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RESOLVE CREATING THE COMMISSION.
Chapter 86,

Resolve

Resolves

op

1948.

for an Investigation and Study by an Unpaid
Commission relative to the Problems of Taxation.

providing

Special

Resolved, That an unpaid special commission, consisting of two
members of the senate to be designated by the president thereof, five
members of the house of representatives to be designated by the
speaker thereof, and four persons to be appointed by the governor, is
hereby established, to be known as the Special Commission on Taxation. Said commission shall make an investigation and study of the
general subject of taxation in the commonwealth, including among
other things the assessment and collection of taxes and the distribution of such taxes. Said commission shall also make such investigation
and study with a view to the revision and codification of the laws
relating to taxation and to the recommending of such changes therein
and additions thereto as may appear necessary or desirable.
Said commission may hold public hearings and may call upon
officials of the commonwealth or its subdivisions for such information
as it may desire in the course of its investigation and study, shall be
provided with quarters in the state house or elsewhere and shall have
the power to summon witnesses and to require the production of
books, records, contracts and papers and the giving of testimony
under oath. Said commission may expend for expert, clerical and
other services and expenses, such sums as may be appropriated therefor. Said commission shall report to the general court the results of
its investigation and study, and its recommendations, if any, together
with drafts of legislation necessary to carry such recommendations
into effect, by filing the same with the clerk of the house of representatives from time to time, but the final report shall be filed not later
than the first Wednesday in December, nineteen hundred and fifty.
Approved June 16, 1948.
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SECOND INTERIM REPORT OF THE SPECIAL
COMMISSION ON TAXATION.

To the Honorable Senate and House of Representatives.

One of the primary functions of the Special Commission
on Taxation is to recommend to the Legislature changes
in the tax structure to remove existing inequities.
No better example of an inequitable tax, one literally
impossible of fair administration can be found than the
existing levy on household goods, clothing, jewelry, television sets and the like.
A small and scattered revenue source, it has become a
major harassment to taxpayers, assessors and collectors
alike.

For these and other reasons set forth below, the Special
Commission on Taxation recommends its immediate
abolition so far as it may touch household goods and
effects, and other articles of a purely personal character,
such as watches, jewelry, etc.
The present tax is a remnant of the comprehensive
tax on all classes of personal property, tangible and
intangible, dating from Colonial times. From time to
time, several major classes of tangible property have been
excluded from this local tax assessment. Ships and
vessels of most classes were exempted as early as 1881,
the tangible personal property of foreign corporations
doing business in the Commonwealth in 1919, registered
motor vehicles in 1928, and the machinery of certain
corporations in 1936.
As now constituted, the tangible personal property
tax applies to four established categories of property:
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(1) stock-in-trade; (2) certain classes of machinery;
(3) livestock; and (4) “all other,” consisting primarily
of tangible property of public service enterprises, and the
furnishings and effects of households and unincorporated
businesses.
The “all other” category of tangible personal property
accounts for approximately 30 per cent of the total value
of such property, and a similar proportion of the tax
derived from it. It has not been possible, however, to
determine for the State as a whole what proportion of the
“all other” category is accounted for by household
property, including “furniture and effects,
jewelry,
plate, works of art, musical instruments, radios and
garage or stable accessories, in storage in a public warehouse
or used or commonly kept in or about the
dwelling of which he is the owner of record or for the use
of which he is obligated to pay rent, and which is the
.”
place of his domicile.
There is almost limitless evidence that that part of the
personal property tax applying to household furnishings
and effects and personal belongings is not being and cannot be enforced. The result of partial enforcement has
been discrimination, rule-of-thumb methods of assessment, serious inequities as between communities, outright
rebellion by some local assessors, and public confusion
.

.

.

...

.

and

.

hostility.

It seems self-evident that any tax based upon the unverified declaration of the taxpayer will be discriminatory.
Verification of the taxpayer’s declaration by assessors is
possible only on invitation of the taxpayer. And since it
w ould be beyond the administrative capacity of any
assessing organization to verify more than a small fraction of all declarations, or “Forms of List,” it follows that
partial verification can only lead to further discrimination.
Full enforcement of the tax, in the form of an honest
appraisal of each household’s furnishings and effects, is
clearly impossible.
A few communities, in practice, have adopted rule-of
thumb devices to tax household furnishings. Some have

r

1951.]

HOUSE —No. 2153.

