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The Market

The New York State Association of Realtors repotéstl month that
the number of sales of existing single-family honmeslew York State
increased strongly in March compared to Februgpy215%). At the
same time the number of sales was 1.3% below aegeher.

Median selling price rose 26.4 percent in March$@@8,050) com-
pared to the $220,000 median recorded in March 20kd March
2005 median price increased 1.3 percent from teeigus month,
which recorded a median sales price of $274,5@fbking into the
near future, the pending home sales index, acoptdithe National
Association of Realtors, was up 5.8% in the Norsh@aMarch com-
pared to February and now stands at 114.7, hitjaer for any month
in the last year. In sum, the real estate markbteiw York and the
Northeast continues strong as we enter the maseasasonal period
(April-July) with mortgage rates still historicallgw.

On the lighter side

| usually illustrate this column with real egtétend charts, but with
those little changed this month | would like todakbreak and talk
about and illustrate some thoughts on housing desigother hot topic
today. | find my clients may not be able to desemhat they want but
they can sure point to what they don't like. Thiera decided prefer-
ence for houses of "good" design, by which theymiezuses of period
style or, if contemporary, of "interesting qualityand that can mean a
variety of designs but not "modular,” "manufactytétract housing,"
"standard development,” "off the shelf," etc. Mpsbple are quite
content with the latter, more about their advarddgeanother column.
For the moment | am addressing the "visualists" at®into style,
with a cap S.

1. What's "colonial?" There is no more over-workeutd in real estate
than "colonial." Colonial doesn't necessarily mgest "old" or "center
hall." It only means the house was built when weensmlonies of
Great Britain before the Revolution, nothing mdailt in 17767 No
dice, we no longer considered ourselves colonighdtyJuly 4th, it is
not colonial. A new house that looks like a truéoodal is properly
called "colonial-style." Most of the literature iieal estate about colo-
nial is simply wrong. A used car salesman is meieate in describ-
ing what he sells than real estate people are Wéstervelt house in
New Jersey looks "colonial" but only the kitchemwis (1745), the
main house is 1798 although the gambrel roof stgtes from the
colonial period.

While we are on it, the gambrel (double slantfmas popular in
New York and New Jersey, especially with peopl®ofch descent,
but that does not make it Dutch. It was borrowednfNew England-
ers. No such houses are found in the Netherlahdsnot a Dutch style
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house, it is Georgian, that is, English in origtrhad a revival in the
1920s. Want more, s&autch Colonial Homes in Amerid®izzoli
2002) by your scribe.

2. Whaaat is this?! Charming, elegant, petit. Najtike anything we
see around here. A pavilion in the true senseefibrd. Not by Tho-
mas Jefferson but by his chief architectural bipgea, Fiske Kimball
in the 1930s who said "Directly or indirectly Amean classicism
traces its ancestry to Jefferson, who may trulgdiked the father of
our national architecture.”

It is classical but not colonial-style; it isdezal-style but after Jef-
ferson's distillation of Roman, Italian (PalladiaRjench, and English
classicism. The influence of Jefferson we seead the country in
public buildings but his few designs for smallernies are little
known yet so enticing, now observed in a wondaréw bookTho-
mas Jefferson, Architebly Columbia County resident Hugh Howard
(Rizzoli 2003).

3. Dennis Wedlick is also of Columbia County, athiect of custom
homes for contemporary living. His design vocabutaaches farther
back than Jefferson or Georgian, some to the mabiyle homes of
pre-classicism. These houses have high pitched araf expressive
structures like early Dutch and New England horis.use of natu-
ral wood, carefully selected and perfectly fittedidinished is ancient
yet so appealing to us. His interiors are warmtatile without hav-
ing to resort to textiles and decorative fru fru ealrpersonality.

As Kimball had discovered in Jefferson's drawinghat is past is
also present. We can rediscover in the best abtiésarchitecture
what is meaningful to our psyche and comfortableuobeing. If we
cannot find our structural muse, we can build &wanFor further
exploration:The Good Homby Dennis Wedlick (Watson-Guptill
Publications, 2001), plus other books by the aechit
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Assessments and Property Taxes

April is the month you realize what you owedrncome taxes, May is
when you begin to understand what you may owedpgnty taxes, a
one-two punch. Property taxes begin with an assasswhich, as a
property owner, you just received in the mail ineMay. It is the
basis for calculating what you will owe for schoabunty, village, and,
in some municipalities, fire protection and theelik ets look at what an
assessment is and then how it relates to taxes.

The ideal goal is for all properties to be ased at full market value
each year to insure that each property owner piaylsen fair share in
taxes. New York State once had a mandatory 100&ssisgent to full
market value but the Legislature backed away frioah $ome years
ago. What New York State law requires of each gxmnunicipality
(assessing is the jurisdiction of counties, citaegl villages) that "all
properties to be assessed at a uniform percenfagdue within your
community." As such your assessment is a percemtagerket value.
So if your municipality decides it will assess 8¢&of market value,
all properties should be assessed at half of viitegt would normally
sell for. That percentage of market value is catledlLevel of Assess-
ment (LOA) or Uniform Percentage of Value, 50%lirstcase. The
New York State Property Taxpayer's Bill of Rightstes that all prop-
erty tax bills, beginning in 1998, show the fularket value of each
property and the uniform percentage (LOA) thatabsessor is apply-
ing to all properties to determine their assessniém assessment an-
nouncement you just received should show the maekat of your
property and the assessment.

