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To the Honorable Senate and Howe of Representatives.

Gentlemen; The Legislative Research Council submits here-
with a report prepared by the Legislative Research Bureau on the
basis of the legislative Order adopted in concurrence on September
20, 1957, relative to the limitation, assessment and collection of
the motor vehicle excise tax.

The Legislative Research Bureau is limited by statute to “sta-
tistical research and fact-finding.” This report, therefore, con-
tains factual material only, without recommendations or legislative
proposals.

Respectfully submitted,

MEMBERS OF THE LEGISLATIVE RESEARCH COUNCII

Sen. Silvio O. Conte of Berkshire )

Chairman.
Rep. John T Tynan of Boston,

Vice-Chairman.
Sen. John E.
Rep. John W
Rep. Walter

Powers of Suffolk.
Costello of Boston.

F. Hurlburt of Greenfield.

LETTER OF TRANSMITTAL BY THE LEGISLATIVE
RESEARCH COUNCIL.

Rep. Earle S. Tyler of Watertown.
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To the Members of the Legislative Research Council.
Gentlemen. The legislative Order adopted in concurrence on

September 20, 1957, directed the Legislative Research Council to
investigate and study the limitation, assessment and collection of
the motor vehicle excise tax.

The Legislative Research Bureau submits herewith such a re-
port. Its scope and content have necessarily been restricted by
the statutory requirements limiting Research Bureau output to
factual reports without recommendations or legislative proposals.

This report was prepared by Prof. Lashley G. Harvey of the
Bureau of Public Administration at Boston University.

Respectfully submitted,

LETTER OF TRANSMITTAL BY THE LEGISLATIVE
RESEARCH BUREAU.

HERMAN C. LOEFFLER,
Director, Legislative Research Bureau
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Summary op Report.

By legislative Order relative to two bills of 1957 which proposed
changes in the motor vehicle excise tax, this report discusses the
subject matter of (1), Senate, No. 141, designed to prevent any
further increase in the present excise tax rate on registered motor
vehicles and trailers, and (2), Senate, No. 453, proposing changes
in the assessment, collection and abatement of the motor vehicle
excise tax.

The Motor L chicle and Taxation
Of 2,110,326 registered motor vehicles and trailers in Massachu-

setts in 1956, 1,878,983 such vehicles, with a value of $1,098 mil-
lion, were subject to the excise tax. From this source the cities
and towns collected an important $50.6 million of tax revenue, or
approximately a million dollars for each dollar of excise tax rate.

At present, the statutes require that the excise tax rate be an-
nually fixed at the average of the tax rates in effect for real and
personal property over the prior three years.

The excise tax added 12.8 per cent to the total local valuation of
real and personal property in 1956. This ratio was more than
double the 5.5 per cent of 1929, when the excise tax was substituted
for the taxation of motor vehicles as local personal property at
local property tax rates.

The cities and towns have found the excise tax a dependable help
in their efforts to offset some of the inadequacies of local property
tax collections in meeting rising governmental costs.

In view of heavy tax burdens on the motor vehicle owner, Senate,
No. 141 proposed to place a limitation of $57.10 upon the excise
tax on motor vehicles and trailers henceforth, to be effective through-

Senate, No. V+l, Proposing Limit on Excise Tax Rate.

C&e Commontoealtf) of c@assacf)usetts
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out the Commonwealth. This is the rate applicable in 1957; as
things now stand the announced rate for 1958 will rise to $60.25.

The object of the proposal is clear: motor vehicle taxpayers are a
heavily taxed group, and, it is argued, they should be protected
from future increases. One of the questions immediately raised,
however, is whether the motor vehicle owner is really protected by
imposition of a maximum rate. After all, the values of motor ve-
hicles and trailers have year by year been increasing more rapidly
than the tax rate; hence, a realistic limit would require that the
valuation as well as the rate be limited by a ceiling.

The proposed maximum excise t
operative the present formula for
(average of property tax of three
property tax rate goes above th
formula would remain in effect

ax rate of $57.10 would make in-
establishment of the excise rate
prior years) when the average

figure, but presumably t
for excise tax rates below tl

i'ure

Critics of the proposed limitation on the excise tax emphasize the
injustice of not doing the same with the ever-increasing local taxes
on real and personal property, particularly since the very basis of
computing the excise tax ties back by statute with average prop-
erty tax rate of prior years. also insist that heavy though
the tax burden seems to be to the owner of a motor vehicle, the
relevant highway user receipts do not cover the large costs for
which he is primarily responsible, namely, local street construction
and maintenance, snow removal, traffic controls and the like.

Senate, No. 465, re Assessment, Abatement and Collection.
Assessment. Senate, No. 453 proposed that the federal excise

tax should be excluded from the value placed on a motor vehicle or
trailer for assessment purposes. This proposal is the present prac-

ice, but assumed by the bill not t
The federal excise tax is 10 per

e excluded.
cent of the manufacturer’s cost,
ies it in his list price. However,
art of the list price which serves

The dealer pays this tax and inclu
it is not included at present as a f
for purposes of evaluation.

Abatements. Senate, No. 453 also proposed certain modifk
tions of abatement procedures. It required the Commissioner to
notify local tax collectors of all of the sales and transfers of the motor
vehicles which are kept in their cities and towns. Sales would be
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difficult for the Commissioner to ascertain, because he would only
be informed by new registrations.

The present statutory abatement procedures would be continued
whereby the owner of each motor vehicle or trailer receives a tax
abatement for those months of the full year for which he has paid
the tax, but during which he no longer owns the vehicle because he
has sold or transferred it. But the former owner would no longer
be required to take the initiative and file a claim for abatement of
taxes he has paid, as is the case with most all taxes

This proposal would increase the paper work of both state and
local officials. It would not greatly affect the excise taxes of regu-
lar dealers because their vehicles are exempt from the excise tax
before they are sold. Instead, the provision would primarily bene-
fit the person who is not a dealer, but who buys and sells several cars
a year. It would, however, supply the taxpayer with an automatic
abatement remedy

Collections. Senate, No. 453 also proposed that each taxpayer
be supplied with a tax notice containing all of the information which
is provided by the Commissioner for the local assessors and col-
lector

Whether or not the taxpayer is entitled to this information, cer-
tainly many local officials are not equipped to make available all
the details required in the tax notice. Making it possible for them
to supply these details would increase the cost of operation of the
excise ta

Replacement Revenues Needed if Bills are Enacted.
Both Senate, No. 141 and Senate, No. 453 present definite ap-

proaches for the relief of the motor vehicle taxpayer. The latter
also seeks to supply him with more information and with a system
of automatic abatement in cases of sales or transfers.

If the tax collections from the excise tax are reduced because of
enactment of these proposals, it will undoubtedly be necessary to
supply local governments with other sources of revenue.
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Origin op Study.

This report is made under the terms of a legislative Order, re-
printed on the inside of the front cover of this document, which was
adopted in concurrence on September 20, 1957, without being given
the usual document number. It called for investigation and study
of the subject matter of two bills, Senate, No. 141, filed by Sen.
William D. Fleming of Worcester, and Senate, No. 453, filed for
Robert S. Kretchmar of the American Automobile Association,
both of which propose changes affecting the excise tax on motor
vehicles and trailers. The former bill would establish a maximum
excise tax rate, and the latter would modify the assessment and col-
lection procedure with a special emphasis upon abatements.

Both bills propose changes in specific details of the operation of
the present excise tax which would greatly affect the tax as a source
of revenue for the cities and towns in the Commonwealth, as well
as the tax payments by owners of motor vehicles and trailers. The
excise tax as it operates in Massachusetts is unique and can best be
understood by an examination of it as a part of the local tax struc-
ture. In this context the implications of the two proposed bills are
more easily evaluated.

The Form and Scope of the Report.

Both of the bills under discussion would amend chapter GOA to
make specific recommendations for the amendment of the General
Laws, entitled, “Excise Tax on Registered Motor Vehicles in Lieu
of Local Tax.” Chapter GOA provides the framework for the oper-
ation and administration of the excise tax on motor vehicles and

Clje Commontoealtl) of Q^assadnisetts

LIMITATION, ASSESSMENT AND COLLECTION OF THE
MOTOR VEHICLE EXCISE TAX.

