State of Georgia
Bart L. Grahanr .
Eonmuiggioner Ee‘p al’tmmﬁ ui 3&21321[112
Suite 15300
1800 Tentury Woulevary

Atlanta, Georgia 30345
(404) 417-2100

July 11,2007

Hart County Board of Commissioners
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Gentlemen:
Attached please find the “Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors” which
was recently completed. This investigation was undertaken by the Department of Revenue at the
request of Governor Sonny Perdue pursuant to O.C.G.A. § 48-5-295.1.
I trust that this comprehensive report addresses the concerns of the Hart County taxpayers,
county governing authority, board of tax assessors, and other interested persons. It is also clear
that significant effort and results are needed to improve the performance of and restore the
general public trust in the Hart County Board of Assessors.

Sincerely, AUA\
BLG:mb
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

At the request of Governor Sonny Perdue', the Commissioner of the Georgia Department of
Revenue ordered an investigation® of the Hart County Board of Assessors. The Commissioner
appointed a team of Revenue agents (hereafter referred to as DOR) to perform the investigation,
which began on March 5, 2007 in Hart County, Georgia.

Taxpayer complaints and general discontent with the Hart County Board of Assessors (hereafter
referred to as BOA) resulted from many years of improper valuation and poor customer service.
Additionally, in 2004 the Department of Revenue conducted a Performance Review of the Board
of Assessors at the request of the Hart County Governing Authority and since that time
substantial improvements have not been made.

In the past 33 years, the various County Governing Authorities in Hart County have appointed 30
different individuals to the Hart County Board of Assessors (BOA). The current BOA is made
up of five (5) members; Ms. Anne L. Thompson, Mr. William K. Fogerty, Mr. Roy Segars, Mr.
Larry Eugene Crump, and Mr. James B. McMullan. The most senior member is Ms. Thompson
who was appointed in 2003. Mr. Fogerty is the current chairman and has served on the board
since 2004. Mr. Segars was appointed in 2005. Mr. Crump and Mr. McMullan were appointed
since this investigation began in March 2007.

In the opinion of DOR, the Hart County BOA has failed to investigate diligently and ascertain
what real and personal property is subject to taxation in the county; has failed to see that all
property is returned and assessed for taxes at its just and fair value; and has failed to see that
valuations between individual taxpayers are fairly and justly equalized so that each taxpayer pays
only their proportionate share of tax. The BOA has failed to require the appraisal staff to follow
the requirements and recommendations set forth in the Appraisal Procedure Manual (APM)
adopted and maintained by the Commissioner of the Georgia Department of Revenue; has failed
to properly administer tax exemptions; and has consistently failed to complete its revision and
assessment of returns of taxpayers by July 1.

Each BOA must designate a Chief Appraiser, who is charged with the supervision of the staff
appraisers. Ms. Margaret Crossley served the various boards of assessors as the Chief Appraiser
from 1974 until her retirement in late 2005. Ms. Rebecca Duncan serves as the current Chief
Appraiser. Ms. Duncan was originally employed with the Hart County BOA as a staff appraiser
in April 2005 and was later designated Chief Appraiser after Ms. Crossley’s retirement.

The Chief Appraiser has failed to implement procedures necessary for the efficient operation of
the county appraisal staff; has failed to attend hearings of the county board of equalization; and
has failed to provide information to the county board of equalization regarding the valuation and
assessments approved by the BOA.

! See Exhibit 1 - Letter from Governor Sonny Perdue
? See Exhibit 2 - Letter from Revenue Commissioner Bart Graham
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

Each county is required by law to employ a minimum staff of appraisers to perform the essential
duties of the tax assessment office. The Hart County Board of Commissioners has not
maintained a qualified appraisal staff; does not provide adequate office facilities and has not
adequately funded the tax assessment office’.

The Hart County Appraisal Staff has failed to maintain all tax records and maps for the county in
a current condition, including mapping, platting, cataloging and indexing of all real and personal
property in the county; has failed to prepare annual appraisals on all taxable and exempt property
in the county; has failed to properly classify and stratify property as taxable or exempt; and has
failed to inspect mobile homes located in the county to determine if the proper decal is attached
and displayed by the owner as provided by law.

32006 Hart County Budget Worksheet
Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007 4
Page 4 of 66



Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

FINDINGS

| Board of Assessors (BOA)

The Hart County BOA members include; Mr. William K. Fogerty (Chairman), Ms. Anne L.
Thompson, Mr. Roy Segars, Mr. Larry Eugene Crump and Mr. James B. McMullan. Mr. Crump
and Mr. McMullan are new appointees and have not been part of the BOA long enough to
warrant inclusion in this report.

Mr Segars was appointed to the BOA in January 2005 after controversy regarding his failure,
over some years, to return his newly constructed home for taxation at fair market value. While
DOR primarily rests blame on the BOA for not diligently requiring the proper return of Mr.
Segars’ home, the effect of the failure of both parties is that Mr. Segars paid significantly less
property tax than reasonably due on a newly constructed lake-front home. At the very least, Mr.
Segar’s appointment to the BOA may create doubt in the eyes of property owners that the BOA
will provide uniform and equal taxation of all citizens.

In 2004, a Performance Review of the Hart County Board of Assessors was ordered by the
Revenue Commissioner. In late 2005 a response report signed by the majority of the BOA
members and submitted to the Board of Commissioners, outlined a plan for correcting
deficiencies noted in the Performance Review. Shortly following, a second report for the same
purpose was submitted to the Board of Commissioners by the ‘dissenting minority’ of the BOA
members, who complained that they were not notified of the meeting in which the first report
was approved. Mr. Fogerty was a member of this ‘dissenting minority’ and defended this action
by indicating that the Majority Response was not detailed and meaningful. In the opinion of
DOR, however, the ‘dissenting minority’ response produced by Mr. Fogerty contains little more
than attacks towards other members of the BOA and their effort to correct deficiencies in the
digest. This practice is self defeating and confusing to those it is intended to inform. The spirit
of cooperation, communication and progress is replaced with argument and accusation.

The Hart County BOA has not operated in a manner which promotes public trust in the tax
administration process. The BOA members have resorted to performing individual property
appraisals; have developed appraisal methodologies apparently without the assistance or
recommendation of the appraisal staff; have acted as appraisers in defending fair market values
at Board of Equalization tax appeal hearings; and after approving county-wide reassessments and
sending notices to taxpayers, appealed their personally-owned property values claiming lack of
uniformity in the digest*. Additionally, the appraisal methodologies introduced by some BOA
members may have been partially supplied by private citizens who are members of the Hart
County Property Owners Association (HCPOA). The HCPOA is an association of property
owners seemingly dedicated to the reform of the Hart County Tax Assessment Office. It is
believed that Mr. Fogerty and Mr. Segars have sought and used legal council, in matters of tax
assessment, from the attorney listed as the registered agent for the HCPOA. Some members of
the Board of Commissioners have expressed concern for the Board of Assessors relationship
with the HCPOA and their attorney/registered agent. The appearance that the HCPOA has
undue influence over the BOA serves to erode public trust in the taxation process.

* See Exhibits 4-A, 4-B, and 4-C - Letters of Appeal of Assessment by Board of Assessors members Fogerty,
Segars, and Burdick
Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007 5
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

In a letter dated January 3, 2006, BOA Chairman William Fogerty requested that the Hart
County Board of Commissioners attend a Jomtly chaired’ meeting wherein ‘seating should be
level; no BOC members on raised platform The purpose of the proposed meeting would be to
establish a positive working relationship for 2006. The Board of Commissioners complied with
this request for a ‘jointly chaired” meeting and should be commended for their spirit of
cooperation. In the opinion of DOR, this request on the part of the BOA chairman appears to
disrespect the authority of the County Governing Authority (CGA). The BOA should work
diligently to operate independently of politics and absent of any appearance of political
influence, favor and power. Moreover, when the BOA resorts to challenging the statutory
hierarchy of the CGA, the functionality of the BOA should be reviewed and challenged.

One obvious result of this power struggle is the collapse in communication between the BOA
and the County Governing Authority, as evidenced by video tape recordings of various CGA and
BOA meetings. The communication between the BOA and CGA during board meetings more
closely resembles unproductive argument. The spirit of confrontation, rather than cooperation, is
largely represented by Mr. Fogerty and Mr. Segars.

On March 16, 2007, the public notice bulletin board in the assessor’s office posted the agenda for
a March 2™ meeting. No mention of the March 6" meeting held since or any future agenda or
notice of when and where regular meetings are held. DOR found that the BOA meeting
schedules and locations did not appear regularly held at the same time and location. Numerous
‘special called meetings’ and ‘executive sessions’ were held which is unusual in the tax
administration of a small to mid-size county. Many meetings were adjourned, moved to another
location and reconvened the same day. On one occasion the same advertised meeting was
adjourned and reconvened for three days. Perhaps this causes confusion for taxpayers who may
wish to attend; hardship for staff members who must transfer reports and records from place to
place and; concern for BOA members themselves who miss meetings. Additionally, memos
were discovered by DOR which indicate tax assessment issues are discussed and decisions
sought by BOA members outside the official meetings.

