideration
should be as to the merit of the services which a private ap-
praisal company may be able to perform. If the operation
of the Somers System has, so far as it has been adopted by
public assessors, assisted even in a slight measure in the equi-
table solution of tax assessment problems, its use should be ap-
proved as appropriate. Condemnation should only lie upon
the employment of such services when the services themselves
may be fairly eriticised in their methods and results.

‘““WHAT 18 LAND VALUE?"’ THE FUNDAMENTAL QUESTION

I have read with some degree of care the titles of papers
and addresses delivered at the several conferences of this
Association. It is interesting to note that the record of your
past proceedings fails to disclose adequate discussion of the
question, ‘“What is Land Value?’’ which I submit should un-
derlie any intelligent study of tax assessment problems.

Is this not the essential consideration? Must we not have
a clear understanding of what we are to appraise before we
can pass judgment on methods of appraisal? It has been
axiomatic in my commercial appraisal business that the deserip-
tion of a machine, or a tool, or a building to be appraised,
should be technically exact; and that the initial consideration
of the appraiser should be to put upon paper a clear de-
scription of the thing to be appraised, which will make it pos-
sible both to appraise it correctly, and to enable those who
may have occasion to use the appraisal to judge as to the
accuracy or inaccuracy of the valuation. Is there any reason
why this plan should not be followed in the appraisal of land
and buildings for tax assessment purposes, and is this not the
most important subject to be discussed as a preliminary to
any understanding of the subject of taxation of real estate?
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tions of life, of the people of the community in relation to
that site. The street being the index of value, the Somers
unit-foot was worked out for ease of use in measuring street
value upon given areas. To compute the price, or the value
expressed in price, of a quantity of cloth, one performs a
simple problem in multiplication, using but the two factors
of number of units of quantity or yards by the price per unit.
Until the Somers System was invented there existed no unit
or standard of quantity capable of general use, upon which
to express opinion or judgment of usefulness of city land,
comparable to the use of units of quantity for the measure-
ment of the usefulness of other commodities. The acre
could be and is used for large bodies of land, but was im-
practicable for the smaller parcels of land in cities. The
““‘front foot’’ and the ‘‘square foot’’ are used in most places,
but both are too cumbersome for exact use. The ‘‘front foot’’
does not have a depth that is usable. The term ‘‘square foot’’
as well as ‘‘front foot’’ requires explanation of all the eir-
cumstances connected with a site before one knows just what
it means.

TeHE SoMERS UNIT-FOOT A UNIT OF QUANTITY

The Somers unit-foot is the yardstick or unit of quantity.
The exercise of judgment is always expressed as to the value
of the unit-foot, instead of as to the value of a front foot or
square foot of a given lot. The unit-foot is one foot of front-
age with a depth of 100 feet, representing the value of the
usefulness of the block frontage due to a single element of
accessibility—one street frontage. Any interior or inside lot
may be measured as to its value per front foot, if of greater
or less depth than 100 feet, by the Somers depth percentage,
which shows the value of each foot of depths receding from
the point of street accessibility. A most important point in
this depth percentage is that 7214 per cent of the value of the
100 feet of depth in the unit-foot lies in the 50 feet nearest
the street; consequently but 2714 per cent of the value is in
the rear 50 feet; and for the third 50 feet of depth but 15
per cent of the value of the 100-foot unit is added. This rule
differs from other rules accepted in the past for measuring
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of units. The local newspapers are glad to print the tenta-
tive unit values, to report the discussions, and the changes in
judgment brought out through the conflict of opinion.

