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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

This manual presents a description of the major responsi

bilities of Iowa's city and county assessors. 

The intent of this publication is to provide the reader with 

an overview of the multitude of duties performed by Iowa 

assessors as well as their interactions with property taxpayers, 

other local tax officials and state property tax administrative 

activities • 

1 



• POSITION OF ASSESSOR AND DEPUTY ASSESSOR 

To be eligible for appointment as assessor, a person must 

first pass an examination administered by the Department of 

Revenue and Finance. To take the examination, a person must 

possess a high school diploma or an equivalent certificate issued 

by the U.S. armed forces or the appropriate educational agency of 

any state. In addition, an application must be completed and 

received by the Department of Revenue and Finance at least three 

days prior to the date of the examination. Persons do not have 

to be residents of Iowa to take the assessor examination. 

The examination is designed to measure an applicant's 

knowledge of appraisal theory and practice and Iowa's assessment 

• laws. Appraisal topics covered by the examination include not 

only the theory of the sales, cost, and income approaches to 

market value, but also the practical application of each approach. 

Questions on assessment laws cover valuation standards, statutory 

assessment procedures, and tax credits and exemptions for which 

assessors are responsible • 

• 

The Department of Revenue and Finance is required to hold at 

least two examinations each year in Des Moines. Additional state

wide examinations may be held if necessary. Also, under certain 

circumstances, a conference board may request the Department to 

hold a special examination outside Des Moines (see page 3). 

To pass the examination, a person must receive a score of at 

least seventy percent. Persons who pass the examination are 



• granted either regular or temporary certification by the Depart

ment of Revenue and Finance • 

• 

• 

Persons who have had at least two years appraisal-related 

experience are granted regular certification. Those who lack the 

experience receive temporary certification. In determining cer

tification eligibility, appraisal-related experience is con

sidered to consist of full-time employment during which time the 

applicant was responsible for determining the final valuation of 

property. A person who receives temporary certification and sub

sequently acquires the required experience may obtain regular 

certification by again passing the examination. 

Following the administration of the examination, the Director 

of Revenue and Finance shall establish a register containing the 

names, in alphabetical order, of all individuals who are eligible 

for appointment as assessor. The test scores of individuals on 

the register shall be given to a city or county conference board 

upon request. All eligible individuals shall remain on the 

register for a period of two years following the date of certifi

cation granted by the Director. 

Incumbent assessors who have served six consecutive years 

shall be placed on the register of individuals eligible for 

appointment as assessor. In order to be appointed to the posi

tion of assessor, the assessor shall comply with the continuing 

education requirements. The number of credits required for 

certification as eligible for appointment as assessor in a 

jurisdiction other than where the assessor is currently serving 
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• shall be prorated according to the percentage of the assessor's 

term which is covered by the continuing education requirements of 

section 441.8. The credit necessary for certification for 

appointment is the product of one hundred fifty multiplied by the 

quotient of the number of months served of an assessor's term 

covered by the continuing education requirements of section 441.8 

divided by seventy-two. If the number of credits necessary for 

certification for appointment as determined under this paragraph 

results in a partial credit hour, the credit hour shall be 

rounded to the nearest whole number • 

• 

• 

Within sixty days of an examination, persons may review the 

examination in the Department of Revenue and Finance office in 

Des Moines. The review is limited to the answer sheet which indi

cates those questions answered incorrectly and the examination 

questions. Correct answers to the questions are not released, 

and no notes are permitted to be taken. Persons who review their 

examinations must wait at least thirty days before taking the 

examination again. This applies to both assessors and deputy 

assessors. 

APPOINTMENT PROCEDURES 

When an assessor position becomes vacant, the local exam

ining board shall request a register of eligible candidates from 

the Department of Revenue and Finance. After receiving the 

register, the examining board may contact all or some of the 
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• eligible c andidates and may, at its discretion, conduct inter

views. The examining board may also conduct a further examina

tion of the candidates. 

After reviewing the applicants and holding any interviews, 

the examining board must submit a written report to the con

ference board. The report should describe the examining board's 

activities in sufficient detail to assist the conference board in 

making an appointment. In addition, the report may also contain 

recommendations of the examining board for assessor appointment. 

Within seven days of receiving the examining board's report, 

the conference board must hold a meeting to appoint an assessor. 

If an assessor is selected at this meeting, the conference board 

• must, within ten days, notify the Department of Revenue and 

Finance of the appointment and its effective date. 

If the conference board does not appoint an assessor, a 

request for a special examination to be given in the jurisdiction 

in which the vacancy exists must be made to the Department of 

Revenue and Finance. The request must state why the conference 

board is asking for the special examination and demonstrate that 

a good faith effort was made to make an appointment from the 

original register. Only one special examination may be held in 

a jurisdiction, and the conference board must reimburse the 

Department of Revenue and Finance for all expenses incurred in 

administering the examination. 

Although a special examination is given in the jurisdiction 

• in which the vacancy exists, it is conducted in the same manner as 
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• are the statewide examinations held in Des Moines. Following the 

special examination, the statewide register of eligible candidates 

is updated to reflect the names of any persons who passed the 

examination. 

The examining board of the jurisdiction in which the special 

examination is held receives a copy of the updated register. 

Both the examining board and conference board then proceed to 

fill the vacancy as previously described, except that a second 

special examination cannot be requested. 

