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BOOK: Property taxes begin with assessment 

Real Property Taxation in New York City. 
by Philip Finkelstein, foreword by Dick 
Netzer; Praeger Publishers, Inc., New 
York, 1975. 121 pages. 

The anatomy of New York City's fiscal 
crisis reveals two parallel developments in 
the city's contemporary history. On one 
hand, the services delivered have been far 
greater in New York on a per capita basis 
than is provided by other municipal juris-
dictions in the United States. On the other 
hand, the growth of revenues from all 
sources has not kept pace with the level of 
spending maintained by policy makers 
over the past dozen years. 

Of locally generaged revenues, real 
estate taxes are a very important com-
ponent, hence a study dealing with the 
ways property taxes are levied and can be 
improved is of singular importance. 

In this book, Philip Finkelstein, a for-
mer Deputy City Administrator of New 
York, reports on an in-depth study of the 
effects of property taxation in the city 
during the late 1960's. His findings of that 
period were striking in their revelation of 
inequities in the assessment process. He 
stated that a great deal of variation in the 
ratio of assessment to full value has been 
evident not only between property classes,  

but within classifications as well. Further-
more, it was found that sales data was not 
fully utilized in establishing assessments 
and determining the New York State 
equalization ratio. 

Generally, land is assesed at a lower 
percentage of full value than are improve-
ments. Such disparity is found throughout 
the United States in jurisdictions that levy 
property taxes. New York City is no excep-
tion, and vacant land shows the lowest 
ratio of assessment to full value. Finkel-
stein's study also found that commercial, 
retail and newer residential properties 
come closest to full value in their assess-
ment. 

Using the Astoria-Long Island City area 
as an example, the study indicates that the 
coefficient of dispersion for median values 
of vacant land is .69; for one-family homes, 
.26; and three-family dwellings .30. The 
Advisory Council on Intergovernmental 
Relations considers that dispersion ratios 
between .20 and .30 indicate a need for 
assessment review, and a coefficient of dis-
persion greater than .30 indicates a high 
degree of inequality and calls for complete 
assessment reform. 

An interesting part of the book deals 
with estimates Finkelstein and his research 
team developed to determine the effect of 
a land value tax within various land use  

categories.-  Using a randomly chosen sam-
ple, the study estimated the impact of land 
value taxes that would be most likely to 
facilitate more intensive development. 
Three variables were used to determine the 
differing impact of the tax on different use 
classifications: 1. the improvement value 
to land value ratio; 2. the difference be-
tween existing property taxes and the pro-
posed land tax; and 3. the ratio of land 
value tax to the existing tax. 

The first measure is useful in deter-
mining intensity of land development - a 
parcel with a high improvement to land 
value ratio pays correspondingly less tax 
and vice versa. The difference between 
land value taxes was to determine the 
average change that would be occasioned 
by a land value tax. Finally, the ratio of 
land value tax to present tax paid per par-
cel simply measures the relative tax reduc-
tion or increase which would occur under a 
new system. 

The general findings of this book should 
be taken as a pilot study which can be used 
by other jurisdictions looking toward 
assessment reform. The proper allocation 
of tax effects on land and improvements 
will influence land use, enhance revenue 
generation and correct some inequities 
which are present in most taxing areas. 
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