














 

title

submitted to

Report date

Management Audit of the 
Los Angeles Assessor

Los Angeles County Auditor-Controller

November 15, 2012

Management Auditing
Lean Process improvement

Strategic planning
Organizational design

STRATEGICA

strategica-usa.com

Attachment I



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This page intentionally left blank. 

Attachment I



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

November 15, 2012 
 
Ms. Wendy Watanabe 
Los Angeles County Auditor Controller 
500 West Temple Street, Room 525 
Los Angeles, CA  90012 
 
Dear Ms. Watanabe: 
 
Pursuant to our Work Order No. 8-01A, we have completed our Management Audit of the 
Los Angeles Assessor.  This report contains our findings and recommendations as 
specified in the Work Order. 
 
Thank you for giving Strategica, Inc. the opportunity to conduct this project.  We greatly 
enjoyed working with you and the Assessor staff.   
 
Please call on Strategica, Inc. again should you need the services of a consultant.  If you have 
any questions or comments, please contact me at (425) 427-5269. 
 

Yours truly, 
 

 
 
David M. Howe 
President 
 

 

  

704 228th Ave NE #415 
Sammamish, WA  98074 

Tel: (425) 427-5269 
www.strategica-usa.com 
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Executive Summary 

Background 

 

The Assessor’s Office appraises all real estate (primarily single-family homes) and 

personal property (businesses, manufactured homes, boats, and airplanes) 

located throughout the county.  The Assessor is a key link in the process of 

identifying and valuing taxable property, and collecting and allocating taxes on that 

property. 

 

The agency oversees the largest assessment jurisdiction in the United States with 

2.4 million parcels and a staff of almost 1,500 employees.  The core of the agency 

is comprised of appraisers who are college graduates, frequently with business or 

real estate backgrounds.  Other staff groups examine property sales and transfers, 

map the County into parcels, evaluate exemption applications, or provide customer 

service to tax payers.  Staff are based out of the Hall of Administration in 

downtown Los Angeles, and District offices in Sylmar, South El Monte, Signal Hill, 

and Culver City.  Satellite offices are located in Lancaster and Van Nuys. 

 

 

Overall Assessment 

 

The scope of this project was to conduct a management audit of the Los Angeles 

County Assessor to evaluate agency operations, policies, procedures, and 

programs to provide the basis for recommendations for improving the effectiveness 

and efficiency of program operations and service delivery.  The audit included a 

review of most significant areas of Assessor operations, including all those 

specified in the Statement of Work. 
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With the advent of Proposition 13 in 1978, the Assessor switched its valuation 

methodologies from focusing on determining fair market value (FMV) to adhering 

to the policy-based valuations required by the initiative.  This resulted in a long 

period of under-investment in new systems and procedures.  This created a major 

problem with the severe downdraft of property values that occurred in 2008 and 

2009.  In the space of a couple of years the Assessor has had to refocus on 

market-based valuations again.  In response, the agency has retooled some 

procedures and systems, but control weaknesses have become apparent in the 

last couple of years.  In addition, allegations of integrity lapses on the part of the 

elected Assessor have seriously hurt the public’s confidence in the Assessor and 

the fairness of the property tax system.  Issues in the appeals system, personnel 

policies, valuation methods, political controls, the scope of the agency, and the 

organizational structure call for the attention of management and County policy 

makers. 

 

Summary of Key Findings and Recommendations  

 

Organizational Structure 

The Assessor’s organizational structure is not designed to ensure continuity of 

operations during changes in the elected administration of the agency.  The 

structure also does not reflect the need for strategic foci on statistical reporting, 

strategic IT procurement, or dealing with communications with members of the 

public and industry.   

1. The Assessor should keep the Chief Deputy Assessor position filled to 

provide continuity of management.  The requirements for that position 

should clearly state the need for both substantial assessor experience and 

expertise, and demonstrated managerial competence.  Most likely, this 

person would come from within the organization and have substantial 
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County experience.  However, the individual could also come from other 

Assessor organizations, as desired by the agency and the County.  The 

County Charter should be amended so that should the Chief Deputy 

Assessor position become vacant within six months before or after a 

change in the elected Assessor, the Board of Supervisors (BOS) would 

have the prerogative to appoint an acting Chief Deputy Assessor until a 

permanent replacement is found. 

2. The Assessor should keep a Chief of Staff position filled to oversee 

executive office functions, and to act as a gatekeeper between the elected 

Assessor and the public and industry. 

Public Integrity 

Current policies and procedures do not adequately prevent ex-parte 

communications or other coercive activity between Assessor management and 

parties to appeals and administrative reviews.  Rules also do not adequately 

prevent the corrosive incentives that can result from weak campaign finance laws.  

1. County ordinances should be amended to mandate registration for tax 

agents.  Representation on AAB cases should be restricted to registered 

agents. 

2. AAB rules and systems should be changed to restrict communications in 

appeals cases to certain persons involved in the case. 

3. Assessor policies should be amended to include recusal rules for the 

elected Assessor when appeal or administrative review cases are filed by 

campaign donors. 

Agency Scope 

State law requires the Assessor to value both real and personal property in the 

County.  However, the return on investment from the personal property 
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assessment system is a fraction of the return that is obtained from real property.  

The Assessor could make resource allocation changes to correct some of this 

imbalance. 

1. The Assessor should change canvassing procedures to reduce the 

frequency of canvassing and shift resources to activities that produce more 

value. 

Roll Reporting and Forecasting 

Assessor workload and statistical reporting systems are complicated and 

cumbersome.  They are not conducive to quick, reliable forecasting.  Until the real 

estate markets stabilize and obviate the need for more robust forecasting 

capabilities, the County should seek outside help.   

1. The Assessor should form a small unit (using existing staff) dedicated to 

statistical reporting and forecasting.  However, the County Chief Executive 

Officer (CEO) should also retain a private consulting firm to review, adjust 

and attest to the accuracy of forecasts for the next 3-5 years until values 

stabilize and render forecasts more predictable. 

Appeals 

The assessment appeals process is designed for an environment of lower appeals 

volumes, not the current period of huge volumes.  The process allows for an 

excessive amount of due process given the nature and complexity of the caseload.  

More reasonable due process procedures would help to expedite cases. 

1. The Assessment Appeals Board (AAB), a unit of the Executive Office of the 

BOS should amend rules to expedite the processing of non-hearing agenda 

items, and limit continuances. 
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Introduction 
Description of the Los Angeles County Assessor 

 

Property taxes are an essential component of income for any county to use in 

providing service to their citizens.  The process of collecting money in an accurate 

and efficient manner and disbursing money in an equitable and timely manner is 

the basis upon which any county operates for the benefit of its citizens.  The 

Assessor’s Office is an essential component of that process. 

 

The Assessor’s Office assesses all real estate and personal property (businesses, 

manufactured homes, boats, and airplanes) located throughout the county.  Along 

with other County agencies such as the Registrar-Recorder, Auditor-Controller, 

Treasurer and Tax Collector, the Assessor is crucial in identifying and assessing 

property which results in the collection and allocation of property taxes. 

 

The agency oversees the largest assessment jurisdiction in the United States with 

2.4 million parcels and a staff of almost 1,400 employees.  It provides services 

through five primary organization sections: 

• District Appraisals operates four geographical appraisal districts, 

• Major Appraisals determines appraised values for major personal 

property, major real property, and central processing, 

• Roll Services provides ownership services, exemption services, mapping 

services, assessment appeals, and other assessment services. 

• Information Technology supports other business functions and ensures 

security of data, and 

• Administrative Services provides essential support services such as 

human resources, finance, and training. 
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The core of the agency is comprised of appraisers who are college graduates 

frequently with business or real estate backgrounds.  Other staff groups examine 

property sales and transfers, map the County into parcels, evaluate exemption 

applications or provide customer service to tax payers.  Staff are based out of the 

Hall of Administration in downtown Los Angeles and District offices in Sylmar, 

South El Monte, Signal Hill, and Culver City.  Satellite offices are located in 

Lancaster and Van Nuys. 

 

Key workload figures and statistics include (2011-12 figures): 

• 414,000 deeds received 

• 153,000 re-appraisable transfers  

• 47,000 Assessment appeals processed 

• 140,000 business property statements received 

• 497,000 proactive Prop 8 decline-in-value reviews 

• 1,457 budgeted positions 

• $153 million budget  

• 50% of the agency budget is supported by assessment and tax 

collection fees.  The remainder of the budget is Net County Cost (NCC) 

 

Historically, the County Assessor was an uncontroversial agency that performed its 

statutory duties in a quiet, competent manner.  Assessed values were mostly 

determined by policy (i.e., Prop 13) rather than FMV, so only a fraction of the roll 

was actually appraised each year.  Starting in 2008, several events occurred that 

strained operations. 

 

The recession that started in 2008 and gathered steam in 2009 caused a deep 

downdraft in housing values nationwide and in the County.  The resulting real 

estate recession was the worst in a generation.  Most parcel values dropped below 
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their adjusted base year values1 resulting in massive numbers of revaluations that 

were required under Proposition 8.2   Declines in value were enrolled through 

mass appraisal techniques, or at the request of taxpayers for either administrative 

reviews or a formal appeal to the AAB.  These sudden, huge volumes of market-

driven appraisals forced several major changes in policy, systems, and procedure 

at the Assessor.  Because the agency (like all California Assessors) had not been 

regularly valuing properties at FMV, valuation procedures, capabilities, and 

systems were not in top condition.  This had to be quickly reversed.  

 

Into this maelstrom stepped a relatively untested, newly elected Assessor, John 

Noguez.  Mr. Noguez was first elected in 2010 after a hotly contested election in 

which 14 people ran for the office (including many fellow agency staffpersons).  Mr. 

Noguez was, by most accounts, a competent appraiser, but had little supervisorial 

or executive experience.  This was a departure from the past where the second-in-

command at the agency would normally be elected to the Assessor position when 

it opened up, usually after a perfunctory election campaign. 

 

Soon afterwards, the Agency experienced a rash of departures in the management 

ranks (mostly through retirements) which cut into the skill base and institutional 

knowledge of the agency when it really needed it the most.  As discussed later in 

the report, 44% of the executive and senior management ranks have left since 

2010.   

 

Within a few months of the change in leadership, the agency was beset by 

allegations of influence peddling on the part of the elected Assessor and further 

allegations that a staff appraiser  drastically reduced values on certain properties 

bypassing internal controls and falsifying documents in the process.  Criminal 

investigations and grand jury investigations ensued.       

                                            
1 Determined by the value of the property when it was first appraised (typically the date of purchase) adjusted annually by the 
fixed limits set by Proposition 13. 
2 Proposition 8 (1978) requires that property be re-assessed at market value if it drops below the adjusted base year value. 
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The BOS has become keenly interested in the outcome of these investigations, 

and is rightly concerned about the reputation and integrity of County government, 

especially an agency that determines assessed value by which property taxes are 

determined.  The competence of agency management and the accuracy of work 

they produce is being questioned by the BOS, while the District Attorney, the 

Auditor-Controller, and the media investigate.  This perfect storm has engulfed the 

County Assessor and has spawned one additional investigation, this management 

audit.    
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Accomplishments 

 

In addition to day-to-day accomplishments, such as appraising property, 

processing deeds, exemption requests and appeals, the Assessor can also claim 

credit to a number of accomplishments: 

• The agency provides an initial nine-month appraiser training program to 

new personnel each year, widely recognized as one of the best in the 

State.  Retention of personnel who have gone through the program is 

superb.  One hundred and twenty two (122) people matriculated 

through the last five Real Property training classes and 81% were still 

with the agency after three years.  Eighty percent are still there today.  

• Implementation of the Decline-in-Value (DIV) Project which has 

identified as many as 500,000 parcels per year over the last several 

years requiring a decline-in-value review, a market value appraisal and, 

if needed, reassessment to reflect declines in the real estate markets.  

In 2009, the Assessor was honored by the County’s Quality and 

Productivity Commission with a Top Ten Award, and for the first time 

with the “Number One” Gold Eagle Award for the Decline-in-Value 

Reviews and Outreach Project. 

• The Automated Information Request (AIR) which identifies properties 

that will be scheduled for review, and automatically prints and mails a 

form letter requesting the information exchange for appeals cases. 

• The Reclustering Project addresses cluster (neighborhood) definitions 

that are out of date by creating meaningful economic areas for use by 

both appraisal staff, management (workflow), and by the various 

systems that use statistical analysis based on these cluster boundaries. 

• The Assessor has initiated a long-term project, the Building Plan 

Acquisition System (BPAS), to garner the cooperation of many of the 
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permit issuing agencies, and build a tracking system to handle and 

process the building plans as needed for valuation purposes. 

• The procurement of Narrative1, an off-the-shelf software product that is 

designed for the valuation of residential-income and 

commercial/industrial properties.   

• The Assessor acquired new Project Portfolio Management Software 

and established a Project Management Office (PMO) responsible for 

setting project management standards and best practices to prepare the 

organization for development and implementation of new IT systems. 

• Implementation of Procured Project Portfolio Management software will 

provide executive visibility into IT processes, allow for meaningful 

prioritization of projects, and help the PMO with implementation of 

project management standards. 
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Project Objectives/Scope 

 

The scope of this project is to conduct a management audit of the Los Angeles 

County Assessor to evaluate agency operations, policies, procedures, and programs 

to provide the basis for recommendations for improving the effectiveness and 

efficiency of program operations and service delivery. In addition, the audit included 

benchmarking and best practices analysis to evaluate specific operations and the 

overall Assessor performance.  This report covers each area in the original work 

scope with the exception of exemptions and strategic planning.  Based on Phase I 

findings on exemptions, it was determined that no further investigation was 

warranted.  Also, during Phase I, we determined that the Assessor did not have a 

current strategic plan but that the agency was in the process of developing a 

strategic plan.  This plan has subsequently been completed and action plans are 

now being developed.  Based on this, we determined that further investigation into 

strategic planning was not warranted. 

 

Standards Used 

 

The consultants conducted this management audit in accordance with general and 

performance audit standards regarding qualifications, independence, due 

professional care, quality control, fieldwork, and reporting prescribed by the U.S. 

General Accounting Office (GAO) in Government Auditing Standards (2011 

Revision). 
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Methods Used 

 

The management audit was conducted in three phases: 

 

Phase I – Preliminary Survey . In the preliminary survey phase, the consultants 

held an entrance conference; gathered information about Assessor operations; 

and prepared a management briefing that presented potential areas of risk or 

potential improvement; and developed a detailed workplan for the subsequent 

audit phase of the project. Specific work tasks included: 

• 15 interviews involving 18 Assessor and County managers and external 

stakeholders,  

• Reviewed workload and performance statistics, 

• Reviewed 18 reports, 

• Reviewed the assessment standards report from California State Board 

of Equalization (BOE), 

• Reviewed pending litigation and legislation, 

• Reviewed prior audit reports from the Auditor-Controller, and 

• Conducted an agency-wide staff survey (579 responses, 82 pages of 

written comments). 

 

Phase II – Audit Phase . In this phase, the consultants performed the tasks 

incorporated in the Phase II workplan.  These included: 

• Evaluated processes and policies for assessment appeals, 

• Evaluated controls used for Prop 8 decline-in-value reviews, 

• Reviewed the workload management and statistical reporting functions, 

• Reviewed valuation methods and policies, 

• Reviewed succession planning and management qualifications, 

• Evaluated if favoritism played a part in staff promotions, 
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• Reviewed agency staffing levels, 

• Determined the proper management structure of the agency, 

• Determined if there was any activity or communication that compromised 

the integrity of the agency, 

• Determined the relative rate of return of personal property assessment 

versus real property assessment, and 

• Evaluated the management of IT systems. 

At the conclusion of Phase II, the consultants discussed preliminary findings and 

recommendations with the Auditor-Controller.   

 

Phase III – Reporting Phase .  In this phase, the consultants prepared a draft 

report based on the results of Phase II, conducted an exit conference with the 

Office of the Assessor, the Executive Office of the BOS, and Auditor-Controller 

staff, and finalized the report. 

 

Attachment I



MANAGEMENT AUDIT OF THE LOS ANGELES COUNTY ASSESSOR 

 

 

 
  Page 14 

 
STRATEGICA 

Findings and Recommendations 

 

Section A – Organizational Structure / Personnel  

 

Many of the above issues are discussed in this chapter on Organization Structure 

and Personnel.  Areas for review include: 

• Management Qualifications and Succession Planning 

• Promotions and Favoritism 

• Staffing 

• Organization Structure 

 

 

Section A.1 – Management Qualifications / Succession Planning  

 

Management of any organization should demonstrate the skills, expertise, 

judgment and leadership capability to manage all aspects of the operation in an 

equitable and professional manner.  It is incumbent on management of any 

organization to ensure that the personnel in positions of authority are the correct 

individuals in terms of experience and ability, and that a plan is in place to ensure 

the replacement of those individuals with at least equally qualified personnel.  To 

accomplish this, it is essential that an equitable process exists as this encourages 

individuals to perform optimally in order to be competitive regarding career 

advancement opportunities that may arise. 

Criteria for qualified management and effective succession planning include: 

• Continuity of management and expertise so that as managers depart, are 

hired, promoted or elected, the essential functions of the agency can 

continue uninterrupted,  
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• Supervisory experience or training to ensure that the individuals manage 

those under them fairly and in a manner that represents the best interests of 

the organization. 

In this section we address three separate questions: 

1. Does the current management team have the necessary qualifications and 

experience for running the Agency? 

2. Does the agency have the structure in place to continue operations 

uninterrupted in the event of significant changes in top management 

positions? 

