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The mission of the Office of Operational Analysis is to provide quality internal audit services
through independent and objective reviews and assessments of the activities, operations, financial
systems and internal accounting controls that support the Mayor & Commission’s adopted goals
and strategies; to make recommendations that will improve governance, risk management, control
processes and value for money, all with the intent of enhancing the efficiency and effectiveness of
government operations for the benefit of Athens-Clarke County.

In accordance with Sec. 1-3-1 (b)(1) of the Athens-Clarke County Code of Ordinances, the Internal
Auditor shall:

“Conduct reviews and analysis of operational and fiscal procedures and organizational structure
and responsibilities as affects the efficiency and effectiveness of departments, offices, boards,
activities, and agencies of the Unified Government of Athens-Clarke County.”

Audit Committee Copies Available At:

Commissioner Dexter Fisher, Chair 301 College Avenue

Commissioner Carol Myers Suite 202

Carl Blount Athens, Georgia 30601

Beth Higgins Phone: 706-613-3012

Dr. Xernona Thomas

Staff Acknowledgements Office of Operational Analysis Contact:
Judy Johnston, Management Analyst Gavin J. Hassemer, Internal Auditor
Katie Roth, Management Analyst gavin.hassemer@accgov.com

Thomas Wilkerson, Intern 706-613-3012

The Office of Operational Analysis (OA) conducted this audit with voluntary guidance and reference from the US
Government Accountability Office publication Government Auditing Standards, also commonly referred to as
“generally accepted government accounting standards” (GAGAS), or “Yellow Book.” Acknowledgement of these
standards indicates our continued efforts to incorporate applicable professional practices that are realistic and
adaptive to the unique expectations of ACCGov and the community at large. The Periodic Audit process developed
by the Office of Operational Analysis is not a forensic audit; however, OA staff uses framework from the Standards
for Internal Control in the Federal Government, known as the "Green Book,” as guidance for internal control and
financial review. Green Book compliance helps provide reasonable assurance that evidence discovered is sufficient
and appropriate to support findings and recommendations.
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Executive Summary

¥ Office of Operational Analysis

The Office of Operational Analysis is pleased to present the FY24 Periodic
Departmental Mission, Operations and Internal Controls Audit for the Tax Assessor’s
Office. This report highlights the important services provided to the community by the
Tax Assessor’s Office, and how they approach such responsibility as a department, in
both objectives and performance. Focus was primarily directed toward the assessment
of applicable financial and operational processes to determine reliability, use of
resources, and adherence to regulations.

This audit is intended to serve as a resource for ACCGov and the community. The
report signifies the role of Operational Analysis to guide efficiency and effectiveness
throughout a complex governmental system. The main purpose and scope are outlined
in greater detail within the document, along with the most significant findings
discovered during the review. Lesser concerning items were presented and discussed
with the department and county management during the audit, as appropriate, and
may not have warranted inclusion in the report. All findings and recommendations,
regardless of significance, have been brought to the attention of applicable staff and
the Audit Committee prior to public release. The full list of formal findings,
recommendations, and responses, along with informal points of interest or concern
can be found on pages 17 - 19.

It is the professional opinion of the Office of Operational Analysis that the Tax
Assessor’s Office is in good standing, functioning at an above satisfactory level. The
department has sound leadership in place, and overall performance in delivering
expected services is consistent, within budget, and abides by applicable law. Most
concerns noted were minor, and only three findings were worthy of formal mention,
along with recommendations to mitigate. Those issues included the following:

1.Ensure proper financial controls are in place if accepting application filings with
payment

2. Implement appropriate staffing levels

3. Explore electronic transmission of notices

The recommendations outlined were made with the goal of worthy consideration and
hopeful implementation for the betterment of ACCGov as a local government entity.
Based on this audit and the analysis that was completed, the Office of Operational
Analysis plans to follow up on the findings and recommendations within one year’s
time to assess the status in adherence toward completion.

The Office of Operational Analysis would like to offer and extend our sincere
appreciation to the ACCGov Tax Assessor’s Office and Board of Assessors for their
assistance and cooperation throughout the audit process. Additionally, the Manager’s
Office has been responsive to any requests for information or clarification. Finally,
gratitude is warranted for the support and direction provided by the Audit Committee
in acknowledgement of their respective role.

“t// | __/;/(/?'T’/"é‘( //. 7 MMM?A/

Gavin J. Hassemer, Internal Auditor
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Glossary of Terms

¥ Office of Operational Analysis

For better understanding, the Office of Operational Analysis has compiled a list of commonly used words and
phrases in relation to the Tax Assessor’s Office audit that are used throughout this report.