The conference board may appoint as assessor any person 

whose name is contained on the register of eligible candidates. 

Appointments made prior to the expiration of the previous assessor's 

• six-year term are only for the unexpired balance of that term. 

• 

If the person appointed as assessor holds regular certifica

tion, no further action is necessary. However, if the new assessor 

holds temporary certification, he or she must, within eighteen 

months, complete a course of study conducted by the Department of 

Revenue and Finance. The course of study includes required 

attendance at certain schools, as well as on-the-job training by 

Department personnel. The conference board must reimburse the 

Department of Revenue and Finance for all expenses incurred in 

providing this training • 

Assessors who successfully complete the prescribed course 

of study are granted regular certification at the end of the 

eighteen-month period. Persons who do not successfully complete 
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• 

• 

the program lose their temporary certificates and are not eligible 

to remain in office as assessor. At that point, the position 

becomes vacant and the selection procedure must be repeated. 

ASSESSOR CONTINUING EDUCATION 

Once appointed, an assessor must complete at least 150 hours 

of continuing education to be eligible for reappointment to that 

position. The continuing education program is administered by 

the Director of Revenue and Finance. The Director approves courses 

for inclusion in the continuing education program, and certifies 

to conference boards those assessors who have completed the pro

gram and are eligible for reappointment • 

Of the required 150 hours, 90 hours must be earned from 

courses for which a score of at least seventy percent is received 

on an examination given at the end of the course. The remaining 

60 hours may be earned from courses and seminars for which there 

is no examination offered. An assessor may also receive "non

tested" credit for a course if he or she fails the examination 

for that course. 

A course may be taken for credit only once during an assessor's 

six-year term, and the assessor must attend all sessions of each 

course to receive credit. Assessors may also receive "non-tested" 

credit for courses for which they serve as instructors. 

For a person appointed to fill an unexpired six-year term, 

the number of continuing education credits required is pro-rated 
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• to correspond with the portion of the term remaining. Deputy 

assessors who are appointed assessors may carry forward any credits 

earned during the current six-year period in which the appointment 

was made and have those credits apply toward satisfying their 

requirements as assessors. 

• 

• 

At least ninety days before the expiration of the assessor's 

six-year term, the conference board is required to hold a meet i ng 

to consider the assessor's reappointment. An incumbent assessor 

may be reappointed only if the Director of Revenue and Finance 

certifies that the continuing education requirements have been 

satisfied. If the incumbent assessor is not reappointed, the 

conference board must appoint a new assessor by not less than 

sixty days prior to the expiration of the incumbent's term • 

The conference boarrt may remove an assessor from office for 

misconduct, nonfeasance, misfeasance, or malfeasance in office. 

Upon the written request of the assessor, the conference board 

must substantiate the charges at a public hearing. 

DEPUTY ASSESSOR EXAMINATION AND APPOINTMENT 

The position of deputy assessor is optional and may be 

established at the discretion of the conference board. At any 

time, the conference board may authorize the assessor to appoint 

one or more persons as deputy assessors. 

A deputy assessor may be selected in several ways. Persons 

who were serving as deputy assessors on January 1, 1976 (the 
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• effective date of the assessor certification law) have been 

granted restricted certification for the jurisdiction in which 

they were serving at that time. A new assessor may appoint as 

deputy assessor a person who holds a restricted certification for 

that jurisdict i on as long as there has been no interruption in 

service as a deputy. It is not necessary for a person holding 

restricted certification to pass an examination to be appointed 

deputy. A deputy assessor's restricted certification expires 

upon resignation or removal from the position held on January 1, 

1976, and is valid only for that particular jurisdiction. 

A deputy assessor may also be selected from the register of 

persons who have received a score of at least seventy percent on 

• the deputy assessor examination. These examinations are held 

twice a year in Des Moines, and are less comprehensive than are 

the assessor examinations, but are conducted in the same manner 

as assessor examinations. However, no special deputy assessor 

examination can be held outside Des r!oines. 

• 

Following the administration of the examination, the 

Director of Revenue and Finance shall establish a register con

taining the names, in alphabetical order, of all individuals who 

are eligible for appointment as a deputy assessor. The test 

scores of individuals on the register shall be given to a city or 

county conference board upon request. All eligible individuals 

shall remain on the register for a period of two years following 

the date of certification granted by the Director. Incumbent 
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• deputy assessors who have served six consecutive years shall be 

placed on the register of individuals eligible for appointment as 

assessor or deputy assessor. In order to be appointed to the 

position of deputy assessor, the deputy assessor shall comply 

with the continuing education requirements. The number of credits 

required for certification as eligible for appointment as a 

• 

• 

deputy assessor in a jurisdiction other than where the deputy 

assessor is currently serving shall be prorated according to the 

percentage of the deputy assessor's term which is covered by the 

continuing education requirements of section 441.8. The credit 

necessary for certification for appointment is the product of 

ninety multiplied by the quotient of the number of months served 

of a deputy assessor's term covered by the continuing education 

requirements of section 441.8 divided by seventy-two. If the 

number of credits necessary for certification for appointment as 

determined under this paragraph results in a partial credit hour, 

the credit hour shall be rounded to the nearest whole number. 

Persons who have passed the assessor examination may be 

appointed deputy assessors even though they have not taken the 

separate deputy assessor examination. These persons are 

appointed from the assessor register since their names would not 

be included on the deputy assessor register. 