3. Does the Agency have a succession plan or process?  

Assessor Qualifications 

The head of the agency is the County Assessor, an elected, constitutional Officer, 

and thus not subject to the same requirements for “promotion” to a senior 

management position.  Although the Assessor had spent 27 years in the agency, 

the majority of that time was spent as an Appraiser Specialist, focusing on 

commercial and industrial properties.  The current elected Assessor holds a 

California State BOE Advanced Appraisal Certificate and attended California State 

University, Los Angeles, concentrating his studies in the School of Finance.  He 

did not receive a degree.    

While employed at the agency, the current elected Assessor held a variety of 

political offices, including Mayor and City Councilman, with the City of Huntington 

Park.  He has also been a government leader in several significant positions 

including President of the League of California Cities, and Los Angeles County 

Secretary/Treasurer of the California Contract Cities Association. 

Up until the last year before being elected, the highest position the elected 

Assessor held in the agency was as Appraisal Specialist I.  Previous positions 

included Student Worker, Appraiser Assistant, Appraiser Trainee and Appraiser.  
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Ideally, positions held before becoming an elected Assessor would include 

Principal Appraiser, Supervising Appraiser, Chief Appraiser, Director, and 

Assistant Assessor or Chief Deputy.  As such, the recently elected Assessor had 

little supervisory or managerial experience prior to assuming his current role. 

The criteria for being the Assessor is not management experience but rather the 

number of votes received.  Therefore, the agency must have a management 

structure in place that can promote the Assessor’s effectiveness regardless of his 

or her prior experience or management skills.  In most organizations led by an 

elected official, a chief deputy position normally exists that provides that 

institutional knowledge and continuity for the agency.  This position is frequently 

tasked with managing the day-to-day operations of the agency while the elected 

official sets strategy and policy and handles inter-governmental affairs. 

 
Brain Drain 

The organization structure of the Assessor currently has 18 senior management 

positions at the level of Chief Appraiser and above.  Since the current Assessor 

was elected in 2010, there have been 8 departures (44%) of managers at these 

position levels, not counting the Assessor himself.  The result has been a rapid 

drawdown of technical and managerial experience within the agency.  Figure A-1 

on the next page shows that a total of 218 years of technical and management 

experience has left the agency since late 2010.   

Although the individuals who have moved up had the necessary qualifications and 

experience, it is a relatively untested group in regards to their current positions.  

For example, the Assistant Assessor only had 22 months experience as a Director 

before becoming Assistant Assessor, and has been in the current position for 19 

months.  Two of the three Directors have less than 20 months experience in their 

current positions.  The Director of Roll Services only had 11 months experience as 
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a Chief before becoming Director.  Six of the 9 Chiefs have less than 15 months 

experience in their current positions.   

Figure A-1 – Recent Management Departures  

 

Source: Assessor 

Management Training 

Although many top managers have degrees, and have attended various technical 

training programs, there has been little ongoing supervisory or management 

training provided by the agency or the County in the recent past.  The 

management and training budget has, in fact, been non-existent for several years 

and overall training budgets (direct office, without union assistance) have been 

decreasing since 2007-2008. 

The County requires that managers and staff attend several required training 

courses.  The programs offered protect the County from various legal issues and 

are important for all employees, new supervisors and existing managers to 

understand.  However, they do not include specialized leadership training on how 

Title-departing 

manager

County service-departure 

(years) Date Retired/Left

Chief Deputy 21 26-Dec-11

Chief Deputy 0.5 26-Feb-12

Assistant Assessor 39 30-Mar-12

Director 39 21-Jan-11

Director 15 3-Dec-10

Chief Appraiser 32 29-Mar-12

Chief Appraiser 40 31-May-11

Chief Appraiser 31 30-Mar-12

Total tenure 218

Average tenure 27
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to be a good supervisor or manager or discuss managerial issues that should be 

anticipated. 

 

Succession Planning 

There is no official succession plan or process, although the organization does try 

to prepare personnel for various opportunities as they arise.  The agency has a 

goal of encouraging each manager to have a broad base of experience and the 

agency has implemented an annual personnel/management rotation program.  

Although this is an effective program for broadening experience, it does not 

replace a formalized succession plan.  

Every year, all staff are offered an opportunity to identify their three top 

preferences for job rotation. These preferences may be based on staff’s desire for 

exposure to new areas, or simply a desire to work closer to home.  The 

preferences are reviewed by senior management and, where feasible, rotations 

are made.  This program  provides an opportunity for senior managers to discuss 

rotation needs for the agency. 

While it is admirable that the agency is concerned with the needs of employees to 

live near their home or to gain work experience in a different area, it is critical that 

manager rotations be reviewed with the primary goal of strengthening the agency 

performance needs and preparing staff for future promotional opportunities.  

Succession planning should be added to this process. 

Recommendations: 

Recommendation A1 – The Assessor should keep the Chief Deputy 

Assessor position filled to provide continuity of management.  The 

requirements for that position should clearly state the need for both 

substantial assessor experience and expertise, and demonstrated 
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managerial competence.  Most likely, this person would come from within 

the organization and have substantial County experience.  However, the 

individual could also come from other Assessor organizations, as desired by 

the agency and the County.  The County Charter should be amended so 

that should the Chief Deputy Assessor position become vacant within six 

months before or after a change in the elected Assessor, the BOS would 

have the prerogative to appoint an acting Chief Deputy Assessor until a 

permanent replacement is found. 

Recommendation A2 – The Assessor should increase the budget, 

opportunities and expectations for leadership and supervisory/management 

training for personnel in the agency including external course offerings. 

Recommendation A3 – The Assessor should expand the Rotation Process 

and, on at least an annual basis, conduct a succession planning process 

that would include: 

• Forecasting managerial departures, 

• Inventorying projected technical and managerial deficiencies due to 

departures or based on strategic planning, 

• Planning for remedying these deficiencies through hiring or 

promotions, and 

• Training needs for those that may be promoted. 

 
Section A.2 – Promotions and Favoritism  

 

Personnel in an organization must feel that their work is valued and provides an 

equal opportunity for promotion.  Few things hurt morale in an organization more 

that the perception/reality of favoritism based on issues not related to the job 

functions. 
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Criteria for successful promotional policies and actions include: 

• Promotional opportunities should be the same for all qualified individuals, 

and not based on a perception of favoritism by a senior manager.  This, of 

course, does not mean that equally qualified individuals must be deemed 

equal based on subjective criteria for job suitability, i.e. two people with the 

exact same backgrounds might both be eligible for a specific promotion but 

the individual with the attitude or work ethic (more subjective criteria) that is 

more suitable for the job may be chosen without encountering bias. 

• Selection or promotions should not be based on extraneous factors (e.g., 

contributions to a campaign, attendance in a specific church or club) that 

are not job related.  To do so may enhance the perception of favoritism and 

lead to morale issues within the organization. 

The primary question to be addressed in this section is: 

1. Does the Agency demonstrate favoritism in promotions? 

There is widespread belief in the agency that favoritism has played a significant 

role in promotions since the Assessor was elected.  There are numerous accounts 

of personnel being in meetings with the Assessor where he was very clear who he 

wanted to promote with an expectation expressed for senior management to make 

it happen.  According to reports, these expectations were expressed regarding 

personnel who worked on or contributed to his campaign or who were personal 

friends.  The lack of objective performance criteria, the hiring of “at will” individuals, 

the fast movement of personnel up in the organization, and the ability to donate to 

campaigns all contributed to the perception of favoritism.  Each will be discussed 

on the following pages. 
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Personnel Rules and Regulations 

Various criteria are considered for promotion at the agency, some more subjective 

than others depending on the level of promotion.  For higher level promotions the 

criteria is more subjective.  For promotion to Chief Appraiser and above, the 

process involves a discussion of senior managers who assign a score for 

Appraisal of Promotability (AP).  This is a subjective process since it is based on 

input of a variety of people and their perception of an individual’s experience, 

expertise and anticipated ability to perform the function.  As described by several 

Senior Managers, because the AP score is subjective, strong opinions from just a 

few people can skew the score and result in undesirable promotion outcomes.    

Below the Chief Appraiser level, the criteria for Principal Appraiser is more 

objective.  In addition to the AP, promotion is also based on a Rating of Records 

which looks at more quantitative factors such as work assignments, training 

received, etc.   

We reviewed the AP scores for individuals who were promoted to see if they 

changed after the election of the Assessor.  We discovered that only one person 

was promoted whose AP scores was changed after the election.  This person, who 

was promoted to Chief in June 2011, had an AP score of 90% in January 2009 and 

subsequently received a 100% in February 2011. He was also approved for a 

Temporary Assignment Bonus as Acting Director, but has since been reassigned 

resulting in the removal of the bonus.  He is currently out on administrative leave. 

Another factor that increases the perception of favoritism is how fast an individual 

moves up within the organizational structure.  Both the Principal Appraiser and 

Chief Appraiser job classes have minimum experience requirements.  Promotion to 

Principal Appraiser requires two years as a Supervising Appraiser and promotion 
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to a Chief Appraiser requires two years as a Principal Appraiser.  All promotions 

made since 2010 met the minimum experience requirements.   

Assistant Assessors, Chief Deputy Assessors, and Directors are all unclassified 

positions and do not have bulletins or minimum experience requirements.  The 

Assistant Assessor and one of the three Directors were promoted to their current 

positions with less than two years’ experience in their previous position. 

Finally, we reviewed the promotional criteria (components of banding) for all 

promotions immediately before and after the election.  We were testing to see if 

the criteria were made easier to allow a specific person to be promoted.  However, 

none of those criteria changed.  Chief Appraiser was based 100% on AP while the 

Principal Appraiser was based 50% on Rating of Records and 50% on AP scores. 

At Will Employees 

Special Assistants are typically “at will” positions and, as such, are either 

personnel transferred from within the organization or brought in from the outside.  

Special Assistant positions do not have a formal job classification or testing 

requirement.  Anytime there is an opportunity to choose personnel for various 

positions without specific stated job requirements or testing opportunity, there is 

the potential perception of favoritism. Special Assistant positions require approval 

by the County CEO but since the Assessor is an elected official, the selection is 

primarily at the discretion of the Assessor. 

At the Assessor, two people were transferred and three were hired as “at will” 

Special Assistants. Of the transferees, one handles legislation and policy and one 

handles Valuations.  The three new hires are all in communications/public relations 

functions.  Based on a review of these individuals qualifications, they are qualified 

and have the appropriate background to perform the functions they have been 

assigned.   
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Contributions and Promotions 

While it is not unusual for employees to contribute to campaigns, many people 

reported that there was intense pressure to contribute to the various campaigns 

during this last election.3  Many of the senior management in the agency 

contributed.  Based on data on banding and donations, there was no correlation 

between donating to the winning campaign of Mr. Noguez and receiving a 

promotion that couldn’t be explained by other causal factors such as banding level 

or acting status. 

 

Recommendations: 

Recommendation A4 – The Assessor should evaluate the promotion 

requirements for all Assessor items to ensure consistent criteria is used for 

all promotional examinations. 

Recommendation A5 – The Assessor should implement a Peer Review of 

Chiefs prior to promotion to Director.  The Assessor and Chief Deputy 

should formally obtain input from other Chiefs on who they believe would be 

the best candidate for a Director position.  While the decision would still be 

based on who the Assessor believes is best qualified to manage a large 

section of the agency, this practice would at least provide input to the 

Assessor from the other Chiefs on that individual’s skills and abilities.  

  

                                            
3 Fourteen people ran for Assessor in 2010.  Also, it is illegal for an elected official to solicit political donations from his or her staff 
per Government Code 3205.  
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Section A.3 - Staffing  

 

The identification of over or under staffed units is complex as workloads vary from 

year to year and section to section.  Although there are specific indicators of 

staffing issues, some are less useful than others.  The Time and Volume (T&V) 

System was, at one time, based on engineered standards as a basis for staffing.  

However, over time, standards have become based more on a running average of 

activity times which decreases it usefulness, as discussed in Section E. 

Criteria to use when evaluating staffing include: 

• Staffing numbers should be appropriate to conduct the business of the 

organization.  Overstaffing would be a misallocation of County financial 

resources and would foster an unproductive work ethic. 

• Substantial turnover may be an indicator of additional staff needs and that 

there may be a potential for job burnout. 

• Overtime utilization should be minimal and related to the occurrence of 

periodic workload spikes rather than ongoing shortage of staff. 

The questions to be addressed are: 

1. Are there currently any over or under staffed units in the Organization? 

2. Will there be sufficient staffing to provide for Assessor operations in the 

near term? 

Benchmark comparisons 

The BOE publishes an annual report on staffing, budgets and workload for county 

assessors.4  We extracted data from this report to perform benchmark 

                                            
4 A Report on Budgets, Workloads, and Assessment Appeals Activities in California Assessors’ Office, 2010-11, February 2012, 
California State Board of Equalization 
 

Attachment I



MANAGEMENT AUDIT OF THE LOS ANGELES COUNTY ASSESSOR 

 

 

 
  Page 25 

 
STRATEGICA 

comparisons on staffing for large California counties.  The following charts show 

how Los Angeles County compares.   

Figure A-2 – Staff per $1 million of roll value 

 

Source: BOE, FY 2010-11 

As seen in Figure A-2, Los Angeles County has the highest staffing among the 

large counties in the sample with 1.4 staffpersons per $1 million in roll value.  Los 

Angeles County was 27% higher than the mean of 1.1 staffpersons per $1 million 

roll value.   
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Figure A-3 – Staff per thousand roll units 

 

Source: BOE, FY 2010-11 

As seen in Figure A-3, Los Angeles County has the highest staffing among the 

large counties in the sample, with .5 staffpersons per thousand roll units compared 

to the sample mean of .4 staffpersons.  Therefore, County staffing is 25% higher 

than the sample mean.  This is partially a factor of the diversity and complexity of 

assessed property in the County which compared to some of the peers.  

Productivity in Los Angeles County is also hindered by the archaic and obsolete 

enterprise IT systems.  Based on benchmark comparisons, and considering the 

above mitigating factors, the agency is not understaffed. 
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Based on the same BOE data5 we also benchmarked Los Angeles County against 

peer California counties based on the percentage of each type of staff compared to 

total staffing. 

Figure A-4 – Staff type as percent of total staffin g 

 

Source: BOE, FY 2010-11 

As seen in Figure A-4, Los Angeles County Assessor staffing is over-represented 

(red-shaded cells) in IT and support personnel and under-represented (yellow-

shaded cells) in real property appraising, drafting/mapping and other technical 

staffing.  IT staffing, in particular, is markedly higher than in peer counties.  Los 

Angeles County has 106 IT positions while the next highest County has 15.  In 

support staff as well, Los Angeles County has a large complement.  Both of these 

are due to the archaic enterprise systems and numerous small systems used in 

Los Angeles requiring large IT and support staffs.  As the County eventually 

modernizes its enterprise systems, it should see productivity increase as well.  

In addition to reviewing benchmark data, Strategica conducted a survey of all 

Assessor staff at the initiation of the project.  One of the issues addressed was 

perceived high work load or potential staff shortages.  We then compared that 

input with management and stakeholder interviews to see if the perception was 

                                            
5 A Report on Budgets, Workloads, and Assessment Appeals Activities in California Assessors’ Office, 2010-11, February 2012, 
California State Board of Equalization 
 

County Managers RP appraisers PP appraisers

Drafting/ 

mapping IT Other tech Support

Alameda 5% 32% 13% 4% 3% 9% 34%

Los Angeles 4% 26% 12% 3% 7% 4% 44%

Orange 2% 30% 17% 4% 4% 3% 39%

Riverside 4% 40% 8% 6% 4% 35% 4%

San Bernardino 4% 34% 8% 4% 3% 22% 24%

San Diego 7% 29% 13% 6% 1% 19% 24%

Santa Clara 5% 28% 18% 3% 6% 9% 32%

Sample total 4% 29% 13% 4% 5% 9% 36%
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accurate from management’s point of view.  Although the staff survey did not 

identify an overwhelming shortage of staff overall, the survey indicated a perceived 

shortage of staff in Major Real Property, some districts and Ownership.  Staffing 

has recently been increased in Major Real Property and a new class of trainees 

has been formed for the Ownership Section.  As a result, if there were any staffing 

issues in these units, they should be mitigated. 

Overtime Utilization 

Excessive and pervasive overtime utilization can point to staffing shortages.  We 

calculated overtime use in various Assessor organizational units to see if there 

were any apparent under staffing issues.  Figure A-5 shows the results of this 

analysis. 

Figure A-5 – Overtime utilization by org unit (FY 2 011-12) 

 

Source: Assessor 

Org Unit Paid OT hours

Accrued OT 

hours

Total OT 

hours # of staff Avail hours

OT as % of 

avail hours

Executive Office 27                   271                 298                 14                   24,500            1%

Human Resources 426                 8                      434                 22                   38,500            1%

Management Services 759                 -                  759                 40                   70,000            1%

Training 51                   -                  51                   39                   68,250            0%

Ownership 5,254              25                   5,278              199                 348,250         2%

Exemptions 212                 -                  212                 98                   171,500         0%

Assessment Services 94                   38                   132                 69                   120,750         0%

ITD 515                 2                      517                 108                 189,000         0%

Project Management 238                 99                   337                 17                   29,750            1%

Major Personal Property 1,420              32                   1,452              103                 180,250         1%

Major Real Property 7,542              418                 7,960              92                   161,000         5%

Central Processing 1,494              -                  1,494              48                   84,000            2%

North District 3,395              134                 3,529              163                 285,250         1%

South District 5,724              114                 5,838              112                 196,000         3%

East District 9,712              308                 10,020            121                 211,750         5%

West District 8,086              798                 8,884              113                 197,750         4%

Agency totals 44,492            1,968              46,460            1,311              2,294,250      2%
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As seen in the table, the overall use of overtime is very low at 2% of total hours 

again indicating that the agency is not understaffed.  The highest usage was in 

Major Real Property and the East and West Districts.  Additionally, the Districts 

and Major Appraisals used the highest number of retiree hours to support their 

operations. During the last three calendar years, the Districts used an average of 

4,117 hours of retiree time and Major Appraisals used 3,534 hours.  These are a 

fraction of the available hours and do not suggest any understaffing in these areas. 

