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Tax Rate Season is Underway 

 
Here at DLS, the changing season from September to October is 
marked not just by falling leaves and the vivid colors of fall foliage, but 
by the onrush of tax rate and balance sheet approvals and certifications 
of free cash and property values. 
 
The Bureau of Accounts has already approved 24 tax rates, slightly 
ahead of last year's pace, and certified $404 million in free cash from 
84 balance sheets while the Bureau of Local Assessment has issued 
23 preliminary certifications and four final certifications for those 
communities in the triennial property revaluation process. 
 
The new DLS pilot program, TAP (Taxpayer Assistance Program), is 
also underway in the 13 communities that signed up in the spring. One 
of those, East Bridgewater, has already certified its tax rate nearly a 
month ahead of the schedule town officials proposed in June, and 
nearly two months ahead of the setting of last year's tax rate. The TAP 
program is designed to promote the setting of tax rates before 
December 1, when the flow of tax rate certification requests turns into a 
blizzard in the three weeks before the December holidays. 
 
I urge local officials to take advantage of the expertise available to you 
in the field representatives who work for the Bureau of Accounts and 
Bureau of Local Assessment. If you have questions or concerns about 
the reviews that are being conducted now or will be conducted shortly, 
call or email them. It is better to pose questions and receive answers 
now than to have DLS asking questions in December. 
 
I also want to note the start this week of the new Applied Concepts in 
Municipal Finance course DLS is piloting this fall. Hailing from cities 
and towns across the Commonwealth, 33 local officials attended the 
opening session on Tuesday at Tufts Veterinary School in Grafton. The 
course will provide an introduction to municipal finance as outlined in 
Massachusetts General Law through property assessment, 
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classification, taxation and the organization and role of the Division of 
Local Services therein. Participants will gain an understanding of 
general concepts, practices and systems in the goal expanding their 
skillset and understanding of the interconnectivity of state and local 
government. We're looking forward to the upcoming sessions and 
believe this may serve as a model for future educational opportunities 
hosted by DLS. 
 
 
Robert G. Nunes 
Deputy Commissioner and Director of Municipal Affairs 
nunes@dor.state.ma.us 
 
 

Ask DLS 

 
This month's Ask DLS features frequently asked questions regarding 
the procedural requirements a charitable or religious organization must 
follow in order to obtain a property tax exemption. Please let us know if 
you have other areas of interest or send a question to 
cityandtown@dor.state.ma.us. We would like to hear from you. 
 
Does a charitable or religious organization qualify for a property 
tax exemption? 
 
Yes. Institutions and organizations, such as hospitals, schools, 
churches and cultural facilities, may qualify for exemption from local 
taxes on real and personal property they own on July 1, the beginning 
of the fiscal year. These exemptions are found in MGL c. 59, sec. 5, 
Clauses 3 (real and personal property of charitable organizations), 10 
(personal property of religious organizations) and 11 (houses of 
worship and parsonages of religious organizations. However, a 
religious or charitable organization is not automatically exempt from 
local taxation when it organizes or acquires property. It must meet 
specific eligibility criteria and follow certain procedures to obtain an 
exemption. 
 
What procedures must a charitable organization follow to obtain a 
local property tax exemption? 
 
A charitable organization must make an initial application to the 
assessors in the first fiscal year it claims exempt status for its personal 
property, or for a particular parcel of real property. The organization 
may use a charitable exemption application form (State Tax Form 1-B-
3) or an abatement application (State Tax Form 128) to apply. The 
application deadline for any year is the same as the deadline for 
property tax abatement applications, i.e., the date the first actual tax 
installment for the year is due. 
 
For example, a charitable organization buys a parcel of real property in 
January 2014 and begins operating there in June 2014. To receive an 
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exemption for fiscal year 2015 beginning on July 1, 2014, it must apply 
to the assessors for exemption of that parcel, and any personal 
property it owns, on or before the deadline for applying for abatement 
of fiscal year 2015 taxes. 
 
If the organization buys another parcel in December 2016, it would 
have to apply to establish an exemption for that parcel for fiscal year 
2018, beginning on July 1, 2017. That application would be due on or 
before the deadline for fiscal year 2018 abatement applications. 
 
Once an exemption is established for personal property, or a particular 
parcel of real property, no further application is required, provided there 
is no change in ownership, occupancy or other eligibility criteria. 
 
In addition, however, every charitable organization that owns real and 
personal property on January 1 for which it claims exemption for the 
fiscal year that begins on the next July 1 must file a property return 
(Form 3ABC) with the assessors in order to receive or continue an 
exemption for that year. MGL c. 59, sec. 5, Clause 3(b). If the 
charitable organization is required to register and file an annual report 
(Form PC) with the Public Charities Division of the Attorney General's 
Office, it must attach a copy of its most recent Form PC to its Form 
3ABC. 
 