As of March 12, 2007, the BOA had not submitted a Manufactured Housing digest to the Hart
Co}t}mty Tax Commissioner. The deadline for the mobile home digest submission was November
15", 2006.

The BOA has not met the requirements of 48-5-299(d) which addresses the level of assessment
within the City of Bowersville whose boundaries extend into more than one county. It is the duty
of the BOA to cooperatively investigate into whether the valuation of such property is uniformly
assessed with other properties located within the municipality. No evidence supports that the
Hart County appraisal staff worked cooperatively with adjoining counties to ensure uniform
assessments within city limits.

5 See Exhibit 5 - Letter from Assessors William Fogerty to Hart County Board of Commissioners
Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007 6
Page 6 of 66



Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

The BOA minutes document that neighborhoods having no sales data were not updated. Mass
appraisal by its very nature requires the application of existing sales of similar properties to other
unsold properties. The failure to update regions or areas of the county simply because a
neighborhood doesn’t have sales is improper when adequate sales data of similar neighborhoods
exist.

The BOA has not met the requirements of O.C.G.A. 48-5-306 which requires that “the board
shall see that all taxable property within the county is assessed and returned at its fair market
value and that fair market values as between the individual taxpayers are fairly and justly
equalized so that each taxpayer shall pay as nearly as possible only such taxpayer’s proportionate
share of taxes.” The DOR field review found a concerning frequency of real and personal
property missing from the digest and a significant failure to produce a mobile home digest. A
conservative estimate of the fair market value of marine craft over 20 feet long registered with
the Department of Natural Resources to Hart County residents equals approximately $131
million based on the ABOS valuation guide. DOR estimates several million dollars in taxable
value of marine craft is omitted from the Hart County Tax Digest.

The BOA processing of appeals is improper and disorganized. The appeal paper-trail is difficult
to follow. Some final appeal decisions are not reflected in the computer system; hence the
corrected value is lost outside of the existence of notations in the BOA minutes. Records were
discovered, that indicate appeal decisions rendered by the BOA in 2005 have not been sent to the
tax commissioner for final billing as of the date of this investigation. This has been harmful to
taxpayers. As an example, taxpayer Arnold Gurley complained that his 2005 account was billed
as delinquent® in 2007, when in fact, if the BOA had officially forwarded the two-year old appeal
decision to the Tax Commissioner, the corrected assessment would yield a paid tax bill.

The BOA slows the appeal process by holding appeal hearings, contrary to advice from DOR in
the past that the BOA should not act as an appellant board. Additionally, individual BOA
members are representing the BOA in tax appeal hearings before the Board of Equalization.
0.C.G.A. 48-5-263(6) clearly states this responsibility lies with the Chief Appraiser and
appraisal staff. The Board of Equalization chairman and appeal record files indicate that the
BOA members do not properly defend valuations with a preponderance of evidence. The BOA
members are not qualified appraisers and have rarely produced ratio analysis and comparables
during the tax appeal hearings.

The BOA has documented in their board meeting minutes the act of voting to approve or
disapprove tax abatements, penalties and interest, and refunds. These matters are not under the
domain of the BOA. The BOA should consult with the County Governing Authority when their
input is solicited, but it is clear in the statute that the authority does not belong to the BOA to
issue final judgment on these matters.

® See Exhibit 6 - Letter from taxpayer Arnold Gurley to William Fogerty
Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007 7
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

The BOA policies may contain requirements that are contrary to law and the rules and
regulations of the Georgia Department of Revenue. One example being a policy which states
property owners must declare a value when filing a return. If no value is declared the BOA will
not process the return. O.C.G.A. 48-5-15 does address items that must be present on a return; a
property owner’s declaration of value is not one of those items. It is a good idea for the property
owner to declare a value; however a property owner’s declaration of ‘same as last year’ is valid.

Finally, a review of the properties owned by county officials, revealed potentially favorable
valuations for some members of the Board of Equalization.

Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

| Mapping N

Hand-drawn Cadastral Maps or a Computerized Geographic Mapping System must be
maintained by the appraisal staff for all real property located in the county. The mapping of real
property is the fundamental element of discovery and identification of taxable tangible property
in the county and is essential to proper tax assessment. Evidence strongly suggests that the Hart
County tax maps are seriously outdated.

Upon arrival in Hart County, DOR requested access to the most current and accurate tax maps
available to ensure accurate identification of properties to be field reviewed and to ensure that
proper methodology was employed in the maintenance of maps within the office of the BOA.
DOR compared the tax maps to the assessment data and performed field reviews of specific
properties located in the county. It was quickly apparent to DOR that many parcels of real
property were absent or inaccurately drawn on the tax maps. Some parcels may have been
omitted from the tax maps, since originally subdivided by deed or plat, as far back as 1999. Tie-
bars were observed on the maps which indicate that real property parcels which were not
adjacent were combined for taxation’. Such a practice can cause incorrect valuation and may
result in homestead exemptions being granted to more than one property. When asked ‘Who is
maintaining the tax maps’, the current Chief Appraiser did not know.

The appraisal staff and Chief Appraiser were uncertain exactly which set of maps was the
absolute most current. During interviews, staff referenced a rumored set of ‘working maps .
These working maps were allegedly the maps maintained by the former Chief Appraiser, Ms.
Crossley, upon which new parcels, splits, merges and modifications due to recording of plats
were processed. The staff had not seen the ‘working maps’ in some time and thought they had
been removed from the office. After DOR had been on-site for a few days, the Chief Appraiser
produced another set of paper maps which depicted red-inked, hand-written drawings of new
parcels. These maps appeared to be the lost set of ‘working maps’. The working maps are
slightly more current than the original set of maps provided to DOR, but are also seriously
substandard and unacceptable for proper tax assessment.

In prior years the previous Chief Appraiser, Ms. Crossley, maintained a Computerized Mapping
System. This digital mapping system was developed using AutoCAD software with some
assistance from Keck & Wood Engineering firm. The AutoCAD digital maps were housed on a
computer that was found to be disassembled and sitting on top of a file cabinet in a back storage
room. The current Chief Appraiser, Ms. Duncan, and staff stated that for some time they did not
know the password to gain entry to this computer and were unsure of when the last updates to the
digital AutoCAD files were performed.

The County must implement a county-wide remapping project. A large amount of confidence
cannot be given to the existing Cadastral Maps or Computerized Mapping System. Positive
identification of each parcel of real property is essential for accurate appraisals. Extensive deed
and plat research will be required to correct the errors inherent in the Hart County maps.

7 Exhibit 7 - Tax Map showing non-adjacent combined parcels
Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007 * 9
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

Appraisal of Real Property J

The appraisal staff is required by law to follow the provisions of the Rules and Regulations
established and maintained by the Commissioner of the Georgia Department of Revenue when
appraising property. DOR Rules and Regulations include the Appraisal Procedure Manual
(APM) which requires the county appraisal staff to consider the sales comparison, cost, and
income approach in the appraisal of real property. The degree of dependence on any one
approach will change with the availability of reliable data and the type of property being
appraised.

The APM instructs the appraisal staff to maintain general descriptive information on each
property including ownership, location, size, use, physical characteristics, sales prices,
construction costs and rents and operating expenses. With regard to land and location
characteristics, the appraisal staff shall maintain records regarding zoning, use, legal or deed
restrictions on use, covenants, parcel shape and size, neighborhood, view, topography, corner
influence, proximity to recreational bodies of water, nuisances and similar external influences.
With regard to improvement characteristics, the records shall include size, actual use, design,
construction quality, construction materials, age and observed condition. Furthermore, the
appraisal staff shall provide for periodic field inspections to ensure that property characteristic
information is complete and accurate. All real property parcels should be physically reviewed at
least once every three years to ascertain that property information records are current.

DOR agents performed field reviews of agricultural, residential, industrial and commercial
property. The field reviews encompassed approximately 25 county maps and hundreds of parcels
in various and random areas of the county to ensure a fair representative finding. DOR found
significant issues regarding missing new construction, missing old construction, misapplication
of effective year built, misapplication of quality of construction, and inconsistent values on lots
and acreage tracts in both unincorporated and incorporated areas of the county.

In review of the descriptive information included in the current assessment records, DOR found
that the data elements collected are tailored to an appraisal software application previously used
in Hart County. This previous appraisal software appears to employ methodology which may
not be in compliance with the APM; specifically regarding rural land, quality of construction and
usage of ‘condition factors’. In 2005, the BOA converted the data characteristic files from the
previous software application to the DOR supported WinGap Appraisal System. Many
characteristic fields between the two appraisal models are not totally compatible.

Additionally, DOR performed a sales ratio analysis which indicated that sales-chasing had taken
place in the past in Hart County. Sales-chasing is an improper tax appraisal maneuver where
reassessments are made to properties which have recently sold, while properties which have not
sold are either not reassessed or receive lower value changes.

DOR concludes that a comprehensive county-wide reappraisal must be implemented to ensure
that all property is assessed at its fair and just value, so that each taxpayer pays only their
proportionate share of tax.

Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007 10
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

Land - Agricultural/Rural large and small tracts:

e Acreage tract sales were not plotted on an index map of the county in order to trend sales
prices based on size and location and to properly establish homogeneous market areas. In
lieu of this acceptable method of establishing market area, the BOA delineated 26
geographic areas for ‘ease of field review’.

e No evidence was found which supported the requirement that the value of timber had
been removed from qualified sales when the large acreage land schedule was developed.

e Land valuation for large tracts was not developed by analysis of woodland and cropland,
even though agriculture is a prevalent land use in the county.

e No evidence or support was found, for a determination of the acreage breakpoint which
delineates a small tract from a large tract.

e The small acre size adjustment table appears to be a standardized table. There is no
evidence that this small acreage table has been established through the evaluation of sold
properties as prescribed by the Appraisal Procedure Manual (APM). Little consideration
has been given for size adjustment on acreage tracts.

e A seemingly arbitrary ‘condition factor’ had been applied to the base land unit value of
large tracts. No documentation clearly supports the basis for application of condition
factors.

Land - Residential Lots:

e The BOA appears to have given higher priority to lake property appraisal despite equally
non-uniform and non-accurate appraisal practices throughout the county, as evidenced by
sales ratio studies performed by DOR.

e Although the BOA apparently focused mainly on lake property valuation, DOR found
many lake lots to be undervalued as indicated by recent sales. Some lots were appraised
at less than half of market reflection. This appears to be caused by the lack of
adjustments made for differences in characteristics such as; lake-frontage, water
accessibility, easements or lot size.

e Many interior lake lots were valued at less than $10,000 when sales indicated a higher
value. Interior lake lots are defined as lots which have lake access or view but no lake
frontage.

¢ DOR found the development of neighborhood analysis severely lacking. The improper
delineation of neighborhoods caused disparity in assessments among similar properties.

e Seemingly arbitrary ‘condition factors’ were applied to the base land unit value of
residential land and lots. No documentation supported the basis for the condition factors
applied prior to 2005. Since 2005, the BOA has adjusted the ‘condition factors’ for
properties within certain lake-front neighborhoods. Those recent adjustments appear to
account for topography, view, dockability on Lake Hartwell, and acceptability of the lot
to support improvements. It is not clear what basis is used to apply condition factors in
other areas of the county.

Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007 11
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

Improvements - Residential:

DOR found an overall misapplication in the estimation of effective age for residential
improvements throughout the county. Homes which were originally constructed 20, 40,
or 60 years ago and which were found to be in various states of modification or
deterioration were all appraised as if effectively built in 1985. Using such a widespread
assumption of age and depreciation for older improvements has caused inequitable
valuations.

It was evident that the residential valuation schedule used for pricing newly constructed
residential improvements was grossly understating the value of those improvements
throughout the county.

Several newly constructed improvements, ranging from carport additions to new
residential homes were not listed on the digest. Additionally, some homes and structures
that were listed on the tax digest no longer existed and should have been removed from
the tax records.

Estimation of grade or quality of construction appeared to be inconsistent county-wide.
Many homes that were undervalued or overvalued were also improperly graded.

Land and Improvements - Commercial and Industrial:

Commercial and industrial valuations appeared to have been developed by an outside
contractor. While this may be acceptable, no documentation was found to support the
basis of value conclusions for commercial and industrial property.

Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007 12
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

Appraisal of Personal Property

Georgia law requires the appraisal staff to identify personal property, determine its taxability,
and classify it for addition to the tax digest. Each return by a property owner shall be for property
held and subject to tax on January 1 of the tax year. The Hart County Appraisal Staff should
develop and maintain information sources for the discovery of unreturned personal property and
see that each account is audited once every three years as recommended in the Appraisal
Procedure Manual (APM)

Business furniture, fixtures, machinery and inventory

The methods of discovery for business personal property used by BOA staff include obtaining;
the City of Hartwell business registration list; notices and advertisements in the local newspaper;
and building permits. No business license is required by the county. No field reviews are being
conducted.

Approximately 600 business accounts are listed on the 2006 digest and in 2007 business personal
property reporting forms were mailed for 652 accounts. At the time of this investigation, the
2007 business personal property reporting forms filed by taxpayers were being reviewed by
BOA staff. Taxpayer returned values are accepted with little or no verification. There are
currently no audits or detailed desk reviews of personal property accounts being performed.
From those interviewed it appears no accounts have been audited since 2003.

Freeport is an exemption from taxation on certain qualified inventory. This inventory exemption
for manufacturers and distributors is granted by the state and local county government in order to
promote economic growth. A new Freeport exemption application must be sent to any entity that
was approved for Freeport exemption by the BOA for the preceding tax year. BOA staff
indicated that, in 2006, the Freeport Applications were not mailed to property owners as required
in the APM. Freeport applications were mailed timely for 2007. DOR reviewed the 2007
Freeport applications and questioned whether some of the accounts actually qualify for Freeport.

Marine Craft

The Department of Natural Resource marine craft registration list was printed by BOA staff in
2006 to assist in the discovery of taxable marine equipment for 2007. This DNR report lists all
marine craft registered to Hart County residents. The Hart County personal property appraiser
only added and appraised year models 2004 and newer, due to time constraints and because staff
estimated the newer model boats were more likely to be taxable. According to the Georgia
Department of Natural Resources boat registration list, 4,289 boats are registered to residents of
Hart County. Although the county includes miles of lake-front property, only 1,776 boats were
assessed in Hart County for 2006. A comprehensive plan to discover unreturned and taxable
marine craft is essential. Not just those listed on the DNR report for residents but those
functionally located in the county and owned by non-residents. The DOR estimates that marine
craft valuation missing from the digest may total millions in taxable assessed value.

Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007 13
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

The past valuation method for marine craft in Hart County also causes concern. For tax year
2005, boats were appraised using the ABOS guide, a widely-known pricing guide. The
valuations derived from ABOS were further depreciated using an in-house depreciation schedule.
This process created double depreciation and may not have resulted in fair market value. In
2006, boats were appraised using ABOS market guide found in the WinGap appraisal system.

Aircraft

The appraisal staff does not employ a reliable method for discovering taxable aircraft. The values
returned by taxpayers on aircraft are accepted by the BOA and staff. The BOA staff currently
has no means for aircraft valuation, even though widely-known pricing guides are easily
available and relatively inexpensive. Hart County has two fly-in communities, but only 5 aircraft
were listed on the 2006 tax digest. At the time of this investigation, the personal property
appraiser indicated that 14 aircraft had been discovered for 2007. The Federal Aviation
Administration’s list of registered aircraft is free and available online in seconds. FAA currently
shows 24 aircraft registered to Hart County residents®.

¥ See Exhibit 8 - FAA Aircraft registration list for Hart County
Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007 14
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

Homestead Exemptions

Exemptions from property tax are granted to residential applicants who own and reside on real
property within the county. An applicant seeking homestead exemption must file a written
application on or before March 1 of the year in which the exemption applies. The applicant must
sign an oath attesting to their residency and qualification. The exemption will continue from
year to year provided the property and owner continue to qualify.

As allowed by law, the Hart County Tax Commissioner has delegated the authority to receive
Homestead Applications to the Hart County BOA. The approval or denial of Homestead
Exemption is also made by the BOA.

DOR reviewed Homestead files and applications and found the following:
e Many applications are not signed by the applicant.
e Many applications are not dated.
e Most applications have no indication of BOA approval.
e One property was noted as denied, but no notice of denial is found in the property record
file and no evidence of appeal rights given to the applicant.
e Some applications did not properly identify the real property for which the homestead
was applied.
Many applications were not signed by a receiver.
Many applications were not completely filled out.
Some applications were received one day and marked ‘granted’ with staff appraiser
initials dated the next day. This raises concern as to whether the BOA was meeting and
approving homesteads as required by law or if a staff member alone was making the final
decision to approve or deny.
An email was received by DOR in early 2007 from Chief Appraiser Rebecca Duncan which
indicates that the BOA and staff were not aware that the deadline for Homestead Exemption
applications had been changed by law from June 1 to March 1 effective June 1, 2005.

DOR reviewed lists of owners receiving homestead exemption in Hart County. The review
included searches and checks for the following;
e Duplicate Homesteads — Exact owner names appearing on more than one real property
record and receiving Homestead Exemption and Home Owners Tax Relief Credit.
¢ Questionable Qualification of Owner — Owner names having ‘LLC’, ‘INC’ and ‘Bank”
included in the owner’s name who are also receiving Homestead Exemption and Home
Owners Tax Relief Credit.
e Out of County — Owners receiving Homestead Exemption and Home Owners Tax Relief
Credit who have a primary mailing address outside Hart County.
This review revealed that there may be approximately 130 owners who are receiving a reduction
in their property tax assessment and the Home Owners Tax Relief Credit, when they may not be
qualified®. Using the typical State reimbursement in Hart County for Home Tax Relief Grant of
$137, the estimated annual loss to the State of Georgia due to those potentially unwarranted
exemptions is approximately $18,000.