Chapter I. Introduction
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trailers. It is very extensive in detail and has been amended fre-
quently. There will be no attempt to examine it m its entirety,
but only those provisions which are related to the proposals under
consideration.

The Effect of the Motor Vehicle on Our Way of Life.
The automobile has revolutionized rural and urban living. The

farmer is more closelv tied to urban centers today than he has ever
been in our past history. His city cousin may be just as firmly
bound to a suburb or a small farm where he spends week-ends and
holidays. This transformation c
ing dependence of modern living
and good roads which make this

an only be explained by the grow-
upon motor vehicle transportation
transportation possible.

Once considered a luxury, the automobile is a growing necessity
in our present age. Good transportation has made it possible to
locate factories some distance from railroads and convenient public
transportation. The factory w
if he is to be kept employed in

irker finds it essential to own a car
these plants.

“Society in the motor aae” c mid be more elaborately described,
ioes not need extensive treatment.but it is a familiar theme and

However, it is common to overlook the effect that the automobile,
and now the trailer, have had upon local and state governments.

Roads in the earliest days in the Commonwealth were a local re-
e close of the nineteenth century
by establishing a state highway
of the automobile few roads were
rpikes operated at first by private
the bicycle and its wide adoption
id to the better roads movement,

sponsibility. It was only at th
that the State showed interest
department. Before the advent
hard surfaced except for the tur:
corporations. The invention of
in the late nineteenth century L
but it was the automobile and the truck which made a complete
overhaul of the road system a necessity.

J There are over 22,000 miles of roads in Massachusetts today. Of
these, roughly 2,000 miles are state highways and 3,000 miles more
are so-called “Chapter 90” aid roads. In other words, most roads
in the Commonwealth remain today as a local responsibility.

Most roads in Massachusetts extend over the rights-of-way es-
tablished many years prior to the automobile. They have been
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widened and usually surfaced. Many of their worst curves have
been removed to permit automobiles and trucks to travel over them
with a moderate degree of speed. This reconstruction of old roads
has required a great investment on the part of towns and cities.

Costs have not stopped at construction and reconstruction. The
roads must also be kept open and free of snow and ice. Snow re-
moval and sanding costs are an annual worry to town selectmen,
city mayors and councils.

#

The Excise Tax

Automobiles and trucks represent a substantial investment. Fig-
ures are not available for years prior to 1929, but in that year motor
vehicles of all types in Massachusetts represented an assessed value
of $390 million. Their assessed value by 1956 had increased to over
$l,OOO million, or not quite three times as much.

It was natural that means would be sought to transfer some of
the costs of roads to the motor vehicles which use them. At first,
automobiles, motorcycles and trucks were assessed, if at all, as per-
sonal property by local boards of assessors. Assessment and col-
lection of the tax was a local matter. This remains to the present
day the general practice throughout the United States.

The exact statistics of the extent of assessment of motor vehicles
by local units of government as personal property are not available.
In New England, the States of Connecticut, Rhode Island and
Vermont follow this practice. Massachusetts discontinued it in
1928 when the General Court established an excise tax which re-
moved motor vehicles from the personal estate rolls (Acts of 1928,
c. 379). Maine has since adopted an excise tax on motor vehicles,
and New Hampshire has in effect adopted an excise tax, although
it is in the nature of a permit for state registration. These will be
discussed more fully later. Suffice it to say that the Massachu-
setts excise tax is unique in its assessment and collection features.

The basic reason for the adoption of the excise tax on motor ve-
hicles in Massachusetts was to establish state-wide uniformity in
the tax. The great variation in assessment practices from com-
munity to community caused owners of automobiles and trucks to
garage them where there was no tax or where the tax was low.
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Local collectors of personal estate taxes on motor vehicles faced in-
surmountable problems in locating such mobile property. The
situation was complicated by sales and transfers, especially in in-
stances of transactions that resulted in the motor vehicle being
moved from one municipality to another or out of the State.

Dissatisfaction did not rest simply with the assessors and col-
lectors of taxes. Owners found that practices varied from com-

. munity to community, especially as to the extent of over-evaluation
wor this tax when vehicles were sold or were transferred after pay-
ment. As motor vehicles incre;
both new and used cars develops
the old tax system became intole

sed in number, and as selling of
i into a major business operation,
■able.

To meet this situation the law
a uniform system of evaluation
State, while retaining local assei

were modified in 1928 to provide
of motor vehicles throughout the
sment, collection and abatements

(Acts of 1928, c. 379). This statutory change not only provided for
a certain uniformity for registerc i motor vehicles within the Com-

[ provided for the assessment andmonwealth, but as later amende'
collection of the tax levied upon in out of state vehicles by the
Commission of Cor Taxation. The tax as it now.on

ids call 11 motor vehicles and trailers by

1 Taxation, who is also chargedCommissioner of Corporation
with the responsibility of ring a uniform tax rate. Upon

aluation and the established xcise tax rate, the local assessors
and local collectors codec re tax.

Chapter 11. Economic Aspects of the Excise Tax

General Background,

The excise tax does not apply to all registered motor vehicle
Those cultural and humanitariar
from a tax upon personal estate a

organizations that are exempt
; also exempt from payments of

er exemptions occur in the case■a the motor vehicle excise tax. Ot
s that are not kept in the Com-
o be registered. The extent of

of certain out-of-state motor vehic
monwealth, but may be required
these exemptions is indicated by
2,110,326 registered motor vehict

the fact that while there were
5 of all categories in 1926, only

1,878,983 of them were subject to the excise tax in that year.
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Value of Motor Vehicles. The importance of motor vehicle?
and trailers is shown in the following Table I.

Table I.-—•Number and Value of Motor Vehiclesf and Excise Tax Collected,
Selected Years, 1929-1956.

>urce: Department of Corporations and Taxation of Massachusetts,

Number of
Year. Vehicles Value of Total

Taxed. Vehicles. Excise Tax.

1929 1,000,077 $389,777,927 $10,363,325
1935 944,818 213,196,931 5,600,281
1940 1,140,634 297,882,362 8,567,168

1945 904,588 107,456,017 3,145,980
1950 1,605,024 752,779,680 25,604,053
1951 1,639,580 771,035,506 30,567,952
1952 1,622,556 754,250,517 30,789,284
1953 1,720,393 829,598,760 34,670,744

1954 1,813,730 905,931,517 39,115,571

1955 1,931,892 1,042,182,678 46,072,631
1956 1,878,983 1,097,748,386 50,583,005

1 Trailers not included prior to 1938.

It may be observed from this table that the number of motor
vehicles in 1956, subject to the tax, had not quite doubled since
1929, even though trailers were included in 1939 and thereafter.
However, the total excise collected increased close to five times in
this period. The value of assessable motor vehicles increased from
$389,777,927 to over one billion dollars.

Comparative Importance of Excise Tax. The figures which would
indicate to what extent cities and towns collected the full amount
of tax that was computed by the Commissioner of Corporations and
Taxation are not readily available. However, the importance of
the tax to cities and towns may be ascertained from Table 11. This
table covers the period from 1925, four years before the excise tax
became effective, to and including 1956.



1958.] SENATE No. 645. 15

)
Table 11. Value of Real, Personal and Vehicular Property, Selected Years

1925-56 {in Millions).
Source: Department of Corporations and Taxation of Massachusetts.

Property Value. J Ratio of
. Value of Vehicle to

* ear. Motor Property
Real. Personal. Total. Vehicles. Value.

1925 $5,562.9 $1,075.0 $6,638.8

p2B 6,159.6 1,012.6 7,171.2
1929 6,294.9 833.1 7,128.0 $389.8 5.47%
1930 6,404.8 828.8 7,233.5 352.8 4.88
1935 5,816.7 703.4 6,520.1 213.2 3.27
1940 6,611.3 526.4 6,137.7 297.9 4.85
1945 6,634.1 595.6 6,229.6 107.6 1.72
1960 6,646.0 687.2 7,233.3 762.8 10.41
1951 6,797.9 719.8 7,617.6 771.0 10.26
1952 6,999.6 714.4 7,713.9 754.2 9.78
1953 7,183.5 742.3 7,925.8 829.6 10.47
1964 7,374.7 765.4 8,130.1 905.9 11.14
1956 7,569.1 757.4 8,326.6 1,042.2 12.62
1966 7,822.6 766.0 8,689.6 1,097.7 12.78

It -will be noted that the value of personal property declined
sharply in 1929 when the excise tax went into effect. It is rather
remarkable that locally assessed personal estates in 1956, a year of
inflated values, amounted to less than in 1929.