Appeal: Action taken by property owner seeking a formal review of the official
valuation assessment done by an appraiser in relation to the taxability, uniformity, valuation, or

denial of a homestead exemption.

Board of Assessors (BOA): Board responsible for assessment of real and personal property values and

granting homestead exemptions. Tax Assessor’s Office governing body, which is comprised of
three members. Members are appointed by the Mayor and Commission and are authorized by
0.C.G.A § 48-5-290.

Board of Equalization {BOE). Established by OCGA § 48-5-311, board tasked with conducting certified
appeals from property owners and determining their validity. Appointed by a grand jury, the

Board of Equalization yields the power to request a reevaluation of property(s).
Digest Year (DY): Refers to the county’s evaluation calendar year.

Fair Market Value (FMV): The amount a knowledgeable buyer would pay for a property and a willing

seller would accept for the property in an arm's length, bona fide sale.
Field Visit: Refers to appraiser(s) visit to a property (real, commercial or personal) to assess value.

Fiscal Year (FY): 12-month period to which the annual operating budget applies. In Athens-Clarke County
this is July 1 — June 30.

Official Code of Georgia {0.C.G.A.): The Official Code of Georgia Annotated is catalogue of all laws
established throughout the state by the Georgia General Assembly.
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Ove rviewm

On November 7, 2023 the Mayor and Commission approved the FY24 Audit Workplan for the
Office of Operational Analysis (OA). The Tax Assessor’s Office, along with Economic
Development and Housing and Community Development Departments were recommended for
periodic audits during the final three quarters of FY24. The purpose of periodic departmental
audits is to conduct a basic review and analysis for established performance (operations)
measures and sound financial management strategies to deliver exceptional service, while also
ensuring compliance through internal controls.

It is the intent of the Internal Auditor, at the request of the Audit Committee, to assure that
every department of ACCGov be reviewed by such a periodic audit regularly, on an established
rotation. Because this is a new approach for the Office of Operational Analysis, it is necessary
for the Audit Committee to use its discretion to recommend the scheduling of these periodic
audits. Among the factors considered in the decision were length of time since previous
internal audit, community and organizational impact, scheduling, and risk exposure.

In Georgia, county Tax Assessor offices are established by state law and therefore the
assessment practices and creation of the annual tax digest are governed by the State Tax
Commissioner. However, given the importance of its role in the greater community, the Audit
Committee found it advisable to review the operation of the ACCGov Tax Assessor’s Office and
assure it has proper financial controls in place, and is performing efficiently and effectively,
while in compliance with county and state regulatory laws. Additionally, the committee took
into consideration the fact that the Tax Assessor’s Office has not had an internal audit since
Athens-Clarke County unification in 1991.

With respect to the tailored nature of this unique approach, staff sought to apply applicable
aspects of the General Accounting Office’s “Green Book” model of Internal Controls to the
departmental functions being audited in general. Finally, any other pertinent observations or
points of interest made by the Internal Auditor that may warrant future examination
(inefficiency, ineffectiveness, customer dissatisfaction, staff vacancies, missing records,
misspending, fraud, abuse, negligence, etc.) were noted as appropriate.

The audit scope comprised three sections of review and analysis:

Financial

ltems evaluated regarding appropriate internal controls and oversight included
fiscal year budget and spending, as well as oversight and permissions. Additionally,
the handling of purchasing, travel, contracts, receipt of goods, and accounting of
assets was subject to examination. Timesheet entry and payroll processing were
also included as part of financial review and analysis.

Performance

The review of service delivery was based on the mission statement and objectives
of the department and included benchmark testing against self-stated
performance measures, review of standard operating procedures and analysis of
staffing and succession planning.

Compliance

All applicable items of compliance were subject to review including adherence to
charter and ordinances, proper professional credentials, analyses by third-party
audits and reviews, alignment with organizational strategic plan and initiatives, as
well as overall adherence to existing policies/procedures/practices.
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Process

During the planning phase all involved parties are notified and an initial entrance meeting is held
to establish the audit timeline, as well as discuss the scope and audit objectives. During this
phase information will also be gathered through research, questionnaires and documents
submitted by the department being audited. Dates for field visits and in-person interviews are
agreed upon.

The fieldwork phase of the audit includes on-site visits so that OA can observe department
operations, interview staff, perform analyses, identify anomalies and write recommendations for
improvement. At the conclusion of this phase an exit interview is scheduled to review the audit
findings with the department director.