7

based the personal property assessment on the size of the
dwelling unit, or the number of rooms. Others have
based the assessment on the valuation of the dwelling
unit. Wellesley and Belmont, for example, take the personal property valuation to be an arbitrary 20 per cent of
the valuation of the dwelling house, less the statutory
exemption of $l,OOO. Such rule-of-thumb methods may
provide some measure of uniformity with a minimum of
effort and expense on the part of the assessors, but they
do not constitute a compliance with the law. They are
unrelated to any tangible evidence of the property being
taxed. They are an infringement of the right of the householder to be properly assessed.
A far larger number of communities either make no
effort whatsoever to tax household furnishings, or levy
the tax only on a few of the largest taxpayers.
The so-called Form 2, or “Form of List,” used by
local assessors, although approved by the Commissioner
of Corporations and Taxation in each case, varies in important particulars from one community to another. For
example, some forms currently in use call for a statement
by the taxpayer of the value which he assigns to his furnishings, room by room, with no provision for a listing of
the property. Other forms call for a listing of property
with no provision for the taxpayer’s estimate of its value.
In some cases the $l,OOO statutory exemption for each
household is referred to on the form; in other cases not.
In some municipalities the exemption is granted automatically by the assessors; elsewhere it is granted only
on the taxpayer’s application.
Sometimes the penalty
for failure to file a declaration (partial forfeiture of abatement rights) is stated on the form, and sometimes it is
not. In no case does the form clearly describe the tax
and the rights and obligations of the taxpayer.
Two principal reasons have been advanced for retention of the tax on tangible personal property. It is held,
first, that the tax reaches taxpayers who would otherwise
make no direct contribution to the support of local government. There is no tangible evidence to support or
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refute this contention. Secondly, it is argued that the
tax is a major source of local revenue, with no effective
substitute available to the cities and towns.
The latter argument applies with less force to that portion of the personal property tax with which we are concerned, accounting as it does for less than one third
and probably less than one fifth —• of the total personal
property tax assessment.
No reliable data were available to the Commission to
indicate accurately the extent of tax loss which would,
result from exemption of household furnishings. The
total valuation placed on “all other” personal property
in 1949 was $201,722,001. Final 1950 and 1951 totals
are not yet available; the 1950 figure is estimated at approximately $208,375,000. The total 1949 tax on tangible personal property was $31,016,917, with some $lO
millions assignable to the “all other” category. The
1951 tax on “all other” property may possibly exceed
$l2 millions.
Scattered evidence suggest that the bulk of this $lO to
$l2 millions of tax is attributable to property other than
household furnishings. Some major cities have reported
little or no tax on householders. Medford, for example,
in 1950 sent out approximately 600 personal property
tax bills, none of which was on account of household
property. The Springfield assessors, in 1949, computed
the valuation of assessed property “in homes” at approximately $550,000, and estimate the 1951 valuation
at $750,000, or about 3 per cent of the total personal
of 1 per cent of the total city
property valuation
assessment). The Boston assessors, in 1950, classified
$11,241,400 of personal property in the “all other” category, with an off-the-cuff estimate that not more than
one third of this amount, or about $3.7 millions, represented household furnishings i l /i of 1 per cent of the total
city assessment).
Only in a few suburban towns was the valuation of
household furnishings found to account for an important
percentage of the total personal property assessment. Bel-
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xnont, of the towns furnishing information, reported the
highest proportion
approximately two thirds of its
assessment.
total personal
Indications are that exemption of household furnishings from local taxation, in the larger industrial cities,
would have an almost imperceptible effect on the local
tax rates. In those towns, particularly the suburban
towns, which have made the greatest effort to collect
the household furnishings tax, it seems unlikely that the
proposed exemption would, in any case, increase the tax
rate by more than $l.
Such an increase in tax rate in towns of this type would
not, however, constitute any real additional tax burden.
In large measure the tax on house furnishings would be
shifted to the real estate tax bills of the same householders.
The incidence of the tax would be altered only slightly by
the shift in base, at least as applied to the residential
community. Evidence of this assertion appears in the
report of the Special Commission on Real Estate Taxation and Related Matters (1945), with respect to certain
towns selected for detailed study.
The state-wide fiscal impact of the recommended
exemption would, in our opinion, be negligible.
Respectfully submitted
RICHARD I. FURBUSH.
HOLLIS M. GOTT.
RALPH C. MAHAR.
H. EDWARD SNOW.
JOHN E. ROGERSON.
Norman Macdonald.
JOSEPH A. ASPERO.
THEODORE J. VAITSES.
GABRIEL F. PIEMONTE
WILLIAM D. FLEMING.
MICHAEL J. BATAL.
CARROLL F. HOLT.
ROBERT T. CAPELESS.
ARTHUR U. MAHAN.
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PROPOSED LEGISLATION.

CJ)e Commontocalti) of

Massachusetts

In the Year One Thousand Nine Hundred and Fifty-One.

An Act

repealing

the personal

property

tax

on

HOUSEHOLD GOODS AND EFFECTS.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives
in General Court assembled, and by the authority of the
same, as follows:
1
2

3
4

5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

13
14
15
16
17
18

Section 1. Section sof chapter 59 of the General
Laws is hereby amended by striking out clause
twentieth, as amended by chapter 310 of the acts of
1947, and inserting in place thereof the following:
Twentieth, The wearing apparel, farming utensils,
cash on hand, and household furniture, furnishings,
and effects of every person and the tools of his trade
if a mechanic, to any amount; and to an amount not
exceeding a total value of one thousand dollars in
respect to boats, fishing gear, and nets owned and
actually used by him in the prosecution of his business
if engaged exclusively in commercial fishing. The
terms “household furniture, furnishings, and effects
of every person” shall, without limiting the generality
thereof, include such articles as jewelry, plate, works
of art, musical instruments, radios, television sets,
appliances, garage or stable accessories, in storage in
a public warehouse kept and maintained under chap-
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19 ter one hundred and five or used or commonly kept
20 in or about the dwelling of which he is the owner of
21 record or for the use of which he is obligated to pay
22 rent, and which is the place of his domicile.
Section 2.
1
2 passage.

This act shall take effect upon its