Although the position of deputy assessor is authorized by 

the conference board, the actual selection and appointment is 

made by the assessor. Deputy assessors do not serve for a fixed 
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• six-year term as do assessors, but rather serve at the pleasure 

of the assessor. 

• 

The appointment of a deputy assessor is dependent upon the 

assessor who made the appointment. The assessor may appoint more 

than one deputy. However, one person must be designated as the 

chief deputy. When an assessor vacates office, the appointments 

of all deputies except the chief deputy expire. The appointment 

of the chief deputy assessor continues until the appointment of a 

new assessor. 

When a new assessor assumes office, new appointments of 

deputy assessors must be made. The appointments would have to be 

made from either the assessor or deputy assessor register or by 

selecting a person who holds a restricted deputy certificate for 

that jurisdiction. 

DEPUTY ASSESSOR CONTINUING EDUCATION 

Like assessors, deputy assessors must also complete a con

tinuing education program to retain their positions. To continue 

serving as a deputy assessor, a person must complete 90 hours of 

continuing education within the six-year period following his or 

her appointment and during each succeeding six-year period. Sixty 

(60) of the 90 hours must be earned from courses for which an 

examination was passed. The remaining 30 hours may be non-tested 

credits. Since deputy assessors do not serve fixed terms of 

office, their continuing education periods do not necessarily 

• correspond with those for assessors. 
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• 

• 

A deputy assessor may be suspended or discharged by the 

assessor for insubordination, misconduct, neglect of duty, or not 

properly performing assigned responsibilities. The assessor must 

give the deputy written notice as to the specific disciplinary 

action being taken and the reason for the action. The deputy 

assessor may protest the action by filing a written appeal with 

the jurisdiction's examining board within five days of receiving 

notice of the action from the assessor. If requested by the 

deputy, a hearing on the disciplinary action must be held within 

fifteen days. The examining board may uphold, modify, or reverse 

the assessor's action, and the decision of the board is final. 

BUDGET PROCESS 

The assessor is responsible for developing an itemized preli

minary budget estimate for the operation of the assessor's 

office. The budget estimate is to cover all estimated expenses 

for the next fiscal year beginning July first and ending June 

thirtieth. The budget estimate is to include all estimated 

expenses for the assessor's office, conference board, examining 

board, and the board of review. Included with the board of 

review's budget would be the cost of court appeals. 

Limitations of the assessor's budget are based upon the 

amount of assessed valuation within the jurisdiction. A maximum 

tax rate of 40.5 cents per one thousand dollars of value is per

mitted if the total valuation does not exceed $92,600,000. A 
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• maximum of 33.75 cents per one thousand dollars of value is per

mitted if the valuation is more than $92,600,000, but less than 

$111,120,000 taxable valuation. A maximum of 27.0 cents per one 

thousand dollars of valuation is permitted in jurisdictions whose 

valuation exceeds $111,120,000 in taxable value. 

• 

• 

A special appraiser's fund may be established within the 

budget for the reappraisal of property within the jurisdiction. 

All reappraisal functions, whether performed by the assessor's 

office or by a professional company may be paid from this fund. 

Funds accumulated in the special appraisal fund may, by action of 

the conference board, be transferred to the assessment expense 

fund, and then applied toward non-reappraisal expenses. 

Limitations for the special appraiser's fund are also based 

upon the assessed valuation of the jurisdiction. A maximum tax 

rate of 40.5 cents per one thousand dollars of assessed valuation 

is allowed for this special appraisal fund. 

The conference board may also levy an emergency fund at a 

rate not to exceed twenty-seven cents per thousand dollars of 

assessed value of taxable property within the jurisdiction. The 

conference board must first receive approval of the State Appeal 

Board to make such an emergency levy. A transfer of money may be 

made from the emergency fund to the assessment expense fund with 

the written approval of the State Appeal Board in response to a 

request by a two-thirds vote of the conference board • 
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• CLASSIFICATION OF PROPERTY 

Property subject to taxation in Iowa is classified either as 

real estate or personal property. The correct classification of 

property is essential to determine correct tax liabilities. 

Land, buildings, and structures are assessed as real estate. 

In addition, improvements to buildings and structures which are 

the type of property not ordinarily removed when the owner moves 

to a new location are assessed as real estate. 

By law, real estate also includes certain types of property 

that are otherwise considered to be personal property. Computers, 

industrial machinery, and all property assessed by the Department 

of Revenue and Finance are examples of the types of personal 

• property which are assessed as real estate. 

Unless specifically enumerated by law, all other property ls 

classified as personal property. Examples of personal property 

include inventories, farm machinery, office furnishings and 

supplies, boats, and improvements to structures or buildings that 

are ordinarily removed when the owner moves to a new location. 

Certain types of properties are not assessable. For example, 

registration fees for snowmobiles and motor vehicles are paid in 

lieu of property taxes. Similarly, a tax is paid on mobile homes 

in lieu of the property tax. 

Property determined to be real estate must be further classi

fied as to agricultural, residential, commercial, or industrial 

property. Again, the classification is significant in determining 

• the appropriate assessment method and ultimate tax liability. 
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• 

In determining the classification of realty, the controlling 

factor is the primary use or intended primary use of the property. 

If a single primary use of a property can be identified, that 

use determines the property's classification even though another 

incidental use may be made of a portion of the property. For 

example, a dwelling would be classified as residential realty 

even though a portion (such as a room) is used as an office for a 

commercial venture. In such a situation, the commercial use of 

the property would be only incidental to its primary use as resi

dential realty. 