Yes, you as a property tax payer in New York haill of Rights -
at least the right to know how (if not why) yourea are what they are
(which are higher than nearly any other state)raowl they are calcu-
lated and how you can make sure you are paying faiushare. When
the new assessments came out last week | bega ¢alts from
friends exclaiming that their taxes were gong upr@®6-75% this year.
They were panicked. | pointed out (as | have rdgettne in this col-
umn) that indeed the average selling price of ssbdn our area went
up about 25% last year (15% the year before andth@¥gear before -
about double in 5 years) and so the assessméeptiup to date and
fair, should go about as much. Some municipalitiees smart and
added to their notice what the owner paid last jyregaixes and what
they would be expected to pay under the new assedgsosually about
5-7% more in taxes, not 25%.

Why so? Keep in mind that if there is a upwanddownward) trend
in average selling prices, one should expect thased assessments
reflect that trend and that should generally applstll properties (this
will vary somewhat by neighborhoods or individuebgerty condi-
tion). If all properties were increased about thme in assessment then
the tax rate should decrease for everyone abouwatime percentage,
that is, the actual tax paid should stay the sanasa year excepting
for the usual small increase in municipal and sthosts.

Well, you say a 5-7% tax increase is not snalt & twice as high as
inflation and likely twice as high as peoples' im&s are increasing.
You can do something about that by voting direotlyschool budgets
(May) and indirectly for or against the municipapresentatives who
pass local budgets.

So how do you know that your assessment isbiailh) to market
value and, just as importantly, whether your ageessis at the
"uniform percentage of market value"? Are you aweunder assessed
by that measure compared to neighbors? Here isandoaurate assess-
ment gets complicated for you to check and evethi®rssessor to
perform. First, what is your market value, then tikahe uniform
percentage of market value used by your municipaditd finally how
do you compare your values to neighboring propestyes when each
is different in size of house and/or land, conditiconstruction, style,
etc. - the things which effect market value.

This is where you have to come up with "compkesih that is, other
properties in your neighborhood which are simitayours. But to
really be comparable you need similar propertieskvhold recently to
establish true market value. How do you find thaSaf? your local
assessor and make an appointment to review thesassat rolls on

comparable properties, especially those which salain the last
year. That's in your Bill of Rights too. You haveght to review
anyone's property record which will give locatisize of land and
house and other features of the house which wil eu judge what
is comparable to yours. Ask your assessor whahvtkeage assess-
ment increase was this year. Were most assesshmmjes close to
this? How does this average compare to the avémagease in sales
prices in the area? If your assessment went up @@tmost others?
If not, why is your property singled out? Why didyo up so much
more than last year's average sale price? Wasadlise assessments
have been behind average sales trends for two g ye@ars? These
are the kinds of questions which will help you feathy assessments
have changed they way they have.

You may note that the assessor probably is wgriith a formula:
so much value for a lot or parcel of land, plusrsech value per
square foot of the house multiplied by the livedsguare feet of the
house (not the basement or attic) to which is addfdtor for condi-
tion, construction, and style. The number of baihrts and fireplaces
will have an effect too. Work out the comparabled & you then
discover your assessment seems inaccurate, yowaHaass for an
appeal. You don't have to wait for "Grievance Dayst make an
appointment with the assessor to go over the assetsand show the
evidence you have and the assessor will explainefshe came up
with the figure that was set. The best way to prejer this is to visit
the website of the New York State Office of Realgarty Service
(http//iwww.orps.state.ny.us/) which is remarkalblgrough and help-
ful to the tax payer. The assessment and tax puoesére carefully
explained. The criteria for coming up with assesgsieuniform per-
centage of market value, and market value ardatkt including
forms you can use.

So how accurate are assessments? The NYS OffiReal Property
Service (OPRS) is trying to encourage municipait@go to annual
assessments at 100% of market value as a way tovethe system.
It gives Excellence in Equity awards and grantsitmicipalities
which do this. So far only a minority have achietad (four in Co-
lumbia County - Stockport, Stuyvesant, Kinderhon# &reenport;
three in Greene County, two in Dutchess County,ioiRensselaer
County and none in Albany County). Other towns tenthg in reas-
sessments, a real problem when values have beeagitg 10-25% a
year, leading to some gross inequities in assedsnieTe new-
comers get reassessed higher than old residemdtemegh this is
strictly unlawful. Some assessors just can't kgeprudon't have the
staff to do it. Some try to do a full assessmerttcan't get it done in
one year so some parts of town get reassessedugtlzers don't.

| have heard people complain that they weresasskon the basis of
what they were asking for their house, more thavoitld likely sell
for, and more than the LOA for the municipality @@lumbia County
the average LOA is about 75%, although with pritgiag so quickly
my impression is that assessments are closer toob@8arket value,
at least until the present reevaluation). Otheescanvinced their as-
sessor is against newcomers for political readdest not to just
guess or complain, rather do your own appraisgbaf situations by
going to the assessment records at the city, tawillage hall.

Here is a modest proposal for municipal assgsinorder to avoid
apparent disparities in valuation between propegied between
years, an assessor could easily find out the agesalg increase for a
property class during the last year (residentld| commercial etc)
and start by using this percent increase to chatigssessments in a
class by that amount for the next year. This wdelp a municipality
up to date for everyone. Then the assessor haardaoyeoncentrate on
adjusting individual properties because of indidtimprovements or
losses. This is better than what is happening.fatik neighbor in as
many days just came by screaming about her newssagsat, ready to
get her lawyer. That has convinced me that theaebistter way.

As for taxes, with Federal and State governmginag tax cuts to
some and unfunded mandates to others, property taxtbe bottom
level are stuck with picking up the shortfalls gexted above.