Turnover 

In addition to identifying potential staffing shortage by functional area, we reviewed 

the overall future staffing needs based on turnover and anticipated retirements.  

Turnover of total staff has remained relatively constant in the past three years at 

about 5% of total staffing and does not indicate any staffing shortages.   

What turnover exists is mostly a factor of retirements.  Retirements as a 

percentage of total turnover have grown steadily over the past three years.  The 

average tenure of Assessor retirees is 33 years of service.  Currently 69 

staffpersons are at that level of service and can be expected to retire in the near 

future.  Additionally, there are 416 persons who have 23-33 years of service.  

Assuming a similar retirement rate for the future, these numbers are consistent 

with past retirement levels and are therefore, not anticipated to cause staff 

shortages for the agency.  

Assessor Executive Office Staffing 

There is a perception within the agency and others in County Management that the 

Assessor’s Executive Office (primarily public outreach and public affairs functions) 

are overstaffed, based on the number of new Special Assistants brought on by the 

Assessor.  Some of this was a direct result of the elected Assessor’s desire for 

increased public outreach to other municipalities to gather more data from 

construction permits.  This was regarded as potentially promoting a more accurate 
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assessment roll as well as facilitating a connection with local service organizations 

to educate them on exemptions available.  Unforeseen at the time was the 

increased need for staff to deal with the public in general, and the increased media 

attention and information requests brought about by the allegations of impropriety.   

The Assessor’s Executive Office has not been formally reorganized in over twenty 

years to reflect its function as the public affairs division of a County department.  

Under previous administrations, the role of the previous Chief Deputy Assessor 

was to directly manage the Assessor’s Executive Office without any oversight over 

other areas of the department (in contrast to the current structure).  During that 

time, there were no written job descriptions identifying the designated roles and 

responsibilities expected to be performed by Special Assistants or any documents 

identifying the types of personnel who would be appropriate for the Special 

Assistant function. 

Personnel recently added to this function report that when they arrived there were 

no communications plans for the various constituencies of the agency, no media 

contact lists, no communications budget, and no policies or procedures to address 

legislative initiatives.  Additionally, there had been no identification of gatekeeper 

needs for Tax Agents or others, special requests from Board Offices or other 

political personnel, communications needs, media inquiries and public records act 

requests.  Previously, these functions were performed, to the extent necessary, by 

the long-term Chief Deputy who left at the beginning of the current administration 

and took the knowledge of how to perform these jobs with him.   

The personnel in the Assessor’s Executive Office in past administrations were 

primarily appraisers who ascended to the ranks of executive management based 

on seniority.  Few had formal training in public relations or communications 

responsibilities.  Additionally, the lack of a formal plan and job objectives 

contributed to the perception of favoritism in the office since the Assessor moved 

several people into the office as Special Assistants or hired additional staff as 

desired.  Public relations and communications are important functions of the 
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Assessor’s Executive Office and further development of strategic focus for the 

office and job responsibilities is warranted.  Until this is done, it is not possible to 

identify the proper staffing needs or types of individuals required to meet the job 

requirements.  

One thing is clear, however, and that is that most of these functions will continue in 

the future and consideration should be given to making them permanent, 

professional positions in the agency rather than Special Assistants, which will 

continue to carry connotations of favoritism. 

Recommendations: 

Recommendation A6 - Develop an Assessor’s Executive Office under the 

direction of a Chief of Staff with a focus on public affairs and 

communications and establishing Assessor initiatives and strategies in non-

operational areas.  A formal strategic plan/focus for the Assessor’s 

Executive Office should be developed as well as job descriptions for the 

individuals necessary to staff the office.  Consideration should be given to 

reducing the number of Special Assistants in the office and for hiring 

professional personnel to adequately staff these functions.  Special 

Assistants should be limited in number and only used for specialized needs 

by future Assessors.   
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Section A.4 – Organizational Structure  

 

There are multiple ways to organize a government department or organization.  

Depending on the personnel chosen to perform the functions, different 

organization structures can be equally effective.  However, there are some general 

criteria to review when assessing the effectiveness of the organizational structure 

or when determining organizational changes.  Those criteria include: 

• The levels within the organization must provide the most efficient structure 

to serve the goals of the organization.  Too many levels lead to ineffective 

decision-making and too few may lead to a lack of management oversight.  

• Spans of control must be sufficiently broad to ensure that the managers are 

being leveraged sufficiently but not so broad as to overburden these same 

managers. 

• Placement of units within divisions should provide a synergy of function and 

focus. 

• Areas of strategic importance to the future of the organization should be 

provided the visibility of senior management to ensure their success and 

reflect their importance to the rest of the organization. 

• Organizational placement should facilitate work process efficiency. 

The primary questions to be addressed in this section are: 

1. Is the organizational structure efficient and effective for the agency? 

2. What is the optimal management structure for the agency in the future? 

The agency had a relatively constant organizational structure for the several years 

prior to the time the current Assessor took office on December 6, 2010.  Since 

then, there have been numerous changes brought about by senior staff departures 

or the perceived need to reorganize the office.  These substantial changes have 

caused confusion and consternation in the agency and have contributed to the 

perception of upheaval within the management ranks.  Appendix C describes the 
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organizational changes that have occurred since 2008.  The current organizational 

structure is shown in Figure A-6. 

There are effectively seven supervisor levels in the appraisal organization 

consisting of: 1) the Assessor, 2) Chief Deputy, 3) Assistant Assessor, 4) Director, 

5) Chief Appraiser, 6) Principal Appraiser, and 7) Supervising Appraiser.  Spans of 

control of 1:4 to 1:8 are common among staff appraisers in the Districts and in 

Major Appraisals.  Among Supervising and Principal Appraisers spans of 1:2 to 1:4 

are common.   Managers with span of control of 1:2 or 1:3 could handle a broader 

span. 

Although there are several 1:1 span of control issues, the majority of spans of 

control are in excess of five and increase on the lower rungs of the organization.  

These are appropriate, given the type of work performed.  1:1 reporting 

relationships should only exist under one of two conditions: 1) there is a need for 

an internal and external focus that are both full time positions (similar to the current 

Assessor and the Chief Deputy), and 2) there is an anticipated near-term 

retirement requiring a person be trained to backfill.   Although 1:1 spans of control 

may be appropriate in many cases, it is incumbent on management to periodically 

review these short span situations for efficiency and effectiveness.  Areas where 

1:1 spans exist include: 

• Management Services between the Departmental Manager and the Acting 

Administrative Services Manager; 

• Area 9 of the Major Personal Property Division where a Principal Appraiser 

has only one Supervising Appraiser direct report; 

• The clerical support within the Exemption and Public Services Division 

where a Chief Clerk reports directly to the Head Support Services; 

• In the Ownership Division, there are two positions called Head of Support 

Services each of which has only has one OS Supervisor reporting to her.  

The span of control below that level is very broad and the organization may 

benefit from more direct reports to the Chief Appraiser.   
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• The final example of a 1:1 reporting is in the Assessment Services Division 

where the Supervising Cadastral Engineer III only has one report, a 

Supervising Cadastral Engineer II. 

Additional observations about the current organizational structure include: 

• There is a difference of opinion among the senior management staff on 

whether one or two Assistant Assessors is appropriate (the agency has had 

both structures in the recent past).  As always, a great deal depends on the 

individuals in the positions and the level of communications among the 

senior staff.  But the majority of opinion, shared by the consultants, is that a 

single Assistant Assessor would optimize unity of command over all 

appraisal functions. 

• Each of the Director areas of responsibility is appropriate since similar 

functions are reporting to a single Director.  Without the Director level, the 

span of control for the Assistant Assessor would be too broad.  Without the 

Assistant Assessor position consolidating all the appraisal functions, the 

span of control for the Chief Deputy would be excessive.   

• Until recently, the agency had an Administrative Section which had HR, IT, 

Management Services and Training all reporting to an Admin Deputy.  

These functions have now been temporarily distributed to the Assistant 

Assessor and the Chief Deputy.  This has had the effect of broadening the 

span of control for these managers with support functions rather than line 

functions. 

Recommendations: 

Recommendation A7 – The Assessor should implement a new 

Organization Structure similar to Figure A-7.  This new structure features:  

• A Chief Deputy overseeing all agency operations and reporting to 

the elected Assessor.  This will ensure continuity of operations 

given that future Assessors may or may not have extensive 
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knowledge about Assessor operations.  The Chief Deputy should 

have experience in both assessor functional areas and municipal 

government. 

• A small IT strategy  unit that would focus entirely on the future IT 

needs of the agency reporting directly to the Chief Deputy.  

Currently the primary focus of IT, as discussed elsewhere in this 

report, is on maintenance and development of existing systems.  

However, considering the pressing need for major legacy system 

replacement, a separate IT section focusing on strategic 

procurement and implementation of future IT development is 

needed.  The Assessor recently formed an IT project 

management unit and this unit could form the basis for the IT 

strategy unit but it needs to report at a higher level to reflect the 

strategic importance of legacy system replacement. 

• IT should be moved organizationally to report to an Administrative 

Deputy along with HR, Management Services and Training. 

• Establish a roll reporting and forecasting function reporting to the 

Chief Deputy to ensure proper strategic focus of reporting and 

forecasting and accuracy of agency forecasts.  

• The Assessor’s Executive Office should be under the direction of 

a Chief of Staff who would act as gatekeeper for all extraneous 

communications and requests coming into the office including 

those from tax agents and campaign donors.  See Section B for a 

further discussion.  The Chief should oversee a professional 

public information and communications office consisting of 

permanent positions, as discussed earlier. 

Recommendation A8 - Review short span of control situations and, based 

on the stated criteria discussed in this section, increase spans of control so 

that managers have the proper leverage and to reduce management layers. 
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Figure A-6 – Current Organizational Structure 
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Figure A-7 – Proposed Organizational Structure 
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Section B - Integrity  

 

In return for paying taxes and observing the laws and conventions of government, 

citizens expect that their elected and appointed public officials will (among other 

things): 

• Serve and treat all citizens equally, without regard to status or wealth, 

• Make decisions and perform their duties impartially, without bias 

because of personal financial interests or the interests of financial 

supporters, 

• Regulate those who lobby public officials to prevent improper influence 

on public officials. 

To accomplish this, Los Angeles County has implemented several County Code 

sections (mostly part of Title 2 - Administration) that regulate the activities of 

lobbyists, campaign finance disclosure and post-government employment.  The 

Assessor has also adopted a Code of Ethics (Policy 2341-01-3) that requires most 

employees to adhere to policies on avoiding conflicts of interest, inappropriate 

outside employment, and accepting gifts in exchange for favors.  State law also 

has provisions in the Government Code and the Revenue and Taxation (R&T) 

Code that prohibit influence peddling, require disclosure of financial interests and 

campaign contributions, and avoiding conflicts of interest upon pain of dismissal.   

The County’s lobbyist ordinance (Chapter 2.160) defines and requires registration 

for lobbyists while Chapter 2.190 prohibits candidates from accepting or lobbyists 

making campaign contributions.  A proposed ordinance (section 2.165) would 

require registration of tax agents and prohibit certain activities by these agents. 

During early 2012, documents emerged that allegedly show that the current 

elected Assessor and a few top managers in the Assessor’s Office had been 

exchanging emails with tax agents and property owners regarding the status of 
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appeals cases and tax refunds.  Some observers claim that these documents 

purport to show that certain tax agents or property owners received favorable 

treatment by the Assessor and his staff with regards to appeals cases.  In addition, 

on October 18, 2012, John Noguez was arrested and charged with accepting 

$185,000 in bribes in exchange for providing preferential treatment for certain tax 

agents.  The ultimate disposition of this case and the fate of Mr. Noguez is 

currently a matter for public prosecutors and will not be covered in this 

management audit.   

Communications during an appeal should be limited to the tax payer, the tax 

payer’s agent, the assigned appraiser, the Assessor’s Representative (AR) and 

their immediate supervisors.  In addition to the (clearly illegal) bribery allegations, 

the emails show that the Assessor and some managers got involved in appeals 

and valuation cases outside the normal chain of command for such cases.  These 

emails are very similar to ex-parte communication especially with regards to 

assessment appeals which occur in a quasi-judicial environment where 

communications should be regulated to some extent.  Ex-parte communication is 

any communication between parties in a judicial matter that may compromise 

impartiality, introduce bias or suggest that these occurred.  At worst ex-parte 

communication is coercive and can result in real bias.  At best it may not have a 

material effect on a judicial outcome but it looks bad.  Courts have rules on ex-

parte communication that are very strict.  Quasi-judicial environments like the AAB 

often do not require the same level of regulation (or even any regulation) but there 

should be enough control over ex-parte communication so that there is no 

appearance of bias, coercion, unequal treatment or impartiality among the parties.   

This is vitally important in that the AAB deals with matters of taxation.  A taxation 

system requires five conditions if it is to function well and be complied with: 

1. Equity – all taxpayers should be treated equally, 

2. Certainty – there should be no ambiguity about how taxes are calculated or 

when they are due, 
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3. Convenience – it should be convenient for taxpayers to comply, 

4. Cost of collection and efficiency – the costs of collecting should be 

minimized and administration should be efficient, 

5. Neutrality – taxes should not unduly impact consumption or production 

decisions on the part of taxpayers. 

The appearance (or actual occurrence) of ex-parte communication in AAB cases 

threatens the first condition: equity.  If taxpayers feel that the property tax system 

in Los Angeles County is being gamed by politically connected tax payers or 

contributors to the Assessor’s political campaigns then they will be tempted to 

game the system themselves to re-establish equity.  Obviously this can negatively 

affect compliance with the system and is a major threat to the financial stability of 

the County.  Ex-parte communication may have compromised impartiality on the 

part of the Assessor (by treating taxpayers unequally) but it definitely compromised 

the reputation and integrity of the agency, and by extension, the property taxation 

system in the County. 

The elected Assessor received 1,525 campaign contributions during the 2010 

election cycle totaling $1.14 million.  Twelve percent of these contributions came 

from tax agents or their family members.  Tax agents perform a paid service on 

behalf of taxpayers in that they perform the analytical work required for an 

assessment appeal and advocate on behalf of the taxpayer before the Board 

and/or with Assessor staff.  This service is similar to hiring an attorney or an 

accountant to represent before a court or the I.R.S. and is perfectly legal.  Any 

property owner can hire a tax agent.   

While tax agents perform a valid service on behalf of property owners and 

taxpayers, their activities should be regulated so that the integrity of the appeals 

process (and by extension the property tax system) is not compromised.  

Specifically, the role of tax agents should be recognized legally and reasonable 

regulations should be in place for preventing ex-parte communication, exchanges 
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of gifts or gratuities, coercion, or conflicts of interest on the part of public officials 

like the Assessor. 

Recommendations: 

Recommendation B1 – The County should amend the proposed County 

Code section 2.165 to prohibit contributions from tax agents and their 

immediate family members (by blood or marriage). 

Recommendation B2 – The County should send notices to all agents 

logged in the AAB’s CRM system as taxpayer representatives for the 

previous twelve months with instructions to register as tax agents under 

County Code Section 2.165 or face enforcement action. 

Recommendation B3 – The AAB should amend its Rules to designate 

certain parties in the CRM system when an appeal is filed (taxpayer and 

their representative) and within 10 days (assigned appraiser and an AR). 

Rules should be amended to stipulate that taxpayer representation should 

be limited to tax agents registered under 2.165.  Rules should be amended 

to prohibit communication with any other parties except those designated 

until a case is cleared.  County Code Chapter 2.165 should be amended to 

prohibit ex-parte communication during an active appeal by tax agents with 

any violation resulting in the loss of registration and a fine.  AAB Rules 

should be amended prohibiting ex-parte communication by a taxpayer with 

an active appeals case with any violation resulting in the invalidation of their 

application. AAB Rules should be amended to prohibit ex-parte 

communication on the part of the Assessor or his/her staff with any violation 

resulting in disciplinary action (up to and including suspension) of the 

employee.   

Recommendation B4 – AAB rules should be amended to require 

taxpayers/agents (and family members) to disclose gifts, campaign 
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contributions or donations to the Assessor or any AAB member when filing 

an appeal. 

Recommendation B5 – The Assessor Code of Ethics should be amended 

such that the elected Assessor must recuse himself/herself (e.g., cannot 

discuss or take part) in any appeal or administrative review if he/she 

accepted any donations, gifts or campaign contributions from the taxpayer, 

agent or family members. 