The assessor should not permit the discussion to wander
from the one question—What is the value of a Somers unit-
foot upon each block frontage? Thus he eliminates the com-
plicated questions, and confines the discussion to the value
of one-street accessibility to each block. Opinions, sales and
rentals may be submitted as competent but not conclusive
evidences of value. A sale price is only considered as having
as much weight as any other opinion, and is readily appraised
as to its accuracy. ’

CoMMUNITY CONSENSUS OF OPINION OBTAINED

The consensus of opinion which may, under the Somers
System methods, be obtained from the community, is a well-
nigh infallible guide to relative and actual values. The
assessor can gain little information from property owners
as to the values of their holdings so long as he attempts to
talk only about individual lot values. But when citizens
begin to talk about street value they can and will talk in-
telligently. There are few persons familiar with any ecity
who cannot tell which block frontage is the most valuable.
With a map of the best business center spread before a meet-
ing of citizens, the relative values of the different block front-
ages can be easily determined.

In Des Moines, Iowa, the relative values of the Somers
unit-foot upon the frontages of more than 100 blocks in two
separated business districts were determined by two commit-
tees of citizens, working independently, without publicly ex-
pressing the dollar value of a single frontage. The best block
frontage was marked 100 per cent, and all the other frontage
values were expressed in percentages of the highest block
frontage value, some of them as low as 5 per cent. Com-
parison of the two districts was effected at a conference of
the two committees, the east side, or least valuable district,
highest-valued block being appraised finally at 1714 per cent
of the highest valued block on the west side. When all these
relations of street usefulness were finally adjusted for the
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different block frontages, and when, after public criticism,
they were accepted by the public as correct, it remained for
the assessor to exercise his prerogative to fix the unit values.
The best opinion in Des Moines agrees that the value of a
unit-foot upon Walnut Street between Sixth and Seventh is
not less than $3,000. But as the Somers System was in this
instance applied to only the central business sections, and as
all real estate had previously been assessed in that city at a
low fraction of its true value, the assessor determined to use a
low percentage for the appraisal of the high unit value. His
one act of appraisal was to value the highest block frontage
unit at $2,000—two-thirds’ value—thus making the east side
value $350, and all others in proportion. And the resulting
mathematical distribution of value to each lot in proportion
to its size, its shape and its relation to the various elements
of accessibility, has been gracefully accepted, even by the
largest tax-payer, whose holdings were increased from 100
to 900 per cent over the former assessments, thus increasing
his annual tax bill by over $30,000. Yet he is now answering
inquiries concerning the use of the Somers System in Des
Moines with favorable letters and telegrams. In the neigh-
boring city of Ottumwa 88 appeals have been heard in court
during the past two weeks from assessments made without
rule.

CorNER ENHANCEMENT MATHEMATICALLY COMPUTED

Sites at and near corners are generally agreed to be of
greater value than sites in the center of a block, away from
what is called ‘‘corner influence.”” Under the Somers System
this enhancement is computed mathematically, instead of being
guessed at. The judgment of accessibility value having been
first expressed as of a Somers unit-foot upon all frontages of a
block, that part of the block which has but one-street accessi-
bility is computed by the depth percentage. The land which
can be thus measured has the lowest frontage value upon a
block. Within approximately 100 feet of the corners the en-
hancement due to street intersection begins, and this enhance-
ment is under the Somers System computed mathematically
in relation to the comparative value of the intersecting street,
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ages, the lots having corner influence can be designated and
appraised relatively in somewhat the same manner that the
banker computes the interest upon a note from his book of
interest tables. Given the factors of street accessibility value
upon all frontages of a block, a lot of a certain size and shape,
with a certain relation to a given corner, has a certain value.
Any change, however slight, in size, shape, relation to the
corner, or value of units, will, upon ecomputation, show a dif-
ference in value, in a mathematically exact ratio. There are
variations of the corner tables to apply to retail, wholesale
and residence properties. There are also mechanical devices
known as overlap cards and zone cards. The overlap cards
are for ready computation of the point at which the receding
values of two units of different values, as computed by the
percentage tables, meet at the same value. The zone cards
are used for easy computation of irregularly shaped lots.