The third phase of the audit is reporting. OA staff prepares a draft report, to which the
department director prepares a written response and corrective action plan. These documents
are combined, along with a management response, as applicable, into a final report which is

presented to the Audit Committee for recommendation, and Mayor & Commission for approval.
A J
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Methodology

To assure objectivity, independence, integrity and professionalism, OA uses generally
accepted government auditing standards to gather and analyze data. Information used for this
report was attained directly from the Tax Assessor’s Office itself and other ACCGov entities,
along with publicly available documents and information. Sources outside of ACCGov are cited
where applicable. Specific activities of research and analysis included:

e Research of federal, state and local laws along with regulations governing the operation of
the Tax Assessor’s Office

e Gathering of information specific to the ACC Board of Assessors and Tax Assessor’s Office
through research of digital and printed sources

¢ Analysis of documentation requested from the department and subsequently submitted
by department director and staff

e Data and information gathered from written surveys prepared by OA staff and submitted
by each employee of the subject department

e Oral interviews of all members of Board of Assessors, chief appraiser and all staff members

¢ Observation of office performance by shadowing staff during normal operations

¢ Analysis of assessment practices in the field during property visit ride-along

=

Observe & Identify Procedures Findings are presented to M&C

While methodology and scope are designed to be consistent among ACCGov departments, the
diversity of operations across the organization calls for certain aspects of the audit work to be
tailored to each department. For the Tax Assessor’s Office, a standardized Periodic Document
Request List was used, and all requested material was submitted by the department in a timely
manner. Three versions of questionnaires were developed—one for the chief appraiser, one for
the supervisors, and one for staff—with a 100% response rate. Fieldwork comprised
approximately 35 hours over 6 days, including office visits, interviews, and one ride-along with
appraisers to various sites. Email and phone calls were used as a means of follow-up for
scheduling office visits, and quick clarification questions. Confirmation of assets, records,
statements and documents was made by visual inspection and cross-referenced with
information from other ACCGov departments, as well as local and state public records.
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Background

Taxes on real and personal property are levied across the country, although the methods of
taxation and use of funds vary by state. In Georgia, the State Tax Commissioner oversees the
governance of local tax assessors. Upon city/county unification in 1991 the Athens-Clarke
County Board of Assessors came into being as it is currently structured, with its mission to:

66

Appraise all property located in Athens-Clarke County at its fair market value to
| ensure that taxpayers pay no more than their fair share of property taxes. Achieve
fair and equitable valuations of all properties within state mandated specifications.
Produce a statutorily acceptable digest by August 1 of each year.

—99

The ultimate authority and responsibility for
the Tax Assessor’s Office lies with Board of
Assessors. The board is responsible for
appointing the chief appraiser, who serves as
director of the Tax Assessor’s Office. The board
is also responsible for approving the tax digest,
as well as any special use exemptions.

The Board of Assessors has three members,
who are appointed to six-year terms by the
Mayor & Commission and are compensated
approximately $330 per month for time spent
in regular monthly meetings, special called
sessions, and required training. Current
members’ terms expire on Dec. 31 of years
2024,2026 and 2027.

The Board of Assessors, chief appraiser and
staff work toward objectives which they have
set to exceed state requirements. These
quantifiable measures assure property is
assessed uniformly across the state, and that
property owners are notified of assessments in
a timely manner.

Figure 2 - Entrance to Tax Assessor’s Office within the
ACCGov Courthouse as of December 2023

During Digest Year (DY) 2023, the Assessor’s Office appraised 42,445 parcels of real estate,
5,945 business personal property accounts, and 2,467 manufactured homes within Athens-
Clarke County, including property within the jurisdictions of Bogart and Winterville that lie
within the county. The responsibilities of the office, in addition to assessments, include
processing returns, notifying property owners, handling exemption requests, updating digital
and physical property records, answering customer inquiries, and maintaining appropriate
credentials. Furthermore, because property owners have the right to appeal their property
assessments, the chief appraiser and staff must be available for appeal proceedings, which are
arranged by the Clerk of Superior Court. State law provides that appeals may be decided in
one of three ways, any of which can include hearings for which representatives of the
Assessor’s Office must appear. Additionally, the result of any of these appeals can lead to
further appeal to the Superior Court.

The Tax Assessor’s valuations are reviewed annually by the Georgia Department of Audits in its
State Ratio Study. Every three years the Georgia Department of Revenue conducts an audit of
the office’s policies and procedures, valuation methods, and digest compliance. These external
audits are then sent to the following Athens-Clarke County parties: Tax Assessor, Tax
Commissioner, Mayor & Commission, and Board of Education.
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Analysis

Throughout the periodic audit, OA staff analyzed data from four comparable tax assessors'
offices in the state. Financing, staffing levels, use of digital resources, customer service and
compliance were reviewed. From these inquiries and findings, Operational Analysis staff were
successfully able to compare the ACCGov Tax Assessor’s Office with those similar state offices.