It should also be noted that in 1929 the ratio of the value of
motor vehicles to the value of real and personal property was 5.47
per cent, whereas in 1956 this source accounted for a ratio of 12.78
per cent. This differential indicates that the excise tax has been
an important source of local revenue over and above the replaced
tax upon personal and real property. The differential may also
indicate that there is a greater zeal on the part of both the Com-
monwealth and local officials to assess motor vehicles and trailers
than there is to assess personal property for taxation purposes. The
proportionate increase in the value of motor vehicles and trailers
between 1929 and 1956 (8389.8 vs. $1,097.7 million, or 2.8 times)
has been much greater than the proportionate increase of the com-
bined, or total, value of personal and real estate in the cities and
towns (.$7,128.0 vs. $8,589.5 million, or only 1.2 times).
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Median vs. Average Rates for Excise Tax Application. The
motor vehicle excise tax rate is based upon the average tax rate in
ill the cities and towns for the three prior years. For example, the
jxcise rate on motor vehicles and trailers for the year 1958 was com-
mted upon the basis of the aver
die Commonwealth for the yean

re tax rate for cities and towns in
1955, 1956 and 1957.

The accompanying Table 111
excise tax rates for selected y

ves the rates and total amounts
Rom 1929 through 1956.

*

dor Vehicle Excise Tax, Selectede 111. - Rates and Amounts of lars

1929-56 A

3(

1951 46 85 470 26 18 6.
1952 48 25 464 85 18 9'

1953 50 42 482 21 20 1.
1954 51 86 501 60 21 6'
1955 53 37 539 46 23 8

1956 54 43 584 22 26 9

1 These figures not based on actual collections.

The rate for 1957 was $57.10 for every thousand dollars valuation
and is to be $60.25 in 1958. However, the complete figures of the
actual excise tax rate, the average value per motor vehicle and
trailer, and the average excise tax payable (not based on actua-by
collections) were only available up to and including 1956. v

The Trend of the Property Tax Rate. The trend of the excise
tax rate levied upon the value of motor vehicles and trailers is de-
termined by the trend of the property tax rate, with sudden fluctua-
tions held down by the three-year averaging. The excise tax rate
is always based upon the average property tax rate for a period of
three years running.
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Table IV indicates the distribution by size of individual property
tax rates in the 351 cities and towns annually for selected years
since 1948.

Table IV. Distribution by Size of Individual Property Tax Rates in Cities and
Towns in Selected Years, It

Annu \l
Nuubeb of Local Tax Kates in the Years

'h Tax Rate. '
~ jW 1948. 1950. 1952. 1954. j 1966. 1957.

$lO-$l9
.... 2 1

20- 29 ... . 20 13 7 6 4 2
30- 39 ... 11l 87 54 42 14 14
40 " 49 ■ ■ ■ 444 144 113 116 80 52
60- 59 . . . . 63 76 124 120 96 86
60- 69 ... . 11 28 49 61 106 96
70- 79 *. . . . - 2 4 7 39 64
80- 89 .... _ 7 26
90-100 ....

- -
- - 6 11

Total ... 351 351 361 351 351 361

As will be noted, there has been a gradual movement of all com-
munities to a higher tax rate. Thus, in 1948, much the greatest
number of individual local tax rates fell into the 830 and $4O ranges.
Gradually this has shifted until by 1957 the maximums were in the
$6O and neighboring ranges.

Involved in this trend of the property tax rate is the ratio of as-
sessed to true or actual value. Manifestly, the rate will go down
if the usually low assessed valuation is raised more nearly to a
100 per cent basis. Thus Rockport has demonstrated the effects
of assessing property at full value. Its tax rate in 1956 under its
old practice was $66. After shifting to full value assessment, its
tax rate dropped to $26 in 1957.1

I On the other hand this factor can be overstated. If all property
is undervalued or overvalued to exactly the same degree, the re-
sultant amount of distortion is the same for each tax rate, so that a
comparison of the tax rate gives a true picture of the situation.

The Median vs. Average or Excise Tax Rate. There is some feel-
ing that the excise tax rate should be based upon the median prop-

1 “The Christian Science Monitor”, December 21, 1957.
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in-

erty tax rate for cities and towns in Massachusetts rather than
upon the average. The median is the mid-point in the series of
tax rates arranged in size from smallest to largest, hence it is that
rate for which the number of localities having higher tax rates just
equals the number of localities having lower rates. However, in
the comparison between the median tax rate and the excise tax
rate there is very slight deviation. This can be explained upon
the ground that there has been, a general trend upward of the tax
rate throughout the Commonwealth. The forces affecting an uj
ward trend of a single town were the same forces affecting all towr
throughout the Commonwealth.

The figures in the following table for the years 1948 to 1957 show
how closely the excise tax rate has been to the median tax rate for
the Commonwealth.

Table V. —■ Median and Average (Excise) Tax Rates in Massachusetts Cities and
Towns

,

Annually, 1948-57.

Averagt
Year. Median (Excise^

Tax Rate. Tax Rat

1948 $46 00 $3B 07

1949 45 00 41 32

1950 44 00 44 16
1951 47 00 46 85

1952 50 00 48 25
1953 49 50 50 42

1954 50 00 51 86
1955 54 00 53 37
1956 58 00 54 43
1957 61 00 57 10

In this ten-year period there were only three years in which the
average or excise tax rate was above the median property tax rate..
The excess of the excise over the median tax rate was very slight
in two of the years, 1950 and 1953, and less than $2 in 1954. It
would appear that the present formula based upon three-year av-
erages of the tax rate is as just as would be a formula based upon
the median tax rate.
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The New England town has always been considered as having
relatively small expenditures. There are 312 towns in Massachu-
setts, among which can be found the highest tax rates in the entire
group of localities. A few towns have rates even higher than do the
cities. However, as a group the average of the towns is lower than
for the cities. Since the formula of the excise tax rate is based upon
the average of all municipalities in the State, the smaller com-
munities therefore prevent the average from being as high as it would
be otherwise.

Moreover, the formula is not weighted according to population.
The more populous centers have higher tax rates, but since their
rates are placed alongside greater numbers of small towns with
lower rates the state average is lowered, and in turn the excise tax
is decreased for the owners of those motor vehicles which are located
in populous areas.

From the point of view of equity and justice in taxation, the
excise tax levied upon the owner of a house-trailer seems to be a
more just basis for complaint than in the case of a motor vehicle.
The excise tax which he pays may be at a much higher rate than is
applied to other homeowners within the town or city. He would
have to recognize that the community loses by the very fact that
he may move easily and that he requires a great many community
services. To the trailer owner, mobility is a great asset for which he
must compensate the community adequately. However, most
trailers are not house-trailers; they are used as transport vehicles
for large quantities of goods presenting a challenge to the freight
business of the railroads. There is little reason to levy a low tax
rate upon this type of vehicle. Heavy trailers place an unusual
burden upon the road surface and increase repair costs. They also
complicate the traffic problem.

The Excise Tax as a Local Revenue Source.

The relative importance of the value of motor vehicles to real
and personal estate subject to local taxation has been discussed.
Motor vehicles and trailers show an increasing proportion of the
total assessable value. Since excise valuations have steadily risen,
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local governments have found that the collections from this source
have been greater than was anticipated

There is some complaint that the excise tax operates upon the
calendar year basis and does not bring revenue into local treasurie
at the time when it is most needed, especially during the spring
months when road construction begins. 1 The mechanics of the
assessment procedure for the motor vehicle excise tax, discussed
briefly in a later section of this report, is the subject of another
special study now being conducted jointly by the Registrar of
Motor Vehicles and the Commissioner of Corporations and Taxa-
tion. The complaint that the excise tax revenues arrive at the
wrong time has no great number of supporter

The Commissioner of Corporations and Taxation announces the
excise tax rate approximately a month before the beginning of the
new year. He forwards to city and town assessors the information
on valuation of the motor vehicles and trailers in their respective
communities when the records are processed by the Registry of
Motor Vehicles and the Motor Vehicle Excise division of the De-
partment of Corporations and Taxation. This flow of information
to local assessing boards is continuous. The extent to which th
flow is even throughout the year is not a part of this study.