For example, a charitable organization buys a parcel of real property in 
January 2014 and begins operating there in April 2014. To receive an 
exemption for fiscal year 2015 beginning on July 1, 2014, it must apply 
to the assessors, but it would not have to have filed a Form 3ABC 
because it did not own the property for which an exemption is claimed 
on January 1. However, if the organization had bought the property in 
September 2013 and moved there in December 2013, it would have to 
have filed a Form 3ABC in addition to its exemption application in order 
to receive an exemption for fiscal year 2015. In both cases, the 
organization would have to file a Form 3ABC for subsequent fiscal 
years so long as it owns real and personal property on January 1. 
 
What information must a charitable organization include with its 
exemption application? 
 
A charitable organization must include with its exemption application 
whatever supporting information is reasonably required by the 
assessors to establish eligibility. This information may include, but is 
not limited to: 

 Articles of incorporation, charter or declaration of trust. 
. 

 Organization by-laws. 
. 

 Identification of officers, directors or trustees. 
. 

 Description of charitable activities. 
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. 

 Description of the use of the property, including use by all 
lessees or other occupants. 
. 

 Information about compensation arrangements for officers and 
key employees. 

What is the due date for filing the Form 3ABC and may it be 
extended or waived? 
 
The Form 3ABC must be received in the assessors' office on or before 
March 1. However, the assessors can extend the March 1 deadline if 
the charitable organization makes a written request and demonstrates 
a good reason for not filing on time. The latest the filing deadline can be 
extended to is the last day for applying for abatement of the tax for the 
fiscal year to which the return relates (the date the first actual tax 
installment for the year is due). MGL c. 59, sec. 29. 
 
The requirement to file the return is a jurisdictional prerequisite to an 
exemption for any property owned by the charitable organization on 
January 1. An organization that fails to file the return is not exempt for 
the year. MGL c. 59, sec. 5, Clause 3(b). Children's Hospital Medical 
Center v. Assessors of Boston, 388 Mass. 832 (1983). No exemption 
can be granted by the assessors or appeal reviewed by the ATB. 
 
Is a religious organization required to file an annual Form 3ABC to 
obtain a property tax exemption? 
 
No, unless it is seeking an exemption as a charitable organization for 
real property it owns and uses for other than a house of worship or 
parsonage, for example, a school, health care or social service facility. 
A religious organization does not have to file any specific application 
form to establish exempt status for a house of worship or parsonage. If 
it is claiming exemption for the first time, or for property not previously 
exempt as a house of worship or parsonage, however, it would want to 
contact the assessors' office and provide the information needed to 
establish exempt status and have the property removed from the tax 
rolls. 
 
If a charitable organization receives a tax bill even if it had applied 
for exemption for the year, or been granted an exemption in a 
prior year, must it apply to the assessors for an abatement? 
 
If a tax bill is issued in any fiscal year, a charitable organization would 
have to do one of the following to obtain the exemption: 

 Apply for abatement to the assessors on or before the due date 
for abatement applications for that fiscal year. MGL c. 59, sec. 
59. If the assessors deny the application, the organization may 
appeal to the Appellate Tax Board (ATB) within three months of 
the date the assessors denied the exemption, or it was deemed 
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denied. To maintain the appeal, the organization must pay at 
least one-half of the personal property tax it is contesting.  If the 
appeal involves a real estate parcel with a tax over $3,000, it 
must pay each actual tax installment on time or, alternatively, 
pay an amount equal to the average tax assessed, reduced by 
abatements, for the preceding three years. MGL c. 59, secs. 64 
and 65. 
. 

 Appeal directly to the ATB within three months of the assessors' 
determination that its property is not eligible for a charitable 
exemption. The issuance of a tax bill on the property is 
considered a determination of non-eligibility for purposes of a 
direct appeal. Payment of the tax is not required to take a direct 
appeal. MGL c. 59, sec. 5B. 
. 

 Pay the tax and bring suit to recover the amount within 90 days. 
MGL c. 60, sec. 98. See New England Legal Foundation v. City 
of Boston, 423 Mass. 602 (1996). 

 

 

Will the Qualified Bond Program Work for 
Your Community or District? 

Lisa Krzywicki - Municipal Databank Director 
 
The Qualified Bond Act, MGL Chapter 44A, allows cities, towns and 
regional school districts to issue general obligation bonds with the state 
paying the debt service directly from the municipality's or district's local 
aid. Bonds issued through the program benefit from the strength of the 
state's credit rating since the payment source is state aid subject to 
appropriation. This, in turn, results in lower interest rates on debt 
issuances than might otherwise be possible if the debt were paid 
locally. 
 