Zoning laws may affect the classification of property, but 

are not necessarily the controlling factor. For example, a house 

located in an area zoned for industrial use would be classified 

as residential property if it is used as a residence. However, 

if the house were razed, the vacant lot would be classified as 

industrial realty since the zoning laws would permit no other use 

of the property. 

Each property must be classified in accordance with the spe

cific use made of that property. Two buildings could be identi

cal in all respects but classified differently if used for dif

ferent purposes. For example, a dwelling used solely as a retail 

establishment would be assessed as commercial realty even though 

it might be identical to another dwelling used as a single-family 

residence and assessed as residential real estate. 
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• ASSESSMENT PROCEDURES: REAL PROPERTY 

All real estate is assessed as of January first of each odd

numbered year. In each even-numbered year, the assessor is respon

sible for reassessing any property for which a change in value 

has taken place since the last assessment or for which errors 

have been detected. Changes made after January first, such as 

valuation changes resulting from new construction or the removal 

of buildings, are to be listed and assessed to the owner the 

following year. 

Property is to be assessed to the owner of record as of 

January first. Changes in ownership taking place after January 

first would not be reflected until the following year's assess-

• ment. Buildings or improvements on land owned by another person 

are to be listed and assessed as real estate to the owner of the 

building or improvements. 

• 

Except for agricultural realty, all real estate subject to 

taxation is assessed at its fair and reasonable market value. 

Market value may be defined as the price which a property would 

bring on the open market in an arm's-length transaction between 

willing buyers and sellers. 

In determining market value the sales price of abnormal 

transactions which may not reflect true market value are to be 

disregarded or adjusted to eliminate any abnormal characteris~ics. 

Considered to be abnormal are sales between family members, 

foreclosure or forced sales, contract sales, and the purchase of 
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• adjoining property. A more detailed identification of transactions 

commonly considered abnormal can be found on the declaration of 

value form. 

• 

• 

In the event fair market value cannot be determined by use 

of sales data, and particularly sales of comparable properties, 

the assessor may use other uniform and recognized appraisal 

methods to determine the value of property. Consideration could 

be given to the property's productive or earning capacity, its 

replacement or reproduction cost minus physical, functional and 

economic depreciation, and any other factors that would assist in 

determining the actual or fair and reasonable market va l u e. The 

replacement cost method of arriving at fair market value is 

described in the Iowa Real Property Appraisal Manual • 

Special value to the present owner or the goodwill or current 

business value of a property may not be considered in determining 

the market value of property. Intangible values applicable to 

specific properties, such as name, patents, trademarks, and 

franchise rights may not freely be enjoyed by competitors and, 

therefore, cannot be considered in arriving at market value. 

Agricultural property (except dwellings) is to be valued and 

assessed on the basis of its productivity and net earning capacity. 

In counties in which a modern soil survey has been completed, the 

assessor is to place emphasis on the results of the survey • 
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• ASSESSMENT LIMITATIONS 

Iowa law contains specific provisions to limit real property 

annual valuation increases on a statewide basis. All classes of 

realty are limited to an annual statewide growth due to revalua

tion (including equalization) of four percent except for property 

assessed by the Department of Revenue and Finance which is 

restricted to an eight percent annual allowable growth. 

Assessment limitation in no way affect the assessor's deter

mination of actual value. The Department of Revenue and Finance, 

using the assessors' annual abstracts of assessment and following 

specific statutory computations, determines annually the percen

tages necessary to comply with this law. The percentages are 

• certified to each county auditor who is responsible for reducing 

each individual assessment by the prescribed percentage. 

• 

ASSESSOR RECORDS 

Real property information is to be recorded in the assessor's 

office upon property record cards. The cards should be color

coded for each class of property, thereby providing an easy iden

tification of the classification of a particular property. The 

cards prescribed by the Department of Revenue and Finance are 

designed for use with the Iowa Real Property Appraisal Manual. 

It is the Department of Revenue and Finance's position that 

the assessor's property record cards and all data gathered to 
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• assist the assessor in completing the assessment, with the excep

tion of the supplemental return authorized in Iowa Code Section 

441.19, are considered to be public records and are to be available 

and open for public inspection. Consequently, it is imperative 

that all data contained on these assessment records be legible, 

current, and correct. It is the document itself, and not merely 

the information entered on the document, that is available for 

public inspection. Persons also have the right to obtain photo

copies of public records. However, the assessor may impose 

reasonable charges and regulations for the providing of public 

information. 

• 

• 

PijRSONAL PROPERTY 

All personal property as defined in Iowa Code Section 427A.l 

is exempt from property tax. 

For assessment years beginning on or after January 1, 1986, 

personal property shall not be listed or assessed. Therefore, 

all taxes on personal property were repealed effective July 1, 

1987. 

TAXPAYER NOTIFICATION PROCEDURES 

The assessor is required to notify each taxpayer whenever 

there is a change in the assessment of the taxpayer's property. 

The notice is to be in the form of an assessment roll prescribed 
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• by the Director of Revenue and Finance, and should indi c ate t h e 

assessed value and classification of the property, and contain a 

statement explaining how the assessment may be appealed. 

