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Legislature Could Find Assessments Reform in Its Future  
 

In the latest round of courtroom drama involving Allegheny County�s property assessment 
system, Judge Wettick has ruled that the County�s base year plan, and, by extension, the laws 
allowing a base year anywhere in the state, violates the uniformity clause of the Pennsylvania 
Constitution.  This ruling, if upheld by the Supreme Court, could well mean that Allegheny 
County and the state�s 66 other counties will face a mandatory revaluation in a few years.  
 
State law permits assessments to be based on either current market values or a base year.  Until 
recently, Allegheny County was using market value and opted to move to a base year system in 
2006, using the values from the most recent reassessment in 2002.   
 
For the time being, the County will be able to continue using the base year values �maybe  
another two years. But the ruling obviously has stirred up the anxiety that always accompanies an 
impending reassessment.     
 
It is not true that a reassessment automatically delivers higher taxes.  Some owners might see a 
tax decrease as values go up and millage rates are adjusted downward.  It is also untrue that a 
base year equates with low or non-increasing taxes.  We have seen millage rates rise, including a 
recent 1.25 mill hike in the Hempfield School District, situated in Westmoreland County, which 
has not reassessed since 1972 and in the Moon School District here in Allegheny County which 
has been on a base year system since 2006.    
 
Judge Wettick argues the base year violates the uniformity clause by �causing significant 
disparities in the ratio of assessed to market value� and �discriminates against owners of property 
in lower value neighborhoods,� opining that while the County may not be defending the disparity 
now, it would only be a matter of a few short years before that would come to pass.   
 
The ruling�s examination of reassessments in all of Pennsylvania�s 67 counties reveals a 
correlation between the coefficient of dispersion (the average deviation from the common level 
ratio of assessed to market value, known as the COD) and the length of time since the previous 
assessment.  In 2005, 37 of the state�s counties had a COD of 30 or greater, which indicates a 
high degree of variance from the common level ratio.  The commonly accepted variation for 
older, heterogeneous areas is 15 or less.   
 
Furthermore, Counties with a COD of 40 or greater have not reassessed in at least two decades.  
There is strong evidence that keeping current with assessments shrinks the disparity. Allegheny 
County�s COD dropped from 29.62 in 2000 to 19.05 in 2001, the year of the first reassessment.  
Similar results were produced in 21 other counties over the last twenty years or so.    
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Judge Wettick�s decision examines in depth the assessment mechanism and governing statutes in 
the other states.  In that regard, he finds Pennsylvania to be woefully and embarrassingly lax in 
state oversight of assessment and assessor training, on requirements for taxing bodies to keep 
values current or relatively current, and in specifying how long base year values can be kept in 
place.   
 
In fact, only Delaware (a state with three counties and a population less than Allegheny County) 
and Pennsylvania do not �impose requirements that assessments be based on current or relatively 
current values, [have laws that] require complete assessments within a specified number of years 
[and have no] state agency with oversight responsibility for the assessment practices of the 
counties or other taxing bodies.�   
 
So what will happen to assessments in Pennsylvania if the ruling is upheld on appeal?  No one 
can know for sure but we recommend the following steps: 
 

1. The Department of Revenue, State Tax Equalization Board, or a new agency should have 
oversight responsibility that includes testing and certifying assessors, ensuring that 
counties are reassessing in a timely manner and establishing the statistical criteria for 
accuracy.  In all likelihood the General Assembly will have to provide funding to set up 
the state oversight and assist with the revaluation programs around the Commonwealth.  

2. Reassessments would be performed at least every three years. 
3. Increases from the initial reassessment would have to result in a rollback of millage rates 

to eliminate windfalls, no exceptions. In subsequent reassessments, no more than a three 
percent windfall would be allowed.   

4. Voters get the power of referendum to approve all millage rate increases, no exceptions; 
school, municipal or county.    

 
Whether the Wettick ruling stands or not, the General Assembly needs to take some definitive 
actions to get Pennsylvania�s assessment jumble in step with the rest of the country.  Our 
recommendations could start the movement in that direction.  
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