Comparative Analysis

Due to tax assessment practices being regulated by state government, counties themselves
have no jurisdiction regarding the actual product the assessor’s office is charged with
delivering, i.e., a fair and equitable tax digest which appropriately reflects property values.
However, because each county provides the infrastructure within which its office operates
(personnel, supplies and equipment, office space, etc.) there is latitude in the degree of
support that a county can provide an assessor’s office. Furthermore, because the work of the
Board of Assessors and Tax Assessor’s Office directly involves interaction with the public on a
regular basis, the assessment process can have a significant impact on public perception of a
county’s overall professionalism and transparency.

The Georgia Department of
Audits is required to produce
an annual 100% Statewide
Equalized Adjusted Property
Tax Digest (OCGA 48-5-274),
which is reported accordingly
to the state’s 185 school
districts. In the most current
available report (2022), Clarke
County was the 21st largest
digest by total assessed dollar
amount at $16.7B, with the
largest being Gwinnett at
$146.2B and the smallest
being the Newton County
portion of Social Circle at
$4.1M. Clarke County’s sales
assessment ratio was 38.04
with the state median being
36.04 and state average 36.6.
The highest ratio was
Gainesville at 88.7 and lowest
was Barrien County at 26.83.

Figure 3
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Given the size of the state of Georgia, and the diversity of its geographic, demographic and
economic features, quantitative comparisons can be limited and/or highly complex.
Additionally, because unified governments are a small minority insofar as local government
structure, OA used a sample comprising three unified governments and one county
government within the state for comparison, focusing on qualitative comparison of
performance and transparency.

Aspects examined were availability of information on the internet, availability of online
resources for filing forms, and telephone customer service (see Appendix D). Among these
factors, it is the professional judgement of OA that the ACCGov Tax Assessor’s Office rates as
average regarding the availability of information on the internet and resources for filing forms,
while it is well above average regarding customer service, particularly the promptness,
professionalism and courtesy of staff in answering telephone inquiries.

Financial Review

A review of the FY24 Operating Budget, and previous three fiscal years, was performed to gain
a general sense of revenue/expenditure trends, and provide detail of major account spending.
This was accomplished through an understanding of financial documents, interviews,
observations, and data analysis. Year-over-year approved budget totals are compared against
end-of-year results in the summary table below. Overall, the annual operating budget has
slightly increased over the past four fiscal years, as indicated by percentage below (see Fig. 4).

Figure 4 - Financial Highlights: Tax Assessor’s Office

Fiscal Approved % +/- Year End % of Yearly Notes
Year Budget Previous Year Expenditures Expenditures
FY21 $1,111,580 - $1,013,585.54 91.2 -
FY22 $1,124,680 1.2 $1,021985.36 90.9 -
FY23 $1,124,847 <1 $1,137,886.57 99.31 =

FY24 Budget
FY24* $1,226,520 <1 $552,501 44.32 ;

Revised**

*Year-to-Date expenditures (1st & 2nd Qtr.)
**Fy24 Approved Budget was revised by 520,000, increasing total approved budget to 51,246,520

As is typical with most general fund departmental budgets, compensation and benefit line
items total the majority of the Tax Assessor’s Office expenditures, though a few operating

accounts are worth mention based on allocated amounts.

e Professional Services [FY24 / $43,251.00]:

This account is used primarily to pay for annual software service contracts, including
gPublic and WinGAP. Actual consultants in the traditional sense are not typically used.

e Services - Postage [FY24 / $18,354.001:

This account is used to pay for mass mailings of required tax notices to all real and
personal property holders throughout Athens-Clarke County. Per State law, notices
must be mailed, with some exception.

e Services - Printing [FY24 / $7,374.001:
This account is used in conjunction with postage expenses to print required tax notices

for all real and personal property holders throughout Athens-Clarke County. Per state
law, notices must be mailed, with some exception.

FY24 PA - Tax Assessor’s Office
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Thus far into FY24 (44.32% usage at time of analysis), both the Travel & Lodging and Books &
Subscriptions account lines were over budget at 140% and 131% of allocated funds,
respectively. This, however, is not entirely unusual given a majority of annual staff training
could have taken place simultaneously, in bulk, within the first half of the fiscal year, as
opposed to being charged throughout the year. Furthermore, based on previous fiscal year
close-out accounting for the department, these overages will likely be evened out by unused

surplus dollars in other account lines.

) SR

Y

The Tax Assessor’s Office has not applied
for or been awarded any grants that would
impact revenue reporting. Additionally,
there have been no capital projects over
recent years. Associated assets (vehicles,
information technology) were verified in
the field by Operational Analysis staff, and
compared against known lists of resources.

