
 

Fiscal 2011 Average Single-Family Tax Bills and Assessed Values  
Amy Handfield and Terry Williams, Bureau of Accounts and James Paquette, Bureau of Local Assessment 
  
This article reviews fiscal year 2011 (FY11) single-family tax bills and property values across the Commonwealth. 
The average tax bill increased 3.35 percent while the average assessment declined 3.23 percent. 
  
As in previous years, this article ranks communities statewide. It also highlights trends and discusses their impact 
on single-family tax bills. The analyses are based on FY11 data reported to the Department of Revenue’s Division 
of Local Services (DLS) by local assessors. 
  
The data demonstrates little change across the Commonwealth since previous analysis in August of 2010. While 
home values have not plummeted, average home values are continuing a steady decline while property taxes 
continue to rise in accordance with Proposition 2 ½ .  
  
Average single-family tax bills are calculated by summing the assessed value of all of the single-family parcels of 
each community. This total is divided by the number of parcels and results in the average single-family property 
value. This average value is divided by one thousand (as tax rates are expressed as per $1,000 of assessed 
property value) and then multiplied by the community’s residential tax rate.  
  
The 13 cities and towns that have adopted a residential exemption are excluded from this analysis because they do 
not submit sufficiently detailed data to DLS to determine their average tax bills. Therefore, our analysis covers the 
remaining 338 communities. 
  
In 2011 the average tax bill increased by $147 or 3.35 percent, to $4,537, a slight increase from 2010. The below 
chart shows the steady upward trend of average tax bills since FY99: 
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A community’s tax rate is often foremost in the average taxpayer’s mind when comparing tax burdens amongst 
neighboring towns, yet it comprises only half of the formula when computing an average tax bill. While this average 
tax bill is the more important number on which to focus, tax rate trends are reflective of movements in both values 
and tax levies and their movements can be instructive. The average single-family tax rate steadily decreased from a 
high of $14.73 per $1,000 in 1999 to a low of $9.74 per $1,000 in 2007. The direction changed in 2008 when it 
increased to $10.00 per $1,000. It has continued to move up annually to the current $12.55 per $1,000 primarily due 
to decreasing valuations.  
  
The valuation of property represents the other half of the tax rate formula. The statewide average values of single-
family homes steadily increased each year from 1994 to 2007. In 2008, those values began to drop and the average 
value decreased 0.73 percent in 2008 to $403,705 from $406,673 in 2007. (The $406,673 had been a 5.5 percent 
increase in value from $385,502 in 2006.) The downward trend has continued; the average value in 2011 was 
$361,629, 3.23 percent lower than the 2010 average value of $373,702. Overall the average home value has sunk 
$45,044 or 11.1 percent since 2007. 
  
Over the past year, 266 of the 338 communities reviewed (78 percent) dropped in average value. Boylston’s 
decrease was the highest at 14.17 percent. The remaining 72 communities had increased home values, but only 
nine of those gained more than two percent in value. Those nine communities are Middleton, Reading, Sherborn, 
Lanesborough, Hancock, Rowe, Plainfield, Peru and Mount Washington.  
  
This table details the average assessed value, and tax bill of single-family homes for fiscal years 2010 and 2011, 
the 2011 tax rate, ranks the 338 communities from high to low for the 2011 average tax bill and shows the 
percentage change in assessed value and tax bills.  
  
The six communities with the highest average tax bills in FY10 retained their rankings in FY11. Each of these six 
has average bills that exceed $10,000. Those included are: Weston ($15,535), Sherborn ($13,119), Lincoln 
($12,378), Dover ($12,074), Carlisle ($11,650), and Wayland ($11,471). The six communities with the lowest 
average tax bills also remained the same: Hancock ($757), Rowe ($1,108), Monroe ($1,112), Florida ($1,246), 
Erving ($1,348) and Tolland ($1,713).   
  
During the past four years statewide average bills have moved up annually at a rate of three to four percent. This is 
reflective of the statutory 2 ½ percent increase plus a factor for new growth. However, communities can have 
increases greater than this by passage of overrides, new debt exclusions or use of existing excess capacity. In 
FY2011, six communities experienced increases in their average tax bills that were greater than ten percent, 
ranging from Clarksburg with a 10.37 percent increase to Berkley with a 19.4 percent increase. Berkley’s increase 
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was due in part to a general Proposition 2 ½ override and a stabilization fund override. The other four communities 
are Bedford (11.03 percent), Bridgewater (12.15 percent), Tolland (13.52 percent) and Orange (14.93 percent). 
Bridgewater and Orange also had general Proposition 2 ½ overrides while Tolland added a large debt exclusion.  
  