Recommendation B6 – The Assessor should appoint a Chief of Staff 

whose job description should include acting as the point of contact for 

campaign donors, taxpayers or tax agents. Any contact received by the 

Chief of Staff should be directed to a staff appraiser or their immediate 

supervisor if a parcel is the subject of an administrative review or to an 

AAB-designated party if the parcel is subject to an appeal. 
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Section C – Agency Scope  

 

Introduction 

California law requires that the Los Angeles County Assessor’s Office assess 

certain categories of real and personal property for property tax purposes.6  Our 

concern here is whether the Office’s allocation of resources between the 

assessment of real property and the assessment of personal property is 

appropriate, considering the tax revenues received from the two broad categories 

of property. Put another way, what are the relative returns on investment (ROI) 

from assessing and taxing real property and personal property? That is, how much 

property tax revenue can be obtained from spending a dollar assessing real 

property versus a dollar spent assessing personal property? Can the ratios be 

improved by adopting more cost-effective policies and practices? Considerations 

other than ROI include whether changes in practices and performance would meet 

the approval of the BOE, which monitors the performance of assessors with 

respect to the law and its rules, and whether changed practices would put the 

County at risk of additional assessment appeals or other challenges.  

 

Nationally, the trend has been to remove personal property from the property tax 

base, by exempting personal property altogether; by exempting categories, such 

as household personal property or business inventories; or by other means. The 

reasons vary, but cost-effectiveness is one. However, forty states, including 

California, tax one or more categories of business personal property.  Some have 

practices that may be worthy of consideration by the Assessor’s Office.  

 

A difficulty in evaluating the cost-effectiveness of assessment practices is a lack of 

specific metrics that incorporate the quality as well as the quantity of inputs and 

                                            
6 Under Article XIII of the Constitution, all property is taxable unless it is specifically exempted.  

Attachment I



MANAGEMENT AUDIT OF THE LOS ANGELES COUNTY ASSESSOR 

 

 

 
  Page 44 

 
STRATEGICA 

outputs.  Adam Smith’s fourth canon of taxation, namely “Every tax ought to be 

contrived as both to take out and keep out of the pockets of people as little as 

possible, over and above what it brings into the public treasury of the state,” is 

perhaps the most basic. In short, it holds that the ratio of administrative costs to tax 

revenues should be minimized.7  Other commonly used ratios are: 

 

• Cost per assessment (parcel of real property, personal property account, or 

both) 

• Assessments per member of the assessor’s staff (including assessments 

per appraiser) 

 

If they are compared to benchmarks, qualitative elements can be incorporated, at 

least implicitly.  See the section below entitled “Analysis and Conclusions.”   

 

Ways of evaluating assessment quality include: 

 

• Ratio studies (see Section H, but personal property is rarely studied) 

• Procedure audits (such as the BOE’s assessment practices surveys) 

 

Professional standards, such as the Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal 

Practice (USPAP) and the Standard on Personal Property Assessment issued by 

the International Association of Assessing Officers (IAAO) provide limited guidance 

on cost-effectiveness, inasmuch as they often ignore costs.8  They—and other 

works—provide helpful guidance on professionally accepted practices, however.   

 

  

                                            
7 Adam Smith, 1776, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Volume 2. 
8 Appraisal Foundation, Appraisal Practices Board, 2012, Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal Practice, 2012-2013 
Edition, Washington, DC: Appraisal Foundation (http://www.appraisalfoundation.org).  International Association of Assessing 
Officers, 2005, Standard on Valuation of Personal Property, Kansas City, MO: IAAO (http://www.iaao.org).  
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The Personal Property Assessment Workload 

 

Personal property is distinguished from real property (rights in land and buildings) 

chiefly by the movability of most personal property items. The movable nature of 

personal property gives rise to differences in the way it is assessed from real 

property assessment, which is described in Sections G and H.   

 

In California, the classes of tangible personal property that are assessable include 

certain aircraft and vessels, trade fixtures, and business tangible personal 

property.  This section focuses on the assessment of the general categories of 

trade fixtures and business tangible personal property.  Differences in terminology 

and in the statistics in various sources make it difficult to produce a detailed and 

accurate snapshot of the appraisal workload in Los Angeles County (or to evaluate 

resource allocations, as discussed later).  However, Figure C-1 gives an indication 

of the size of the overall assessment workload in the County in 2011.   

 

Figure C-1 - Number of assessments by category of p roperty: 2011 

Category of property Number of assessments 

Real property 2,358,000 

  Single-family residential parcels 1,859,000 

  Income residential parcels 247,000 

  Commercial and industrial parcels 252,000 

Business personal property and fixtures 284,000 

Total  2,642,000 

Source: Los Angeles County Assessor, 2011 Annual Report. 

 

The assessment process involves discovery, description, valuation, and 

assessment.  Figure C-2 (on the following page) summarizes key differences 

between real property assessment and personal property assessment in the first 

three areas.  Part of the description task is the classification of property for 

valuation and tax purposes.  Also important is the determination of situs, which is 
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part of the discovery and description processes.  “Situs” basically is the 

determination of which tax districts are eligible to receive tax revenues from a 

property.  The situs of real property is easily determined, because it simply is the 

geographic location of the land parcel relative to the boundaries of tax districts that 

encompass it.  Situs can be ambiguous for personal property, and depends on 

how situs is defined legally, how mobile the personal property items in question 

are, and where they are located on the lien date (January 1).  Suffice it to say that 

the determination of situs can make discovery efforts more complicated in personal 

property assessment.   

 

Figure C-2 -  Procedural Differences in Real and Pe rsonal Assessment 

Activity Real Property Personal Property 

Discovery Surveys, building permits, field 
inspections, and photographic imagery 
are used in the “discovery” of land 
parcels and buildings.  

Personal property statements. Other 
documents, and field inspections are used in 
the “discovery” of personal property holdings 
(that is, personal property is not always 
physically viewed).  The initial focus is on 
identifying businesses that presumably own 
or hold taxable personal property and on the 
premises in which these businesses are 
found.  

Description Each land parcel and building is uniquely 
described in assessment records.  The 
description is found in cadastral maps 
and property records.  

Each owner’s personal property holdings are 
categorized by such things as type of 
property and date of acquisition (that is, 
each item is not separately listed).  The 
descriptions are mainly found in property 
statements.  

Valuation Each land parcel and its improvements 
(buildings) can be uniquely valued. 

With few exceptions, items of personal 
property are valued alike. 

 

Personal property assessment rolls can be maintained by monitoring published 

information about businesses, field inspections, and the solicitation of information 

via personal property tax returns such as the BOE-mandated Form 571-L, 
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Business Property Statement.9  The law requires that these statements be used 

whenever the taxpayer holds taxable personal property that cost $100,000 or 

more.  The Assessor has discretion to furnish them to any other taxpayer.  

Taxpayers who receive statements are obliged to return complete accurate 

statements by the deadline or be subject to a 10 percent tax penalty.   

 

Assessors can choose how other approaches discovery and description are used.  

The Los Angeles County Assessor places great reliance on comprehensive 

canvasses of more than 300,000 premises each year with the aim of discovering 

premises with taxable personal property.  Although professionally endorsed, 

canvasses are time-consuming, and both BOE and IAAO advise a judicious 

balance of discovery approaches.10  Appropriate use of business property 

statements is regarded as more cost-effective, except for the smallest, least formal 

businesses.  

 

According to data published by the BOE, Los Angeles County processes some 

108,000 business property statements annually, but it experiences backlogs in the 

processing of them.  Figure C-3 (on the next page) shows the ratio of business 

property statements to total business property assessments (i.e., what percent of 

businesses get statements) comparing Los Angeles County to the statewide 

average. 

  

                                            
9 See BOE rules 171 and 172.   
10 See BOE, Assessor’s Handbook, Section 504, Assessment of Personal Property and Fixtures, p 134, and IAAO Standard on 
the Valuation of Personal Property, p. 6.  
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Figure C–3 – Ratio of business property statements to business property 

assessments 

 

Source: BOE 

 

As seen in the chart, the ratio in Los Angeles County is considerably less than the 

statewide average.  This shows that the County relies less on statements and 

more on other discovery techniques (like canvassing) than the State as a whole. 

 

Nevertheless, the Assessor’s Office prefers the canvass to issuing business 

property statements at least partly on productivity grounds.  Premises are 

canvassed at a rate of about 14 per hour (one every 4 minutes), whereas it takes 

an appraiser 17 minutes to process a current-year statement (which occurs after 

clerical processing).  The implications of this policy choice are discussed below.   

 

A professionally recommended adjunct to a program of issuing and processing 

business property statements is an audit program, and California law requires 

audits and regulates how audit samples are to be selected.11  For Los Angeles 

County the total number of prescribed annual audits is 1,686.  Half of this number 

                                            
11See Revenue and Taxation Code, §469 and BOE Rules 191 through 193. 
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(843) must be made from a pool of taxpayers with the largest assessments, which 

totals 3,372.  The other half are conducted from the rest of the pool.  In 2011, the 

first group included assessments greater than or equal to $1.8 million. Each 

property in this pool must be audited at least once in every four-year period after 

the previous audit.  An equal number of audits must be made from the pool of all 

other taxpayers. These audits must be selected in a fair and equitable manner, but 

the assessor may consider evidence of under-reporting.  The Office reports that its 

audit program resulted in more than $300 million in value being recovered.   

 

Resources Allocated to Personal Property Assessment 

 

Unsurprisingly, the Los Angeles County Assessor’s Office has a complex 

organization.  Responsibility for real and personal property appraisal is divided first 

between District Appraisals, which comprises four district offices, and the Major 

Appraisals Division which is further divided into Real and Personal Property 

Appraisal units.  In each district office and in Major Personal Property, there are a 

number of smaller units with various geographic and functional responsibilities. 

Approximately 165 line appraisers have personal property appraisal 

responsibilities in the agency.12  Data from the T&V system can be used to allocate 

the resources devoted to 1) canvasses, 2) processing business property 

statements, and 3) audits.  It appears that appraisers spend about 54 percent of 

their time on these activities, which time is about evenly split among the three.13 

 

In keeping with the need to process and store hundreds of thousands of personal 

property assessment records each year, the County has an AS/400-based un-

secured roll system, and it has initiated a personal property imaging project 

(PIPP).14  The system justifiably is regarded as inefficient, because it requires 

extensive manual data entry.     

                                            
12 According to data submitted to the BOE, there are about 567 appraisal positions in total.  
13 Time allocations are based on a 1,750 hour work year.   
14 Statements for at least the four most-recent years should be stored and accessible under the statute of limitations that applies.  
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Analysis and Conclusions 

 

Little comparative data are available for personal property auditor and appraiser 

workloads.  However, productivity as measured by assessments per appraiser are 

presented below for large California counties in the following chart.   

 

Figure C – 4 – Personal Property Funding and Staffi ng Benchmarks 

 

Source: BOE 

 

As seen in the chart, Los Angeles County is at the low end with regards to 

personal property assessment productivity.  Although far from conclusive, this 

suggests the possibility of over-staffing in personal property assessment or low 

productivity from the existing staff.   

 

In order to pursue this point further and to develop ROI estimates, we attempted to 

allocate the Assessor’s budget for appraisal between real and personal property 
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assessment using the limited program-level data that was available.15  Treating 

information technology and administration as overhead costs and using available 

data on staffing, estimates of the allocation between real property assessment and 

personal property assessment and associated estimates of ROI are displayed in 

Figure C-5.  

 

Figure C–5 - Costs and Returns on Investments for R eal and Personal 
Property Assessment: 2011 
 

 Real Property Personal Property 

Allocation factors 0.676 0.324 

Assessments per appraiser 6,156 1,545 

Value per appraiser 2,705,158,743 378,621,989 

Value per assessment 439,399 244,995 

Cost per assessment 43.97 174.77 

Cost per dollar of revenue 0.009 0.097 

Revenue per dollar of cost 117 10 

Source: BOE 

 

The bottom two rows of the table tell the story: The ROI in assessing personal 

property is significantly less than that for real property.  Based on the BOE data, 

the ratio is roughly 1:10. That is, a dollar spent on real property assessment results 

in $117 in property tax revenues, whereas a dollar spent on personal property 

assessment results in $10.   

 

  

                                            
15 A document on the 2012-2013 budget allocated a total of $150,675 among four program areas: appraisal, roll services, 
information technology, and administration.  The sub-budget for appraisal was $83,107,000.   
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Figure C-6 (below) presents a graphic image of the value distribution of personal 

property assessments.  It shows that most assessments are below $100,000 in 

value (i.e., the threshold for issuing business property statements).  More than 

93,000 assessments (33% of the total) have a value less than $10,000.  (The 

lowest assessment is $2,001, while the highest is $433 million.)   

 

Figure C-6 – Assessments categorized by net value  

Histogram of the number of assessments by net value  

 

Source: Assessor 
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Figure C-7 (below) shows conversely, that the greatest amount of value lies in 

properties assessed more than $100,000, those that require property statements.  

Those that don’t require property statements (and are canvassed 100%) contribute 

relatively little value.  Yet, the total staff time expended on the two functions (i.e., 

canvass and property statements) are about equal.   

 

Figure C-7 – Value added – properties below and abo ve $100,000  

Bar chart of the total levies & taxes of properties  value below and above $100,000 

 

Source: Assessor 

 

This is not to suggest that canvassing is not good practice; it is.  However, a 100 

percent practice is not mandatory nor is it a productive use of scare County 

resources.  The fact that less than 5 minutes is allocated to each property during 
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the canvass suggests that some inspections are superficial at best, at least in 

relationship to the instructions in the Office’s Personal Property Handbook.   

 

Some low-value assessments are “retained assessments.”  That is, they are 

adjusted historical values based only on appraiser judgment.  The Office does no 

research or analysis of typical personal property holdings in various business 

categories and sizes of establishments.  Such square-foot guides (or models) 

could provide objective data to buttress appraisers’ judgments.  

 

There are several obstacles to a restructuring of the responsibilities of assessors.  

Tax districts likely would resist abandoning the personal property tax in California’s 

current fiscal environment.  The Assessor’s Office has made substantial 

investments in training and documenting procedures, which would be stranded if 

personal property assessment were abandoned.  There seems to reluctance to 

depart from the status quo or to consider practices not invented in the County.  In 

addition there is little evidence of meaningful strategic planning or cost-benefit 

analysis to sort these issues out.  

 

 

Recommendations: 

 

Recommendation C1 – The Assessor’s Office should deploy its appraisal 

resources more cost-effectively.  Initially, it should shift resources from the 

canvass to processing business property statements timely.16  It should 

develop a plan for canvassing businesses on a cyclical basis, so that all are 

visited once every four years.  In time, the Office should seek additional 

ways to coordinate and share real property and personal property duties.  

Recommendation C2– The County should make the acquisition of a more 

effective personal property system to replace the AS/400 a priority. 
                                            
16 New businesses and similar developments should continue to be visited in the year in which the event occurs.  
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Recommendation C3– The Assessor’s Office should initiate research on 

typical personal property holdings of common businesses as a means of 

validating appraiser judgment.  The information gathered during audits 

could be compiled in square foot guides that consider the type of business, 

the size of the premises, and qualitative differences.   

Recommendation C4 –  The Assessor in concert with other assessors, the 

BOE, and other stakeholders, should explore a legislative solution to the 

lack of cost-effectiveness in assessing low-value properties.  Holdings of, 

say, less than $10,000 could be assessed on the basis of a presumptive 

value (which owners could challenge) or be exempted outright.  
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Section D – IT Management  

 

Structure and Management of Information Technology 

Under best practices as defined by Information Technology Audit Professional 

Standards,17 a properly structured and managed Information Technology (IT) 

division is capable of demonstrating good governance and management of IT, 

good practices in systems acquisition, development and implementation, and good 

practices in systems operations, maintenance and support. 

 

Legacy System Replacement 

There are four major IT systems that enable the assessor’s office to meet its goals:   

1. The PDB, which relies on decades-old programming to generate the 

secured roll,  

2. An AS/400 system, used to process the unsecured roll,  

3. A network that enables myriad personal computers to access the multiple 

parts of the system, and 

4. A data warehouse, based on PDB, containing data on the secured roll, 

together with over 50 additional applications built in house to improve 

workflow management and data processing for specific tasks (e.g. the 

paperless transfer system and the decline in value system).  

.    

 

In the last several years, the Assessor has made three unsuccessful attempts at 

replacing the PDB, the agency’s enterprise system for the secured roll.  A 

consultant’s report on the lessons learned from the third attempt cited the lack of 

readiness of the agency to manage the organizational changes and technical risks 

                                            
17 The trade group is ISACA, which once stood for Information Systems Audit and Control Association.  The criteria are derived 
from published training materials. 
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of the project.  It also faulted the lack of cost/benefit metrics. The former have been 

partially addressed by the inauguration of a program management office within the 

IT division.  The lack of cost benefit metrics has yet to be addressed.   

 

A second consultant’s report18 offered recommendations on an incremental rather 

than an all-encompassing approach to legacy system replacement, including the 

adoption of a service-oriented architecture (SOA) for integrating the efforts of 

future software vendors.  This approach favors the build versus buy alternative of 

software development/acquisition.    

 

Meanwhile, difficulties in performing data queries in PDB have been partially 

remedied by the addition of a data warehouse.  An effort to integrate paperless 

processing capabilities into the preparation of the unsecured roll, however, failed to 

meet its objectives, despite being patterned after operational systems in other 

counties.  This failure has led to high-priority exploration of possible remedies, 

including commercial off the shelf (COTS) software acquisition.   

 

To minimize risk the agency should investigate the marketplace for customizable 

COTS software rather than an in-house solution.   This would have the benefit of 

transferring the risk of project failure from the county, which does not have 

software development as a core competence, to a software vendor, who does.  In 

minimizing risk to the agency, it also minimizes the need to identify promising 

software development tools and techniques and to invest in training current 

personnel in them.   