To summarize the case for the cities and towns, the excise tax
upon motor vehicles has supplied them with an increasing and dr
pendable source of revenue. Tax evasion is not easy and the rev-
enue collected is relatively certain. Local communities show a great
dependence upon this source of revenue, since they must draw most
of their taxes from personal and real estate. The comparative
assessable values are given in Table IT.

Heavy Taxes on the Owners op Motor Vehicles

It is well known that owners of automobiles and trucks are the
most heavily taxed group in the United States. They are sub-
jected not only to state registration costs, but must also pay a
federal excise tax of 10 per cent upon the manufacturer’s cost.
Usually they have their motor vehicles assessed locally as personal

1 This point of view was presented by JosephR. Coupel at the Governor’s Conference in 1953. See Panel
Discussion Fiscal Policies and Procedures, First Governor’s Conference, October 27, 1953.
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estate, or in lieu thereof, in Massachusetts, they must pay an
excise tax.

If the owners operate their automobiles in this State, they must
also buy a driver’s license, and pay the Commonwealth cents
per gallon on gasoline plus an additional 3 cents per gallon to the
federal government.

When they buy tires or accessories they must pay excise taxes
for each item to the federal government. On a considerable num-
ber of highways they are subjected to payment of tolls over cer-
tain roads, bridges and tunnels. If they park in the urban centers
they may expect to pay parking fees at metered parking space or
within municipally owned parking lots or buildings. If they violate
a parking or traffic regulation they are subjected to fines

Motor vehicle owners have little escape from these charges which
are collected by government agencies which all have coercive power.
This government coercion extends to the requirement that they
must carry liability insurance upon their automobiles, although pre-
miums are paid to private insurance companies. If they have
mortgages upon their cars, the lending agencies may require that
they carry more than the minimum liability required by the State.

Comparative Tax Burdbxs or Two Sample Automobiles.
Exact totals of taxes paid by each motor vehicle owner are not

easily obtained and vary from owner to owner, but an approxima-
tion may be gathered by citing two cases using the following prac-
tical assumptions. Owner A purchased one of the cheaper popular
model domestic make automobiles; owner B purchased an auto-
mobile in the moderate range of popular cars. In presenting taxes
of these two owners in the following analyses it is necessary to es-
timate many of them at a conservative figure approximating an
average, since actual average amounts are not obtainable.

Direct and Indirect Taxes on Owner A. Owner A bought one of
the lower priced popular four-door model cars in January of 1957.
Although he probably paid somewhat more for it, the manufacturer’s
list price, which is the basis of both federal and state taxes, was
$2,067. He drove this car for the full year of 1957, paying the
following direct and indirect taxes during the year.
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Estimated Annual Direct Taxes for Owner A.
Federal excise taxes:

On purchase including heater at 10 per cent of list price
Radio at 565, with 10 per cent tax

$165 00
4 00

Total federal tax $169 00
State taxes and licenses:

Registration and plates 16 50
Driver’s license ($5 for two years) 2 50

Total state tax $9 00
Municipal tax

Excise tax computed at 90 per cent of list price at rate of $57.10 per
$l,OOO $lO6 22

Total direct taxei $284 22

Estimated Annual Indirect Taxes for Owner A
Gasoline Tax:

Assuming 10,000 miles’ travel at average 14 miles per gallon, or 714,3
gallons required;

State gasoline tax at 5 cents per gallon $35 72i
Federal tax at 3 cents per gallon

Tolls for roads, bridges and tunnels
Parking at meter and public parking are

21 42
10 00
10 00

Total indirect taxe $77 14

On the above basis owner A p
three levels of government for the

lid $284.22 in direct taxes to the
right to own an automobile which

he planned to operate. Then he had to pay an additional $77.14
in indirect taxes during the year, during which it is assumed thatc

he travelled 10,000 miles. The sum of his direct and indirect taxes
is therefore estimated at $361.36 a ear,

If he purchased parts or accessories during the year he had to
pay 8 per cent of the manufacturer's cost to the federal govern-
ment. In Massachusetts, the State required that he be covered
by an insurance policy. The price that he paid for his liability in-
surance depends upon the city or town from which he came, whether
he was under the age of twenty-five, and whether the car was pur-
chased for personal or business use. Under such circumstances it
is difficult to strike an average for this owner A, who is supposedly
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an average owner within the Commonwealth. It would be reason-
able to believe, however, that he paid $l4O for his compulsory li-
ability insurance and much more if he expected a broader coverage.

Hence both taxes and insurance run up an annual bill for owner A
which is conservatively estimated at $424.22 per year.

Direct and Indirect Taxes on Owner B. The second assump-
tion, for owner B, is that he also purchased a car in January, 1957,
and also travelled the same number of miles as owner A. His
direct taxes were greater than those of owner A, but his indirect
taxes would be the same. Owner B purchased a four-door model
in the moderate range. His car had a few more features not found
on cheaper models, such as power steering and over drive. The
manufacturer’s list price including these features was $3,041. A
heater and radio were installed at additional costs.

Estimated Annual Direct Taxes for Oivner B.
Federal excise taxes:

On purchase of car (10 per cent of manufacturer’s list price) . . 1208 00
Heater (priced 882.50) 5 55
Radio (priced 889.95) 5 95

Total federal tax 8219 50
State taxes and licenses:

Registration and plates 89 00
Driver’s license (85 for two years) 2 50

Total state tax &11 50
Municipal tax:

Excise tax (value estimated at 90 per cent of list price at an excise
tax rate of 857.10) $173 64

Total direct taxes 8504 64

As in the case of owner A, owner B also pays $77.14 in gasoline
taxes, tolls and for parking privileges. Actually he probably must
buy more gasoline for the same mileage thus increasing his gasoline
tax over that of owner A. He will pay the same insurance if he re-

quests the same coverage, or $140; here again he is likely to pay
more for insurance, since greater coverage is logical. Owner B’s
total taxes and insurance would be $731.78 in comparison with
owner A’s $424.22. In both cases the estimated totals are conserva-
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tive. The federal government would collect an additional eight per-
cent on the manufacturer’s list price on all tires, chains, spark plugs
and other parts and accessories that were purchased by either of
the owners during the year.

It should be mentioned that th mtomobiles purchased by owners
al excise tax only at the time of
value of the automobiles for the

A and B were subject to the fede:
purchase. On the other hand, theth
Massachusetts excise tax is reduced for each succeeding year of
ownership according to the formula described later.

From these two average cases for the entire State, one can readily
see the extent to which a motor vehicle owner is taxed on the basis
of his original investment and ope ation for one year. The house-

i taxes on operational costs, but
n the owners of motor vehicles
arse, apart from the operating,
costs of each motor vehicle to

holder could also show that he pay
beyond question the tax burdens
are heavy. These taxes are, of (

aintenance, repair and overhead c.
its owner

The magnitude of certain taxes
can be seen from certain total col-
According to the annual financial

; fiscal year 1956, these collections

paid by owners of motor vehicle;
lections for the Commonwealth.
report of the Comptroller 1 for the
were as follows

Motor fuel taxe; >60,117,825
22,188,556Motor vehicle registration;

The excise tax on motor vehicle
the same year, 1956.

and trailers was $50,583,004 for

These are very large figures and rank along with the income tax
collections for 1956, according to the Comptroller’s report; 2 for
example:

Corporations *76,575,962
107,285,976Personal income

Certainly it must be concluded
tax revenue producer.

that the motor vehicle is a great

Other Criteria of Tax Burden.

Public Document, No. 140, 1956, pages 10, 80, Ibid, page 10.
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Chapter 111. The Operation of the Excise Tax in Massachusetts and
Other States.

Historical Background,

Motor vehicles were taxed locally in Massachusetts as tangible
personal property prior to 1928. Before 1918 they were taxable to
the owner in the town in which they were located. After 1918 they
were taxed by the town in which they were kept. Taxation as per
sonal estate led to the many irregularities discussed in the earlier
part of this report. Some communities had high rates, others low
rates. In some localities, motor vehicles were not taxed
lar practice. Abatement practices were not the same in every conn
munity in cases bf sale or transfer. Purchasers of automobiles in
many cases did not take possession until after the date of assessment.