Similar to past results, communities on the Cape and Islands tend to have high assessed values but lower tax bills 
due to the large number of seasonal properties. Seasonal residents often demand fewer municipal services. Again, 
Chilmark has the highest single-family home value in the state ($1,848,833) and has the second lowest tax rate of 
$2.13 per thousand. Aquinnah has the third highest value ($1,256,205) and has the fifth lowest tax rate of $3.86 per 
thousand. Edgartown has the fourth highest value ($1,103,328) and fourth lowest tax rate of $3.40 per thousand.  
  
This year’s analysis shows that only four of the nine communities with value increases over two percent completed 
a triennial recertification in 2011. Annual interim adjustments soften abrupt changes in value every third year during 
scheduled certification and became a BLA requirement for all communities beginning in FY10. 
  

 

Community Innovation Challenge Grant Applications Now Available! 

DLS is pleased to announce that the Patrick-Murray Administration, through the Executive Office for Administration 
and Finance, is soliciting plans and proposals for a multi-year competitive grants program to provide incentives and 
financial support for one-time or transitional costs to improve local government service delivery, efficiency, quality, 
and cost savings. 

In the FY2012 budget, Governor Patrick authorized the development of a competitive grant program to encourage 
and incentivize regionalization based upon the belief that the most crucial and visible interactions between 
government and citizen occur locally. The Community Innovation Challenge Grant Program was proposed in the 
Governor’s budget and supported by the Legislature. It provides $4 million for regionalization and other initiatives. 

Municipalities, regional schools, school districts considering forming a regional school district or regionalizing 
services, and planning agencies and councils of governments are all encouraged to apply. Ideal projects for the 
grant program include those with the potential for the greatest impact, high levels of innovation and substantial 
potential cost savings for municipalities. 

Two informational meetings have been held in Ashland and Plymouth. Two more are scheduled for the following 
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dates:  

Monday, November 21st from 10am-11am - City of Greenfield, GCC Downtown Center, 270 Main Street 

Wednesday, November 30th from 6:30pm-7:30pm - Town of Brookfield, Brookfield Town Hall, 6 Central Street 

These grants are intended to support cities and towns and foster new ideas. The deadline is January 17th. More 
information and applications can be found here. For questions, please call (617) 727-2040 or email 
CICgrants@state.ma.us. 

This Land is Your Land? Eminent Domain and Taxes 
James Crowley, Esq., Bureau of Municipal Finance Law 

Richardson v. Blackstone, 27 Mass. L. Rep. (2010), is a Superior Court decision which illustrates many important 
principles of property tax law. 

In December 2003, the Town of Blackstone acquired by eminent domain a 15 acre parcel on Bellingham Road. As 
you are probably aware, eminent domain involves the taking of private property for a public purpose with payment of 
just compensation to the owner. David Richardson and other plaintiffs filed a petition in Superior Court pursuant to 
M.G.L. Ch. 79 Sec. 14 seeking an award of damages for the taking. Parties in eminent domain case, however, have 
a burden of proving they hold title to the subject parcel at the time of the taking. If the court determines that a 
claimant held ownership at the time of the taking, the court must then establish the measure of damages to be 
awarded. 
  
In the case at hand, the subject parcel had been assessed to Owner Unknown. The plaintiffs, therefore, researched 
records in the Registry of Deeds and the Registry of Probate and went back 200 years to establish their claim of 
ownership. At a non-jury trial the judge relied on an affidavit of an administrator of an estate to establish that a 
mortgage dated 1866 had been foreclosed and a 50% interest in the land had been conveyed by auction to the 
plaintiffs’ predecessors in title. The defendant Town of Blackstone objected since the deed mentioned in the affidavit 
was apparently never recorded. Whether the deed was “missing” or unrecorded, the trial judge believed that 
sufficient evidence had been presented to show a mortgage foreclosure and an auction had occurred. The failure to 
find a recorded deed was not fatal since the judge observed that in Massachusetts an unrecorded instrument can 
pass good title. The judge ruled that that the plaintiffs in this case had established a collective 50% interest in the 
land. 
  
The trial judge then turned to the issue of co-ownership. A title search had established that a certain James Pain 
had acquired a one-half interest in the 15 acre parcel in the year 1825. There was no evidence that Pain had 
conveyed his interest in the land. Furthermore, Pain’s title could not be lost by abandonment. The trial judge held 
that both Pain and the plaintiffs were entitled to a measure of damages for the taking. The town and the plaintiffs 
agreed that the subject property had a value of $248,000 at the time of the taking. According to the court, the 
plaintiffs were entitled to $124,000 in compensation. The town then sought to offset the award by the amount of 
unpaid real estate taxes. 
  