® See Exhibit 9 — Listing of questionable homestead exemptions
Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007 15
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

Exempt Digest

In addition to valuing all taxable property in the county, the BOA is also required to produce an
exempt digest of assessments. The 2006 Exempt Digest includes 379 properties. Upon review
of the Hart County exempt property digest, DOR found significant discrepancies'®. Over Thirty
(30) parcels were classed and stratified as E9 and noted as ‘taxed in Franklin, Elbert or Madison
County’. These E9 properties are owned by individual taxpayers and no valid reason was found
for exempt status in Hart County.

Another 15 properties found on the exempt digest may not qualify as exempt from ad valorem
taxation as specified in O.C.G.A. 48-5-41 and 48-5-41.1.
Examples of potentially unqualified property listed on Exempt Digest include:
e Vacant seemingly un-buildable subdivision lots in the name of a developer
e Vacant land owned by a church and which is not adjacent to the main church campus and
apparently not used for religious purposes
A residential home owned by an individual taxpayer
A medical office building leased to group of doctors.
A vacant lot with a posted sign advertising ‘office space for lease - coming soon’ and
which is owned by a ‘for profit’ corporation.
A Regional Arts Center which advertises art work for sale.
The Daughters of Confederacy clubhouse.
Hart Telephone Company
Oglethorpe Power Company
Vacant lot in City of Hartwell owned by an individual taxpayer.

' See Exhibit 10 - Portion of Exempt Digest showing property coded exempt erroneously
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

rMobile Home Digest

The fair market value of mobile homes must be determined by the county board of assessors in
accordance with the regulations adopted and maintained by the Commissioner of the Georgia
Department of Revenue. It is the duty of the county appraisal staff to annually inspect each
mobile home located in the county to determine if the owner is properly displaying the decal
evidencing the issuance of a mobile home location permit. On or before November 1 of each
year the BOA shall meet to receive and inspect the tax returns and location permits for mobile
homes and approve the values for the following year. On or before November 15 of each year,
the BOA shall submit to the tax commissioner the mobile home digest, together with the
proposed assessments for the following tax year. Any owner who contests the assessment of ad
valorem tax may file an appeal within 45 days from the date of the mailing of the tax bill.

As of March 2007, the Hart County BOA appraisal staff has not inspected each mobile home and
the BOA has not submitted the mobile home digest to the tax commissioner which was due
November 15, 2006. The records maintained by the BOA regarding the mobile homes which
exist in the county are inaccurate and incomplete.
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

Appraisal Staff

Per O.C.G.A. 48-5-263 the county appraisal staff shall make appraisals of all taxable property in
the county; maintain records and maps for the county in a current condition; prepare annual
assessments on taxable property and submit for approval to the BOA; prepare annual appraisal
on all tax-exempt property in the county and submit to the BOA for approval; prepare and mail
assessment notices after the BOA has determined the final assessments; attend hearings of the
county board of equalization; provide information to the Department of Revenue as requested;
attend approved training courses as approved by the Revenue Commissioner; compile sales ratio
data; comply with the rules and regulations of the Department of Revenue and inspect and
appraise all mobiles homes in the county.

Hart County is a Class IV county with 17,424 parcels of real estate and an estimated 4000 to
5000 potential personal property accounts. By law, the minimum appraisal staff requirement for
a Class IV county includes (1) appraiser III, (1) appraiser II and (1) appraiser I. Currently the
Hart County tax assessment office has not met the minimum requirement. Those few staff
members currently employed by the County are inexperienced. In the opinion of DOR, meeting
only the minimum legal requirement of staffing level will require the county governing authority
and the BOA to consistently out-source or contract mapping, personal property auditing and real
estate appraisal work.

The International Association of Assessing Officials (IAAO) has published appraisal staffing
recommendations and standards for the proper administration of an assessment office. The
IAAO recommends parcels-per-employee ratios of 2,500-to-one for real property and accounts-
per-employee ratios of 2,200-to-one for personal property.
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

| Office Facilities

The BOA and appraisal staff must have the facilities needed for effective tax administration. In
the opinion of DOR, the current facility provided to the BOA is inadequate. The office is not
comfortable, attractive, or orderly. The arrangement of work space does not encourage
teamwork, promote self-esteem, or prevent distractions so that each employee can work
efficiently.

The Chief Appraiser should have a private office. Currently the Chief Appraiser, Rebecca
Duncan, must share an office with the personal property appraiser. The workspace for the
personal property appraiser is more like an extension of Ms. Duncan’s desk rather than a proper
work station.

File and storage space is not sufficient. The BOA has specific requirements for the retention of
records and is often called upon by taxpayers and other agencies to produce copies. Locating
and retrieving documents is severely restricted due to the improper maintenance of records in the
office. It appears that one or more property record file folders are kept for each real parcel. The
files are located in the front office and in a back storage room. These property record files
contain field cards, computer generated printouts, appeal records, building permits and
exemption applications. The mixture of various types of documents within each file makes it
difficult to follow the series of steps taken by the BOA and staff when processing any individual
appeal or exemption application. When real estate is transferred from one owner to another a
new file is sometimes created.

An unrecorded conservation use covenant was observed in one file. Granting a conservation use
tax exemption without recording the covenant could prevent the BOA from assessing a penalty if
the covenant is later breached. Pending tax appeal files are kept in baskets on the floor and later
filed in with the other property records. Homestead cards are kept in a small storage closet in
mix-matched drawers which have no drawer stops to prevent injury.

There is virtually no mapping space. Usually tax assessment offices have a significant number
of maps with research areas available for staff and members of the public. County maps, city
maps, zoning, land use and lake maps should be displayed for the benefit and use of all interested
parties.

A small table in a storage room is the only location available within the assessment office for the
BOA to hold their meetings. Having meetings off-site is cumbersome and time consuming for
staff members, who must transport reports and records out of the office for review by the BOA.
There is no waiting or seating area for taxpayers who wish to speak with an assessor or appraiser.
One taxpayer complained that he had to stand up during his appeal hearing before the BOA.
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

Computer Hardware/Software

The system hardware in the Tax Assessors Office is adequate to handle the current situation.
However, the absence of anti-virus software on some of the computers should be addressed as
promptly as possible. Also, the backing up of the appraisal data in WinGAP is critical. All
efforts should be made to schedule backups on a regular basis and periodically confirm the
backup was successful. Relying totally on reports generated from the backup is an absolute
means of loosing data somewhere in the future.

The following is a listing of the current computers being used in the Hart Co Tax Assessors
Office. The specifications of each computer are detailed below:

Computer Name/Identification File Server

Mfg/Model Dell Power Edge SC 430
CPU Information not available
RAM Not available

Hard Drive — Total Capacity 237 GB

Hard Drive — Free Space 235 GB

Operating System Windows Server 2003 R-2
System Backup DAT 72 Tape Backup
Printer HP LaserJet 5000N
Uninterruptible Power Supply none

Computer Name/Identification Rebecca (Rebecca)
Work Group ACCESSOR
Mifg/Model Dell Optiplex GX 520
CPU Pentium 4 (3.4 GHz)
RAM 1 GB

Hard Drive — Total Capacity 160 GB

Hard Drive — Free Space 149 GB

Operating System Windows XP-2002 SP2
Printer HP DeskJet 820 Cse
Uninterruptible Power Supply None

Monitor 17” Flat Panel

Auxiliary Software FoxPro 9.0, Office 2003
Anti-Virus Norton (no firewall)

Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007
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Computer Name/Identification Conf. (Kris)

Work Group ACCESSOR
Mfg/Model Dell Optiplex 170L
CPU Pentium 4 (3.2 GHz)
RAM 512 MB

Hard Drive — Total Capacity 80 GB

Hard Drive — Free Space 74 GB

Operating System Windows XP-2002 SP2
Printer None
Uninterruptible Power Supply None

Monitor 15” Flat Panel
Auxiliary Software Office 2003
Anti-Virus None

Computer Name/Identification Station4 (Elizabeth)
Work Group ACCESSOR
Mfg/Model Dell Optiplex 170L
CPU Pentium 4 (3.2 GHz)
RAM 512 MB

Hard Drive — Total Capacity 80 GB

Hard Drive — Free Space 71 GB

Operating System Windows XP-2002 SP2
Printer HP DeskJet 5440
Uninterruptible Power Supply None

Monitor 15”

Auxiliary Software WordPad
Anti-Virus None

Computer Name/Identification Dell3 (Terry)

Work Group ACCESSOR
Mifg/Model Dell Dimension 4600
CPU Pentium 4 (2.8 GHz)
RAM 512 MB

Hard Drive — Total Capacity 80 GB

Hard Drive — Free Space 66 GB

Operating System Windows XP-2002 SP2
Printer None

Uninterruptible Power Supply None

Monitor 15”

Auxiliary Software WordPerfect, Quattro Pro 11
Anti-Virus Norton

Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007
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Computer Name/Identification Dell4 (front desk)
Work Group ACCESSOR
Mfg/Model Dell Dimension 4600
CPU Pentium 4 (2.8 GHz)
RAM 512 MB

Hard Drive — Total Capacity 80 GB

Hard Drive — Free Space 71 GB

Operating System Windows XP-2002 SP2
Printer None

Uninterruptible Power Supply None

Monitor

15” Flat Panel

Auxiliary Software

WordPerfect, Quattro Pro 11

Anti-Virus

Norton

Computer Name/Identification

Dell5 (front office back)

Work Group ACCESSOR
Mfg/Model Dell Dimension 4600
CPU Pentium 4 (2.8 GHz)
RAM 512 MB

Hard Drive — Total Capacity 80 GB

Hard Drive — Free Space 72 GB

Operating System Windows XP-2002 SP2
Printer None

Uninterruptible Power Supply None

Monitor 15”

Auxiliary Software WordPerfect, Quattro Pro 11
Anti-Virus Norton
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Appeals

There is established in each county a Board of Equalization (BOE) who shall hear and determine

appeals from assessments and denial of homesteads exemptions of taxpayers who have disputed
the assessment produced by the BOA. Although, the Board of Equalization does not fall under
the authority of the BOA, DOR felt compelled to include a review of the tax appeal process
afforded to taxpayers in Hart County.