 

IT Governance 

The office’s current governance and prioritization policies follow two tracks.  First, 

an annual Business Automation Plan (BAP) is prepared, primarily for consumption 

                                            
18 Sierra Systems, 2011, RFP #7A-2321. 
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by the County Chief Information Officer (CIO) and as part of the assessor’s 

budget-approval process with the county CEO. The plan is not revised to 

recognize changes resulting from the budget process.19  Secondly, proposed 

projects have historically been passed through a business change request process 

involving approvals from four levels of personnel: 1) chief, 2) director, 3) special 

assistant and 4) assistant assessor.   

 

Recently an IT program office was chartered, which defines a variety of roles, most 

not yet filled, including a program management office (filled), an enterprise 

architect (listed as contractor rather than employee, unfilled), various project 

managers and centers-of-excellence resources, and a number of committees.   

 

The role of enterprise architect (currently unfilled) would be responsible for 

business-, information-, application-, and infrastructure architecture and would be 

charged with:  

• Aligning IT strategy and planning with the organization’s strategy,  

• Optimizing IT management approaches and methodologies,  

• Overseeing the activities of solution architects,  

• Managing risks through appropriate standards and policies,  

• Developing policies, standards and guidelines that direct the selection, 

development, implementation and use of IT within the organization, and  

• Building employee knowledge and skills in specific areas of expertise. 

 

   

 

 

                                            
19 Although the 2005 strategic plan and the Business Automation Plan do not appear to be “living” or governing documents, it is noteworthy 
that the only effort to revise the current 2005 version of the strategic plan mentioned above emanated from the IT division.   
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Workaround Systems / Data Silos 

To compensate for the drawbacks of the PDB and the personal property system, a 

proliferation of standalone systems have been developed over the years.  

Temporary Excel spreadsheets and Access or SQL Server databases have been 

developed to enter, summarize and analyze data that would be far better 

processed and preserved in a unified system, especially one that offered additional 

safeguards against common errors.   

 

These workarounds and standalone databases, often referred to as the data silo 

phenomenon, limit the effectiveness of employees’ efforts.  Potential questions of 

personal vs. real property, for example, cannot be readily resolved and 

documented in particular cases.  Perhaps more significantly, important data cannot 

readily be shared after being captured at great expense.  This is particularly the 

case with income, expense, and capitalization-rate data, discussed in section H, 

although also the case in connection with the other valuation approaches.   

 

In addition, development tools from the Microsoft Office ecosystem have been 

used by appraisers in the districts to build applications that automate retrieving and 

formatting extracts from such data pools to prepare for appeal cases.  Although 

such labor saving initiatives are laudable, and the data being kept on shared drives 

are less at risk than would otherwise be the case, such a fragmented approach is 

not reflective of best practices in safe guarding assets, nor does it maximize their 

value.   

 

Controls 

Control documentation exists for trouble tickets, business change requests, and 

the status of current IT projects although lapses were found in the documentation.  

One list of business change requests and two versions of its successor, a project 

portfolio priorities matrix, were obtained, although they compared imperfectly.  
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Only two of the four change requests that had been mentioned to us in the course 

of our initial interviews with users could be traced to such records.  The priorities 

matrix did not list items completed or denied to provide assurance that things had 

not been erroneously neglected.   

 

Our comparison of projects listed on the biweekly status report with those on the 

annual Business Automation Plan (BAP) yielded some notable differences. About 

12 projects worked on in the current period were not part of the BAP, while 8 other 

projects were in the BAP but were neither complete nor addressed in the current 

bi-weekly report.   

 

There is a lack of business case and cost / benefit documentation, although no 

suggestion of profligate or otherwise inappropriate spending was found.  

Experience gained in the use of cost / benefit and risk analyses, even in 

connection with smaller scale projects, where it is less intrinsically warranted, 

would increase staff proficiency in this important area.  

 

System documentation, especially from a user’s perspective, is a resource that is 

not well developed or managed, and in fact is scarcely available for the various 

systems. The management auditors requested manuals or users guides to the 

secured or unsecured systems but after a month of requests, none were produced.  

Instead we were given policy type manuals, one training PowerPoint, and twenty 

linear feet of design documents for a desired replacement system were produced.  

Ultimately twenty miscellaneous sets of instructions on developer related 

specialized topics were produced, but nothing was provided that addressed the 

test question: “how would a user enter data in the system to generate a cost-

approach value?”   
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Contracting strategies and policies 

A case of contracting failure has recently assumed significance for the assessor.  

Dissatisfaction with the performance of the software company providing contracted 

support for the unsecured roll has escalated to the point where the County has 

determined that its best course of action is to seek to replace the system in its 

entirety.  The poor support stems, in part, from the lack of any service level 

agreements between the assessor’s IT division and any of it suppliers and from the 

lack of any contractual caps on service/support rate increases.  A contributing 

factor in the unsecured system issue is the lack of recourse the county has in 

connection with the service failures.  Since the computer code is proprietary and 

the source code is not licensed or available, the County has no ability to provide its 

own support or to contract with third parties in case of dire need.   

 

A welcome feature of the County’s contracting regulations is the freedom it has 

allowed the assessor’s office to engage in market research.  This has allowed the 

County to issue requests for information on system capabilities and to permit 

potential vendors to hold “deep-dive” demonstrations of their systems in the 

County’s offices, sometimes using samples of the County’s own data, without fear 

of running afoul of procurement regulations. 

 

Management of IT-related risks 

IT risks are typically quantified on a dollar basis (e.g., sums of losses of various 

magnitudes multiplied by the estimated probabilities of each occurring), but this 

sort of quantification is not being done at the Assessor.  The agency’s IT risk 

analysis, as formalized in business change request procedure (assr-151), is to 

characterize the probability and magnitude (high, medium, low) of each of several 

types of risks such as risk to roll processing, criticality to administrative operations, 

criticality to IT operations, and non-compliance risk.  More recent risk 

characterizations have appeared in the project portfolio priorities matrices, where 
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“strategic risks” are again indentified as high, medium, or low.  The type of risk is 

characterized by free text, along with its probability and impact (high, medium, and 

low).  

 

Risk characterizations as used by the agency are too brief and don’t provide 

enough detail to perform a proper assessment.  Risk descriptors should include 

the identification of various contingencies and the marginal costs expected to be 

incurred in addressing them.  For smaller projects less formal quantification may 

be appropriate.  Greater attempts to quantify risk, along with greater attention to 

developing solid metrics to test whether performance expectations are being met 

and to raise early warnings when interim results become dubious are needed.  To 

gain greater proficiency in the process, we would encourage the use of a formal 

approach even for smaller projects where it would normally not be used. 

 

Recommendations: 

Recommendation D1  – The Assessor should expedite filling the position of 

enterprise architect as presently envisioned.  

Recommendation D2  – The Assessor’s office should continue to research 

IT and appraisal developments in other parts of the state for their potential 

application as legacy-system replacements in the county, irrespective of 

supposed constraints imposed by technology or regulation and should 

consider COTS alternatives to in-house development.  

Recommendation D3  – The Assessor’s office should engage routinely in 

cost benefit analyses, even for smaller projects, in order to develop 

proficiency that will be crucial in connection with future larger scale 

undertakings.  

Recommendation D4  – The Assessor’s office should provide a supported 

IT system for collecting, entering, analyzing, and presenting income, 
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expense, and capitalization data in support of the income approach to 

valuation, and it should ensure that such resources are pooled for access 

by all the appraisers who have potential need of such information. 

Recommendation D5  – The Assessor’s office should provide 

documentation on how users are expected to interact with its IT systems.  

Recommendation D6  – The assessor’s office should consider integrated 

products addressing the secured roll as well as the unsecured roll during its 

market research on alternatives to its systems that support its unsecured 

roll. 

Recommendation D7  – The Assessor’s office should amend its contracts 

with vendors to incorporate service level agreements. 

 
  

Attachment I



MANAGEMENT AUDIT OF THE LOS ANGELES COUNTY ASSESSOR 

 

 

 
  Page 64 

 
STRATEGICA 

 

Section E – Workload Management / Statistical Reporting 

 

Standard workload data (agency-wide and unit-level) is notoriously difficult to 

obtain at the agency and is of questionable reliability.  Routine statistical data such 

as the number of appeals or workload backlogs require specialized assistance and 

queries to various data sources.  This is unusual for an agency that trades in 

numbers and statistical modeling.  It is partially explained by the limitations of the 

agency’s workload management system: the T&V system.  T&V tracks work 

activities and purports to determine staffing resources needed for workloads, but 

the workload standards (e.g., time required to perform a property transfer) used in 

the system are based more on actual time allocations rather than a standard to be 

met.  The standards have become the dependent variable to be adjusted while the 

workload and the staffing available are the independent variables.  Workload and 

backlog numbers in the T&V system are also suspect according to agency 

managers.   

Forecasting and statistical reporting is currently performed by a small group of 

Assessor staff that report through the Special Projects unit within the IT Division. 

Assessed value forecasting has become more difficult because of the impacts of 

the recession.  Much of the roll is now valued at FMV which is typically less than 

the adjusted base year value.  Values are therefore, more market driven rather 

than policy (i.e., Proposition 13) driven and much more volatile.  This is likely to be 

the case for a few more years as the property markets recover and values are 

restored to their adjusted base year values.  In the meantime, reporting and 

forecasting on roll value is likely to be more difficult than it was in the past.  

Forecast volatility is accentuated by the poor state of the statistical reporting 

systems at the agency.   
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In the past year, the agency has prepared roll forecasts that have met with 

skepticism from the BOS about their accuracy or have presented unexpected and 

significant changes in value.  Assessor staff has presented explanations regarding 

this variability and lack of predictability but the BOS has expressed a lack of 

confidence in the veracity of the Assessor’s forecasts and backup explanations.  

During the spring of 2012, the County retained a consulting firm to review the 

Assessor’s roll value forecasts for December 2011, and April and May 2012.  The 

consultant largely confirmed the forecasted value presented by the Assessor, but 

made a few recommendations on how the forecasts could be made more accurate.   

Subsequent to the consultant’s report, the County CEO and the BOS have been 

investigating the feasibility and potential benefits of forming an inter-agency 

forecasting group to formalize the tax roll forecasting process and improve the 

accuracy of forecasts.  We believe that it would be significantly more cost-effective 

to retain a valuation forecasting consultant (like the firm hired earlier this year) to 

review the forecasts prepared by the Assessor than it would be to hire or assign 

staff for a specialized forecasting unit.  The volatility of the forecasts should decline 

in the next few years as more property values stabilize and approximate their 

adjusted base year values.  This will improve the accuracy and predictability of 

forecasting.  At some point it the near future, the need for a forecasting specialist 

will likely disappear.   

However, the Assessor staff that work on forecasts should formalize their protocols 

and procedures for developing forecasts.  This will improve confidence in the 

forecasts and make it easier for a consultant to review, suggest corrections and 

comment on the Assessor’s forecast.  Currently, Assessor protocols and 

procedures for preparing forecasts are not well documented. 

Recommendations: 

Recommendation E1 – The Assessor should form a small forecasting unit 

(reporting to the Chief Deputy Assessor) to develop protocols, definitions 
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and data sources for statistical reporting and workload management 

purposes.  This unit should be comprised of the current staff that perform 

forecasting and statistical reporting functions.   

Recommendation E2 – The County CEO should retain a real property 

value forecast consulting firm to perform periodic reviews and attestations of 

tax roll forecasts prepared by the Assessor.  The consulting firm would 

report to the CEO but work with the Assessor’s forecasting unit.   

Recommendation E3 – The Assessor’s Office should explore ways to 

refine its production reporting system to incorporate returns on its 

investments and its resource allocations.  It may be desirable to simplify the 

system so that it focuses less on the variety of work activities and more on 

work outcomes generally.   
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Section F – Appeals  

 

 

The Appeals Process 

Property owners who wish to appeal a property assessment or settle an ownership 

issue can file an appeal with the AAB, a unit of the Executive Office of the County’s 

BOS.  Assessment appeals is a quasi-judicial process meaning that decisions 

handed down have the force of law, but 

are not rendered by judges.  The legal 

authority of the AAB derives from the 

R&T Code section 1601 et seq.  The 

Board was created in 1964 and currently 

operates five Boards and several hearing 

officers in the basement of the Hall of 

Administration.  Other hearing officers 

hold hearings in District offices around 

the County, although the larger or more 

complex cases are handled downtown.  

Rules for processing appeals and 

providing due process are promulgated by the BOE20 and in local rules adopted by 

the AAB.21  The current assessment appeals process is shown in Appendix D.   

 

The Assessor is represented in AAB cases by a small group of experienced ARs.  

The ARs are part of the Assessment Services Unit within the Roll Services 

Division.  Subject to limits set in policy, they have discretion to recommend and 

agree to assessment value reductions without oversight from superiors.  ARs have 

                                            
20 Assessment Appeals Manual, CA BOE, May 2003. 
21 Rules – Assessment Appeals Board, LA County BOS, June 29, 2010. 

 

An appeals board hearing 
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the legal standing of the elected Assessor for an active appeals case.22  The 

appraiser who appears at an appeals hearing is considered an expert witness for 

the AR.  The assigned appraiser may not be the one who actually prepared the 

original appraisal, particularly if the case originated from a District office.  The 

policy that governs the role, authority and responsibility of the AR is Policy 4080-1 

dating from 2007.  The current policy gives broad discretion for recommending 

value reductions to ARs with approval thresholds starting at $5 million.23 

 

Key criteria for evaluating a quasi-judicial process include provision of adequate 

due process protections for taxpayers and the County.  Due process should 

provide for easy access for taxpayers into the appeals process, adequate 

opportunity for both the taxpayer and the County to a fair hearing, and a relatively 

quick decision unless these rights are waived for continued discovery purposes.  

ARs should represent the interests of the County and the Assessor in AAB cases 

by working with taxpayers, boards, and hearing officers to determine FMV.   

 

Filing Volumes and Backlogs 

Historical filing volumes for the AAB range between 7,000 to 10,000 applications a 

year.  Beginning in FY 2007-08, filing volumes increased significantly to over 

40,000 annual applications.  This is, of course, related to the severe economic and 

housing recession which began in 2008.  The number of filings per appeals board 

(there are actually five separate boards within AAB) is approximately 7,500 cases, 

about double the average of 3,200 for large California counties.24  Filings have 

stayed well above 30,000 applications a year since the housing recession started.  

Filing volumes are beginning to moderate now, but will probably not approximate 

historical levels for several years as application backlogs are worked off.  In 

addition, a significant portion of the County’s parcels are now valued at less than 

                                            
22 R&T Code 1610.2 
23 Policy 1502-1, Special Value Change Approval 
24 A Report on Budgets, Workloads, and Assessment Appeals Activities in California Assessors’ Office, 2010-11, February 2012, 
California State Board of Equalization 
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the adjusted base year value.25  Continued high appeal volumes should be 

expected while values recover and assessed values are restored to adjusted base 

year values.  Figure F-1 shows AAB filing volumes for the last several years. 

 

Figure F-1 – Historical Appeals Filing Volumes 

 

Source: AAB 

 

About half of all cases are withdrawn at some point, or the taxpayer does not 

appear at a hearing.  Many of these cases are withdrawn because the Assessor 

has already reduced the value of the parcel through an administrative review and 

the adjudicated value is satisfactory to the taxpayer.  Another potential cause of 

the high number of withdrawals is that there is no cost for filing an assessment 

appeal so there is no impediment for filing frivolous cases.  This results in wasted 

staff time (both in AAB and the Assessor) preparing for a hearing that ultimately 

does not occur.  Several large California counties charge a filing fee.  $35 is the 

typical fee charged. 

 
                                            
25 The adjusted base year value (usually the sales price) is adjusted upward each year by the constitutional limit established by 
Proposition 13. 
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Of the cases that do proceed (about half the caseload), most are settled prior to a 

full hearing, or disposed of by a hearing officer.  Decisions rendered by a full Board 

constitute a small portion of the calendar.  The R&T Code section 1604(c) 

stipulates that AAB decisions must be rendered within two years.  This could pose 

a problem in a processing environment with high filing volumes and backlogs that 

exceed 43,000 cases (as of 6/30/12).  In fact, of cases that are not disposed of 

quickly, taxpayers are requested to sign a waiver of the two-year rule as a 

condition of continuing a case beyond the first hearing date.    In order to deal with 

backlogs more efficiently, AAB management has recently adjusted the weekly 

schedule so that administrative matters handled by the boards (e.g., 

reinstatements of no-shows, invalid applications) are done on Fridays, when many 

appraisers are gone, freeing up the balance of the week for proceedings that can 

clear calendars.   

 

Role of the Assessor Representative  

As mentioned earlier, most cases are withdrawn, decided by a hearing officer, or 

settled prior to a full hearing.  Settlements are negotiated between the taxpayer 

and/or their representative (usually a tax agent that works on a contingency basis), 

the assigned appraiser and the AR.  Settlements that are negotiated at least 30 

days prior to a hearing date are processed as a stipulation that is reviewed and 

signed by County Counsel.  Stipulations are relatively infrequent.  The majority of 

settlements are negotiated on the day of hearing in the cafeteria across the hall 

from the AAB hearing rooms.  ARs and appraisers show up for hearings or 

informal settlement conferences with a recommended value that is typically lower 

than the current enrolled value (due to declining values) and that they feel reflects 

FMV.  Taxpayers and/or tax agents will then typically present information that 

suggests an even lower value.  It has been suggested that ARs have been 

proposing amended recommended values that were significantly lower than the 

original recommended values in order expedite settlements and clear the calendar.  