A review of the annual expenditures did not
yield any formal contracts observed by, or
known of the Tax Assessor’s Office that
would be held with specific vendors for
services obtained, such as software.

Instead, these interactions act more as membership dues, and can be terminated at any time.

When necessary or advantageous, the office works with the purchasing division of the Finance
Department to procure items over the $2,500 threshold, whether by multiple quotes or

request for proposals (RFP).

In accordance with ACCGov Finance Department policy, all staff are designated by
departmental leadership for various permissions within the Munis financial system. Upon
review, the list of current permissions amongst Tax Assessor staff appear accurate and
appropriate given the level of access select employees have been designated, based on job
title and responsibility. This also holds true for purchase card authority, in terms of
reconciliation and approval of charges. A list of active purchase cards was verified between the
purchasing division of the Finance Department and the Tax Assessor’s Office. Overall,
permissions are considered appropriate in the context of budget analysis, procurement,
journal entry, fund transfers, reimbursements, receipt of goods, and cash handling.

Like many departments, compensation
represents the largest annual expenditure
within the Tax Assessor’s budget, specifically
$789,011 allocated to full-time salaries, or 63%
of the total departmental budget in FY24. Staff
within the department are expected to provide
both a detailed paper timesheet to their
supervisor, and separately log hours into the
Munis ESS software system for final approval.
Although this two-factor method of validation
is not required by Human Resources policy, it
represents a valid practice within the
department to ensure accuracy and proper
recordkeeping. Upon financial review,
Operational Analysis staff did not observe any
abnormalities in the sampling of timesheets, or

concern over practices in the validation of actual time worked. It should be noted that remote
work (telework) is not a regular option for Tax Assessor staff, so no further analysis related to

that practice was conducted.
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Performance Review

The Tax Assessor’s objective can be best described in its succinct, self-stated mission.
66—
| The Tax Assessor’s Office is responsible for the appraisal of all
property located in Athens-Clarke County at its fair market value.”

as stated in the FY23 Comprehensive Budget ’ ,
Fulfilling this mission involves providing services and programs which assure the office not

only appraises property fairly, but also allows the information gathered to be shared with
property owners, other interested parties, and state and local government entities.

A Periodic Audit was conducted of the ACCGov Tax Assessor’s Office from Nov. 2023-Jan.
2024. During this time Operational Analysis staff reviewed various sources of information and
data in order to analyze the performance of the office. Overall, OA found the operations to be
at or above organizational standards. Additional notes and recommendations for performance
improvement can be found in the Findings & Recommendations section of this report.

Physical Facility

The Office of the Tax Assessor is Figure 7
located on the second floor of the
Athens-Clarke County courthouse,
adjacent to the Tax Commissioner’s
Office and two floors below the
Clerk of Superior Court’s Office.
Proximity to both of the
aforementioned offices, as well as
the courtrooms for Superior Court,
tend to facilitate efficiency given
the amount of information and
paperwork that is shared among
the three offices. Visitors are
subject to screening upon entry to
the courthouse. The Tax Assessor
has its own office suite, with one
public entry and one staff-only
entrance.

Daily foot traffic is estimated to be
10 to 15 people except during
appeal season when this number
can increase substantially. The Tax
Assessor’s  Office requires 14
parking spaces for staff and 5-10
spaces for visitors that can be
shared with other departments. It
also requires space for parking four
county vehicles.

*image is not to scale and is used as an example from the 2018 Space Study*

Based upon the 2018 ACCGov Space Allocation Study, it was calculated that by 2023 the Tax
Assessor’s Office would require a total assignable area of 4,006 sq. ft. to accommodate an
estimated 14 staff members and 4,156 sq. ft. by 2028 to accommodate an estimated 15 staff
members, increasing deficiency of space. The current total assignable area for the entire Tax
Assessor’s Office is 2,987 sq. ft., which is unchanged from the 2018 Space Allocation Program
despite an increase in staffing levels.
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Staffing
At close of the periodic audit, the Tax Assessor’s Office

was fully staffed with 14 employees, as indicated on the
organizational chart. At the start of the audit, and

throughout the fieldwork phase, there were 13 staff and

one vacancy. The 14th position was approved in the
FY23 budget, but the position was not filled until the GD
Chief Appraiser

third quarter of FY24. The breakdown of staff by

position includes the chief appraiser, three supervisors

H Note : Filled in ovals represent Board members and
F ’g ure 8 shaded ovals represent the newly hired staff member.

(personal property, real property and IT), six real
property appraisers, one personal property appraiser,
two support staff and one appraiser who reports to the
IT supervisor.