• 

In reassessment years, assessment rolls must be prepared in 

duplicate, with the original being retained by the assessor and 

the duplicate being sent to the taxpayer if the assessment has 

been changed. If there has been no change in the assessment, the 

assessment roll does not have to be mailed unless requested by 

the taxpayer. 

In the case of an equalization order which affects all prop

erties within a class by the same percentage, the notification 

can be performed by the publication in official newspapers of 

general circulation. However, if the use of an alternative method 

of applying an equalization order is authorized, newspaper publi

cation may not be acceptable taxpayer notification if the publi

cation cannot clearly and sufficiently advise taxpayers as to how 

such method affects their valuations. 

An error in an assessment discovered after the assessment 

rolls have been delivered may be corrected by delivering a 

corrected assessment roll prior to April fifteenth. No change 

can be made to an assessment after April 15, except by order of 

the board of review or by a court action. 

ASSESSMENT APPEAL PROCESS 

A property owner who is dissatisfied with the assessment of 

• property may appeal the assessment to the local board of review 
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• between April 16 and May 5. The assessor is required to provide 

and receive forms for filing the appeal. 

• 

• 

Protests must be limited to one or more of six grounds: 

(1) the assessment is not equitable with similar properties; (2) 

the property is assessed at more than its actual value; (3) the 

property is exempt from taxation; (4) there is an error in the 

assessment; (5) the assessment is fraudulent; and (6) there has 

been a change in the property's value since the last assessment. 

In addition to the six grounds above, a property owner or 

aggrieved taxpayer who finds that a clerical or mathematical 

error has been made in the assessment may file a protest against 

that assessment in the same manner as other grounds except that 

the protest may be filed for previous years. The Board may 

correct clerical or mathematical errors for any assessment year 

in which the taxes have not been fully paid or otherwise legally 

discharged. 

In order for a protest to be valid, it must be submitted in 

writing, be signed by the individual making the protest or an 

authorized agent, and be timely submitted. A property owner may 

request an oral hearing before the board of review by making a 

written request at the time of filing the protest. 

It should be kept in mind that every effort should be made 

to protect a taxpayer's right of appeal. While taxpayers must 

assume certain responsibilities in filing and presenting their 

appeals, the assessor must remember that both the taxpayer and the 

assessor are entitled to a fair hearing before the board of review • 
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• OMITTED ASSESSMENT PROCEDURE 

If it is discovered that for any reason a parcel of property 

was not assessed by the assessor or board of review, an omitted 

assessment may be made. An omitted assessment can be made only 

if land or buildings were not listed and assessed by the assessor. 

The failure to list and assess an entire building is an omission 

for which an omitted assessment can be made even if the land upon 

which the building is located has been listed and assessed. How

ever, the failure to consider the value added as a result of an 

improvement made does not constitute an omission for which an 

omitted assessment can be made if the building or land to which 

the improvement was made has been listed and assessed. 

• A local board of review may make an omitted assessment of 

• 

property during its regular session only if the property was not 

listed and assessed as of January 1 of the current assessment 

year. For example, during its regular session which begins May 1, 

1989, a local board of review may make an omitted assessment only 

of property that was not assessed by the assessor as of January 1, 

1989. During that session, the board of review could not make an 

omitted assessment for an assessment year prior to 1989. 

The county auditor and local assessor may make an omitted 

assessment. However, no omitted assessment can be made by the 

county auditor or local assessor if taxes based on the assessment 

year in question have been paid or otherwise legally discharged. 

For example, if a tract of land was listed and assessed and taxes 
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• levied against that assessment have been paid or legally dis

charged, no omitted assessment can be made of a building located 

upon that tract of land even though the building was not listed 

and assessed at the time the land was listed and assessed. 

• 

• 

The county treasurer may make an omitted assessment within 

four years from the date the tax list which should have contained 

the assessment should have been delivered to the county treasurer. 

For example, for the 1988 assessment year, the tax list is to be 

delivered to the county treasurer on or before June 30, 1989. 

Thus, the county treasurer may make an omitted assessment for the 

1988 assessment year at any time on or before June 30, 1993. 

However, the county treasurer may make an omitted assessment of a 

building even if taxes levied against the land upon which the 

building is located have been paid or legally discharged. The 

county treasurer may not make an omitted assessment if the omitted 

property is no longer owned by the person who owned the property 

on January 1 of the year the original assessment should have been 

made. 

When an omitted assessment is made by the assessor or county 

auditor, the official making the assessment must notify the owner 

of the property by certified mail. The owner has ten days from 

the date of the notice to protest the assessment to the appropriate 

official. Further appeal of the assessor's or auditor's decision 

may be made to the district court. 

If the omitted assessment is made by the county treasurer, a 

demand for payment of the outstanding tax liability is made at the 
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• time the assessment is made. Appeal from the county treasurer's 

action may be taken to the district court. 

ABSTRACT OF ASSESSMENT 

Assessors are required by law to submit an abstract of 

assessment to the Department of Revenue and Finance by July first 

of each year. A copy is also to be provided to the county audi

tor. In the case of an extension of the local board of review's 

annual session, the abstract is due fifteen days after the local 

board adjourns its extended session. 

The abstract of assessment is basically a summary report of 

real property values for property classified as agricultural, 

• residential, commercial and industrial. Actual 100% values as 

established by the assessor and approved by the local board of 

review are to be reported. In most instances, the abstract is 

not to include adjustments to these values resulting from statu

tory credits, exemptions and assessment limitations. 