It’s also been suggested that ARs were lowering recommended values over the 
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objections of appraisers who felt that the original recommended values were 

accurate.  There is no empirical data that could show whether recommended 

values have been reduced inappropriately by ARs as recommended values 

(original or amended) are not recorded in any system.  However, in our 

observations of these informal settlement conferences we did not observe any 

evidence that ARs were reducing recommended values that could not be 

supported by data.  Settlement conferences were professional, data-driven and 

fair.  ARs would suggest a reduced recommended value if data warranted it.  

Otherwise they invited the taxpayer or tax agent to advocate for their position 

before the Board.   

 

According to several interviewees, any inappropriate negotiating on the part of ARs 

in the recent past seemed to be limited to two former ARs that have since been 

rotated to other areas in the agency.  In the past, some ARs served in this capacity 

for several years and may have come to identify too much with tax agents and/or 

were instructed to promote settlements (whether or not they reflected FMV) as a 

way to deal with rapidly increasing appeals cases.  While this cannot be proven 

empirically the County should take steps to avoid an over-familiarity between ARs 

and tax agents that could impair their objectivity.  

 

The Assessor is in the process of updating the policy governing the role and 

authority of ARs (Policy 4080-1) to emphasize the AR’s role as an advocate for the 

agency.  The proposed amended policy also decreases the discretion of ARs in 

changing recommended values, ties thresholds for obtaining management 

approvals on determining recommended values to the thresholds used in the 

Special Value Change policy (1502-1), and increases the reporting requirements of 

ARs for case dispositions.  In addition, a new Guideline was issued in August 

201226 that establishes a set of approval thresholds for reducing recommended 

values during informal settlement conferences that are based on percentage 

                                            
26 Guidelines for Assessment Appeals, 8/2/12 
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decreases.  These changes will require more accountability on the part of ARs but 

do not address some of the underlying problems with tax agents such as ex-parte 

communication (addressed in Section B).  In addition, the amended 4080-1 policy 

and the new Guidelines are not well coordinated with the requirements of the 

Special Value Change Approval policy (1502-1): 

1. Between the two policies, an AR (or another staffperson) may have to 

complete up to three different reports that duplicate the same type of 

information: the Special Value Change report (RP-335), the Assessor’s 

Representative Recommendation report (Exhibit I in policy 4080-1), and the 

AABS Case Activity Report. 

2. Approval thresholds for ARs indicated in Policy 4080-1 and the new AR 

Guidelines refer to Policy 1502-

1, but they are not consistently 

defined since one set of 

thresholds is percentage based 

and the other is dollar-based.  It 

may be confusing regarding 

which thresholds apply to ARs. 

3. The Real Property Summary 

form (AABS3 form) lacks the 

signature lines to support the 

approval requirements of the 

new AR Guidelines. 

 

It seems clear that these policy documents are still in the process of being refined 

and coordinated.  This lack of clarity regarding the two policies and the August 2 

Guidelines could result in confusion on the part of ARs as to their authority to 

change parcel values and could result in value reductions that exceed authorized 

parameters or inadequate documentation of those decisions. 

 

 

A hearing officer working with an appraiser and a tax 
agent.  Both will typically work with the same hearing 

officer for several hours on a batch of cases. 
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Due Process Provisions 

The assessment appeals process as it is currently structured in local policy and 

practice affords an excessive amount of due process to taxpayers and their 

agents.  The vast majority of cases (those that are not withdrawn prior to hearing 

or where the taxpayers fail to appear) are continued at least once and frequently 

more.  Typically continuances are granted at the request of taxpayers and, more 

frequently, agents because they are not prepared at the time of the hearing.  

Continuances (and withdrawals on the day of the hearing) are granted by one of 

the Boards during their regular session as calendared items.  This obliges the 

parties to sit in the hearing room waiting for the item to be called whereupon the 

continuance or withdrawal will be granted by the Board.  This waiting around 

(which can amount to several hours) is a drag on the productivity of Assessor staff 

who could be out in their district offices appraising property.  It is also a waste of 

time for AAB staff, taxpayers and their agents.  Conditions on continuances appear 

to be minimal (other than the two-year time limit be waived).  The entire process is 

a mechanical, administrative process that is conducted in a full, quasi-judicial 

proceeding.  In fact, most items on the daily calendars result in either withdrawals 

or continuances or are disposed of as settlements (arrived at in the adjoining 

cafeteria).  Actual hearings are a relatively small portion of the calendar. 

 

Placing so few restrictions or conditions on continuances is not reasonable since 

the discovery requirements for AAB cases are not especially extensive or onerous.  

BOE rules for discovery and information exchanges are well documented and 

provide sufficient time for exchanging the information typically needed (e.g., rent 

roll, income statement, expenses).  It appears that tax agents are frequently not 

prepared for hearing because they either haven’t prepared the case or their clients 

have not provided the necessary information.   

 

Settlements are also presented and accepted in a routine, mechanical fashion 

before the Board.  There is typically little discussion or questioning.  Again, the 
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parties are obliged to wait in the hearing rooms for their items to be called 

whereupon they are adjudicated quickly and with little deliberation.  This is another 

drag on the efficiency and productivity of Assessor and AAB staff as well as the 

taxpayers and their agents. 

 

Per BOE rules27 for appeals  the burden of proof is on the taxpayer to show that 

the Assessor erred in his/her duties for all cases other than owner-occupied single 

family residential parcels.  Yet the Assessor routinely agrees to continuances 

requested by tax agents if they are not prepared.  This may constitute good 

constituent service for taxpayers but it seriously impedes the clearance rate of 

appeals cases and degrades the efficiency of appraisers and ARs as they are 

obliged to appear for hearings that never occur.  With such high filing rates and 

backlogs this is more due process than is necessary for what are relatively simple 

cases. 

 

Data Interface Between AAB and the Assessor 

When an appeal is filed with the AAB, a case is established in the AAB’s 

calendaring and case management system called the CRM system.  CRM 

schedules cases and boards and produces a daily calendar.    CRM also produces 

a nightly upload of data into the Assessor’s appeals case management system, the 

Appeals Tracking System (ATS).  The Assessment Services Division uses ATS to 

produce their own daily calendars and to schedule the appropriate appraisers and 

ARs for the appeals workload.   

 

Data uploads from CRM can only be performed in text format which results in 

numerous data conversion issues.  These conversion issues result in reliability 

problems for the data at the Assessor including reports and screen queries that are 

missing data and require additional processing.  This impairs the ability of 

                                            
27 Rule 321, Assessment Appeals Manual, Calif State BOE, May 2003 
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Assessor management staff to schedule staff for appeals cases and to manage the 

appeals caseload. 

 

 

Recommendations: 

Recommendation F1 – The County should amend Chapter 2.44 of the 

County Code to charge a $35 fee for filing an assessment appeal.  This 

filing fee will help to defray the cost of the program and will help to 

discourage frivolous filings. 

Recommendation F2 – The AAB should amend Board rules to appoint a 

hearing officer to handle only continuances, withdrawals, and accepted 

recommendations rather than have these items presented to a board.  

Rules should waive appearance of parties once a hearing officer has 

approved the withdrawal, continuance or accepted recommendation.  

Withdrawals, continuances, and accepted recommendations should then be 

subject to Board review in the same fashion as other hearing officer 

decisions.  The new AAB Case Activity Report can be used by the parties 

as a tool to document withdrawals, continuances, and accepted 

recommendations for review and approval by the hearing officer.  Appendix 

D shows the proposed appeals process. 

Recommendation F3 – The AAB should amend rules such that parties to 

an appeal must show true hardship for second (or subsequent) continuance 

requests.  Hearing officers presented with continuance requests should 

deny requests except for hardship.  Owner-occupied SFR cases (without 

tax agent representation) should be exempt from this rule.  Appendix D 

shows the proposed appeals process. 

Recommendation F4 – The Assessor should refrain from sharing case 

data with applicants before hearings except for formal exchange requests. 
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Recommendation F5 – The Assessor should continue the practice of 

rotating ARs every three years. 

Recommendation F6 – The Assessor should streamline value reduction 

reporting and approval authority.  Policy 1502-1 should be limited to 

approvals and reporting on administrative reviews.  Policy 4080-1 should 

solely govern determination of recommended values, AR responsibilities, 

approval thresholds, authority, and reporting requirements.  References in 

Policy 4080-1 to approval authority levels in Policy 1502-1 should be 

omitted.  Approval thresholds in Policy 4080-1 for determining 

recommended values should be based on percentage-based according to a 

revised Policy 1502-1 (See Section G).  Approval thresholds for subsequent 

adjustments to those values should be percentage-based similar to the 

thresholds presented in the August 2 Guidelines for Assessment Appeals.  

Policy 4080-1 should then replace and supersede the August 2 Guidelines. 

Recommendation F7 – The County should reengineer the AAB’s CRM 

system to incorporate Assessor’s scheduling and data requirements and 

repair data conversion issues.   

Recommendation F8 – The Assessor’s ATS system should be modified so 

that the assessor’s original and adjusted recommended value is recorded 

for appeals cases.  
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Section G – DIV Processes  

 

Assessed value reductions have historically not been a big part of the Assessor’s 

workload as assessed values typically lag FMV due to Proposition 13 valuation 

limits.  Proposition 8, passed in 1978, requires values to be adjusted to FMV when 

FMV falls below the adjusted base year value.  As seen in figure G-1, starting in 

2008-09, the volume of Prop 8 decline-in-value applications skyrocketed as the 

impact of the real estate recession was felt across the Country.   

 

Figure G-1 – DIV Application Volume 

 

Source: LA County Assessor 

 

In addition to applications from taxpayers, the agency has been conducting 

proactive valuation adjustments based on mass appraisal methods.  These 

proactive reviews, non-existent before 2008, have averaged nearly a half-million 

parcels in the last four years.   
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What for years had been a minor part of the agency’s workload suddenly became 

a mass transaction work environment.  The agency developed policies and 

systems for dealing with the huge volumes during 2010.  Among these was the 

Special Value Change Approval Policy (1502-1) created in 2010 and the DIV 

system developed in 2010 that facilitated expedited appraisals of parcels for 

taxpayer-requested valuation reviews.  These policies and systems should have 

controls that prevent value reductions below FMV while allowing the throughput 

necessary for such huge volumes.   

 

The DIV system is a workflow-based system that stages applications for Prop 8 

reductions and assigns them to appraisers. For residential properties, the system 

selects comparable properties (comps) based on several property characteristics, 

and presents them to appraisers for analysis.28  Appraisers then make adjustments 

to the appraisal based on differences between the subject property and the comps 

and determine a proposed value for the property.  This proposed value is reviewed 

by a supervisor prior to being enrolled.  The process for commercial/industrial 

properties is similar except that valuation is based on financial data for the property 

rather than comps.  Maps for both processes are presented in Appendix D.   

 

The DIV system requires that all value reductions be approved by a Supervising 

Appraiser before being enrolled.  However, a Supervising Appraiser can delegate 

his/her approval authority to another staffperson, including a staff appraiser such 

as the appraiser who performed the original appraisal.  This delegation authority 

feature can result in appraisers approving their own work.  This could result in 

valuations significantly less than FMV with a commensurate loss in property tax 

revenue. 

 

Policy 1502-1 has approval thresholds for value reductions that are dollar-based 

and are categorized by either District or Major Property appraisals.  The thresholds 

                                            
28 A detailed discussion of the valuation methods incorporated into the DIV system is found in Section D. 
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start at $5 million for District appraisals and $10 million for major properties.  Since 

the thresholds are dollar-based, a property can be reduced by a significant 

percentage and if it is valued at less than $5 million it would fall under the 

thresholds for Policy 1502-1 and only require a supervisor review.  And, as 

mentioned earlier, this review could be delegated back to the appraiser who 

determined the significant reduction in the first place.   

 

Even for valuation reductions that exceed the approval thresholds in Policy 1502-1 

there is no functionality in the DIV system for these valuations to be reviewed by 

the managerial levels specified in the policy.  Policy 1502-1 does specify a form 

(RP-335) to be completed by the appraiser and approved by the appropriate 

manager, but the DIV system itself lacks these controls.  Significant valuation 

reductions could be enrolled without any significant managerial review.29  Again, 

this could result in values enrolled that are significantly less than FMV with a 

commensurate loss in property tax revenue. 

 

One final control on inappropriate value reductions is the exception testing 

performed by the Special Projects unit (part of IT).  This exception testing looks at 

any value reduction over $1 million. These exceptions are then sent to the District 

or Chief of Major Real Property where the appraisal was done for review. 

 

Recommendations: 

Recommendation G1 – The Assessor should amend Policy 1502-1 so that, 

in addition to dollar-based thresholds, percentages should be used based 

on the degree that a value reduction exceeds the general market direction.  

Percentage-based thresholds should take precedence over dollar-based 

thresholds. 

                                            
29 The County’s District Attorney is investigating a staff appraiser who allegedly enrolled significantly reduced valuations for a 
number of properties in the County.   
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Recommendation G2 – The Assessor should program the DIV system so 

that the approval thresholds found in Policy 1502-1 are programmed into 

the system with pass-word based approvals replacing the use of Form RP-

335.  Value reductions exceeding 1502-1 thresholds should be to the Chief, 

Director or Assistant Assessor designated in the policy. 

Recommendation G3 – The Assessor should modify the DIV system so 

that approval authority delegation for appraisals not selected for enhanced 

review under Policy 1502-1 is limited to a Supervising Appraiser or a 

Principal Appraiser. 
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Section H – Valuation Methods  

 

Erosion of Valuation Capabilities 

 

Since the passage of Proposition 13 in 1978, California assessors largely have not 

had to perform the analytical work of valuing property at FMV.  Instead, valuation 

in the State has been an exercise in factoring up prior assessments by a standard 

inflation factor or enrolling the sale price of subsequent transfers as the new base 

year assessed value.  With the recent collapse of the real estate market, the need 

to use computer assisted mass appraisal (CAMA) techniques to track market 

values has assumed much greater significance.  CAMA is the computerized 

process of valuing a group of properties as of a given date using common data, 

standardized methods, and statistical testing. Properly administered, the 

development, construction, and use of a CAMA system results in a valuation 

system characterized by accuracy, uniformity, equity, reliability, and low per-parcel 

costs. Failure to use CAMA optimally deprives the assessor of any ability to do two 

essential things: perform appraisals efficiently and measure the accuracy of 

appraisals so as to continuously improve the process.  This leads ultimately to less 

accurate assessments and such consequences as under assessments, increased 

workloads in the informal and formal appeals channels, forecasting difficulties, and 

the potential to fail periodic BOE audits, which, in turn, may jeopardize State 

subsidies of the county’s assessment operations.   

 

Reversing this deficiency will require improvements in the areas of the sales-

comparison-, cost-, and income-approaches to value, as well as a revival of quality 

assurance / quality control (QA/QC) through statistical testing, the hallmark of 

mass appraisal methods.  Given the number of parcels in the county, it is not 

feasible to shun CAMA techniques in favor of single property appraisal techniques, 

especially when large numbers of properties are changing values.   
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A first step in this process is the use of modern CAMA methods to produce and 

preserve at least first-draft estimates of the market values of essentially all real 

property parcels according to the three standard methods: sales-comparison, 

income, and cost. Each will be covered in detail below. 

 

Sales Comparison Method 

The Assessor’s current sales comparison approach starts by building an initial 

multiple regression analysis (MRA) based model of property value using decades 

old programming of a standard general-purpose statistical package (SAS).  This 

model is used, however, not as the basis for an appraisal, but rather only to qualify 

sales comps, (i.e., to determine which of them seem to be valid indicators of 

market value untainted by extraordinary financing, intra-family transfers, personal 

property, or other extraordinary considerations).  This step is then followed by 

appraising the property by adjusting the reported values of the now “validated” 

comparable sales for differences with any given subject property.  The latter step 

emulates the process used by independent fee or mortgage appraisers and is 

called the emulator.   

 

The initial MRA/SAS component suffers from a number of problems including an 

inability to model for multiplicative (or percentage) differences among properties 

rather than merely additive (dollar) differences, an inability to constrain coefficients, 

an inability to incorporate transformations as required by modern CAMA 

practitioners, and an inability to detect and correct appropriately for a variety of 

statistical difficulties that arise during modern CAMA modeling efforts.   

 

In addition, the office has no CAMA modeler, relying instead on the coordinated 

efforts of an IT Senior Application Developer and an Appraisal Specialist I.  In the 

rest of the country, valuations generated by modern MRA approaches are 

generally more accurate than any alternative and are commonly enrolled as 
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assessed values.  Los Angeles County, in contrast, uses the SAS/MRA results 

chiefly as a screen or filter for determining whether reported sale prices appear 

reasonable.30  It also is used as a filter for determining whether automatically 

generated appraisals under the DIV program seem reasonable or should be further 

fine tuned.   

The emphasis on emulator or single-property-appraisal methods over CAMA 

methods reportedly stems from a consent decree following a contested appeal, in 

which a poorly explained and poorly developed MRA-based appraisal was held to 

be less credible than an emulator-type approach.31   

 

In addition to problems with selecting and adjusting comps, location is not well 

captured in the valuation processes.  The enterprise system for the taxable real 

property role, the PDB, has limited location data such as a corner lot.  The 

County’s extensive geographic information system (GIS) contains additional data 

such as elevation, views, distances from subjects to comparable sales, distances 

to (or inclusions within buffers around) value influences such as golf courses, sea 

shores, pollution sources, traffic nodes/corridors, etc. However, appraisers can’t 

access GIS during the appraisal process as PDB and the GIS have no dynamic 

linkage.  Such linkages could also eliminate a problem caused by PDB’s inability to 

link view information with condominiums, since it is carried in the PDB data 

structure only as an attribute of land, not improvements to land.   