At first, the Qualified Bond Act was an appealing option for fiscally 
distressed communities that may have had difficulty accessing the 
bond market. As time has passed, it has become appealing to many 
communities and regional school districts, both those in fiscal distress 
and those that would simply benefit from a lower interest rate using the 
Qualified Bond program. Currently, there is more than $2 billion in total 
outstanding principal and interest for bonds and notes issued under the 
qualified bond program. 
 
The Qualified Bond Act was added to the Massachusetts General Laws 
in 1980. However, the first municipal general obligation bond wasn't 
issued through the program until FY1992. It was a $12.5 million 
municipal purpose loan issued by the City of Lowell. Popularity of the 
program emerged slowly after that. Between FY1992 and FY1996 only 
six communities (Amesbury, Beverly, Brockton, Lawrence, Lowell and 
Revere) had issued debt using the qualified bond program. As of 
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FY1996, Lowell had issued five general obligation bonds under the 
program and Lawrence had issued two, the remaining four 
communities had only one qualified bond each. The total annual debt 
service for these six communities totaled $26.3 million in principal and 
interest payments. 
 
By FY2014, there were thirty-five communities and fifteen regional 
school districts that issued debt using the qualified bond program. 
There are 128 general obligation bonds outstanding and the total 
annual debt service on these bonds is $226.5 million which is deducted 
from each participant's monthly local aid payments. As you can see 
from Table 1 below, the communities participating in the qualified bond 
program vary greatly, most are cities with total budgets in excess of 
$150 million, but there are some smaller towns like Hinsdale, Monson, 
Orange and Rutland that have also used the qualified bond program. 
Table 1 also shows the total amount of principal and interest 
outstanding as of FY2015 and the FY2015 debt service for those 
communities and regional schools participating in the program. 
. 



.  

. 



. . 

. 
Does the qualified bond program sound like it would work for your 
community or district? Before you answer that, it is important to note 
that the ability to access this program is not automatic. Before a 
community can issue a qualified bond, it must receive approval from 
the Municipal Finance Oversight Board (MFOB). The MFOB consists of 
the State Attorney General, State Treasurer, State Auditor, and the 
Director of Accounts in the Division of Local Services, or their 
designees. 
 
The municipal treasurer, with the approval of the legislative body, or a 
regional school district treasurer, with the approval of the regional 
school committee, may submit an application to the MFOB for review. 
Before submitting the application, a request for a coverage analysis is 
made to the Division of Local Services' Municipal Databank. The 
purpose of the coverage analysis is to ensure that sufficient state aid is 
available to cover the new debt service. Within sixty days, the MFOB 
will review the coverage analysis and application. It then votes in 
accordance with the provisions of Chapter 44A making the 
determination as to whether the city, town or regional school district will 
be authorized to issue qualified bonds or notes. Authorization must be 
approved by a majority of the board members. 
 
With qualified bonds, the State Treasurer acts as the paying agent and 
makes the payment directly to the bond holder. To cover the debt 
service, the Division sends a payment to the State Treasurer on the 
community's or district's behalf from their monthly local aid. The amount 
of the bond payment essentially represents an advance of the amount 
the Commonwealth will pay at the end of the month. Using this system 
creates added security that the payment will be made in whole and on 
time. 



 
Even though the qualified bond debt service is being paid using local 
aid revenue, the community or district must still appropriate the annual 
debt service, record monthly local aid payments in the gross amount 
and charge the qualified bond debt service to the appropriation. 
 
The Qualified Bond Act also provides for an assessment against the 
community or district for the amount of interest the Commonwealth lost 
in advancing local aid. In the past, the total assessment for lost interest 
to the Commonwealth has been $96,638 in FY2010, $75,586 in 
FY2011, $67,530 in FY2012 and $54,062 for FY2013. In FY2014, with 
more frequent monthly local aid payments, the total assessment for the 
lost interest will be $31,891, which is nearly 50 percent lower than 
FY2013. This assessment is deducted annually from the June local aid 
payment. When calculating the interest assessment, the State 
Treasurer uses the monthly interest yields of the Massachusetts 
Municipal Depository Trust (MMDT). Table 2 lists the historical interest 
rates by month which the State Treasurer used to calculate the lost 
interest. 
. 

. . 

. 
As you can see from the historical data, the interest rate used by the 
State Treasurer to calculate the amount of lost interest to the 
Commonwealth for the advance of local aid has been reasonable and, 
in the last few years, extremely low. 
 
If after reading this article you believe the qualified bond program may 
be a benefit to your community or school district, contact your financial 
advisor or Bill Arrigal of the Division of Local Services' Public Finance 
Section in the Bureau of Accounts at (617) 626-2399 or 
arrigal@dor.state.ma.us. 
 