Personal Property
Supervisor

The audit found that most employees are cross-trained (s (™ e ) (A.,,,,m,.v)_ T
to perform various duties as volume of work increases
or decreases in given areas, but the normal breakdown (Aw,,is,,..)_.(m ...... )
of divisions is Real Property, Personal Property and
IT/Support Staff. Real Property is further divided into (soorasern YA oo )

commercial and residential property. All SUPEerviSors | fhe foutowing diagram is an updated organization chart
H H H ' H created by OA staff to include the newly filled position

perform appraisal duties in addition to their @ cessors Office.

supervisory functions.

Real Property Appraisal

The largest workload and most high-profile activity for the Tax Assessor’s Office is real property
appraisal, which can be broken down roughly into four annual steps: assess value, notify owner,
answer inquiries and resolve appeals. Because property values are ever-changing due to market
conditions, modifications to the property itself, and factors influencing neighborhoods, steps in
the assessment are handled year round by staff. Among the activities involved in valuation are
receiving information from other departments including the Clerk of Superior Court (deed
information), Building Permits & Inspections Department (permits for improvements), Planning
Department (plats), and Tax Commissioner (homestead and other exemption applications).

OA observed that all staff work cooperatively to assure information is properly handled and
entered into two main software programs. Information is entered manually into WinGAP
software, which generates the information publicly available on the gPublic website. Due to the
nature of the legal documents from the Clerk of Superior Courts Office, as well as applications
for exemptions, manual entry is the only way to update records in the WinGAP software.
Updates involving records from the Planning Department are also entered manually, although
the Planning Department uses workflow management software (Clariti), to which only the IT
Supervisor in the Assessor’s Office has access.

For appraisal purposes, real property is divided into approximately 550 residential
neighborhoods and 100 commercial neighborhoods among six real property appraisers in
addition to the supervisor, who primarily handles commercial property appraisals.

Field visits take place year round in order to confirm value on Jan. 1st of each year, which is the
valuation day for assessors. The procedure is for assessors to always go out in pairs in a marked
ACCGov vehicle. The presence of two appraisers during site visits heightens safety, enhances
accuracy, and creates efficiencies. Identifying properties, measuring structures, notetaking and
assessing the condition of construction are all enhanced with the presence of two appraisers.
During a field ride-along, appraisers were observed examining seven properties in
approximately 1.75 hours.

Upon site visits, assessors assure that they park so that the identifying information of the
vehicle can be viewed from the front door of the property. Appraisers knock and identify
themselves and pass along business cards to the owner, if on site. Otherwise, a door tag is left
on the front door to inform the owner of the visit. Visual inspection is made of the property to
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assess percentage completion for new construction, or to assure work is compliant with any
permits filed. Appraisers measure structures using a physical tape measure, and generally
take notes and record findings using paper and pen, although tablets with dedicated software
are available for field use. Office tasks in follow up to field visits include updating records and,
if necessary, notifying the Building Permits and Inspections Department or Planning
Department of findings.

Activities necessary to create a digest for real property
In DY23 there were between Jan. 1, when books are opened, through April 1,

when books are closed, include processing returns and
42,445 special use applications; reviewing conservation use,

historic properties, and exempt parcels; sales reviews;
o neighborhood ratio studies; and data transfer with the
parcels within Tax Commissioner. By the end of April, the digest is
Athens-Clarke completed and presented to the Board of Assessors for

County initial approval, with final approval occurring in July for
Figure 9 submission to the State Tax Commissioner by Aug. 1st.

real property

Once the books are closed for the current year digest, the process of notifying property
owners of assessment begins, and must be completed per state law by July 1st. By the end of
April, files are sent to a third-party vendor which prints and mails notices to property owners.
Support staff is charged with handling returned mail and appeals, estimated to be a few
hundred pieces of mail during peak season. The administrative assistant retrieves mail twice
per day from the mailroom and proceeds to record and process returned mail. Steps include
re-mailing returned items with forwarding address, verifying returned mail in WinGAP software,
obtaining the probate judge’s signature for notice of undelivered mail, and coordinating with
Sheriff’s Department to post a notification of undelivered mail. Support staff handles change
of address requests year round. Other activities in the notification process include fielding
telephone, email, and walk-in inquiries, and mailing exemption denial letters.

Upon notification, many property owners inquire about their property assessment and
ultimately may file appeals, with 2,707 appeals filed in 2023. Appeal hearings are often averted
by staff as they answer inquiries and review appeal requests. Occasionally, corrections to
property records, and subsequently the property value, are made upon verification by the
appraiser of information obtained from the property owner. Furthermore, the chief appraiser
may arrange a meeting to settle on an appraisal value. If the appeal goes before the Board of
Equalization or hearings officer, appraisers must be available to appear in proceedings. Once
appeals are decided, the Tax Assessor’s Office must process coinciding documents and update
WInGAP software.

