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Property Assessments: Lessons From Butler County 

 
Allegheny County�s assessment saga continues as the Chief Executive pursues his quest 
to find a way to protect property owners from higher taxes.  One of the arguments now 
being heard is that Allegheny County needs a new way to do assessments, maybe similar 
to the system used in Butler County.  In the Butler system, a property is assigned a value 
based on the cost of constructing the building in 1969 and never changes except for 
additions to the structure or unless there is a successful appeal.  There are very few 
appeals in Butler.  Unless the market value of a property has fallen well behind the 
average increase in the County, an appeal is not likely to result in an assessment lower 
than the 1969 construction cost formula. 
 
Since individual assessments are unchanging in Butler County, any increases in property 
tax collections by the County, school districts and municipalities are driven either by 
growth in the tax base as new homes and commercial properties are built or millage rate 
hikes. While the relative success of Butler County in attracting population and economic 
development in recent decades is in part traceable to its assessment system which protects 
property owners from higher taxes arising from increasing market values, the far more 
important factor is the low property tax burden levied by the county, schools, and 
municipalities.  
 
As recent evidence shows, property tax revenues have been increased through millage 
rate hikes in the County and in school districts, including Seneca Valley and Mars Area. 
Still, compared to Allegheny County, property owners in Butler County enjoy a much 
lower property tax levy.  Consider the tax situation with a home currently for sale in 
Cranberry.  With a market value of $169,000 it is paying $2,300 in total taxes to Butler 
County, Seneca Valley schools, and Cranberry Township.  A similarly priced home in 
Pine Township in Allegheny County would be paying over $4,400 in total taxes.  In fact, 
a $169,000 home would be paying more to the Pine-Richland school district alone than 
the total taxes paid in Butler County.  
 
In Pittsburgh, the total tax levy on the same value home would be $4,970, more than 
double the Butler home. Note further that Allegheny County taxes at $790 would be $440 
higher than the Butler County taxes.    
 
As long as per capita spending by municipalities, schools and the Butler County 
government remain well constrained relative to the levels in Allegheny County, property 
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taxes in Butler will continue to be very attractive compared to those in Allegheny 
County.      
 
The most important property tax lesson Butler County teaches is that if Allegheny 
County residents want lower property taxes, they must demand less spending by their 
governments and schools.  Note that if every property assessment in Allegheny County 
were reduced by 50 percent, the contractual obligations and spending plans of 
governments would not change.  Millage rates would simply double to maintain revenues 
so that spending could continue.  For example, when Allegheny County reassessed in 
2001 and changed its ratio of assessed value to market value from 25 percent to 100 
percent, the County, schools, and municipalities made sure their new rates were revenue 
neutral, and many taxing bodies have increased them from that starting point.   
 
There are some things the state legislature could do to help. First, change Act 146 to 
require that windfalls from reassessments be revenue neutral with specific sanctions 
spelled out for failure of taxing bodies to comply. Second, adopt a referendum 
requirement for any millage rate increase by any taxing body.  Together these reforms 
would provide substantial safeguards against taxes being raised willy-nilly by elected 
officials.  
 
To be sure, these reforms will not prevent property owners whose reassessments go up 
faster than the average in their taxing districts from getting higher tax bills. By definition, 
some property assessments will rise faster than the average and some will rise slower. 
Only by adopting permanently frozen assessments as in Butler County can this reality be 
changed.   
 
However, adopting a system that locks in values presents a number of difficulties. What 
base year and what value measure would be used?  Using market values would not be 
feasible since market values change over time. There would be an inherent bias against 
new homes that over time will inevitably have higher market values than similar-sized, 
similar amenities homes built years before and whose assessments have been frozen for 
several years.  A modified freeze that attempts to adjust the base year market value for 
inflation will not work because of the impossibility of finding a price change variable that 
would apply to all housing markets in the County.   
 
The value measure has to be something that does not change--like construction costs and 
land cost in a base year.  The obvious questions; how does such a system get 
implemented and what will be the impact on individual assessments?   Could it even be 
done without massive, unforeseeable shifts in tax burden among the existing parcels in 
the County?  In all likelihood, the older homes--50 years and over--would have their 
values raised relative to newer homes and the tax burden would shift toward them.  
Beyond these concerns, it is a virtual certainty that adopting a base year cost valuation 
system will be extremely complicated and expensive.  
 
Clearly, there are no easy answers to Allegheny County�s assessment problems.  The best 
approach is to buckle down and do the job right. That means devoting adequate resources 



and staying focused for as long as it takes to get reliable and defensible assessment values 
countywide.  Property owners in Allegheny County deserve no less.  
 
Meanwhile, political leaders should be exhorting school districts and local governments 
to rein in expenditures. It must be recognized once and for all that high taxes reflect high 
government spending.  Support by local and state leaders for referenda for all tax 
increases could be a great step toward putting limits on tax dollar spenders. Getting  
assessments as accurate as possible is necessary to ensure that taxpayers are treated fairly 
relative to other taxpayers.     
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For more information about this and other topics, please visit our website: 
  www.alleghenyinstitute.org 

 

 

If you have enjoyed this or previous Policy Briefs and wish to support our efforts 
please consider becoming a donor to the Allegheny Institute.  The Allegheny 
Institute is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization and all contributions are tax 
deductible.  Please mail your contribution to:   

The Allegheny Institute 
305 Mt. Lebanon Boulevard 

Suite 208 
Pittsburgh, PA  15234 

Thank you for your support. 