These variations from uniform practices in assessment, collection
and abatement of the tax became a real problem as purchases and
transfers of motor vehicles increased. Expanding sales of both new
and used cars made imperative a state-wide policy of taxing prac-
tices. 1

The situation attracted wide public attention after the first World
War. In 1924 a bill was introduced in the General Court proposing
an excise tax on motor vehicles in lieu of the personal property
(House, No. 1520). There wr as some doubt about its constitu-

,1 Court was asked for an opinion.tionality and the Supreme Ju
In January, 1925, the court ruled (Opinion of the Justices, 250
Mass. 291) in support of the constitutionality of an excise tax.

The General Court, however, did not then pass the bill immedi
ately. It was not until 1928 that it provided for an excise tax on
motor vehicles. This act became chapter 60A of the General Law
entitled: “An Excise Tax on Registered Motor Vehicles in Lieu of
Local Tax.” Although the chapter has been amended many times
since 1928, it remains as the present legislative basis for the excise
tax.

Major Features. The new chapter GOA established certain prin-
ciples and practices, as follows

1. The excise tax on motor vehicles was not a new source of rev-
enue for the Commonwealth, but for the cities and towns.

i For details on the situation prior to 1929, see Report of the Special Commission on Taxation and Public
Expenditures, Part 111, “The Tax Structure.” House Document, No. 1703, January 29, 1938, p. 94.
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2. Uniformity of the tax was established by placing the respo
sibility upon the Commissioner of Corporations and Taxation to

tablish the excise tax rate, both
scribed in a later portion of this

evaluate the motor vehic
according to statutory formulas
report

3. The Commissioner was to establish the excise tax rate accord-
ing to the average property tax rate throughout all the cities and
towns of the Commonwealth for the three years prior to the year
for which it was to apply. For example, the excise tax rate for
1928 was to be the state average local property tax rate for 1925,
1926 and 1927.

4. A limited time of payment was prescribed so that the tax
would not be paid on the day property taxes were due.

5. The local assessing boards were to assess and the local tax
collector to collect the tax. The assessors were to notify the col-
lectors after receiving the information from the Commissioner.

6. Abatements were made a duty of local assessing boards
7. Certain motor vehicles were declared exempt from the tax,

that is, those owned by the Commonwealth or its subdivisions, by
dealers, repairmen and associations whose property was exempt from
personal property taxes.

8. Penalty for non-payment of the tax on the date due was fixed
at 12 per cent interest from the date of notice.

The above chapter 60A of the General Laws has undergone a
number of amendments since 1928, most of which relate to minor
details. The major changes have been as follows (the chapter num-
bers consistently relate to the acts of the years shown);

1930. Chapter 220 exempted motor vehicles owned by part-
nerships and corporations engaged in “domestic manufacturing.”
Chapter 244 provided for an abatement to be granted by the as-
sessors to the original owner in case of sale or transfer; the tax was
to be divided by twelve and abated according to the remaining
months in the year after the sale or transfer.

1936. Chapter 384 established a slightly different terminology
a,s the basis of the excise tax upon the use of the roads, and made it

a payment for the privilege of registration; it also provided for
assessment and collection of the excise tax on out-of-state motor
vehicles by the Commissioner. Abatement procedures were
amended (1) by clearer definitions of conditions for granting an
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abatement, (2) appeals for abatements from decisions of local as-
sessors and the Commissioner, and (3) by providing that local boards
of tax appeals could review the decisions of local assessors, and the
State Board of Tax Appeals could review a decision of the Com-
missioner.

1938. Chapter 111 provided further details for tax exemp-
tion of motor vehicles registered in Massachusetts but customarily
kept in other States, if the State in which the motor vehicle was
kept reciprocated by not taxing motor vehicles of Massachusetts
citizens. Chapter 480 defined the “year of manufacture” used by
the Commissioner in arriving at a value placed upon a motor vehicle
as the “year” used by the manufacturer to designate the model;
it also provided;

(a) For appeals from abatement decisions by local assessors on
out-of-state cars and from decisions of the Commissioner, who was,
however, to have all the remedies for collection of the tax prescribed
in chapters 60 and 62.

(b ) The excise locally assessed was to be collected at the resi-
dential address of the owner, or at the place of business of a busi-
ness concern, except that cities and towns retained the right to col-
lect the tax in which the car or trailer was kept.

(c) The excise tax was extended to trailers
(d) Local assessors were to commit assessment to collectors with

a warrant.
19^9.— Chapter 401 provided for exemption of disabled vet-

erans of World War 11. (Later amended to include disabled vet-
erans of World War I and of the Korean emergency in 1955.)

1951. Chapter 736 exempted motor vehicles used on farms
from the excise tax. A farmer could operate the vehicle within a
ten-mile radius of his farm in the delivery of produce. This radius
is now twenty miles.

1952. Chapter 400 provided that applicants for registration
of motor vehicles shall file a statement regarding the place where
the motor vehicle is kept.

1953. Chapter 388 revised the formula for the Commissioner’s
evaluation of motor vehicles and trailers by requiring that when
they are sold prior to the year of the model announced by the manu-
facturer they were to be evaluated at 50 per cent of the manufac-
turer’s list price.
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Further detailed provisions were made for collection and abate-
ments in 1953, 1954 and 1955. However, the important amend-
ments summarized above will indicate the frequency of changes
made as well as their nature and type.

Present Operation and Procedure of the Excise Tax.

The procedure of assessment of the excise tax on motor vehicles
and trailers has persisted since 1928 to the present with few changes.
The collection process has been strengthened by granting local
collectors more coercive power, and formalizing abatement pro-
cedure with an appeal from the decisions of both the local authoritic
and the Commissioner of Corporations and Taxation relative to
assessment of out-of-state motor vehicle

The Commissioner is charged with the responsibility for (1) estab-
lishing the value of motor vehicles and trailers, and (2) computing
the excise tax rate (G. L., c. GOA, s. 1). Standards for this function
are carefully provided, leaving no discretion to the Commissioner.
Valuation and tax rate information is forwarded to the local authori-
ties for assessment and collection with explanations. Valuation
procedure for the Commissioner is specifically prescribed as follows:

1. Basic List Price. The evaluation of a motor vehicle or trailer
must begin with the list price established by the manufacturer
according to the year of manufacture, make, type and model.

2. Age Adjustment in Valuations. The assessed value is not
the full list price. The percentage of the list price varies according
to the year of the model as announced by the manufacturer, as
follow:

Per Cen
In year preceding the designated year of manufacture . 50
In year of manufacture 90
In second year 60
In third year 40
In fourth year 25
In fifth and succeeding years .......10

3. Content and Use of Cards for valuing each Motor Vehicle. —-

Each motor vehicle or trailer is thus required to be evaluated sepa-
rately. As motor vehicles and trailers are registered according to
chapter 90, the Registry of Motor Vehicles forwards information
to the Motor Vehicle Excise Tax Division of the Department of
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Corporations and Taxation. This information is supplied on 3x 5
cards, which indicate for each vehicle registered the following de-
tails :

ite
Fe
Year and model make and tyj
Color, number of cylinders or rated capacity

makers and registration n atelv
x list

valueCommisi

The Commissioner adds the v wording to the prescribedi

formula and forwards the the local assessors. Then there
,d collection procedure for eachoccurs the following assessment

motor vehicle excise tax

Owner ;le or trailerters mot
Registry of Motor V Records registratic

Cards are placed ither cards in
ate

Department of Corporations and
Taxation Breaks package and groups cards by city

or town and by model, make, etc.
Applies tax formula and places value.
Sends cards to local assessors.

Local assessor Figures tax and draws commitment on
basis of cards.

Forwards to collector with warrant.
Receives cards and prepares record.
Mails tax bill.

8,
9.Local collector

10,

Receives tax bill.
Pays tax bill.
Receives payment.