SMALL PERCENTAGE OF TAX-PAYERS REALLY UNFAIR

Every community has not to exceed 2 per cent of tax-
payers who will take advantage of their neighbors if given an
opportunity in the matter of tax-assessments. The other 98
percent are not only willing, but glad, as well, to pay their
proportionate share of taxes if they are assured that every-
one will be treated fairly and equitably, and on exactly the
same basis. The Somers methods of obtaining community
opinion and of complete publicity in the making of assess-
ments at all stages of judgment and computation give the
most complete assurance of fairness and equity. The 2 per
cent hesitate to display in public an unfair spirit towards
the 98 per cent, which they might be willing to display to
the assessor only, and those who have in the past obtained
special advantages through the ignorance or favoritism of the
assesors, are compelled by the force of public opinion and the
logic of mathematical computation to bow to the opinion of
the majority. Under the Somers System there is realized
the ideal fought for by our forefathers of real representa-
tion in taxation, and the result is an approximation of exact
equity in assessment, and the opportunity to impose a level
tax upon level and equal, instead of irregular and unequal
assessment values.
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of uniformly appraising buildings in connection with a
Somers System assessment are similar to the land value
analysis. The first thing is to find out just what kind of a
structure each building is, and the dimensions and deserip-
tions of all buildings are after measurement and inspection
transcribed upon cards. Most buildings in a city may be
included within five or six classifications as to construection
features. All buildings of a given class are appraised at the
present cost of new reproduction per square foot of floor space
at present market prices for material and labor. This is the
highest possible value, and from this value depreciation is
deducted for age, for mechanical deterioration, for obso-
lescence and for lack of utility, upon uniform schedules, which
will insure equity to each property owner. Buildings that
cannot be classified are especially appraised and depreciated.
The new reproductive valuation of buildings comprises the
inventory. The art of appraising man-made property lies
in the application of depreciation. It is comparatively easy
to ascertain new reproductive costs of man-made property,
but it is difficult to secure agreement upon elements and
amounts of depreciation.

ReEAsoONS WHY ASSESSMENTS ARE NOT INEQUITABLE

The Somers System does not at any stage usurp the fune-
tion of the public assessor, who is charged with responsibility
for the assessment and with power to fix taxable values. But
it is a splendid aid to him, first in ascertaining values of
aceessibility to the various blocks through the streets; second,
in confirming or modifying those values by the approval of
the consensus of community opinion ; third, in measuring this
judgment so ascertained and confirmed to the lots and parcels
as now owned ; fourth, in the equitable appraisal of buildings.
That the assessor has not in the past done altogether credit-
able work, is due mainly to the lack of a system or standard
of valuation, and the faults in the valuations are traceable
to the following causes:

1. There is a lack of common judgment in ascertaining
values.

2. There is a lack of common method of applying judg-
ment, no matter how obtained.






252 NATIONAL TAX ASSOCIATION

of equalization of assessments thereby, without employing
our services. Some assessors in such cities freely acknowl-
edge their obligation to our printed matter and our assistance,
which has been freely given, and express their sincere regret
that local conditions, usually financial, have made it impos-
sible to employ our paid services. Other assessors pursue a
different policy, copying all they can copy, but making un-
important technical objections to what they declare to be
wrong results of the use of the Somers System. They use all
they know how to use, but fail to acknowledge their obliga-
tion to the Somers methods. Some of these assessors say the
corner tables show results that are greater than true values;
others that the corner computations are not high enough.
Some of these assessors are sincerely mistaken, and others
appear to be insincerely mistaken. But what of it? It is
impossible in this world to please everybody, so why try?
That the assessor, who want to equalize his tax assessments,
can do so by the use of the complete Somers System, includ-
ing the services of experts, has, I think, been proven beyond
the possibility of question, notwithstanding the carping of
doubting Thomases. I defy any assessor or person to point
out any city of any considerable size where the Somers System
has not been used, in whole or part, where the assessments
can be shown to be even approximately equitable. And any
city of medium size which once uses the Somers System can
continue the use of the System in its application to the
future annual revaluation of land for an additional annual
cost not exceeding the salary of an average clerk.