 

In addition to lack of linkages, the emulator suffers from other problems.  Much of 

the information recorded on the paper property data records (PDRs) is not 

available in the PDB system, from which the data used by the emulator is 

                                            
30 Best practice as articulated by the International Association of Assessing Offices (IAAO) in its Standard on Ratio Studies and its 
Standard on Verification and Adjustment of Sales calls for this process to be done via questionnaire forms or contact with the 
buyer or seller, not merely statistical filtering as described here.  In practice, however, many jurisdictions and contractors fail to 
meet the requirements of the latter standard. 
31 Guthrie Settlement, Superior Court of the State of California, County of Los Angeles, Case No BC 196373, November 14, 2002.  
Evidence from the current use of the MRA/SAS facility, formally called ADS 13, suggests that it compares very poorly with current 
practices in the development of sales-comparison valuations as done in current CAMA systems.  See Fundamentals of Mass 
Appraisal, IAAO, 2011, pp. 249-361 and Mass Appraisal of Real Property, IAAO, 1999.  It is noteworthy that the text of the 
settlement agreement explicitly does not bar the introduction of improved technology along lines similar to the technology at issue 
in that case. 
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extracted.  Thus, although comparable properties with particular characteristics 

recorded on a PDR (e.g. slate roof) may exist on paper, such data cannot be 

retrieved for analysis.  Many of the data elements once maintained in the PDB are 

now indicated as “currently no posting is being done to this field.”  

 

The emulator process also suffers from poorly justified parameters used to select 

comparable properties and to perform the adjustments to the subject property to 

complete the appraisal.  In modern CAMA systems, the parameters for such 

emulator-like selection and adjustment operations are derived from MRA/SAS-like 

analyses, although done with much greater sophistication, perhaps using locally or 

spatially weighted regression and datasets covering a longer time span with 

defensible adjustments for time.32   

 

Another serious shortcoming of the emulator-type approach is that it introduces an 

unnecessarily high degree of random sampling variability into the process.  

Samples sizes of three are inherently less trustworthy than those of 50 or 100.  

Small sample sizes, generally employed by single property appraisers, are an 

artifact of manual practices dating from a time when a sole-practitioner would not 

be able to handle larger numbers of comparables manually.  In contrast, modern 

CAMA systems use locally weighted regression as regards both geography and 

other attributes.  Even if the last word is not to be given to CAMA systems the 

approach provides a means to ensure that the factors used in a follow-on 

emulator-type step are valid, which the present methodology lacks.  The absence 

of objectively derived parameters in the emulator,33 coupled with the lack of a 

                                            
32 Current County practice is to use a very short period of time, as little as six months, from which to draw sales for analysis using 
MRA and for selection and adjustment in the emulator.  This obviates the need to develop time adjustments (which are much 
more feasibly done in modern CAMA systems than in the past) but exacerbates the variability problems inherent in small sample 
sizes.  See Mass Appraisal of Real Property, IAAO, 1999, pp. 263-270 and Fundamentals of Mass Appraisal, IAAO, 2011, pp. 
147-166.  To some extent the County is constrained by R&T Code section 402.5, which reasonably requires comparables to be 
“sufficiently” near in time, location, and other characteristics to the subject, but concludes by barring any sale more than 90 days 
after the lien date.  This curious provision is not a major impediment to CAMA, however, inasmuch as such systems typically go 
back, not forward, in time to increase sample sizes, and hence appraisal reliability, as necessary.  
33 Appraisal judgment is the universally cited source for such factors, but the adjustment factors actually used in the emulator for 
differences in such characteristics as bedroom counts are reportedly rarely changed by appraisers, despite diverse 
circumstances, and in any event the emulator per se offers no means by which the most appropriate adjustment factors may be 
objectively developed. 
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QA/QC infrastructure (see below), increases the likelihood that appraisals are less 

accurate than national norms. 

 

The data elements capturing location are “ADS districts,” of which there are about 

150 for the county, and “clusters,” which are proper subsets of ADS districts.  

There are about 418 clusters for single-family residences in the county, about 100 

for condominiums and about 275 for income-producing residential properties.   

 

Clusters are the approximate equivalent of economic areas in modern CAMA 

terminology and currently the primary means of incorporating location in 

valuations.  Clusters are named groups of map books defined about 40 years ago 

by personal-property canvassers who attempted to reflect areas of relative 

economic homogeneity at the time.   They have been largely unchanged since 

then despite subsequent economic developments.  A current attempt to address 

this problem in the south administrative district has improved the situation, for 

example by splitting one map book that encompassed two school districts of 

different quality between two different clusters. 

 

Cost Method 

The Assessor’s cost approach is acceptable although very poorly supported from 

an IT perspective.  The County commendably researches costs from construction 

contractors to develop revised schedules where published sources have not 

reflected innovative cost reductions, such as with concrete tilt-up warehouses.  

Areas for potential weakness remain, however, including a lack of attention to 

calibrating depreciation curves (reportedly due to the fragility of the computer 

system).   

 

Our primary concern in the cost area is that there is inadequate support for 

automating and documenting the multiple table-rate lookups and extensions that 

are potentially required for such appraisals. The current system relies excessively 
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on paper records although an Excel worksheet may be used to facilitate some of 

the multiplications and additions.   

 

Modern CAMA systems, in contrast, provide error checking in code selection, 

automatic table lookups, and preservation of the detailed data entered.  They 

thereby minimize the scope for arithmetic and lookup errors and maximize the 

ability to perform subsequent re-estimation of cost-approach values based on 

factor prices.  Such systems are also, of course, far less vulnerable to catastrophic 

loss than those that rely, as here, on paper based records. 

 

Income Method 

The Assessor’s income approach to the valuation of income producing properties, 

such as apartments, office buildings, and the like is hobbled by its reliance on data 

obtained either from appealed assessments or from published sources, such as 

CoStar,34 trade publications, MLS, and similar sources for specialized properties, 

such as shopping centers and hotels.  Best practices in assessment presume that 

requests for schedules of income and expense (I&E) data are sent out annually to 

owners/managers so that income, expenses, and capitalization rates can be 

derived from the broadest possible sample.  This allows for data to be normalized 

so that both superb and poor management practices can be abstracted away.  

This enables appraisers to work with typical (or “economic” or “market”) data for 

properties instead of having to rely on smaller, more easily biased samples where 

property management may be inferior or where below market rents can bias 

estimated market values.35   

 

                                            
34 CoStar, although arguably the pre-eminent national source for this kind of data on commercial property cannot possibly 
compare to the wealth of data potentially available by right to the assessor.  CoStar boasts 1.8 million property reports, but these 
are spread across about 200 markets nationwide.  By comparison, the county has about 200,000 commercial parcels in its 
secured database.  A proposal to increase the county’s capabilities and thereby decrease its reliance on CoStar in this regard was 
recently considered but abandoned by the assessor’s office upon the resignation of its champion for other reasons. 
35 The text Fundamentals of Mass Appraisal, IAAO, 2011, p.87, for example, notes that I&E data requests principally addressed to 
appellants, as the County’s are, will likely generate data that may not be representative of the overall market.  Recall that the 
objective is to estimate market value, not the values as affected by superior or inferior management practices. 
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The Assessor’s data sets are sub-optimally small and potentially biased due to the 

absence of actual income and expense data.  Also, the available data are not 

being shared optimally among appraisers.  Small user-generated applications to 

facilitate the sharing of such information have been developed both in the Districts 

and downtown, only to fall into disuse as personnel are rotated to other positions 

and can no longer support them.36  A further discussion of these handy little 

databases is found in Section D. 

 

The Assessor currently has authority to “compel” the disclosure of such information 

from property owners, but has failed to do so because of poor response rates in 

the past and the lack of any consequences for property owners who fail to comply.  

Two potential ways to address such noncompliance can be tested.  First, 

inasmuch as the County has adopted the labor-intensive practice of canvassing 

personal property owners, the canvassers can encourage the completion and 

submission of forms requesting I&E data.37  Second, AAB rules can be changed to 

prohibit the appellant’s introduction of income, expense, or capitalization rate 

evidence unless the property owner’s returns were timely filed with the assessor. 

 

Quality Assurance & Control 

Quality assurance and related testing is not a major emphasis in the assessor’s 

office despite being one of the hallmarks of mass appraisal.  The pre-eminent tool 

for measuring assessment accuracy is an assessment-to-sale-price ratio (ASR) 

study comparing assessors’ estimates of market values to sale prices.  Widely 

accepted standards for ASR have been developed by IAAO38.   

 

The Assessor cannot conduct an ASR study because it does not maintain records 

of its estimates of the market values of assessable properties.  Instead it relies 

                                            
36 An IT project to address this problem by procuring and formally supporting a replacement called Narrative 1 is currently 
underway, although there is some concern that the project may be disproportionately focused on presenting available information 
attractively and less on maximizing opportunities to share data among the multiple appraisers who would find it relevant.   
37 This may be difficult in situations where the business owner does not own the property. 
38 Standard on Ratio Studies, IAAO, 2010. 
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only on base-year values and subsequent assessed values, constrained by the 

various constitutional provisions (i.e., Prop 13) to which those assessments are 

subject.   

 

The lack of data necessary for ASR-based quality monitoring is not a universal 

problem among California County Assessors.  Santa Clara, among other northern 

counties, for example, uses CAMA techniques to estimate the market value of 88% 

of its residential properties each year.  It also makes the results available to 

taxpayers each year on its web site, thereby affording an opportunity for property 

owners to judge the reasonableness of such estimates without having to go 

through labor-intensive appeals processes.   

 

The availability of estimates of market value that pre-date sale prices makes it 

possible to implement quality control programs to judge the accuracy of those 

estimates and to test for the presence of remediable systematic biases in the 

valuation processes related to such things as location and depreciation. 

 

There are still other potential QA/QC measures that could be used by the County.  

A possibility raised by County assessment personnel is the practice of blind 

appraisals: having personnel appraise properties for which there are known sale 

prices, but withholding from the appraiser both the actual price and the knowledge 

that the subject property was recently sold.  Given the data sources available, this 

could only feasibly be done with residential properties, since essentially all the 

sources used by major property appraisers are published.   

 

Absent the ability to measure the quality of appraisal results, some QC may still be 

possible with regards to the quality of appraisal inputs.  During the South District’s 

re-clustering efforts, for example, it was discovered through GIS plots that 

improper cluster numbers had been recorded on a significant number of records in 

the PDB, leading to improper locational attributes being attributed to such records.  

Similar techniques have been reported in the IAAO literature in which GIS-based 
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quality-control programs were developed to check the consistency both of 

objective data, such as building age,39 and also of subjective judgments such as 

quality class.40  The County has done no such work and almost surely needs to do 

so.   

 

One obvious area in which this technique may profitably be employed is in the 

rationalization of land values.  Although appraisers take some care during their 

original appraisals in the allocation of value between land and improvements, in 

the appeals results we observed there was little support for the allocation of 

reduced assessments as between land and improvements.  This will inevitably 

generate inconsistent land value maps, debasing one of the traditional indicators of 

assessment legitimacy. 

 

Compliance 

The Assessor passed the most recent quinquennial quality-control test of valuation 

level, performed as part of the 2008 audit by the BOE.  There are no outstanding 

deficiencies in this regard according to the Board.   

 

Recommendations: 

Recommendation H1  – The Assessor should integrate the valuation 

resources of the county’s GIS into the assessor’s valuation activities, 

including the possibility of two-way automated data transfer, with additional 

consideration being given to developing statistically defensible surfaces to 

express locational influences systematically. 

Recommendation H2  – The Assessor should use modern CAMA methods 

to produce and preserve at least first-draft if not final estimates of the 

market values of essentially all real property parcels each year in the 

                                            
39 Such data could also be the subject of QC efforts using other resources, including the oblique photography obtained periodically 
by the County, but not used as intensively by assessment personnel as one might expect. 
40 See Guilford “Improving the Quality of Subjective Valuation Data,” IAAO, 2001. 
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jurisdiction despite the fact that the vast majority of such parcels will be 

taxed not on their market values but rather on the constrained values 

required by law.  The marginal cost of doing this for all parcels rather than 

just the ones needing to be reassessed should be trivial and should be 

outweighed by the benefit of increased opportunities for quality assurance. 

Recommendation H3  – The Assessor should consider using personal 

property canvassing personnel to encourage taxpayers to submit responses 

to forms requesting I&E data during their routine canvassing activities in 

connection with personal property renditions if such canvassing practices 

are to be continued. 

Recommendation H4  – The AAB should ensure that the evidentiary rules 

governing appearances before the Board prohibit appellants from 

introducing evidence on income, expense, or capitalization rates unless the 

property’s own returns were timely filed with the Assessor as a means of 

encouraging the filing of such “required” returns for which no noncompliance 

penalty currently exists. 

Recommendation H5  – The Assessor should initiate a program to 

systematically identify and remedy weaknesses in the appraisal and quality 

control systems arising from the degradation of mass appraisal practices 

following the implementation of Proposition 13. This would include an audit 

of cluster designations, the re-introduction of assessment ratio studies 

where feasible, (comparing recent sale prices to the office’s estimate of the 

property’s market value, not its constrained assessment), and an increased 

QA / QC role for the assessment standards unit.  

Recommendation H6 – The Assessor should consider integrated CAMA 

products during its market research into COTS alternatives to its 

problematic software for the unsecured roll, as noted in recommendation 

D6.  
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Appendix A – Glossary of Acronyms 

 

 

Acronym  Definition  

AAB Assessment Appeals Board 

AP Appraisal of Promotability 

AR Assessor’s Representative  

ASR Assessment to sale price ratio 

ATS Appeals Tracking System 

BOE California Board of Equalization 

BOS County Board of Supervisors 

CAMA Computer Assisted Mass Appraisal 

COTS Commercial off the shelf (system) 

CRM Customer Relationship Manager 

DIV Decline in value 

FMV Fair market value 

GIS Geographic information system 

IAAO International Association of Assessing Officers 

I&E Income and expense 

MRA Multiple regression analysis 

MRP Major Real Properties 

PDB Property Database 

PDR Paper data record 

QA/QC Quality assurance / quality control 

R&T Revenue and Taxation (Code) 

T&V Time & Volume (system) 
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Appendix B – Recommendation Table 

 
 

Number  Recommendation 

A1 The Assessor should keep the Chief Deputy Assessor position filled 

to provide continuity of management.  The requirements for that 

position should clearly state the need for both substantial assessor 

experience and expertise, and demonstrated managerial 

competence.  Most likely, this person would come from within the 

organization and have substantial County experience.  However, the 

individual could also come from other Assessor organizations, as 

desired by the agency and the County.  The County Charter should 

be amended so that should the Chief Deputy Assessor position 

become vacant within six months before or after a change in the 

elected Assessor, the BOS would have the prerogative to appoint an 

acting Chief Deputy Assessor until a permanent replacement is 

found. 

A2 The Assessor should increase the budget, opportunities and 

expectations for leadership and supervisory/management training for 

personnel in the agency including external course offerings. 
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Number  Recommendation  

A3 The Assessor should expand the Rotation Process and, on at least 

an annual basis, conduct a succession planning process that would 

include: 

• Forecasting managerial departures, 

• Inventorying projected technical and managerial deficiencies due 

to departures or based on strategic planning, 

• Planning for remedying these deficiencies through hiring or 

promotions, and 

• Training needs for those that may be promoted. 

A4 The Assessor should evaluate the promotion requirements for all 

Assessor items to ensure consistent criteria is used for all 

promotional examinations.   

A5 The Assessor should implement a Peer Review of Chiefs prior to 

promotion to Director.  The Assessor and Chief Deputy should 

formally obtain input from other Chiefs on who they believe would be 

the best candidate for a Director position.  While the decision would 

still be based on who the Assessor believes is best qualified to 

manage a large section of the agency, this practice would at least 

provide input to the Assessor from the other Chiefs on that 

individual’s skills and abilities.  
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Number  Recommendation  

A6 Develop an Assessor’s Executive Office under the direction of a 

Chief of Staff with a focus on public affairs and communications and 

establishing Assessor initiatives in non-operational areas.  A formal 

strategic plan/focus for the Assessor’s Executive Office should be 

developed as well as job descriptions for the individuals necessary to 

staff the office.  Consideration should be given to reducing the 

number of Special Assistants in the office and for hiring professional 

personnel to adequately staff these functions.  Special Assistants 

should be limited in number and only used for specialized needs by 

future Assessors.   

A7 The Assessor should implement a new Organization Structure similar 

to Figure A-7.  This new structure features:  

• A Chief Deputy overseeing all agency operations and reporting 

to the elected Assessor.  This will ensure continuity of operations 

given that future Assessors may or may not have extensive 

knowledge about Assessor operations.  The Chief Deputy should 

have experience in both assessor functional areas and municipal 

government. 

• A small IT strategy unit that would focus entirely on the future IT 

needs of the agency reporting directly to the Chief Deputy.  

Currently the primary focus of IT, as discussed elsewhere in this 

report, is on maintenance and development of existing systems.  

However, considering the pressing need for major legacy system 

replacement, a separate IT section focusing on strategic 

procurement and implementation of future IT development is 

needed.  The Assessor recently formed an IT project 

management unit and this unit could form the basis for the IT 

strategy unit but it needs to report at a higher level to reflect the 
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Number  Recommendation  

strategic importance of legacy system replacement. 

• IT should be moved organizationally to report to an 

Administrative Deputy along with HR, Management Services and 

Training. 