Owne 11
12

Local collector 13

4- Exemptions. Exemption from the excise tax are granted
upon the basis of ownership, as follows

(a) The Commonwealth or any of its political subdivisions.
( b ) Corporations with property exempt from taxation (under

G. L„ c. 59, s. 5).
(c) Vehicles owned or controlled by a manufacturer, farmer or

repairman, or owned or controlled by a dealer. In these cases,
written applications for exemption must be filed with the local
assessors demonstrating that the vehicles are used only for normal
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business and not personally. However, common carriers and
towing trucks operated for hire on dealers’ registration plates are
not exempt from the tax.

(d) Disabled veterans of World War I and II and of the Korean
emergency who have suffered in the service “the loss, or permanent
loss of use of, one or both feet, or loss, or permanent loss of use of,
one or both hands; . . .or suffered permanent impairment of vision
of both eyes” of a prescribed deficiency of sight.

(e) Registered out-of-state vehicles exemj if State of ownership
reciprocates with Massachusetts owners.

5. Excise not to apply to Certain Owners. The excise tax ap-
plies to all inhabitants of the Commonwealth who have motor
vehicles or trailers registered in the Commonwealth. The tax does
not apply in the case of

(a) Registration by an inhabitant of another State.
( b) A partnership, voluntary association or corporation which

does not have a principal place of business in the Commonwealth.
(c) Motor vehicles customarily kept in another State, provided

they are registered in that State. This exemption from the excise
tax extends to States that reciprocate in the treatment of Massa-
chusetts owners.

The Excise Tax in Other States.
No State in the Union has an excise tax on motor vehicles and

trailers which operates in the same way it does in Massachusetts.
Actually, Massachusetts and five other States (Maine, North
Dakota, Oklahoma and South Dakota) are the only ones with excise
taxes. New Hampshire has an excise tax, although it is not so
designated.

Very little can be gained by an examination of the excise tax as it
is organized and applied in North Dakota, Oklahoma and South
Dakota. The excise tax in North Dakota is based upon the weight
and the year of the vehicle.

Oklahoma. Oklahoma’s 2 per cent excise tax is imposed upon
sale and transfer of motor vehicles. A new vehicle is evaluated
for the tax at 65 per cent of list price; for the second year 65 per
cent of the previous year’s value; and so on for each succeeding
year until it reaches a minimum of $35. The tax is a state tax
payable to the Commissioner of Taxation.
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South Dakota. South Dakota’s excise tax is equal to the State’s
sales tax (in 1957 it was 2 per cent), based upon a valuation esti-
mated to be a fair market price. The tax is paid to the county
treasurer.

Maine and New Hampshire. Maine and New Hampshire, both
with strong New England town government, have excise taxes
which are not unlike the Massachusetts plan.

Maine adopted its excise tax on motor vehicles in 1944.1 The
tax must be paid prior to registration. Payment exempts the owner
from further tax upon the motor vehicle. The tax is computed as
follows based upon each dollar of the manufacturer’s list price:
first, or current year, 23 mills; second year, mills; third year,

mills; fourth year, 9 mills; fifth year, N/>. mills; sixth year,
3 mills.

The maximum excise tax on non-commercial vehicles after the
seventh year is $lO. Trailers are taxed on the valuation computed
similarly on the basis of 20 mills per dollar of list price in the first
year, ranging down to 4 mills in the seventh and succeeding years.

The tax is both assessed and collected locally according to the
above formulas. Collection is assured by a requirement that the
tax must be paid before plates can be obtained for the vehicle.

New Hampshire ,

2 The tax in New Hampshire is in fact an
excise tax, although as in Maine it must be paid locally before regis-
tration. Under the New Hampshire law no motor vehicle may be
registered before the owner obtains a “permit” from the city or
town in which he resides. The local treasurer collects a tax based
upon a formula starting with a value of 17 mills on each dollar of
the maker’s list price for the current year of manufacture, and rang-
ing gradually down to 3 mills for the fourth and succeeding years.

A fee of $2 is required for all motor vehicles used on farms and not
used over more than five-mile radius.

Both Maine and New Hampshire have a more decentralized
system than that of Massachusetts. Evaluations are made by local
officials who must determine the maker’s list price by year, type
and model. These figures are published annually. However, they
are exceedingly detailed. Each special feature has its own value
to be added to a base price for the model.

Under these conditions there can be little of the state-wide uni-

1 Maine, Acts of 1944, chapter 19, sections 38 to 91; Revised Statutes, 1954, chapter 22, sections 49-59.
2 Commerce Clearing House, State Tax Guide.
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formity of evaluation or the collection of the tax which is achieved
in Massachusetts. The Maine and New Hampshire systems do
have the advantage that collections are obtained with each sale
and transfer before registration is permitted. There is little delay.

Chapter IV. Provisions of Senate No. 141.
Proposing a Maximum Excise Tax Rate.

Senate Document No. 141 would establish a maximum excise tax
rate on registered motor vehicles and trailers at $57.10 per thousand
dollars assessed value. This proposed maximum was the excise
tax rate in effect for the year 1957.

This is not the first attempt to relieve the motor vehicle excise
taxpayer by the establishment of a maximum rate. Numerous
bills have been introduced during the past decade with the same
objective; five of such proposals which have been introduced since
1951 contained the following proposed maximum excise tax rate.

Neither the five bills in the tabulation, nor Senate, No. 141,
proposed any change in the procedure of assessment, collection or
abatement. All of them contain only the provision to place a limit
upon the rate above which the excise tax could not go.

Adoption of Senate, No. 141 would make obsolete the present
method of basing the excise tax rate upon the average tax rate for
the three prior years, in those years in which the average tax ex-
ceeds $57.10. The excise tax to that extent would become statutory.

If a maximum is established for the excise tax at $57.10 the excise
tax will increase only if (a) the number of motor vehicles and trailers
increases, or (5) the value of such vehicles increases. A maximum
rate would probably not mean a decline of revenue for cities and
towns.
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The objective of this proposal would be partially defeated in so far
as the prices of motor vehicles and trailers may continue to rise,
and the maximum tax rate would be applied against these higher
prices. The present formula for the evaluation would have to be
changed if relief from further rises is to be fully assured.

In considering the wisdom of Senate, No. 141, certain questions
need to be answered:

1. Would the establishment of a maximum excise tax rate insure
relief for the owner of an automobile or trailer?

2. Can relief be certain without a change of the formula for estab-
lishing the value of a motor vehicle or trailer?

3. Would the possible reduction of revenue to the cities and
towns from this source work a hardship on them?

4. Would it be necessary to supply a new source of revenue for
local governments in the form of shared taxes or grants-in-aid?

In reaching a decision on the propriety of limiting to a specific
amount the large tax burden met by the owners of motor vehicles
and trailers, due weight should also be given to the argument that
it would be unfair to apply this limit without doing so at the same
time to the ever increasing local tax on real and personal property.

the excise tax rate is by statute
srage state-wide local property tax

In fact, as has been indicated,
computed on the basis of the av
rate over the three prior years.

This argument is forcefully expressed by various groups in Boston
in the following statement;

S. 141 would give “preferred treatment to the motor vehicle owner at the ex-
pense of the real estate owner.

Such preferred treatment is unjustified because the plight of the real estate
owner has become a matter of paramount public concern, and if any tax limitation
is to be imposed it should be imposed for his benefit. Further, in Boston at least,
and probably in other municipalities, receipts from highway user revenue (includ-
ing motor vehicle excise tax, parking meter receipts, license permits and fees and
money received under chapter 90) do not cover the total cost of maintaining ways,
traffic regulation, etc., occasioned. The deficit is raised largely from local taxa-
tion. It seems only fair that the motor vehicle owner should contribute to this
expense by paying at least the three-year average of the local rates as provided by
present law.” 1

1 From letter to Legislative Research Council by Clarence A. Roberts of Tyler and Roberts, Counsellors-
at-law, on behalf of “The Conference of Business and Civic Organizations, which comprises the Greater
Boston Chamber ofCommerce, Boston Retail Trade Board, Boston Municipal Research Bureau, the Citizens
Council and the Boston Real Estate Board." Nov. 18, 1957.
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Chapter V. Provisions of Senate No. 453.

Modifying Present Administrations of the Excise Tax.

Senate No. 453 would modify the present procedures for (1) as-
sessment, (2) collection and (3) abatement of the excise tax on
motor vehicles and trailers as prescribed in chapter 60A of the
General Laws. The proposed changes will be discussed under
these three headings.