DOR is disturbed by the Hart County Board of Equalization (BOE) notification letter'' to
property owners which contains the following language.

During your tax hearing, it will be your responsibility to convince the Board of Equalization

members that your property value has been set too high by the County Board of Assessors. It

is important for you to state the value of your property. It is important for you to provide
support for your opinion of the value of your property to the Board when you have your
hearing. Bring with you any documents in your possession pertaining to your property value
and any photos of your property you may wish to present at the time of the hearing.
Remember, it is not sufficient just to state that you feel the property value has been set too
high, you must present supporting evidence. If you are unable to attend the hearing on the
date and time scheduled, you must notify the BOE Secretary by phone at 706-856-5350 or by
mail prior to the date of the hearing. If you are unable to appear in person and or desire to
have someone represent you at the hearing, you must submit the name of the person in
writing prior to the date of your scheduled hearing.

With passage of the Taxpayer Bill of Rights in 2000, the burden of proof is now on the BOA.
When the BOA changes the value returned by a property owner, the new law places on the BOA
the burden of proving, by a preponderance of the evidence, the validity of the change. This
burden continues to be on the BOA even if the appeal goes to superior court, although the judge
is not bound to either the assessors' or the property owner's value when determining, or having
determined by a jury, the question of final value.

The Board of Equalization appointment letter seems to clearly place the burden of proof on the
property owner. Furthermore, interviews of the BOE confirmed that should the property owner
fail to bring evidence forward, an automatic judgment was rendered in favor of the BOA. The
appeal decisions rendered by the Board of Equalization are vague, often referring to some
change to be made in the appraisal data base — but giving no final valuation.'?

Individual BOA members have been representing the BOA at Board of Equalization tax appeal
hearings, in place of the Chief Appraiser and appraisal staff. Interviews and documentation
indicate that the BOA did not sufficiently support valuations as required by law.

"' See Exhibit 11 - Board of Equalization notice of hearing letter to taxpayers
2 See Exhibit 12 - Board of Equalization decision letter
Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007
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2004 Performance Review of the Hart County Board of Assessors

In 2004 the Commissioner of the Georgia Department of Revenue ordered a Performance
Review of the Hart County BOA at the request of the Hart County Governing Authority (CGA).
Since the Performance Review was completed, DOR agents have discussed, advised, and
cautioned the BOA on several occasions. The following grid shows the progress of the
recommendations made in the report issued as a result of the 2004 Performance Review:

PRB Findings / Recommendations of the 2004 Report

DOR Investigation follow-up

The Performance Review Board (PRB) found that all
county officials believe that there exists a good working
relationship between all offices and officials. The former
county administrator complimented the Board of
Assessors on its presentations and their justifications for
budget requests.

The relationship between the Board of Assessors
and Board of County Commissioners has
deteriorated to a point that very little is being
accomplished.

The PRB found that certain members of the Board of
Assessors did not meet the legal qualifications for
certification. Specifically, each member of the Board of
Assessors must successfully complete Course I or the
assessor qualification examination within the first year of
appointment. Two members of the Board of Assessors
have not met this qualification.

Chairman Fogerty last attended training in 2005.

The two new members have not attended the
certification course as of this date.

The PRB found that the county has taxed personal
property with a total fair market value of less than $7,500
even though this property is not subject to taxation. The
statutory change was approved by statewide referendum in
November 2002 and was effective for 2003 taxes.

Was corrected for the 2006 digest.

The Commissioner’s review of the 2002 tax digest found a
lack of uniformity for commercial and industrial property
classes based on the sales ratio study performed by the
State Auditor. Hart County must correct this for 2005 or be
subject to a specific penalty of approximately $83,000.
The Board of Assessors has already put into effect a plan
to correct this for 2004,

The 2005 ratio analysis indicated that
commercial and industrial values and uniformity
improved — but residential assessments lacked
uniformity.

A ratio analysis performed by DOR on 1/8/2007
indicated a severe lack of uniformity in the
preliminary 2007 data files.

The PRB feels that the practices of the Board of Assessors
with regard to the handling of appeals filed by taxpayers
may be unduly cumbersome and lengthy. Taxpayers also
commented that the facilities used by the Board of
Assessors to conduct informal hearings were inadequate in
that space was severely limited.

This continues to be a problem.

Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007
Page 24 of 66

24



Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

PRB Findings / Recommendations

DOR Investigation Follow-Up

The PRB does not believe it is necessary for the BOA to
meet individually with appellants to determine whether a
change is indicated or if the appeal should be forwarded
directly to the board of equalization. However, the BOA
should meet with those taxpayers requesting a meeting
before the board. Normally, assessments are reviewed by
the appraisal staff and recommendations made to the
board. During the period following the issuance of change
of assessment notices, the BOA should meet periodically
to review the recommendations of the appraisal staff on
any appeal already received and either approve any change
that requires a new notice to be issued or forward the
appeal on to the Board of Equalization.

The BOA continues to hold tax appeal hearings
with property owners as an appellant board.

Ideally the appraisal staff should field-check all
appealed property and recommend any needed
changes to the BOA.

Property owners are notified of changes and are
given further appeal rights.

Appeals with no recommended changes should
be forwarded to the Board of Equalization.

With the exception of the above, the Board of Assessors
appears to otherwise be in compliance with Georgia law.

The BOA is not approving all value changes and
is not equally and fairly distributing the tax
burden (OCGA 48-5-306)

It is the opinion of the PRB that some small acreage tracts
(4 - 10 acres) adjoining the impoundment of Lake
Hartwell are undervalued. The Board of Assessors and
Chief Appraiser should review the methodology employed
and consider alternative methodology that includes the
development potential for these tracts.

The methodology developed and employed by
the BOA to appraise lake lots does not appear to
producing fair uniform values. All appraisal
methodology should be produced by the
appraisal staff and follow requirements in the
APM.

There exist individual property valuations that need
adjustment or modification due to some inconsistencies in
data gathering by the county appraisal staff. But otherwise,
the appraisal techniques employed by the county were
found to be acceptable.

This process of data gathering has greatly
deteriorated.

The Hart County Property Owner’s Association insists that
a lack of uniformity exists in the county’s appraisals of
residential property; especially properties adjoining the
impoundment of Lake Hartwell. However, the PRB found
that the majority of the criticisms leveled by the Hart
County Property Owner’s Association were primarily
subjective judgments in the appraisal process. Other than
noted above, substantial material errors in the
methodology employed or the general application of this
methodology did not exist.

A lack of uniformity does indeed exist, but in
the entire county; not only in the Lake Hartwell
area.

The PRB noted that while the CGA had approved funding
to upgrade the computer hardware, it had not approved
funding for the BOA’s request for additional personnel
and had in fact reduced the amounts budgeted for training.
These last two issues, in the judgment of the PRB, are
significant as they relate to some of the criticisms
presented to the PRB by the Hart County Property
Owner’s Association and concerned citizens.

The proper funding for this office has not been
forthcoming from the County Governing
Authority.
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PRB Findings / Recommendations

DOR Investigation Follow-Up

The county appraisal staff employed by the BOA, while
meeting statutory minimums, is insufficient to meet the
needs and challenges of the county. The appraisal staff
should consist of at least four full-time certified appraisers
and two full-time clerical staff.

Additional qualified staff is still needed.

In addition to increased staff, another major issue is the
lack of formal training for the current staff. The Chief
Appraiser is the only individual on the staff that has
attended training regularly and therefore has become the
primary source for information from the office. This is
problematic when the Chief Appraiser is away from the
office or engaged with important duties.

Improvements have been made in training;
however the Hart County BOA has not been
able to retain qualified appraisers on staff.

All members of the county appraisal staff need to attend
certification training. While the statutory minimum is 40
hours every two years, the PRB feels that this is
insufficient to promote a knowledgeable and capable staff,
especially when the current staff is relatively
inexperienced. Additionally, the members of the BOA are
not maintaining the required training levels so that they
may be fully informed and competent to carry out their
duties.

Some improvement has been made.

This situation is a direct consequence of inadequate
funding to attend training, which has resulted in the county
now facing the refunding of thousands of dollars in taxes.
This might have been avoided if a member from the BOA
or the Chief Appraiser had attended the annual legislative
update held each spring in Athens. At this workshop,
changes in the laws governing property tax administration
are presented and discussed.