• Establish a roll reporting and forecasting function reporting to the 

Chief Deputy to ensure proper strategic focus of reporting and 

forecasting and accuracy of agency forecasts.  

• The Assessor’s Executive Office should be under the direction of 

a Chief of Staff who would act as gatekeeper for all extraneous 

communications and requests coming into the office including 

those from tax agents and campaign donors.  See Section B for 

a further discussion.  The Chief should oversee a professional 

public information and communications office consisting of 

permanent positions, as discussed earlier. 

A8 Review short span of control situations and, based on the stated 

criteria discussed in this section, increase spans of control so that 

managers have the proper leverage and to reduce management 

layers. 

B1 The County should amend the proposed County Code section 2.165 

to prohibit contributions from tax agents and their immediate family 

members (by blood or marriage).  

B2 The County should send notices to all agents logged in the AAB’s 

CRM system as taxpayer representatives for the previous twelve 

months with instructions to register as tax agents under County Code 

section 2.165 or face enforcement action. 
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B3 The AAB should amend its Rules to designate certain parties in the 

CRM system when an appeal is filed (taxpayer and their 

representative) and within 10 days (assigned appraiser and an AR). 

Rules should be amended to stipulate that taxpayer representation 

should be limited to tax agents registered under 2.165.  Rules should 

be amended to prohibit communication with any other parties except 

those designated until a case is cleared.  County Code Chapter 

2.165 should be amended to prohibit ex-parte communication during 

an active appeal by tax agents with any violation resulting in the loss 

of registration and a fine.  AAB Rules should be amended prohibiting 

ex-parte communication by a taxpayer with an active appeals case 

with any violation resulting in the invalidation of their application. AAB 

Rules should be amended to prohibit ex-parte communication on the 

part of the Assessor or his/her staff with any violation resulting in 

disciplinary action (up to and including suspension) of the employee.   

B4 AAB rules should be amended to require taxpayers/agents (and 

family members) to disclose gifts, campaign contributions or 

donations to the Assessor or any AAB member when filing an 

appeal. 

B5 The Assessor Code of Ethics should be amended such that the 

elected Assessor must recuse himself/herself (e.g., cannot discuss or 

take part) in any appeal or administrative review if he/she accepted 

any donations, gifts or campaign contributions from the taxpayer, 

agent or family members. 
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B6 The Assessor should appoint a Chief of Staff whose job description 

should include acting as the point of contact for campaign donors, 

taxpayers or tax agents. Any contact received by the Chief of Staff 

should be directed to a staff appraiser or their immediate supervisor if 

a parcel is the subject of an administrative review or to an AAB-

designated party if the parcel is subject to an appeal. 

C1 The Assessor’s Office should deploy its appraisal resources more 

cost-effectively.  Initially, it should shift resources from the canvass to 

processing business property statements timely.41  It should develop 

a plan for canvassing businesses on a cyclical basis, so that all are 

visited once every four years.  In time, the Office should seek 

additional ways to coordinate and share real property and personal 

property duties.  

C2 The County should make the acquisition of a more effective personal 

property system to replace the AS/400 a priority. 

C3 The Assessor’s Office should initiate research on typical personal 

property holdings of common businesses as a means of validating 

appraiser judgment.  The information gathered during audits could be 

compiled in square foot guides that consider the type of business, the 

size of the premises, and qualitative differences.   

C4 The Assessor in concert with other assessors, the BOE, and other 

stakeholders, should explore a legislative solution to the lack of cost-

effectiveness in assessing low-value properties.  Holdings of, say, 

less than $10,000 could be assessed on the basis of a presumptive 

value (which owners could challenge) or be exempted outright.  

                                            
41 New businesses and similar developments should continue to be visited in the year in which the event occurs.  
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D1 The Assessor should expedite filling the position of enterprise 

architect as presently envisioned.  

D2 The Assessor’s office should continue to research IT and appraisal 

developments in other parts of the state for their potential application 

as legacy-system replacements in the county, irrespective of 

supposed constraints imposed by technology or regulation and 

should consider COTS alternatives to in-house development.  

D3 The Assessor’s office should engage routinely in cost benefit 

analyses, even for smaller projects, in order to develop proficiency 

that will be crucial in connection with future larger scale undertakings.  

D4 The Assessor’s office should provide a supported IT system for 

collecting, entering, analyzing, and presenting income, expense, and 

capitalization data in support of the income approach to valuation, 

and it should ensure that such resources are pooled for access by all 

the appraisers who have potential need of such information. 

D5 The Assessor’s office should provide documentation on how users 

are expected to interact with its IT systems.  

D6 The Assessor’s office should consider integrated products 

addressing the secured roll as well as the unsecured roll during its 

market research on alternatives to its systems that support its 

unsecured roll. 

D7 The Assessor’s office should amend its contracts with vendors to 

incorporate service level agreements. 
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E1 The Assessor should form a small forecasting unit (reporting to the 

Chief Deputy Assessor) to develop protocols, definitions and data 

sources for statistical reporting and workload management purposes.  

This unit should be comprised of the current staff that perform 

forecasting and statistical reporting functions.   

E2 The County CEO should retain a real property value forecast 

consulting firm to perform periodic reviews and attestations of tax roll 

forecasts prepared by the Assessor.  The consulting firm would 

report to the CEO but work with the Assessor’s forecasting unit.   

E3 The Assessor’s Office should explore ways to refine its production 

reporting system to incorporate returns on its investments and its 

resource allocations.  It may be desirable to simplify the system so 

that it focuses less on the variety of work activities and more on work 

outcomes generally.   

F1 The County should amend Chapter 2.44 of the County Code to 

charge a $35 fee for filing an assessment appeal.  This filing fee will 

help to defray the cost of the program and will help to discourage 

frivolous filings. 
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F2 The AAB should amend Board rules to appoint a hearing officer to 

handle only continuances, withdrawals, and accepted 

recommendations rather than have these items presented to a board.  

Rules should waive appearance of parties once a hearing officer has 

approved the withdrawal, continuance or accepted recommendation.  

Withdrawals, continuances, and accepted recommendations should 

then be subject to Board review in the same fashion as other hearing 

officer decisions.  The new AAB Case Activity Report can be used by 

the parties as a tool to document withdrawals, continuances and 

accepted recommendations for review and approval by the hearing 

officer.  Appendix D shows the proposed appeals process. 

F3 The AAB should amend rules such that parties to an appeal must 

show true hardship for second (or subsequent) continuance 

requests.  Hearing officers presented with continuance requests 

should deny requests except for hardship.  Owner-occupied SFR 

cases (without tax agent representation) should be exempt from this 

rule.  Appendix D shows the proposed appeals process. 

F4 The Assessor should refrain from sharing case data with applicants 

before hearings except for formal exchange requests. 

F5 The Assessor should continue the practice of rotating ARs every 

three years. 
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F6 The Assessor should streamline value reduction reporting and 

approval authority.  Policy 1502-1 should be limited to approvals and 

reporting on administrative reviews.  Policy 4080-1 should solely 

govern determination of recommended values, AR responsibilities, 

approval thresholds, authority, and reporting requirements.  

References in Policy 4080-1 to approval authority levels in Policy 

1502-1 should be omitted.  Approval thresholds in Policy 4080-1 for 

determining recommended values should be based on percentage-

based according to a revised Policy 1502-1 (See Section G).  

Approval thresholds for subsequent adjustments to those values 

should be percentage-based similar to the thresholds presented in 

the August 2 Guidelines for Assessment Appeals.  Policy 4080-1 

should then replace and supersede the August 2 Guidelines. 

F7 The County should reengineer the AAB’s CRM system to incorporate 

Assessor’s scheduling and data requirements and repair data 

conversion issues.   

F8 Recommendation – The Assessor’s ATS system should be modified 

so that the assessor’s original and adjusted recommended value is 

recorded for appeals cases. 

G1 The Assessor should amend Policy 1502-1 so that, In addition to 

dollar-based thresholds, percentages should be used based on the 

degree that a value reduction exceeds the general market direction.  

Percentage-based thresholds should take precedence over dollar-

based thresholds. 
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 G2 The Assessor should program the DIV system so that the approval 

thresholds found in Policy 1502-1 are programmed into the system 

with pass-word based approvals replacing the use of Form RP-335.  

Value reductions exceeding 1502-1 thresholds should be to the 

Chief, Director or Assistant Assessor designated in the policy. 

 G3 The Assessor should modify the DIV system so that approval 

authority delegation for appraisals not selected for enhanced review 

under Policy 1502-1 is limited to a Supervising Appraiser or a 

Principal Appraiser. 

H1 The Assessor should integrate the valuation resources of the 

county’s GIS into the Assessor’s valuation activities, including the 

possibility of two-way automated data transfer, with additional 

consideration being given to developing statistically defensible 

surfaces to express locational influences systematically. 

H2 The Assessor should use modern CAMA methods to produce and 

preserve at least first-draft if not final estimates of the market values 

of essentially all real property parcels each year in the jurisdiction 

despite the fact that the vast majority of such parcels will be taxed 

not on their market values but rather on the constrained values 

required by law.  The marginal cost of doing this for all parcels rather 

than just the ones needing to be reassessed should be trivial and 

should be outweighed by the benefit of increased opportunities for 

quality assurance. 
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H3 The Assessor should consider using personal property canvassing 

personnel to encourage taxpayers to submit responses to forms 

requesting I&E data during their routine canvassing activities in 

connection with personal property renditions if such canvassing 

practices are to be continued. 

H4 The AAB should ensure that the evidentiary rules governing 

appearances before the Board prohibit appellants from introducing 

evidence on income, expense, or capitalization rates unless the 

property’s own returns were timely filed with the Assessor as a 

means of encouraging the filing of such “required” returns for which 

no noncompliance penalty currently exists. 

H5 The Assessor should initiate a program to systematically identify and 

remedy weaknesses in the appraisal and quality control systems 

arising from the degradation of mass appraisal practices following the 

implementation of Proposition 13. This would include an audit of 

cluster designations, the re-introduction of assessment ratio studies 

where feasible, (comparing recent sale prices to the office’s estimate 

of the property’s market value, not its constrained assessment), and 

an increased QA / QC role for the assessment standards unit.  

H6 The Assessor should consider integrated CAMA products during its 

market research into COTS alternatives to its problematic software 

for the unsecured roll, as noted in recommendation D6. 
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Appendix C – Organizational changes during the last five years 

 
 

Year Organization Description  

2008-09—Rick Auerbach 

 

Total Budgeted Positions = 1511 

• Two Direct Reports to Assessor:  
Assistant Assessor and Chief Deputy 

• Reporting to Assistant Assessor were: 
Admin/Roll Services (Exemptions, 
Management Services, Ownership and 
HR), District Appraisals(including 13 
retirees comprising Special Projects), 
Major Appraisals (Systems Interface, 
Major Personal, Major Real, Central 
Proc, and Assessment (including 
Training, Standards,  AABs and 
Legislation, and Special Investigations) 
and Reengineering and Technology (IT 
and Mapping) 

• Reporting to Chief Deputy were five 
Special Assistants, two staff assistants 
and an Administrative Assistant. 

2009-10—Rick Auerbach 

 

Total Budgeted Positions = 1489 

• Training moved from Assessment 
Services to HR 

• Special Projects moved to Admin/Roll 
Services 

• Public Information Assistant no longer a 
position reporting to Chief Deputy. 

• Central Processing moved from direct 
report to Major Appraisals to 
Assessment Services 

 

2010-2011—Rick Auerbach 

 

Total Budgeted Positions = 1489 

 

 

• One fewer Special Assistants reporting 
to Chief Deputy. 

• Reengineering and Tech Director only 
had one report—IT.  Reengineering was 
no longer a separate Division. 

 

May 2010—Robert Quon • Mr. Noguez was made a Special 
Assistant reporting to Chief Deputy. 

• Special Assistant reporting direct to 
Assistant Assessor 

 

2011-2012—John Noguez • Mapping moved to Admin/Roll Services 
• Project Management created 
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Total Budgeted Positions = 1467 

comprising Statistical Support and 
Special Projects in IT. 

• Admin in District Appraisals went from 4 
to 13 positions. 

• Two Additional ordinance positions as 
Staff Assistants under Chief Deputy. 

John Noguez—January 2012 • Added a Chief of Staff as direct report 
with all other staff reporting to him (Mr. 
Carlos) 

• Departure of long term Chief Deputy 
• Two Assistant Assessors.  
•  One Assistant Assessor had IT, Roll 

Services (Ownership, Exemptions and 
Assessment Services) and 
Administration (HR, Mgmt. Services, 
and Training). 

• Mapping moved to Assessment 
Services. 

• The Second Assistant Assessor had 
District Appraisals and Major Appraisals 
(Major Real property and Major 
Personal Property) 

• Central Processing moved to Major 
Appraisals. 

• Executive Office had a Supervising 
Special Assistant (with Property Owner 
Advocate Special Assistant, Community 
Outreach Special and three Staff 
Assistants) and a Communications 
Director Special Assistant, a Valuations 
Special Assistant, and a Legislation 
Special Assistant. 

John Noguez—February 2012 • Departure of Chief of Staff Mr. Carlos 
replaced by Mr. Renkei, who had one 
Assistant Assessor (District Appraisals 
and Major Appraisals), IT, Roll 
Services, Administration, and Executive 
Office reporting to him. 
 

John Noguez—March 2012 • One Chief of Staff with Roll Services, 
Administration, District Appraisals, 
Major Appraisals and Executive Office 
reporting to him. 

• IT reported to Administration. 
• No Assistant Assessor; District 

Appraisals and Major Appraisals now 
reported direct to Chief of Staff. 

• Personnel changes at Director level due 
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to retirement. 
John Noguez—April 2012 • IT moved to Administrative Services. 

• No other organization changes—only 
personnel changes. 

John Noguez Assessor, On Leave 

Santos Kreimann, Chief Deputy Assessor- 

June 2012 

• Mr. Noguez takes leave of absence 
• Mr. Renkei Assistant Assessor with Roll 

Services, Administration, District 
Appraisals and Major Appraisals 
reporting to him.   

• Executive Office reports to Chief 
Deputy. 

John Noguez, on Leave 

Santos Kreimann, Chief Deputy Assessor-

August 2012 

• Admin Deputy on Administrative leave. 
• Functions divided between Chief 

Deputy (HR, Mgmt Serv. and Training) 
and Assistant Assessor (IT). 

• Assistant Assessor position is vacant. 
John Noguez –on leave 

Santos Kreimann, Chief Deputy Assessor—

September 1, 2012 

 

 

• Chief Deputy Assessor head of 
Department; Assessor still on 
Administrative Leave 

• Two Assistant Assessors, HR, 
Management Services, Training and 
Executive Office reporting to Chief 
Deputy.  One Assistant Assessor 
position is vacant. 

• The other Assistant Assessor has Roll 
Services (Ownership, Exemptions, 
Assessment Services, including 
Standards, AABs/legislative and 
Mapping), District Appraisals, Major 
Appraisals and IT. 
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Appendix D – Process Maps 

 
1. AAB Appeals – Current Process 
2. AAB Appeals – Proposed Process 
3. DIV Residential – Current Process 
4. DIV Commercial/Industrial – Current Process 
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1. AAB Appeals – Current Process 
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Current Process   - Pg. 1

AAB Process

A

LA County Mgmt Audit - Assessor

1.1
Applicant or agent 

completes and submits 
Application for Changed 

Assessment

1.2
Review 

application for 
validity

1.4
Assign hearing 

date

1.6
Prepare for hearing 

(research comps, request 
income & expenses from 

TP); Prepare AABS3

1.5
Issue copies of 

application to Assessor 
& Applicant/agent

AAB100 or 
101

AAB100 or 
101

AAB100 or 
101

1.3
Download property 
info from PDB into 

CRM

PDB CRM CRM

1.7
Prepare for hearing 
(research comps, 

Document income & 
expenses)

1.45
Upload hearing 
data to AAB Sys

AAB
AABS3

C from 
pg 3
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LA County Mgmt Audit - Assessor

2.1
Prepare agendas

2.2
Print agenda/ 
assign to AR

2.4
AR, Appraiser, Applicant/
Agent meet to compare 

findings, discuss rec

2.3
Appraiser and AR 

discuss case on day of 
hearing

A

B

AAB

Step 2.4. note – this occurs in 
the cafeteria – where the 
majority of negotiations and 
resolutions occur.

AAB agenda AAB agenda

Case file

AABS3

AABS3

2.35
No show?

No-show

TP/agent
Shows up

2.37
Clerk notes no-show in 

CRM

CRM

End
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2. AAB Appeals – Proposed Process 
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Proposed Process   - Pg. 1

AAB Process

A

LA County Mgmt Audit - Assessor

1.1
Applicant or agent 

completes and submits 
Application for Changed 
Assessment.  Pay $50 

filing fee.

1.2
Review 

application for 
validity

1.4
Assign hearing 

date

1.6
Prepare for hearing 

(research comps, request 
income & expenses from 

TP); Prepare AABS3

1.5
Issue copies of 

application to Assessor 
& Applicant/agent

AAB100 or 
101

AAB100 or 
101

AAB100 or 
101

1.3
Download property 
info from PDB into 

CRM

PDB CRM CRM

1.7
Prepare for hearing 
(research comps, 

Document income & 
expenses)

1.45
Upload hearing 
data to AAB Sys

AAB
AABS3

C from 
pg 3

$50 check
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3. Residential DIV Process – Current Process   
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4. Commercial/Industrial DIV Process – Current Proc ess   
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