1. Assessmeiits.
As indicated above, the present statutes prescribe the procedure

of assessment of the excise tax rate to be followed by the Commis-
sioner of Corporations and Taxation (G. L., c. GOA, s. 1).

At present the Commissioner in placing a value upon a motor
vehicle or trailer must accept the original value as “the list price
established by the manufacturer for the year of manufacture.”

The proposed bill would modify this formula by defining the
“list price” as “the price of the car exclusive of any federal excise
taxes which may be imposed on the manufacturer” (S. 453, s. 1).
Evidently the motive is to avoid double taxation. However, this
is based on a misconception of the present assessment practice.

The present list price established by the manufacturer, accepted
by the Commissioner in evaluation, does not include the 10 per cent
federal excise tax, based upon the manufacturer’s cost. Massa-
chusett has no sales tax and the federal excise tax on parts and
accessories are not included in the list price.

2. Collection.
At present the Commissioner is required to forward to the city or

town board of assessors the card supplied him by the registry upon
which the following information is recorded (G. L., c. GOA, s. 1).

1. Notice of registration.
2. Name and residential address of the owner, if an individual, or place of busi-

ness in the Commonwealth if a business partnership, corporation or vol-
untary association.

3. The municipality in which the motor vehicle or trailer is customarily kept,
if kept in the Commonwealth.

4. The name of the maker.
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5. The year of manufacture or designated by the manufacturer.
6. The model and type of vehicle or trailer.
7. The registration number.
8. Commissioner’s value.
9. Tax rate.

Senate No. 453 would require expanding the information shown
on the notice now sent to each taxpayer by the local collector to
include the information listed under the above nine points to be
supplied to the Commissioner.

Since the collection of the excise tax is a local matter, the town
and city collection have not followed the same form. Moreover, it
is a question whether all local collectors are prepared to reproduce
accurately all the extra information required.

If this provision should be adopted, it might be necessary for the
Commissioner or the Registry to supply the cards bearing the re-
quired information to the local assessors in duplicate, so that one
copy could be mailed to the owner. This requirement would, of
course, increase the work of the Commissioner or the Registry, or
both.

It is difficult to determine whether applications for abatement
would be increased or decreased if the complete information is
supplied the taxpayer. At least a uniform practice would be estab-
lished throughout the Commonwealth, and the tax notice would
contain all the information that the taxpayer could request. The
additional cost to provide the service would have to be a considera-
tion in the decision as to whether the greater amount of information
should be forthcoming.

3. Abatements.

Motor vehicles and trailers are subject to many more transfers
during the year than are real estate or personal property. A vehicle
may be transferred several times during a year.nn

In all such sales and transfers the question of apportioning the
excise tax becomes a problem. This apportionment according to
the month in its relation to the tax year has been met by a process
of abatement. For example, the excise paid on a vehicle at the
beginning of the tax year is subject to abatement according to the
remaining months in the year after sale or transfer. The new owner
must pay the excise tax for the remaining months.
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Frequent transfer of ownership increases the paper work of
both the Commissioner, the local assessor and the local collector.
It is a common complaint by town and city officials that there is
much delay in receiving the information on registrations and the
excise tax from the state offices. 1

Since this matter is the subject of another study it will not h
discussed as has been stated previously. It should be indicated
however, that unusual delays in supplying information to local
authorities complicates the problem of granting abatements, and
often results in the loss of the amount of tax due. Motor vehicles
are frequently sold in one town to an inhabitant of another town,
who during the year may resell it to a person in still a third town,
or to a person who lives out of the State. It is naturally difficult
at best for local officials to keep abreast of these sales and transfers.

Under the proposed bill the Registry would have to notify the
Commissioner of each sale or transfer, who would then have to
notify the local assessor involved. At present the owner must take
the initiative for abatement applying to the local assessors.

Under the proposed measure local officials would be notified that
an abatement was due. (See S. 453, s. 1, i.e., page 2, lines 36 to 40,
of the official print ofbill.) The local officials would then be required
to notify the owner. This procedure would increase the work of
both state and local officials. Abatements would be granted with
each transfer of ownership. Frequent sales and purchases of other
cars by a single individual would place a burden upon the proposed
system of abatement

Chapter VI. Arguments for and against Senate, Nos. 141 and 453.

The arguments for and against Senate, No. 141 and Senate,
No. 453 are indicated at various points in the above text. They are
summarized below.

Senate, No. IJ+l. This bill proposes a maximum annual excise
tax rate of $57.10, thus at least halting the constant upward trend
of the excise tax rate over recent years.

The argument for such a measure is, that motor vehicle owners are
such a heavily burdened class of taxpayers, relief must be provided.

1 Mr. Joseph R. Coupcl, former town manager of Ipswich, has said in some instances it has been over a
year from the time of registration to the time the town received the information. First Governor's Conference
on State. County and Municipal Relations, Panel Discussions, Oct. 27, 1953, page 4.
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The argument against the proposed maximum rate is that it may
not give relief to the taxpayer because the assessed value would not
be tied down. It is also argued with force that there is no justice in
attempting to protect the owners of vehicles against heavier taxrer
collections, and not doing the same for the owners of real estate
Both sets of taxpayers should receive the same treatme;

If a reduction in the excise tax rate is accomplished, a reduction
in revenue collections from the excise tax might well follow. The
Serious problem for the towns would then become one of finding new
taxable resources or depend more upon the State for loans, grants
and grants-in-aid. The only alternative is the doubtful prospect
of greatly reducing the costs of local government.

Senate, No. This second proposal under review would
require deduction of the federal excise tax on motor vehicles from
the manufacturer’s list price. This bill is therefore another attempt
to relieve the motor vehicle taxpayer. This would not be a change
from the present practice

Senate, No. 453 would require the collector to pass along to the
taxpayer all the information about the latter’s motor vehicle or
trailer that the collector receives from the Commissioner and the
Registry. The argument for supplying all the information is that
the owner is entitled to know all the facts. The objection to the
proposal is that local officials are not prepared to perform the addi-

ion would improve upon present
hi enable whether better tax collec-

tional paper work. The provi
collection practices, but it is que
tion would result.

Senate, No. 453 would place theThe third proposal made by
burden of notification of and granting of abatements upon the
Registry and the Commissioner. Persons who make frequent sales
or transfers find the present practice of filing an application for
abatement for each transaction very time-consuming. Under the
proposed system abatement would become more or less automatic.

Dealers in motor vehicles are protected from this exacting routine,
since motor vehicles in their possession prior to sale are not subject
to the excise tax. The person who is not a dealer but buys and sells
many cars a year would be helped by the proposed automatic abate-
ment. The question is whether he should be given a situation for
profit equal to that of a regular dealer who has all the expenses of
his business, including property taxes.
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SENATE, NO. 141 OF 1957 PROPOSING A MAXIMUM
EXCISE TAX RATE ON REGISTERED MOTOR
VEHICLES AND TRAILERS.

The first paragraph of section 1 of chapter GOA of the General
Laws, as appearing in section 1 of chapter 640 of the acts of 1954, is
hereby amended by inserting after the word “sixty-three”, in line 8,
the words: —, except that no rate hereunder shall be in excess of
fifty-seven dollars and ten cents per thousand, so that the first
sentence will read as follows: Except as hereinafter provided,
there shall be assessed and levied in each calendar year on every
motor vehicle and trailer registered under chapter 90, for the privi-
lege of such registration, an excise measured by the value thereof,
as hereinafter defined and determined, at the average state rate for
the calendar year, as determined in the manner provided in section
fifty-eight of chapter sixty-three, except that no rate hereunder
shall be in excess of fifty-seven dollars and ten cents per thousand.

Appendix A.
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Section 1. The second paragraph of section 1 of chapter GOA
of the General Laws is hereby amended by inserting at the end of
said paragraph, after the word “trailer”, the words: The term
“list price,” as used in this section, shall mean the price of the car
exclusive of any federal excise taxes which may be imposed on the
manufacturer, so as to read as follows; The term “year of
manufacture,” as used in this section, shall mean the year used by
the manufacturer of the motor vehicle or trailer in connection with
the designation by him or it of the model of such motor vehicle or
trailer. The term “list price,” as used in this section, shall mean the
price of the car exclusive of any federal excise taxes which may be
imposed on the manufacturer.