• 

An extremely important part of the abstract is the reconcili

ation report. This portion of the annual report specifically iden

tifies the reasons for and amounts of value changes from the prior 

assessment year, and is designed similar to a financial balance 

sheet. Specifically requested on this report is an itemization of 

valuation increases and decreases resulting from revaluation, new 

construction, annexation and transfers of value from other classes 
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• of property as a result of reclassification action. This recon

ciliation data is required to be reported separately for agricul

tural land and structures, residential dwellings on agricultural 

realty, residential, commercial and industrial realty. 

• 

• 

The abstract and reconciliation report also require reporting 

of the actual numbers of agricultural acres as well as the numbers 

of units and buildings for the other classes of realty. It is 

vitally important that the values reported on the reconciliation 

report are accurate and complete, as this information is the 

exclusive source data for equalization and assessment limitation 

computations. 

The Department provides assessors with the abstract of assess-

ment reporting forms each year. However, assessors may submit 

computer generated abstracts if prior approval of the format is 

requested and received from the Department of Revenue and Finance. 

EXEMPT PROPERTY REPORT 

Iowa Code Section 427.1(31) requires assessors to submit an 

annual report to the Department of Revenue and Finance of the 

value of properties subject to statutory exemptions. This report 

requires only a summary of aggregate values subject to exemption, 

itemized by exemption type. This summary report requires the 

following breakdown of such exempt values:* 

*Exempt values for pollution control, impoundments, natural con
servation and wildlife, industrial partial exemption and urban 
revitalization are reported in the assessor's annual abstract of 
assessment, and thus, are not included in this report. 
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• 

• 

• 

1. Religious institutions, literary and charitable 
societies (427.1(9)) 

2. Low rent housing (427.1(34)) 

3. Associations of war veterans (427.1(6)) 

4. Educational institutions (427.1(11)) 

The Department of Revenue and Finance provides assessors with 

the annual exempt property reporting forms. A copy of the com

pleted exempt property report is to also be submitted annually to 

the local board of review. 

CREDITS & EXEMPTIONS: APPLICATION REQUIRED 

The assessor is to accept homestead tax credit applications 

through July 1, of each year and make a recommendation for 

allowance or disallowance to the county board of supervisors. 

The assessor is responsible for verifying the recordation of 

appropriate evidence of ownership. Once filed, no further filing 

is required providing the claimant or the claimant's spouse owns 

and occupies the homestead on July 1, of subsequent years. 

Military service tax exemption applications are to be 

received by the assessor through July 1, of each year and a recom

mendation for allowance or disallowance made to the county board 

of supervisors. The assessor is responsible for verifying the 

recordation of appropriate military service documentation. Once 

filed, no further filing is required providing the claimant or 

the claimant's spouse continues to own the property on July 1, 

of subsequent years • 
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• 

• 

• 

If a person fails to file a claim or record the required 

evidence of ownership by July 1, the credit or exemption may be 

claimed by filing an application and evidence of ownership with 

the assessor by not later than December 31, of the following year. 

Applications for the pollution control property tax exemp

tion are to be filed with the assessor through February 1 of each 

year. It is the assessor's responsibility to verify the appro

priate certification by the Department of Natural Resources 

accompanies the applications. Once filed, it is not necessary 

for the owner to file an application for exemption in subsequent 

years as the exemption is permanent for qualified pollution 

control equipment. 

The assessor is to receive applications for the low-rent 

housing property tax exemption through February 1, of each year. 

The assessor is responsible for monitoring the length of time the 

exemption is allowable, verifying the appropriate ownership, oper

ation and occupancy, and determining the validity of a low-rent 

fee. 

Applications for an impoundment structure property tax 

exemption are accepted by the county assessor through June 30, 

of each year. It is the assessor's responsibility to secure the 

facts pertaining to the size, location and use of the structure, 

and to obtain from a first year applicant a copy of the water 

storage permit approved by the Administrator of the Environmental 

Protection Division of Natural Resources and a copy of the con

struction plan. The assessor is to submit applications for the 
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• exemption, with the recommendation of the soil conservation 

district commissioners, to the county board of supervisors for 

approval or denial. Applications for exemption are to be filed 

annually. 

• 

• 

The assessor is to accept applications for property tax 

exemption from war veterans organizations and religious, chari

table and literary societies through February 1, of each year. It 

is the assessor's responsibility to verify that the property is 

being used for the appropriate purposes of the filing organiza

tion, and to assess for taxation any portion of the property not 

so used or otherwise used in a profit-making manner. The content 

of the application for exemption and criteria pertaining to the 

proration of taxes are covered in Chapter 701-78 of the Iowa 

Administrative Code. Once filed, applications for exemption are 

not required in subsequent years providing the use of the property 

remains unchanged. 

Applications for the property tax exemption on forest reser

vations and fruit-tree reservations are accepted by the assessor 

through April 15 of each year. It is the responsibility of the 

assessor or County Conservation Board to verify that the reserva

tions meet the criteria set forth in Iowa Code Chapter 161, and 

also, in the case of fruit-tree reservations, to monitor the 

length of time the exemption is allowable (8 years). 

The assessor is to accept applications for the partial prop

erty tax exemption on industrial real estate through February 1, 

of each year. It is the responsibility of the assessor to monitor 
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• the amount of exemption granted each year and the length o f time 

the exemption is allowable. For each project which adds value, 

an application for exemption must be filed by February 1 of each 

year in which value added is first assessed for taxation unless 

prior approval has been granted in which case the application is 

to be filed in the year following completion of the project. 