This, I believe, is a complete answer to the ‘‘helpless”
claim.

The Somers System is as accessible, except for the corner
tables, as air, and as free as a new language. But it re-
quires study to learn it, and teachers to instruct in the most
approved use. When the mind of the public has reached
the point where the Somers principles are generally accepted,
we expect to publish the Somers corner tables. We now have
in manuscript a book to be entitled ‘‘The Science and Practice
of Land Valuation,’’ which we hope to publish soon. But the
present publication of the corner tables, the work of many
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cannot be duplicated, although opportunity of usefulness, as
indicated by various elements of accessibility to use, may be
duplicated. The application of scientific principles for the
measurement of judgment of the values of the tremendously
valuable sites occupied by the railroads in population centers
is the only way in which it will be possible to establish ‘‘fair
value’’ for the land of railroads for rate-making or sale pur-
poses. Inaccurate and unscientific land valuation will make
this anticipated measure of relief a greater burden, and will
put the final settlement of the railroad problem many years
into the future. In connection herewith is printed a map?
showing an appraisal of the value of the land comprising the
Broad Street Passenger Terminal of the Pennsylvania Rail-
road Company in Philadelphia. The figures in the streets
are the judgments of our own real estate appraisers of the
values of the Somers unit-foot upon each block frontage.
This method complies in the fullest possible measure with
the declaration of Justice Hughes of the Supreme Court of
the United States that the appraisal of land of railroads for
rate-making purposes should be ‘‘by comparison with the
value of contiguous and similar land.”” The value of the
Pennsylvania Railroad land in these ten blocks or parts of
blocks is computed at $12,287,334, but comparison is made by
appraisal of the unit-foot for ‘‘contiguous and similar land’’
probably worth in the neighborhood of $50,000,000. I venture
the assertion that this appraisal is criticism-proof except with-
in the narrowest possible limit of variation. The dotted lines
in the blocks show the areas of computation—the points where
the various influences of accessibility meet. Here is a real
standard for the appraisal of land of railroads, so as to show
the present value. If at a future time an additional capitali-
zation of the value of this land shall be asked, here is a stand-
ard for proof of any such claim, when accompanied with evi-
dence of an actual increase in the value as compared with
‘“‘contiguous and similar land,’’ as expressed in valuations of
the Somers unit-foot, and as computed by the Somers mathe-
matical tables.

1 This map owing to its size could not be included here.
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CHicaGo SoMERS SYSTEM COMMERCIAL SERVICE

The first use of the System for a commercial appraisal
service is that under which we have very recently appraised
the value of all the lots included in 137 blocks in the central
business district of Chicago, in the territory bounded by
Lake Michigan on the east, the Chicago River on the north
and east, and Twelfth Street on the south. There are about
3,500 lots in this territory, with a total value for the land
alone of nearly $700,000,000. The values of the Somers unit-
foot upon the various block frontages are shown in a map
which is published herewith. Each block has been drawn so
as to show the dimensions of the lots comprised therein, with
the values of the unit-foot upon each frontage and the com-
puted value of each lot. Subscribers to this service will have
the advantage, during the first yearly period, of a stated
number of recomputations or additional computations of lots,
upon unit values of their own judgment, either in this or any
other district in the city of Chicago.

This is purely an experiment. We do not know just what
demand exists in American cities for such a service to real
estate brokers, trust companies, property owners and large
corporations which lend money upon real estate security. It
will undoubtedly take some years to standardize values by
mathematical measurement of judgment, instead of attempt-
ing to appraise land values by crude attempts to measure
usefulness by rule of thumb judgments.