The Chief Appraiser and two members of BOA
attended the 2007 CAVEAT in Athens.

The PRB observed that the office space of the BOA is
inadequate for a county this size. There is insufficient
space afforded each employee and a lack of private offices
for those individuals that meet with the public. This
severely inconveniences those taxpayers wishing to
present confidential information to the appraisers to
support their returns.

This problem continues to exist.

One question posed to the PRB by members of the CGA
was “should the Board of Assessors change software used
by the county appraisal staff to the state sponsored
appraisal software?” This is not as simple a matter as it
may seem. The change from one appraisal system to
another is problematic at best. One outcome is guaranteed,
all property values will change. There are also issues
involving accuracy of the data conversion, workload,
training and the time it takes to learn to use a new system.
While the county will have to update its obsolete hardware
by 2005 regardless of the software it chooses, it may be
more cost effective and productive for the county to
upgrade its current mini-computer based NovaLIS
software to the new PC based NovaLIS software.

The conversion to WinGAP is complete,
however the characteristic data collected by
field appraisers and used within the appraisal
software is largely inaccurate.
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PRB Findings / Recommendations

DOR Investigation Follow-Up

The Performance Review Board believes that the office of
the Hart County BOA is generally operated in a manner
consistent with other similarly situated counties.

Hart County continues to have more appraisal
and mapping problems than most counties in
Georgia.

The PRB recommends that the CGA remove from the
Board of Assessors Ms. Florence Gaines and Ms. Anne
Thomson as provided in O.C.G.A. § 48-5-295 (b). Both
have failed to meet the qualifications provided in
0.C.G.A. § 48-5-291 and Department of Revenue
Substantive Rule 560-11-2-.31 (2). The board of county
commissioners may choose to fill those vacancies or
reduce the number of members on the BOA to three.

Ms. Anne Thompson was not removed from the
BOA as recommended, but has completed the
appropriate assessor training.

The PRB believes that if the CGA reduces the number of
members of the BOA to three, the reduction may allow for
the necessary funds to provide additional meetings as well
as partially pay for the training of the remaining members
of the BOA. Additionally, the PRB believes that more
oversight by the BOA and interaction with the appraisal
staff would be beneficial in resolving some of the other
issues identified in this report.

The Hart BOA still consist of five (5) members.

The PRB recommendation that the BOA
oversee and interact with the appraisal staff,
was meant to enable the board to make more
informed decisions — not to micro manage the
appraisal work or to have the BOA individually

appraise property.

The PRB believes that the BOA is bound by law to correct
the illegal assessments made for personal property with a
total value of less than $7,500. The BOA should create an
error and release document for each occurrence and
forward these to the tax commissioner so that a refund can
be made to those taxpayers illegally taxed.

It appears this problem has been corrected.

The PRB believes that all covenants for conservation use
should be carefully scrutinized by the BOA prior to
approval. The BOA should establish written policies in
accordance with Georgia law for this process and for other
situations as they occur. These written policies should be
kept in a book and made available to the public.

A policy and procedures manual has been
developed. The BOA should have the county
attorney review the adopted policies and make
recommendations for revisions.

The PRB believes that complete documentation of the
methods employed by the BOA to appraise property,
including techniques used and all schedules and tables
should be bound and kept in a book. This book should
also be made available to the public.

Some appraisal techniques and methods have

been added to the policy and procedures manual.

The PRB recommends that the CGA provide necessary
funds so that the BOA and county appraisal staff are able
to attend certification and customer service training. The
PRB believes that this will increase the professionalism of
the staff so that they may better attend to their duties as
well as the needs of the public. Additionally, at least one
member of the BOA and the Chief Appraiser should attend
the annual legislative update held in Athens each spring.

The CGA has not properly funded or staffed the
assessors’ office.
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PRB Findings / Recommendations

DOR Investigation Follow-Up

The PRB recommends the appraisal staff consist of one (1)
Appraiser III or IV, who serves as Chief Appraiser and
who is responsible for the day to day supervision of the
rest of the staff, the development of land tables and
building base rates for the properties adjoining the
impoundment of Lake Hartwell and to review valuations
of property performed by subordinates.

The BOA has designated a Chief Appraiser who
has an appraiser III designation. Evidence that
the Chief Appraiser has developed schedules
and base rates is not prevalent.

The PRB recommends the appraisal staff consist of one (1)
Appraiser III, who is responsible for developing land
tables and building base rates for the remainder of the
county, all personal property appraisals and to assist the
Chief Appraiser in the review of property valuations.

This position has not been added.

The PRB recommends the appraisal staff include two (2)
Appraiser II positions to perform all initial field data
collection.

BOA has one appraiser I and one part time
appraiser 11l performing most of the field work.

The PRB recommends that the clerical positions be
responsible for gathering deed information, assigning
parcel numbers, maintaining the county tax maps and
providing information to the public.

The BOA has one clerk. The mapper/appraiser 1
position is vacant and should be replaced as
soon as practical.

The PRB believes that more than one employee in the
office should be able to provide requested information to
the public. Written requests for most existing reports and
other readily available documents are not normally
necessary. However, this recommendation is not intended
to conflict with the Open Records Act or the Taxpayer Bill
of Rights.

This problem has been corrected. It is our
recommendation that the county immediately
place their appraisal records online for viewing
which will reduce open records requests and
foot traffic in the office.

The PRB recommends that the BOA and CGA provide
software training to the staff so that more employees are
able to produce reports and provide documentation to the
public as well as take full advantage of the technology and
equipment they possess.

Additional training is still needed.

It is the PRB's recommendation that the county updates the
computer hardware in the BOA’s office and the appraisal
software to the PC based NovaLlIS - Assessment Office
package. The PRB believes this is the most appropriate
action in order to retain the integrity of the tax records and
maintain the knowledge and level of comfort already
possessed by the county’s appraisal staff.

In summary, the BOA’s system hardware is
adequate to handle the current situation. The
absence of anti-virus software on some of the
computers should be addressed as promptly as
possible. Also, the backing up of the appraisal
data in WinGAP is critical. All efforts should be
made to schedule backups on a regular basis and
periodically confirm the backup was successful.
Relying totally on reports generated from the
backup is an absolute means of loosing data
somewhere in the future.

The PRB recommends that the BOA review its procedures
in handling appeals, particularly when a revaluation is
completed and an exceptional number of appeals filed, so
as to allow the board of equalization to hear and determine
appeals according to law.

All appeals should be field checked by the
appraisal staff and any changes needed
recommended to the BOA for approval. Those
properties with changes should receive a 21-day
notice and the remainder of appeals should be
forwarded to the board of equalization.
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Review of Lake Front property in South Carolina

DOR reviewed property in South Carolina adjoining Lake Hartwell. The purpose of the review
was to attempt to make a comparison between the valuation of lake front property in South

Carolina and the lake front property in Hart County.

The valuation of property in South Carolina is governed by South Carolina law which differs
greatly from Georgia appraisal law and procedures. South Carolina assessment levels vary by
property type and use. The assessment ratios are found below in a table obtained from the South

Carolina Department of Revenue website. 13

IManufacturing Property [10.5% of fair market value

|Utility Property [10.5% of fair market value

[Railroads, Private Carlines, Airiines and Pipelines |9.5% of fair market value

IPrimary Residences |4.0% of fair market value
IAgricultural Property (privately owned) {4.0% of use value

|Agricultural Property (corporate owned) 16.0% of use value

|Other real estate s ]6.0% of fair market value

(Personal property ]10.5% of income tax depreciated value

The highlighted rows are applicable to potential lake front property included in DOR’s review.

The comparison included the analysis of three randomly selected lake front developments
totaling 114 lots. To eliminate unnecessary variables, the analysis ignored sales including
improvements and included 26 vacant land sales. The sale transaction years range from 2001
through 2006. The sales bank was combined for all years and compared individually to four
separate valuation cycles. The sales ratio analysis was performed on a neighborhood level and

the results follow.

r—

0110401 MEDIAN ~ cop i
3.0000 3.0000  3.0000 .3.0000 02420 02420 02420 02420
AVERAGE [
3.3454 3.3454 3.3454 3.3454 0.9719  0.971¢
AGGREGATE 43 parcels
7 vacant sales ( 01, 04, 05,
3.4420.  3.4420  3.4420  3.4420 06)

13 http://www.sctax.org/Tax+Information/property/prop.html#assratios
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0020302 MEDIAN G D
1.3200 1.3800 1.3800 1.3800 02037 03248 0.3248
AVERAGE PRD
1.5360 1.6112 1.6112 1.6112 0.9751 1.0023  1.00:
AGGREGATE 28 parcels
15753 1.6074 1.6074 1.6074 11 vacant sales ( 01, 02, 04, 05, 06)
0320101 MEDIAN l “COD# a
2.0968 2.0968 2.0968  2.0968 0.2024  0.1795 0.1795 0.1795
AVERAGE
1.8178 1.7697 1.7697 1.7697
AGGREGATE 43 parcels
2.0025 1.9574 -1.9574  1.9574 8 vacant sales ( 04, 05, 06)

The appraisal accuracy of the randomly selected neighborhood from South Carolina would be
sub-standard using Georgia accuracy standards.