• 

• 

Applications for the urban revitalization property tax 

exemption are to be accepted by the assessor through February 1 

of each year. It is the responsibility of the assessor to verify 

the appropriate percentage increase in the valuation of the prop

erty, and to monitor the amount of exemption granted each year and 

the length of time the exemption is allowable. If prior approval 

has not been granted, the claimant has the option of filing a 

claim for exemption by February 1 of each year in which value 

added is first assessed for taxation or waiting until the project 

is complete and filing a claim for exemption the following year. 

If prior approval has been granted, the application for exemption 

is to be filed in the year following completion of the project. 

The city council may, by resolution, provide that an application 

for the partial exemption can be filed by February 1 of any 

assessment year after the area is designated as an urban revital

ization area. 

The assessor accepts applications for the native prairie 

property tax exemption through February 1 of each year. It is 

the assessor's responsibility to verify appropriate certification 
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• by the county conservation board or the State Conservation 

Commission. 

• 

The assessor shall cause to be assessed for taxation property 

for which the assessor believes has been erroneously exempted 

from taxation. Revocation of a property tax exemption shall 

commence with the assessment for the current assessment year and 

shall not be applied to prior assessment years. 

The only statutory responsibility the assessor has in the 

administration of the property tax credit and rent reimbursement 

program for the elderly and disabled is to have available the 

necessary claim forms and instructions. 

For a detailed analysis of the eligibility requirements for 

the various credits and exemptions, please refer to the credits 

and exemptions reference manual provided by the Department of 

Revenue and Finance. 

EXEMPTIONS: NO APPLICATION REQUIRED 

Providing all other eligibility criteria have been complied 

with, no application is required to be filed to obtain a tax 

exemption on cemeteries, libraries, art galleries, homes for 

soldiers, growing agricultural and horticultural crops, personal 

property, wildlife habitats, and farm equipment and mechanics 

tools up to $1,111 in taxable value. Also, no application is 

required to be filed to obtain a tax exemption on property owned 

by the federal government, the State of Iowa or any of its polit-

• ical subdivisions (city, county, etc.). 
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• 

• 

• 

Property owned by the federal government or the State of 

Iowa is exempt from taxation regardless of the manner in which it 

is used. The property does not have to be used for non-profit 

purposes. It is the ownership of the property rather than its 

use that deems it tax exempt. 

Political subdivisions of the State of Iowa must own the 

property, use it for public purposes and not for profit-making 

purposes in order for the property to be exempt from taxation. 

Property used by a political subdivision, but not owned by the 

political subdivision, would be subject to taxation. 

In most instances, the status of the property on July 1, of 

the assessment year determines its eligibility for tax exemption. 

If the property is owned by the federal government or State of 

Iowa or owned and used by a political subdivision of the State of 

Iowa on that date, no taxes are to be levied against the property 

during that fiscal year. Property acquired by the State of Iowa 

or any of its political subdivisions after July 1, is subject to 

taxation. All delinquent and current taxes are to be cancelled 

when the federal government acquires property regardless of the 

date of acquisition.* 

*Exceptions to these taxable status rules are covered in the Iowa 
Administrative Code (Chapter 78) . 
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• ASSESSMENT/SALES RATIO STUDIES 

The compilation and analysis of assessment/sales ratio data 

is a major means of determining relative levels of assessment and 

assessment uniformity. Nearly all states employ sales analysis 

as a tool for assessment equalization. 

An assessment/sales ratio study is basically a form of 

applied statistics in which assessment conclusions can be drawn 

concerning all properties from a sample ("sales'') of such proper

ties. In its most fundamental analysis, an assessment/sales 

ratio is the comparison of the assessed value of an individual 

property to its sale price. The statistical analysis of all such 

valid assessment/sales ratios provides the assessor with a wealth 

• of information concerning assessment levels and uniformity, as 

well as a valuable management tool for establishing and main

taining accurate and equitable assessments. 

Sales information for assessment/sales ratio study develop

ment is provided to assessors and the Department of Revenue and 

Finance on the declaration of value form. This document is 

completed by parties to sales transactions at the time each con

veyance instrument is recorded with the county recorder. (See 

Iowa Code Chapter 428A). 

Completed declaration of value forms are forwarded to the 

assessor from the county recorder. The assessor is required to 

enter current classification and assessment data on each declara

tion of value, and forward a copy of each declaration to the 

• Department of Revenue and Finance. 
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• 

• 

• 

A primary concern of the assessor should be the screening of 

sales to determine if there exist any conditions surrounding 

each sale which would indicate factors that would distort market 

value. Some examples of sales conditions that are commonly con

sidered to distort market value are sales between family members, 

sales of a portion of a property, forced or distress sales such 

as tax sales, and purchases of adjoining land. Assessors are to 

report such sales conditions on the declaration of value. 

Declarations of value must be forwarded to the Department of 

Revenue and Finance not later than sixty (60) days from the end 

of the calendar quarter in which they were received. However, 

assessors are urged to submit the declarations at least monthly 

to facilitate processing and analysis • 

The Department of Revenue and Finance semi-annually provides 

each assessor with a list of sales reviewed by the Department and 

initially deemed valid for assessment/sales ratio study purposes. 