Figure10 5.-Year Staff to Appeals Ratio
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Personal Property Appraisal

The assessment of personal property includes approximately 5,900 personal and business
property accounts, or about 8.5% of the total number of appraisals. However, given the fluid
nature of personal property assets, the work of personal property appraisal requires an
intensive level of investigation and administrative work in order to assure all taxable property
is identified, and correct owner information is maintained.
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As with real property, the assessment process requires year round information gathering, along
with manual processing of forms and data entry. Fieldwork takes place during October and
November to identify new personal property accounts. Data for returns is input by mid-December
so that returns can be mailed by a third-party vendor at the beginning of January. By February
returns come into the office and are manually sorted so that records can be updated. In addition
to returns, personal property staff also processes Freeport Exemptions, which allow certain
manufacturers to exempt 100% of their inventory from property taxes under certain conditions.

During office field visits, the personal property supervisor and
staff were observed handling their workload effectively, using
various methods of research including internet sources, business
license applications, and their own general knowledge of the

. . . personal property
county to assure the most accurate information possible. accounts within
Inquiries from property owners and the general public are Athens-Clarke County
handled promptly, courteously and professionally.

(9 staff members are members of the\
Georgia Association of Assessing
Officials (GAAO)

Chief Appraiser is currently the President of
GAAO

B ITILL

In DY23 there were

5,945

Figure 11

Association of Assessing Officials (GAAO) and

International Association of Assessing
\ Officials (IAAO) J
*as of Jan. 3,2024

Performance Analysis Figore 2

Performance review of the Tax Assessor’s office yielded the following points of significance:

L
T ASSESSOR’S O FFI*CE expectations and are cross-trained to adapt to shifting
INFORMATION workloads.
e The staffing level, although adequate, may not be sustainable
: given the growth of the property digest, changing ownership,
§ﬁ,5teE %%Shmgton St and volatility of the real estate market.
Athens, GA 30601 e Succession planning, both on the Board of Assessors and Tax
Assessor’s staff, does not appear to be proactively addressed.
e The volume of physical mail and other paperwork handled
Phone: 706-613-3140 manually is significant and unlikely to decrease, potentially
s causing facility space issues and need for additional staff.
e Manual entry of information, both in the Tax Assessor’s Office
and among the other departments with which it regularly
General Office Email: interacts, contributes to the significant workload of the office.
taxassessor@accgov.com e There is not a dedicated GIS staff member, although at the
moment the Personal Property Appraiser Il position handles a
great deal of this work.
BEE e raser e The policy of answering telephones personally rather than by
accgov.com/taxassessor automated system is time consuming, but seems to ultimately
help resolve customer issues efficiently and effectively.
e The office maintains satisfactory compliance with state law at
Hours of Operation: its current level of staffing, but there is a disparity in the
Monday - Friday, experience level of staff, with 35% of employees having eight
8:00 AM - 5:00 PM - .
or more years within the department, and 65% having less
than five years.

*as verified by OA Staff

Figure 13
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Figure 14

Within the timeframe that the periodic audit took
place, it was noted that, with the approval of six
Tax Allocation Districts (TADs), the chief
appraiser and staff have had an additional
workload in providing information to the
Economic Development Department and other
entities as redevelopment moves forward.
Because these plans are set forth to span a 20-
year timeline, and involve not only ACCGov but
also the Clarke County School District among
other public and private entities, it is difficult to
predict the scope of work the Tax Assessor’s
Ofﬂce W|“. be asked tO Contrlbute g0|ng forward The above image depicts all of the departments that the Tax Assessor’s Office

works with on a day-to-day basis.

Compliance Review

Activities of the Tax Assessor’s Office culminate in the portion of its mission to “produce a
statutorily acceptable digest by August 1st of each year.” State law dictates certain activities
and deadlines in order to meet this goal. In achieving compliance, the office must also work
within the charter and regulations of the county in which it operates, as well as adhere to
professional standards and federal law, if and when applicable.

In order to comply with state law in producing the tax digest, filing appropriate documents,
and notifying taxpayers, the office works under at least fifteen state-imposed deadlines
annually. The office uses WinGAP software, which is the standard used by 145 of Georgia’s 159
counties for mass appraisal, digital property record cards, exporting information for
assessment notices, and to update the public-facing gPublic software.

The ACCGov Tax Assessor’s Office has met or exceeded state guidelines, both for timeliness
and accuracy of its appraisal digest for Digest Years (DY) 2016-2022, with the exception of
minor anomalies in DY20 due to adjustments in deadlines caused by the governor’s COVID-19
state of emergency declarations.