The next observation made in the South Carolina data is the lack of property value updates made.
Generally the property values remained stagnant over the four valuation cycles reviewed. The
114 total lots reviewed had only 15 value changes from 2003 through 2006. Reduce the window
to include only three valuation cycles and the number of changes is reduced to only 5 properties

of the 114 that had a land value change.

Given the lack of property updates, the sub-standard appraisal accuracy, and the variation in the
laws impacting and governing the appraisal of property in South Carolina, the ability to form
valid and logical conclusions in any comparison of the valuation of South Carolina lake front
land to Hart County lake front land is limited.
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

SCOPE OF REVIEW

Persons Interviewed

s Hart County Board of Commissioners
o R.C. Oglesby

o KenBrown

o DanReyen

o Gary Mize

o Joey Dorsey

o Hart County Administrator Jon Caime

e Hart County Attorney Walter Gordon

e  Hart County Board of Assessors
o Bill Fogerty
o James McMullan
o Roy Segars
o Anne Thompson

¢  Don Burdick — Former Hart County Commissioner, Former Hart County Tax Assessor

¢  Former Hart County Tax Assessors

Missy Carter — also a former Hart County staff appraiser
Randy Combs

Hedrick Isley

Robert Wesley

O 0 0O

e  Chief Appraiser Rebecca Duncan
¢  Former Chief Appraiser Margaret Crossley

e Kiristen Byrum, Staff Appraiser

¢ Tom Peebles, Hart County Board of Equalization Chairman
o  Burl Pierce, Hart County Tax Commissioner
e  Bruce Grant, Hired Consultant
e Wayne Blackwelder, DOR field agent
e  Grant Hilton, DOR field agent
e Hart County Property Owners and Concerned Citizens
o Pete Nagle
Jay Earle
Robert Techo

Dorothy Hall
Howard Holt

O 0 0O
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

Documents and areas reviewed

BOA meeting minutes for calendar years 2004, 2005 and 2006

Property appeal files for tax years 2002 through 2006

Tax digest adjustment records which include errors, releases and not-on-digest

Tax maps

A consultant report dated January 2007

The 2005 and 2006 exempt digests and 2007 exempt files

Personal property accounts including Freeport

Manufactured home digest

Staffing levels and training status reported by the Georgia Certification Program

Sales ratio studies performed by the Georgia Department of Audits for tax year 2002 through 2005
Digest assessment audits performed by the Department of Revenue for tax years 2002 through 2005
Various other records provided by individuals

Onsite field inspections of all classes of property

Toured the offices of the BOA and reviewed appraisal, mapping and customer services areas.
Homestead exemption applications ’

Conservation Use exemption applications

2003 Budget memo

2006 Change of Assessment list - green bar

2005 Change of Assessment list - green bar

2004 Change of Assessment list - black 3-ring binder

2005 Personal Property Change of Assessment list - green bar

Novalis correspondence folder - approx 4" thick file

BOA policy manual - white 3-ring binder

BOA minutes 2002 and 2003 - black 3-ring binder

BOA minutes 2005 (Jan through July 19) - black 3-ring binder

BOA secretary notes - black 3-ring binder

Pocket folder -minutes approved, old business,Dec 6 minutes, Secretary folder, floppy 2005 minutes
2005 appeal corrections - (tax digest adjustments) white 3-ring binder
2005 digest corrections - (tax digest adjustments) black 3-ring binder
2004 Land line book (Col - C50) - Black 3-ring binder

2006 digest corrections A-J - (tax digest adjustments) black 3-ring binder
2006 digest correctionsK-Z - (tax digest adjustments) black 3-ring binder
2003 digest corrections (Cott screen shots - pocket folder 1 of 3)

2003 digest corrections (Cott screen shots - pocket folder 2 of 3)

2003 digest corrections (Cott screen shots - pocket folder 3 of 3)

2004 digest corrections (Cott screen shots - pocket folder)

2005 digest corrections (Cott screen shots - pocket folder)

2005 digest corrections - Mobile Homes (Cott screen shots - pocket folder)
Long Tax Return Report - Personal Property 2005

2002 Budget files - black 3-ringer binder

2002 Budget red folder - wrapped in rubber bands

2003 Budget brown folder

Budget overall folder (2002 and 2003)

2004 Budget brown folder - wrapped in rubber bands

2005 Budget folder

2002 - 2005 Budget forecast reports

2005 BOA minutes July 19 - Dec 20 - 3-ring black binder
2004 BOA minutes - 3-ring black binder

2006 BOA minutes - 3-ring black binder
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Rebecca’s Cott Manual - gray 3-ring binder
2004 prebill mobile home digest - black Castleberry binder
2005 prebill mobile home digest - orange Castleberry binder
Various 2005 TBS digest reports
Correspondence Keck & Wood
Correspondence Various invoices
Correspondence Novalis folder
Correspondence Duplicating Proc Inc folder
Correspondence Cott/Novalis folder
Correspondence 2005 returned notices of value change
Correspondence Address corrections
Correspondence - audit folder - empty
Correspondence Armour Cape and Fond aerial flight
Correspondence BOC 1 of 2
Correspondence BOC 2 of 2
Correspondence BOA memo
Correspondence 2005 Board of Assessors
Correspondence Earle Jay

Correspondence Peer Review
Correspondence Gordon Walter
Correspondence Perry Brown
Correspondence Clerk of Court
Correspondence Corp of Engineers
Correspondence Hix Phil

Correspondence Cannady Jerry
Correspondence Fant Financial Services
Correspondence Jeff Davis

Correspondence WKLY

Correspondence Misc

Correspondence Dan Reyen
Correspondence General

Correspondence Wasserman Harvey
Correspondence Techo Robert
Correspondence Combs Randy
Correspondence Tax returns
Correspondence City of Royston
Correspondence GA open records
Correspondence Enron

Correspondence Flagship GIS
Correspondence Walter Gordon (A)
Correspondence Walter Gordon (B)
Exemption report/double exemption

State of GA - GA department defense
Correspondence DOR Wayne Blackwelder
Correspondence DOR email

2005 Digest

Original copy of 2004/2005 report (growth)

City of Hartwell Zoning Book

2004 assessment notices - undeliverable
Concerned Property Owners of Hart County
CUV list with values
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Correspondence - BOA
Maps - see contents list
2004 Digest A - Krim
2004 Digest Krim - Z
2005 Digest A - J. Kotal
2005 Digest J.Kotal - Z
2006 Digest A - G.King
2006 Digest J.King - Z
2004 Digest C01-C08
2004 Digest C09-C16
2004 Digest C17-C20
2004 Digest C21-C23
2004 Digest C26A-E
2004 Digest C27-C29
2004 Digest C30-C32
2004 Digest C33-C35
2004 Digest C36-C39A
2004 Digest C39A-C41
2004 Digest C42-C43
2004 Digest C44-C47
2004 Digest C5248-C
2004 Digest C53-C54
2004 Digest C55A-C55D
2004 Digest C56-C57
2004 Digest C58-C60
2004 Digest C61-C64H
2004 Digest C65- C66
2004 Digest C67A-G
2004 Digest C68A-D
2004 Digest C69A-H
2004 Digest C70-C72
2004 Digest C73-C77H
2004 Digest C78A-79F
2004 Digest C80-C82G
2004 Digest C83-C86
2004 Digest C91-C99
2004 Digest I56B-156L
2004 Digest IS6N-P
2004 Digest IS7B-I57F
2004 Digest I57G-P
2004 Digest 169-O
2004 Digest I70A-C
2004 Digest I70E-M
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Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

RECOMMENDATIONS

I Board of Assessors

1.

The BOA must focus on its duties and responsibilities as outlined by Georgia law and
Rules and Regulations and operate as a unit, working together toward a common goal of
fair and uniform taxation. A spirit of cooperation with all county officials is imperative.
Unity and a cooperative effort are not present in the current BOA.

The BOA must implement a county-wide re-mapping of all real parcels in Hart County.

The BOA must implement a county-wide reappraisal of all taxable tangible property in
Hart County.

The BOA must see that procedures are implemented for the diligent discovery of taxable
personal property and must require the proper appraisal of personal property.

The BOA must see that proper and timely mobile home digests are submitted annually to
the tax commissioner.

All meetings of the BOA must be properly advertised and all decisions adopted in open
board meetings except those matters specifically allowed by law for Executive Session.
Ease of access to meetings and records of the BOA is important when fostering trust
among the property owners of Hart County and other boards.

The BOA should, as a unified group, examine the policies and procedures of the office
and allow a qualified Chief Appraiser to execute those policies and procedures. The
Chief Appraiser must attend to the daily operation of the appraisal staff and the office of
the board of assessors. The individual BOA members must realize that individually, they
have no authority beyond that of a typical citizen. The ‘board’ is the entity that has the
authority and responsibility — not the individuals.

