Lead Committee: Taxation and Government Finance
Level of Government Committee: Legislative Committee
Spring 2014

PARCEL TAXES ARE NOT APPROVED BY THE PROPERTY OWNERS
WHO PAY THE TAX
THE QUESTION
Should parcel taxes be required to be approved by property owners rather than the voters?
ACTION REQUIRED?
Optional.
POSSIBLE POSITIONS
1. Sponsor a constitutional amendment that would require that parcel taxes be approved by
property owners instead of the voters.
2. Support a constitutional amendment that would require that parcel taxes be approved by
property owners instead of the voters.
3. Other.
4. Nothing.
DISCUSSION
Generally speaking, Proposition 13 placed a limit of 1% of a property's value on the property
taxes that can be levied on real property. Local governments are prohibited from imposing
any other ad valorem property tax. As a result, local governments turned to parcel taxes
which are not based on a property's value as a source of revenue. Unlike local bonds which
are limited to paying for capital expenses, parcel tax proceeds can be used to fund the
operating expenses of local government services and programs. As a special tax, parcel
taxes require approval by two-thirds of the voters in order to be imposed.
Typically, a parcel tax is a property tax of a fixed dollar amount imposed on the owners of
each parcel within the taxing jurisdiction of the local government. Often, however, the parcel
tax may be based on the square footage of the structure(s) on the property. While cities,
counties and special districts may all impose parcel taxes, special districts are generally
required to impose the tax uniformly on all types of property. In other words, a special
district cannot have, for example, one parcel tax for commercial properties and a different
parcel tax for residential properties. However, measures were introduced both last year and
again this year which would authorize school districts -- one type of special district -- to
impose non-uniform parcel taxes.
Last year, Senate Constitutional Amendment 3 was introduced which originally (the measure
was ultimately used for another purpose) would have lowered the vote threshold for parcel
taxes from two-thirds to 55%. The measure was similar to several other bills that were
introduced in the preceding decade. The Senate Governance and Finance Committee
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analysis for SCA 3 highlighted the important issues regarding those who are currently
empowered to approve parcel taxes:
SCA 3 lowers the vote threshold to enact parcel taxes, which landowners who own property
in the jurisdiction imposing the tax must pay. Therefore, resident non-landowners, like
renters, can vote in the election, but do not pay the tax, except to the extent that property
owners can pass them on in rents which depends on supply and demand of housing in a
given area. In the reverse, non-resident landowners are not able to vote in the election, but
must pay the tax if voters approve the measure…. The Committee may which to consider
whether lowering the vote threshold for new parcel taxes is equitable when many voters do
not bear the cost, and those who may bear the cost cannot vote.
Some might argue that parcel taxes should only be approved by a two-thirds vote of the
property owners because it is property owners that will be paying the tax and it is unfair to
have individuals who will not pay the tax impose the tax on property owners. Given the
fiscal difficulties being experienced by local governments, it's very likely there will be
continued efforts to reduce the vote threshold for the approval of parcel taxes to 55% of the
voters. When reducing the vote threshold is contemplated, maybe consideration should also
be given to placing the decision on whether to impose the parcel tax with property owners
instead of the voters. Such a change would require a constitutional amendment to amend
Proposition 13. While adoption of such an amendment would be politically contentious, it
appears the proponents would have the advantage of arguments relating to the fairness of
such an amendment with which to buttress their campaign.
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