 

Amnesty Tax Offer for Some Massachusetts 
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Taxpayers 

MA Department of Revenue 
 
Spread the word! The Massachusetts Department of Revenue (DOR) is 
holding a two month amnesty program designed to encourage the 
payment of delinquent taxes by individuals and businesses. The 
program, which will run from September 1 through October 31, applies 
to certain tax liabilities billed on or before July 1, 2014. In September, 
qualifying taxpayers will receive a Tax Amnesty Notice from the 
Department of Revenue notifying them that they qualify for the tax 
amnesty program. Notices will provide taxpayers with their individual 
period balance, amount of unpaid penalty to be waived if the amnesty 
balance is paid in full by the due date and the amnesty amount due. 
Taxpayers who qualify for the amnesty program have already been 
billed by DOR for their outstanding tax liability. Under the program, 
DOR will waive all assessed, unpaid penalties for taxpayers who 
respond by making a full payment on all outstanding taxes and interest 
for any period listed on the notice by the October 31 deadline. 
 
The amnesty program covers a variety of individual and business tax 
types including: individual income tax, withholding tax, sales and use 
tax, meals tax, meals tax local option, personal use tax, cigarette 
individual excise tax and cigar/smoking tobacco tax. 
 
For more information about the program and how to participate, DOR 
has set up a webpage and Frequently Asked Questions. 

. . 

October Municipal Calendar  

October 1 Collector Mail Semi-Annual Tax Bills 

 

For communities using the regular 
semi-annual payment system, 
actual tax bills or optional 
preliminary bills should be mailed 
by this date. 

October 1 Taxpayer Semi-Annual Preliminary Tax 
Bill - Deadline for Paying Without 
Interest 
 

According to MGL Ch. 59, Sec. 
57C, this is the deadline for 
receipt of the preliminary tax 
payment without interest in 
communities using the annual 
preliminary tax billing system, 
unless the bills were mailed after 
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August 1. If mailed after August 1, 
the payment is due November 1, 
or 30 days after the bills were 
mailed, whichever is later. 

October 1 Taxpayer Deadline for Applying to Have 
Land Classified as 
Agricultural/Horticultural Land or 
Recreational Land, MGL Ch. 61A 
and Ch. 61B 

 

According to MGL Ch. 61A, 
Sections 6 and 8, and Ch. 61B, 
Sections 3 and 5, this is the 
deadline to apply to Assessors to 
have land valued, taxed and 
classified as 
agricultural/horticultural or 
recreational land in the next fiscal 
year, unless a revaluation 
program is being conducted for 
that fiscal year. Under MGL Ch. 
59, Section 38 and DOR 
guidelines, Assessors must review 
all property valuations and make 
adjustments to ensure current fair 
cash valuations every year. 
Because a revaluation program is 
being conducted every year, 
taxpayers who do not submit 
their applications by October 1 
have until 30 days after the actual 
tax bills for the fiscal year are 
mailed to apply.   

October 15 Superintendent Submit School Foundation 
Enrollment Report to DESE   

October 31 Accountant Submit Schedule A for Prior Fiscal 
Year 
 

This report is a statement of the 
revenues received, expenditures 
made and all other transactions 
related to the community's 
finances during the previous fiscal 
year. The Schedule A classifies 
revenues and expenditures into 



detailed categories that will 
provide information essential for 
an analysis of revenues and 
expenditures generated by 
various departments. This data, 
like other financial information 
reported to DOR, is entered into 
DOR's Municipal Databank; as 
such, the Department may 
provide time series, comparative 
and other types of analyses at the 
request of a city or town. This 
information is also sent to the US 
Census Bureau and eliminates a 
prior federal reporting 
requirement. Failure to file by 
October 31 may result in 
withholding major distributions of 
state aid until the Schedule A is 
accepted by BOA.   

October 31 Selectmen Begin Establishing Next Fiscal 
Year Budget Guidelines and 
Request Department Budgets   

October 31 Assessors Begin Work on Tax Rate 
Recapitulation Sheet (to set tax 
rate for annual preliminary tax 
bill communities) 
 

A community that uses the annual 
preliminary tax bill system (on a 
quarterly or semiannual basis) 
should begin gathering tax recap 
information in order to have 
enough time for the tax rate to be 
set and tax bills mailed by 
December 31. See August's 
Complete Tax Rate Recapitulation 
Sheet.   

Final Day of Each Month State Treasurer Notification of monthly local 
aid distribution. 
 
Click 
www.mass.gov/treasury/cash-
management to view 
distribution breakdown. 
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To unsubscribe to City & Town and all other DLS Alerts, please click here. 
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