BRrIEF SUMMARY OF SOMERS SYSTEM’S UseE IN VArious CiTiEs

““By their fruits ye shall know them.’”” I know that I do
not exaggerate when I declare that in every place where the
Somers System has been installed, it has accomplished equali-
zation of tax assessments; it has established in the minds of
taxpayers a confidence, both in the accuracy and correctness
of the equalization and in the actual values. In those cities,
the sales prices follow closely the tax valuations; both as-
sessments and sales prices are in large measure standardized ;
and the application of scientific principles for valuation has
brought about a large degree of confidence and certainty con-
cerning real estate values that had not existed before. There
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preciation upon all residence structures in addition to the
depreciation applied for mechanical deterioration and for age.
The heaviest district depreciation was applied in the localities
in which the poorest homes were located, and the lightest
district depreciations were applied where the palaces of the
rich were located.

The politician or representative of special interests who
would undertake to prevent the use of the Somers System for
the revision of the Cleveland real property assessment to be
made in 1914, would find little sympathy from any source.

The results in Columbus were similar to those in Cleveland.
The Columbus assessors took a longer time to complete their
work, and consequently delivered it with fewer clerical errors.
The Board of Review changed the values, the insignificant
total net amount of $53,000, out of over $100,000,000 of land
values. The total assessment was increased approximately
threefold and the tax-rate decreased in like proportion. The
Board of Assessors, attempting to assess the land at full
value, used depreciation schedules for buildings, which
brought some of their values below what the Board of Review
regarded them to be worth. But the increases of values to
several thousands of such buildings, added by the Board of
Review, made a total net change of less than two per cent,
including the changes in land values.

SPRINGFIELD, JOLIET AND EasT ST. Louis, ILL.

Three Illinois cities employed the Somers System for the
quadrennial revision of real estate assessments in 1911. These
cities were Springfield, Joliet and East St. Louis. Somewhat
different methods were adopted by the assessors of these
cities, but the results were equally satisfactory. In Spring-
field, Assessor Burke Vanvil was successful in the highest
degree in securing assistance from property owners. His
public meetings were notable instances of ability on the part
of the people to give expression to competent opinions con-
cerning the relative and actual values of street accessibility.
In East St. Louis and Joliet, committees of citizens also as-
sisted the assessors in arriving at the values of block unit
values. In Springfield there was a distinet effort on the part



EQUITABLE STANDARD FOR LAND VALUATION 9259

of the assessor to discriminate in his method of equalization.
He accomplished this by assessing the land at 75 per cent of
its computed value and the buildings at 50 per cent. The re-
sult was an increase of the land assessments from $15,032,640
in 1910, to $25,789,765, and the decrease of improvement as-
sessed values from $19,601,258 to $16,768,279. There was a
net increase of $7,864,196 in the assessment.

DenvER, CoL.

Following the Illinois work came the employment of the
Somers System in Denver. Henry J. Arnold, afterwards
elected mayor, used the System only in the central business
section, comprising 110 blocks. Some properties were raised
and some lowered in value; but the net result of equalizing
the business district was the lowering of the assessments
upon the homes of the city.

Hoixs'rON, TExAS

An interested on-looker in Denver was Tax Commissioner
J. J. Pastoriza, of Houston, Texas, who spent his 1911 summer
vacation in study of the Somers methods, and partially
adopted Somers methods that year in Houston. In 1912 he
secured the approval of his fellow city commissioners for the
complete adoption of the System, and the result in Houston
has been widely advertised as accomplishing the seemingly
impossible. Not all of the taxation changes in Houston are
due to the Somers System, but the use of the System for
equalizing real estate values made it possible for Tax Com-
missioner Pastoriza to work a revolution upon the economic -
side of the taxation question without starting a revolution
among the taxpayers. Here are some of the things that Mr.
Pastoriza claims to have accomplished :

1. Increased the amount of the assessment roll $33,000,000,
notwithstanding the total exemption from assessment for the
first time of household goods, stocks, bonds, mortgages, cash
and credits; the assessment of land at only 70 per cent of its
value; and real estate improvements, merchandise and ma-
chinery at 25 per cent.