For fiscal year 1984 up to the December 2003 eminent domain taking, the parcel had been assessed to Owner 
Unknown. The total outstanding tax balance for the parcel was over $127,000 which consisted approximately of 
$51,000 in taxes and $76,000 in accrued interest. The plaintiffs objected to the Owner Unknown assessment and to 
the inclusion of interest. In their view, the taxes alone should be due. The trial judge, however, held that the 
assessors were not required to review over 200 years of records. As you might know, under M.G.L. Ch. 59 Sec. 11, 
the Commissioner of Revenue can authorize assessors to assess property to Owners Unknown if the assessors by 
a diligent search of records in the Registry of Deeds and Registry of Probate for the county are unable to determine 
record ownership of a parcel. Under the facts presented, the judge ruled that the Owner Unknown assessment was 
valid and cited the Supreme Judicial Court decision of Hardy v. Jaeckle, 371 Mass. 573 (1976). Due to a statutory 

  



amendment in 1971, permission from the Commissioner is now required for an Owner Unknown assessment. The 
Hardy case predates the legislative amendment to M.G.L. Ch. 59 Sec. 11. Under common law, John Doe 
assessments were valid if the actual owner could not be determined after a diligent search of county records. In 
Hardy, the Supreme Judicial Court upheld the John Doe assessment since the land in question was owned by 19 
persons and their heirs as tenants in common under an instrument recorded in 1821. 
  
In the Richardson case, the judge did not spend too much time discussing the reassessment provisions of M.G.L. 
Ch. 59 Sec. 77. The trial judge merely ruled that a valid assessment meant that the town was entitled to the tax and 
all accrued interest. The judge cited M.G.L. Ch. 79 Sec. 44A for the authority to offset the tax lien against the 
damage award since the tax lien was extinguished by the eminent domain taking. 
  
On fairness grounds, the plaintiffs then argued that only one half of the tax obligation should be offset against their 
share of the eminent domain award. In their view, the remaining 50% of the tax lien should be charged against the 
award belonging to the heirs of James Pain. The plaintiffs urged the judge to take this equitable approach since 
Pain and his heirs could not be located and Pain’s share of the award would merely escheat to the State. 
  
The trial judge, however, declined to take this approach. In his view, each co-owner was jointly and severally liable 
for the taxes. The town could legally offset the full amount of the tax liability against the plaintiff’s award in 
accordance with M.G.L. Ch. 60 Sec. 56. In the event of such action by the town, the plaintiffs could file a separate 
lawsuit seeking a right of contribution from the heirs of Pain and pursue funds held by the State Treasurer on behalf 
of Pain’s heirs. 
  
In his decision, the judge ruled that the town could offset the plaintiffs’ $124,000 damage award by the full amount 
of the $127,000 tax lien. Consequently, the plaintiffs did not receive any money from the eminent domain taking. 

November and December Municipal Calendars  
  
November 1: Taxpayer  
Semi-Annual Tax Bill — Deadline for First Payment - According to M.G.L. Ch. 59, Sec. 57, this is the deadline for 
receipt of the first half semi-annual tax bills or the optional preliminary tax bills without interest, unless bills were 
mailed after October 1, in which case they are due 30 days after mailing. 
  
November 1: Taxpayer 
Semi-Annual Tax Bills — Application Deadline for Property Tax Abatement 
According to M.G.L. Ch. 59, Sec. 59, applications for abatements are due on the 
same date as the first actual tax installment for the year. 
  
November 1: Taxpayer 
Quarterly Tax Bills — Deadline for Paying 2nd Quarterly Tax Bill Without 
Interest 
  
November 1: Treasurer 
Deadline for Payment of First Half of County Tax 
  
November 15: Treasurer 
Submit First Quarter Reconciliation of Cash 
  
November 15: DESE 
Notify Communities/Districts of Any Prior Year School Spending Deficiencies - By this date, or within 30 days of a 
complete End of Year Report (see September 30), DESE notifies communities/districts in writing of any additional 
school spending requirements. 
  
November 30: Selectmen/Mayor 

  



Review Budgets Submitted by Department Heads. (This date will vary depending on dates of town meeting.) 
  
DECEMBER 
  
December 15: Taxpayer 
Deadline for Applying for Property Tax Exemptions for Persons. If tax bills are mailed after September 15, taxpayers 
have 3 months from the mailing date to file applications for exemptions. 
  
December 15: Accountant/Superintendent/School Committee 
Submit Amendments to End of School Year Report to DESE - Last filing date to impact next year’s Chapter 70 State 
Aid. 
  
December 31: State Treasurer 
Notification of Quarterly Local Aid Payments on or Before December 31 
  
December 31: Water/Sewer Commissioners 
Deadline for Betterments to be Included on Next Year’s Tax Bill (M.G.L. Ch. 80, Sec. 13; Ch. 4, Sec. 42I and Ch. 
83, Sec. 27) 
  
December 31: Selectmen 
Begin to Finalize Budget Recommendation for Review by Finance Committee 
  
December 31: Assessors 
Mail 3-ABC Forms to All Eligible Non-Profit Organizations 
  
December 31: Collector 
Deadline for Mailing Actual Tax Bills. For communities using the annual preliminary billing system on a quarterly or 
semi-annual basis, the actual tax bills should be mailed by this date. 
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