The sixth paragraph of section 1 of chapter GOA of the General
Laws is hereby amended by striking out, in line 11, the words “or if
during any year the owner of a motor vehicle or trailer subject to
such an excise removes to another state and registers such motor
vehicle or trailer in such other state and surrenders its registration
in this state” following the word “otherwise,”; and further, by
striking out, in line 14, the words “upon application” following the
word “reduced,”; and further, by striking out, in line 18, the words
“or such surrender of registration” following the word “otherwise,”;
and further, by striking out, in line 24, the words “upon application
as aforesaid” following the word “reduced,”; and further, by add-
ing, in line 26, the sentence: If during any year the owner of a
motor vehicle or trailer subject to such an excise removes to another
state and registers such motor vehicle or trailer in such other state
and surrenders his registration in this state, the excise under this
section shall be reduced upon application by an abatement, the
amount of abatement to be determined according to the formula
set forth in the preceding sentence, following the word “trans-

Appendix B.

SENATE, NO. 453 OF 1957 RE ASSESSMENT AND COLLEC-
TION OF MOTOR VEHICLE EXCISE TAX.
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ferred,” and further, by adding the following paragraph at the end
of the said sixth paragraph:

When a registration in this state is transferred or caused to be
reissued by an owner, the registrar of motor vehicles shall send
notice of transfer or reissue forthwith to the commissioner, and the
commissioner shall notify the boards of assessors who shall forth-
with transmit an abatement to the owner, the amount of abatement
to be determined according to the formula set forth in the preceding
paragraph., so as to read as follows: If a motor vehicle or
trailer is registered after January thirty-first in any year, the excise'
under this section shall be that proportion of the excise for the full
year which the number of months in said year following the month
preceding that in which the motor vehicle or trailer is registered
bears to twelve; but no excise shall be assessed upon the same
motor vehicle or trailer more than once in any year unless its owner-
ship is transferred by sale or otherwise or it is registered after a
surrender of registration upon removal of its owner to another state
and registration, in such other state. If during any year ownership
of a motor vehicle or trailer subject to an excise under this section
is transferred by sale or otherwise
be reduced by an abatement cqi
under this section on such motor
which the number of months in sj

in which such transfer by sale or
provided, however, that if in the
sale or otherwise occurs, the per;

the excise under this section shall
il to that proportion of an excise
vehicle or trailer for the full year
id year remaining after the month
otherwise occurs bears to twelve;
month in which such transfer bv

making such transfer ters

another motor vehicle or trailer under chapter ninety and thereby
becomes subject to an excise under this section on such other motor
vehicle or trailer for such month, the excise under1 this section on the
motor vehicle or trailer transferred shall be further reduced by an
abatement equal to one twelfth of a full year’s excise under this
section on the motor vehicle or trailer transferred. If during any
year the owner of a motor vehicle or trailer subject to such an excise
removes to another state and registers such motor vehicle or trailer
in such other state and surrenders his registration in this state, the
excise under this section shall be reduced upon application by an
abatement, the amount of abatement to be determined according
to the formula set forth in the preceding sentence. If before an
excise imposed by this section is assessed, notice of transfer by sale
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or otherwise or of surrender of registration as aforesaid is received
by the official or officials authorized to make the assessment, the
excise shall be assessed in the amount to which it would be reduced
by the abatement as aforesaid. The excise imposed by this section
shall in no event be less than two dollars; and no abatement under
this section shall reduce any such excise to less than two dollars.

When a registration in this state is transferred or caused to be
reissued by an owner, the registrar of motor vehicles shall send
Viotice to transfer or reissue forthwith to the commissioner, and the
commissioner shall notify the boards of assessors who shall forth-
with transmit an abatement to the owner, the amount of abatement
to be determined according to the formula set forth in the preceding
paragraph

sction 2. The first paragraph of section 2of chapter 60A of
the General Laws is hereby amended by inserting, in line 40, after
the word “excise,” the words: The notice shall contain, in add
ion to the amount of the tax, information as to the make and modeltion to the

of the motor vehicle, the year of manufacture, the registration
number, the valuation placed on it by the commissioner and the
tax rate, so as to read as follows; Except as otherwise provided
in section one, if the owner of the motor vehicle or trailer registem
is an individual inhabitant of the commonwealth, or a partnership,

n having a principal place ofntary association or corpor
business in the commonwealth, or if the owner of the motor vehicle
or trailer registered is not such an individual, partnership, voluntary
association or corporation, but the vehicle or trailer is customarily
kept in any particular municipality in the commonwealth, the
board of assessors shall assess the excise imposed by section one,
and commit the same to the collector of taxes with their warrant for
the collection thereof. Otherwise the excise so imposed shall be
assessed and collected by the commissioner. The excise shall be
assessed to the owner of the motor vehicle or trailer registering the

and the registrar of motor vehicles shall promptly transmit to
the commissioner a notice of the registration of a motor vehicle or
trailer subject to this excise, giving the name and residential addrt

■ the name and principal place of
f any, otherwise that outside the
partnership or voluntary associa-

of the owner, if an individual, o:
business in this commonwealth,
commonwealth, if a corporation,
tion the municipality in which the motor vehicle or trailer is cus-
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tomarily to be kept if it is to be kept in the commonwealth, the
name of the maker, the year of manufacture as designated by the
manufacturer, and the model and type of vehicle or trailer. The
commissioner may require from the owner such further information
as may be necessary for the purposes of this chapter. If an applica-
tion for the registration of a motor vehicle or trailer contains a
statement that the motor vehicle or trailer is customarily to be
kept in any particular district, section or part of a city or town, the
commissioner shall determine in what city or town said district/
section or part is located, and shall transmit the information to the
assessors. The commissioner shall, as soon as may be, transmit to

ation received relative to registra-
rs and trailers locally assessable
motor vehicles, and, under such
:e available to the local assessors

the boards of assessors the inform
tions with respect to motor vehi
sent to him by the registrar of
provisions as he deems best, rna.
information showing the values ietermined under section one.
The excise hereunder shall be due and payable at the expiration of
thirty days from the date upon which the notice was issued by the
collector or the commissioner pursuant to this section. The collector
of taxes or the commissioner, as the case may be, shall seasonably
notify the owner of the excise assessed and the due date, but failure
to receive notice shall not- affect the validity of the excise. The
notice shall contain, in addition to the amount of the tax, informa-
tion as to the make and model of the motor vehicle, the year of
manufacture, the registration number, the valuation placed on it
by the commissioner, and the tax rate. The owner may if the notice
of assessment is issued before January first of the succeeding year
within six months of the date of issuing the notice of assessment or
of the date of sale or transfer, but not later than January thirty-
first of the succeeding year, and if the notice of assessment is issued
on or after January first of the succeeding year, within thirty days
after the date of issuing the notice of assessment, apply for an
abatement to the board of assessors or the state tax commission,(
as the case may be, and, from a decision of the board of assessors
upon such application, an appeal may be taken to the county com-
missioners or the appellate tax board, all in accordance with section
sixty-four or sixty-five of chapter fifty-nine, or from a decision of the
commission an appeal may be taken to the appellate tax board in
the time and manner provided in the case of appeals taken pursuant
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to section seventy-one of chapter sixty-three. If an abatement is
granted of an excise assessed by a board of assessors, any overpay-
ment with interest thereon at the rate of four per cent per annum
from the date of payment shall be refunded by the city or town
treasurer from any available funds, upon certification by the col-
lector of taxes and approval for payment as required by section
fifty-two of chapter forty-one, without any appropriation therefor
by the municipality. If abatement is granted of an excise assessed
by the commissioner, any overpayment with interest thereon at the
rate of six per cent per annum from the date of payment shall be
refunded by the state treasurer upon certification by the state tax
commission, without further appropriation. Owners who neglect
to pay the excise assessed under this chapter shall pay interest at
the rate of six per cent per annum from the time when such excise
was payable until paid, if such payment is made before the com-
mencement of proceedings for recovery thereof, and twelve per cent
if made after the commencement thereof. The notice issued pur-
suant to this section shall bear on its face a statement of the time
within which petitions for abatement of the excise may be filed.
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