This list provides the assessor with an additional opportunity to 

analyze the sales, and provide further information concerning 

such sales. Assessors are required to provide this additional 

information within forty-five (45) days of receipt of the sales 

list from the Department. 

Upon careful review and screening of all sales data, several 

statistics can be compiled which provide extremely meaningful 

conclusions concerning assessment levels and uniformity. These 

conclusions drawn from factual statistical analysis can indicate: 
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• 

• 

• 

1. The most common or frequent level of assessment. 

2. The "spread'' of assessments around the most common level. 

3. The relationship between the level of assessment and the 
prescribed statutory assessment level. 

4. The need for general reassessment or reassessment of 
selected property groups, neighborhoods, classes or 
subclasses of realty. 

5. Identification of appraisal procedures problems. 

6. Appraisal trending possibilities between actual 
reappraisals. 

7. Effectiveness of recent reappraisal actions. 

8. Appraisal staff performance evaluation. 

In conclusion, this brief discussion of the "basics" of 

assessment/sales ratio studies is intended to point out the 

importance these studies play in the field of assessment admin

istration, and the need for assessors to compile and analyze 

assessment/sales ratio data as an ongoing major assessment func

tion. 

EQUALIZATION OF ASSESSMENTS 

The Purpose of Equalization 

The purpose of assessment equalization is to ensure that 

each class of property in each assessing jurisdiction is assessed 

at actual value as required by law. Equalization is accomplished 

by increasing or decreasing the aggregate valuations for certain 

classes of property within assessing jurisdictions by the percent

age necessary to adjust the level of assessment to actual value • 
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• 

• 

• 

Assess ment equalization is necessary to ensure an equitable 

assessment base for several reasons. First, Iowa's more than 

2,000 taxing districts do not correspond with the 112 assessing 

districts. Consequently, the property in one taxing district 

(such as a school district) may be valued by two or more local 

assessors. Second, state aid to local schools is based in part 

upon the property tax (assessment) base of each school district. 

Therefore, inequities in levels of assessment among school 

districts can have an adverse effect upon the equitable distribu

tion of state aid. And third, equalization is necessary to 

ensure that each class of property is assessed at the statutory 

level of actual value. Equalization helps maintain an equitable 

assessment base among classes of property and among assessing 

jurisdictions. 

How Equalization Works 

The Department of Revenue and Finance is required by law to 

determine the level of assessment for each class of property 

within each assessing district in the state. This determination 

is based upon (1) an assessment/sales ratio study, (2) appraisals 

and investigations made by the Local Government Services Divi

sion's appraisal staff, and (3) for agricultural realty, a study 

of productivity and net earning capacity. 

The aggregate actual valuations determined for each class of 

property are compared with those reported to the Department of 

Revenue and Finance by city and county assessors on the abstract 
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• of assessment. If the reported valuations are more than five 

percent above or below those determined by the Department, the 

Department is required by law to order a percentage adjustment in 

the valuations for that class of property. 

• 

• 

Equalization orders may vary considerably among classes of 

property or assessing jurisdictions. One reason for this varia

tion is the amount of adjustment to assessments made by assessors. 

Also, property values do not follow the same trend in different 

classes of property or in different areas of the state. 

The Department issues tentative equalization orders to county 

auditors on or about August 15, in odd numbered years. An assess

ing jurisdiction has ten days from the date of the tentative 

order to request a hearing before the Director of Revenue and 

Finance to protest such order. The hearing before the Director 

is restricted to a discussion and presentation of factual data 

which may show errors in the Director's data or methodology 

utilized in determining tentative equalization orders. 

Final equalization orders are issued to county auditors on 

or before October 1, in equalization years. An assessing juris

diction has ten (10) days from the date of the final order to 

appeal the final order to the State Board of Tax Review. 

Assessors may elect to implement final equalization orders 

in accordance with their own alternative method. For example, an 

equalization order which requires an aggregate increase in agri

cultural values of 10% could be implemented by the assessor for 

internal equalization purposes by applying a greater percentage 

- 3 -



• increase on agricultural structures and a lesser percentage on 

agricultural land. It should be stressed that alternative methods 

must result in equivalent aggregate values required by the final 

equalization order. In this example, the alternative method used 

to increase agricultural values at various rates must result in a 

ten percent (10%) aggregate class increase to comply with the 

equalization order. An assessor must request permission to use 

• 

• 

an alternative method from the Department of Revenue and Finance 

within ten (10) days of the date of the final equalization order, 

and must be aware that an alternative method may require taxpayer 

notice other than by publication. 

MOBILE HOMES 

Mobile homes are not subject to ad valorem property taxation 

but are subject to a tax which is based upon the size of the 

mobile home. 

by: 

A mobile home owner may convert a mobile home to real estate 

(1) attaching it to a permanent foundation 

(2) destroying its frame making it impossible to reconvert 

it to a mobile home 

(3) giving a mortgage to the secured party on the real 

estate upon which the mobile home is to be located or 

obtaining written perm ssion from the secured party 

to the conversion • 
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• 

• 

• 

Once these conditions have been complied with, the assessor 

is to collect any unpaid taxes and the mobile home title from the 

owner, and forward it to the county treasurer for cancellation. 

The property is then to be assessed as real estate the following 

January 1. 

Modular homes are to be assessed as real estate as are 

improvements and structures attached to mobile homes • 
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