2. Reduced the tax rate for 1912 from $1.70 to $1.50.
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3. Added $2,000,000 in a new ‘‘franchise tax’’ upon publie
utilities and railroad companies for the use of the public
streets.

4. Reduced the actual amount of taxes of nearly 5,000 tax-
payers; increased the assessments upon many properties
which had previously been assessed below true value; and dis-
covered previously unassessed property the payment of back
taxes upon which went far towards reimbursing the city for
the cost of installing the Somers System; and, best of all,
secured sufficient money from a satisfied constituency to pay
the needed cost of conducting the city government.

Of course the Somers System has nothing to do with any-
thing except the administrative side of the taxation question,
and it is not in any sense policy-determining. Any assessor
in any state or city who really wants to use the System can
find authority in the present laws for its adoption, just as any
assessor who does not want to use it can find laws that seem
to prevent its use. An assessor who wants to obey the strict
legal requirements as to equality of assessments will find in
any state a set of antiquated rules that cannot possibly be
followed without upsetting equality. Every assessor violates
the laws at some point, because most assessment laws were
made without understanding. The laws call for equality,
but do not provide the proper machinery for attaining equal-
ity of assessment; and whether the assessor without a stand-
ard of valuation tries to create equity nothwithstanding this
fact, or tries to follow the law, he fails in both instances to
bring about equity. With the Somers System to measure
according to a universal standard the values of all parcels of
land and all buildings thereon, a basis may be established for
any policy that may be adopted by the assessor. If he wishes,
and if the law allows, he may appraise the land and buildings
at some fixed percentage of full value, or he may discriminate
between land and buildings, assessing the two classes of prop-
erty at different percentages of full value.

There are many persons who believe that constitutional and
statutory changes are necessary to bring about reforms in
taxation. But the fact is, that such reforms are likely to be
futile unless as a preliminary to changes in taxation policy
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At the present time the System is under installation in San
Antonio, and another Texas city—Corpus Christi—has made
an appropriation to pay for Somers System services.

AvugusTA, GEORGIA

In Augusta, Georgia, the total of real estate assessments
prior to the Somers System installation, on a supposed 80 per
cent basis, amounted to $20,160,374. The full value, as as-
certained by the use of the System, was found to be $38,-
967,729. After deducting $4,555,799 of exempt property,
there was an increase over 1912 of $9,211,463, after raising
the supposed 80 per cent valuation to 100 per cent for pur-
poses of comparison. This was nearly 46 per cent increase,
and the decision to make the actual assessment at only two-
thirds’ value resulted in a substantial reduction in the tax-
rate. Mayor Barrett, on retiring, declared the Somers System
contract to have been one of the most important achievements
of his administration.

DEs MoinNes, Iowa

In Des Moines, Iowa, the System was used only in the two
central business districts, comprising about 100 blocks. The
assessment on a two-thirds’ value basis for land resulted in
an increase of $8,560,575, or 65 per cent, for land—from
$13,108,925 to $21,669,500; and a decrease of $145,010, or
1 8/10 per cent, for buildings—from $7,915,540 to $7,-
770,530. The total increase of land and buildings of $8,-
415,565 amounted to 40 per cent. The Assessor’s report
showed the following statistics:

Number of lots assessed ............cco ittt iiiiiinnnnnn 916
Number of buildings assessed ...............cooioiiiiiiiiain, 1,329
Number of assessments increased ..............ccoeeviineennnn 702
Number of assessments decreased ..............covivevninnnn.. 205
Number of assessments unchanged ............................ 9

The radical changes in assessed values were made and
passed review substantially unchanged and without court ap-
peals, while the neighboring city of Ottumwa, which increased
central business property assessments without using a scien-
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tific system, is now in court, defending 88 appeals out of
nearly 500 increased assessments.

VARrIOUS SMALLER PLACES

In the 1910 Ohio assessment our building appraisers as-
sisted in the valuation of the building structures in Marion,
Ohio, but did not assist in the equalization of land sites.