The BOA, through cooperation with the CGA should provide online Internet access to
appraisal records. Providing online access to appraisal data will greatly reduce foot-traffic
in the office of the BOA, allowing appraisal staff, contractors, and board members to
focus on the tasks and recommendations in this report. Online access will be a great
service to the property owners by giving them open access to the tax appraisal process
and would allow searching of records by owner name, parcel identification number,
location address, legal description, and sales search. The property information available
online should include, when available, owner name, mailing address, location address,
digest class and strata, neighborhood, parcel number, tax district, acres, homestead
exemption, land value, improvement value, accessory value, total value, previous value,
land segment information, improvement items with core information to include
improvement sketches, improvement photos (when available) accessory items with core
information, sales information (sale date, deed book & page, plat book & page, sale
reason, grantor, grantee, sale price) and permit information.
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9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

The BOA should rewrite and, in some cases, eliminate current internal policies with the
assistance of the county attorney and Chief Appraiser. The BOA should maintain a book
of adopted internal policies which should be made available to the staff and public. A
BOA policy of requiring a recorded plat for any assessment acreage corrections may
place an undo hardship on taxpayers in both time and money. Other documents can
reasonably serve to assist the BOA in the determination of acreage. The BOA policy
which requires the approval of the chairman of the BOA before documents may be
provided to individuals who have made a request via Open Records Act has placed staff
in difficult situations.

The BOA members must strive to become educated in tax assessment and at a minimum
must successfully complete 40 hours of continuing education hours for each two years of
tenure as required by law.

Removal of Mr. Fogerty and Mr. Segars from BOA is recommended, either by removal
proceedings described in statute or by not reappointing the assessors at the end of their
terms which expire 12/31/2007. These assessors are attempting to micromanage the
appraisal of property and have cast doubt on the objectivity of the BOA and its ability to
effectively and efficiently comply with state law in the administration of property tax.
The DOR has previously cautioned the assessors against acting in the capacity of
appraisers.

BOA members must cease the development of unacceptable appraisal methodologies.

The current Chief Appraiser seems to rely on the practices and procedures of the previous
administration rather than embracing the role of the job and implementing policies and
procedures for the efficient operation of the tax office. On numerous occasions the Chief
Appraiser stated she didn’t know how or why things were done a certain way. The Chief
Appraiser must have a complete understanding of the appraisal process and Georgia
Property Tax Law. The Chief Appraiser must be qualified to appraise all property types
and should have managed at least one reappraisal of an entire county before assuming the
Job. The Chief Appraiser must be a strategist and have the ability to plan the work of
subordinates to accomplish the desired results.

The Chief Appraiser should submit to the BOA an Annual Report that includes sales ratio
studies and goals for timely submission of the tax digest. A written status report should
be submitted to the BOA on a monthly basis with any deficiencies noted, along with
corrective measures as may be necessary to stay on plan. These reports should be made
part of the official minutes of the BOA. The BOA and Chief Appraiser should consider
more frequent revaluations to meet minimum standards for digest submission.

The Chief Appraiser should maintain a manual containing written documentation of the
appraisal methods used by the staff and approved by the BOA, including the appraisal
techniques used and all schedules and tables with clear descriptions for each. The
manual should be available for review by the staff and public.

Georgia Department of Revenue - 7/11/2007 36
Page 36 of 66



Special Investigation of the Hart County Board of Assessors

Mapping

The BOA, with funding from the Hart County Board of Commissioners, must implement a
county-wide remapping program. Accurate and positive identification of each parcel is essential
for accurate appraisals.

A revaluation project is also recommended and will be discussed later in this report. However,
the mapping project must be complete or mostly complete before the revaluation project may
begin.

The county should receive prior approval and direction from DOR if the revaluation program
commences before the mapping project is absolutely complete. DOR would like Hart County to
utilize state-of-the-art maps in the revaluation of the county so that the community can be
assured of a reliable product. DOR experience in this area indicates the best way to accomplish
quality work is by contracting with a quality mapping company.

The mapping contractor must have experience in Tax Map Cartography, in addition to the
technical engineering skills required to generate electronic layers of data such as soil types,
elevation, road and highway information, etc. It is equally important that the chosen contractor
employs a sufficient number of competent staff to handle the magnitude of problems in the Hart
County maps.

Furthermore, it is important that the county and contractor are clearly aware that extensive deed
and plat research will be required to correct the errors inherent in the Hart County maps. A large
amount of confidence cannot be given to the existing AutoCAD files. The contractor must
make parcel-by-parcel reconciliation between the CAMA (computer assisted mass appraisal)
data, AutoCAD digital map files, ‘working map’ hardcopy maps and recently-flown aerial
photography. The property lines for each parcel in the county must be rectified to aerial
photography. The County Governing Authority (CGA) must provide substantial financial
support in this matter.

1. Minimum mapping specifications shall include street, roads, railroads, streams and lakes
platted and identified; property lines delineated for each parcel; a unique parcel
identifying number assigned to each parcel; lot and block numbers for all subdivision
lots; county and city corporate limit lines identified; and physical dimensions and acreage
estimates for each parcel. The parcel identifying number will be used to link real property
assessment records to the maps.

2. Inthe event the County Governing Authority establishes a separate mapping office and
the maps conform to these requirements, the appraisal staff may provide relevant
information to such county mapping office and still be in compliance with DOR
regulations.

3. The appraisal staff should notify the Revenue Commissioner of all proposed changes to
existing parcel identifying numbers before implementation. Changing parcel identifying
numbers is not recommended by this DOR review team.
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. Hart County should convert the existing AutoCAD maps to ESRI mapping software
layers. To assume the AutoCAD digital maps are accurate enough to be used as a base
map is not proper as these digital files contain numerous errors and omissions in their
current form. The conversion of the AutoCAD files to ESRI digital files provides a
starting point from which Hart County can begin deed research, splits, corrections, parcel
combinations, and comparisons.

. While new commercially flown digital orthographic aerial photography is the most
accurate option, Hart County may choose to use 1-meter color imagery available from the
Georgia GIS Data Clearinghouse at a savings of several thousand dollars. This imagery is
available today in 2-meter resolution with annual availability of 1-meter imagery
available starting in 2007.

. The CAMA data from WinGAP will also be a critical component of the mapping
process. The CAMA data, though certainly not perfect, will be the best source of the
most current existing parcels and can serve as a comparative tool with the mapping data
to assist in locating missing parcels. Reconciliation between CAMA data and maps is
required due to the fact that many splits have not been mapped at all, yet some record of
the splits exists in the CAMA database. The reconciliation process will help ensure all
properties currently listed on the tax digest are added on the tax map.

. The reconciliation process from tax map back to CAMA data is also needed to ensure
that parcels which exist on the maps, but not listed in CAMA data, are added to
assessment records for valuation and taxation.

. In the future the Chief Appraiser must ensure that PT61 real estate transfer tax
documents, deeds, and tax maps are promptly and correctly processed by staff; either by
assigning the task to a staff member or contracting long-term with a mapping company.
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rAppraisal of Real Property

The DOR review concludes that a comprehensive county-wide reappraisal by a qualified and
competent appraisal company is necessary. Many properties are not correctly listed on the digest
and many properties and improvements are completely missing from the digest to the degree that
no confidence can be given to the overall quality of the appraisal characteristics stated in the Hart
County assessment records. The lack of qualified appraisers on staff in Hart County prevents the
BOA from performing a revaluation in-house.

All property must be assessed at its fair and just value, so that each taxpayer pays only their
proportionate share of tax. Evidence shows that essential land and building characteristics are
incorrect and missing on a large number of property assessments in Hart County. The failure to
accurately identify land and building characteristics has significantly affected the levels of
assessment, bias, and uniformity in the Hart County Tax Digest. The BOA, with funding from
the Hart County CGA, must implement a county-wide reappraisal of all real property.

1. DOR recommends that the CGA contract with an appraisal firm to perform parcel-by-
parcel onsite inspections of all real property in the county per BOA specifications. The
Chief Appraiser must review the appraisal firm’s work for consistency.

2. This onsite inspection performed by the contracted appraisal firm should include a photo
of each improvement front and back; and a complete detailed measurement of each
improvement, along with a determination of size, actual use, design, construction quality,
construction materials, age, and observed condition.

3. Additionally, the onsite inspection must include a determination of land characteristics
with regard to accessibility, desirability, zoning, use, legal or deed restrictions on use,
covenants, parcel shape and size, neighborhood, view, topography, corner influence,
proximity to recreational bodies of water, nuisances and similar external influences.

4. When an onsite inspection by the contracted appraisal firm or BOA staff discovers a
mobile home included in a real property assessment record, the Chief Appraiser shall
make a determination as to whether to leave such mobile home classed as real property.
This determination shall be according to the rules and regulations of DOR regarding
homesteaded mobile homes. Non-homesteaded mobile homes which have not been
issued a Certificate of Permanent Location shall be assessed on the Mobile Home digest.
All mobile homes that have not been issued a Certificate of Permanent Location must
display a current decal issued by the Hart County Tax Commissioner.

5. The appraisal contractor must perform a sales analysis and employ the valuation methods
required in the APM when developing the valuation schedules for land and
improvements.
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