In Lancaster, Wis., a county-seat town of about 3,000 in-
habitants, I held two meetings of property owners in the
business district, each of less than an hour in length. Within
that time comparisons of usefulness were made of the various
block frontages on the percentage basis. There had recently
been a number of sales, the prices for which were hopelessly -
conflicting, but the citizens easily and intelligently and con-
clusively talked about relative frontage values, and agreed
upon the points wherein the recent sales were unreliable as
guides. One sale, however, of an inside lot for an Odd Fel-
lows’ Hall, was accepted as a fair standard, and all lots in the
business district were measured on the unit value deduced
from that price.

The town of Weston is a suburb of Toronto, Ontario. In
two evening meetings of citizens the values of units were
determined and computations of lot values were computed
therefrom in Cleveland. A building appraiser applied uni-
form factors of new reproductive and depreciated values to
all the buildings in the town.

The single tax colony, known as Arden, Del., has each
year, at the annual reassessment period, been the field of
animated discussion over the assessments by the radical citi-
zens who live there. One of the Somers System Accountants,
who lives in Arden, as a member of the Board of Assessors,
applied Somers principles for analyzing the elements which
make up values, and the result was acceptance of the results
without complaint.

Fairhope, Ala., another single tax colony, hopes to bring
about harmony by the use of the Somers System for assessing
the rental values of land, and the village authorities have
signed a contract for that purpose.
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IMMENSE INJUSTICE DUE TO LACK OF STANDARD

I do not know of any place where it is possible to find
statistics which show the exact amount of money levied an-
nually for taxes upon real estate. But there is reason to be-
lieve that it will now approximate $1,000,000,000. If this
amount is approximately correct, it will show the tremendous
importance, in the name of simple justice, of the adoption of
an equitable standard for the valuation of the real estate upon
which this immense annual tribute is collected from the own-
ers of this one kind of property. Those who know anything
at all about the haphazard methods of determining taxable
values which prevail everywhere, will, I believe, agree with
me that not less than 25 per cent of the total is inequitably
distributed. That is, those property owners whose real estate
is assessed proportionately higher in value are compelled, by
the imperfect administration of the assessment laws, to pay
more than their share of taxes, while those whose properties
are assessed at proportionately lower values, escape payment
of their full shares. The theory that taxes should be levied
on the basis of true and proportionate values of all property
is violated everywhere because no adequate law of equitable
appraisal is recognized, either by the statutes on the subject,
or by assessing officials. That moss-grown judicial sophistry
which undertakes to define real estate value as the amount
that ‘‘a willing buyer who is not compelled to buy will pay
to a willing seller who is not compelled to sell,”’ has, in
the past, given ample leeway for testimony of ‘‘experts’’
under which the sworn value of a given property has varied
from 20 to 1500 per cent. The pet theory of some very ex-
cellent gentlemen, that it is possible to average sales prices,
or to find a fundamental basis for valuation in a sale price,
irrespective of the consideration of the fairness of the price
itself, is responsible for some of this $250,000,000 annual pub-
lic robbery. That dogma of the head of the New York City
Department of Taxes and Assessments, that the value of a city
lot and its improvement may be ascertained by capitalizing
the income, until such time as the value of the land alone
equals the former value of the lot and building combined, is
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court decision in the Minnesota rate cases it has been deeclared
that the value of the land shall be ascertained by comparison
with the values of contiguous and similar lands. We have
made an appraisal of some railroad land in the city of
Philadelphia, and I am hoping that an opportunity will arise
under which we can demonstrate that that appraisal is prac-
tically criticism-proof, except within a very narrow limit.
In Ohio we now have an excess condemnation right. 'We have
recently made an appraisal showing the enhancement to cer-
tain lots by a street opening in Cleveland and have secured
virtually an acceptance from more than half of the property
owners of the property values computed under the Somers
System. I thank you for listening so patiently and hope that
all of you will read the address in detail. I shall be glad
to supply additional copies to anybody who wishes them.