The state requires certain notifications to taxpayers

or “ €
W 2o o‘%\an w2 and property owners. Analysis of compliance was
ﬁ conducted through research, field visits, and
interviews with staff. Evidence showed that all such
U@ notices are being handled in the manner prescribed
0°mmiss'\°° by the state. Examples include the inclusion of the

State Tax Commissioner’s  “Important  Tax
Information” pamphlet in assessment mailings,
notification of site visits via announcement on the
public website, and notice of returned mail being
posted at the courthouse in conjunction with the
probate judge and the Sheriff’s Office.

Though mandated by the state, the Board of
Assessors is appointed by the local Mayor &
Commission, and governs itself through the election
of a chair and secretary. OA staff reviewed
@ documents, interviewed board members, and
observed that the board operates according to
charter guidelines and meets all state standards.

The Tax Assessor’s role within the larger organization of ACCGov can be described as
something of a partnership arrangement, given that the Tax Assessor is established by the
state but operates within the infrastructure of the county.

sses sov 50 Figure 15
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The Georgia Department of Revenue, Local Government Services Division, conducts a formal
review of the Clarke County Digest every three years, the most recent having been completed
in 2022. Overall, the report found the Tax Assessor’s Office to be in compliance with applicable
state laws, making several statements that indicate exceptional service and expertise
surrounding assessments. The next review is scheduled for 2025.

66—
Based on the information provided from the County, it appears that the county makes
every reasonable effort to arrive at an appropriate value as opposed to an overstated
value of the property . -Dept. of Revenue Employee

b

Review by OA staff identified three topics of concern by the Department of Revenue; however,
the DOR-assigned Compliance Specialist who authored the report also makes clear that such
observations are in fact following acceptable procedure per applicable O.C.G.A. sections.

Regarding field reviews, the report notes that the Tax Assessor’s Office is physically reviewing
property throughout the county on a three-year cycle, and adhering to standard appraisal
practices[z.] An example cited is the office’s efforts to schedule appointments with owners when
access to the property is warranted for accuracy in the appraisal.m This level of engagement
was also noted for general public relations and information campaigns, such as meeting with

neighborhood groups, as appropriate, to inform of impending reappraisals or value updates.”

The Board of Assessors was also within the scope of the review, and was found by the DOR to
be both qualified and certified to vote and act in all matters related to the 2022 reappraisals.
For any of the various appeal methods (Board of Equalization, arbitrator, hearing officer, or
Superior Court), the Board of Assessors adhered to applicable regulations by ultimately
applying the valuation determined by these alternative methods, as formally recommended.
Additionally, the chief appraiser was cited for implementation of measures that promote
efficiency and effectiveness of associated staff within the department, as required by 0.C.G.A
48-5-264(a)(3).”

With regard to staff, it was observed by OA that the Tax Assessor’s Office adheres to all federal

and state employment laws. Appraisers hold proper education and credentials, and support
staff is appropriately trained (refer to table of staff education and years of service below).

Figure 16 - Compliance Highlights: Tax Assessor’s Office

Number of Minimum Minimum Total Years in
Job Title Positions Education Years Department
(per job description) (per job description) (avg. if more than one position)
Chief Appraiser 1 Bachelor’s Degree 5 24
IT Supervisor 1 Bachelor’s Degree 4 8
PRl FrEpery 1 Bachelor’s Degree 3 3

Supervisor

Real Property Supervisor

Bachelor’s Degree

13

Administrative Assistant

High School Diploma
or Equivalent

7.75

Appraiser Support
Specialist

High School Diploma
or Equivalent

25

Appraiser |

High School Diploma
or Equivalent

1.67

Appraiser Il

High School Diploma or
Equivalent

2.5

Appraiser IIl

High School Diploma
or Equivalent

i

Appraiser IV

Bachelor’s Degree

17

[1] 2022 Clarke County Digest

Review, Georgia Dept. of Revenue,

Local Government Services
Division, p.4
2] Ibid,, p. 2
[3] Ibid., p. 3
[4] Ibid., p. 6
[5] Ibid., p. 7
[6] Ibid., p. 7
[7]1bd., p. 11
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Compliance Analysis

Compliance review of the Tax Assessor’s office yielded the following points of significance:

e Standard operating procedure documentation is adequate at present; however, a definitive
system of organizing and updating materials was not observed. For the purpose of
continuity and succession planning materials should be easily available for reference.

e The Tax Assessor’s Office seemed to indicate that a strategic plan to meet certain goals of
the Mayor & Commission’s Strategic Plan Goals, Strategies, and Initiatives could be viewed
as influential to what they do and impact the impartiality they strive to maintain in
assessments.

Internal Controls Review

The control environment is primarily limited to the physical office space of the Tax Assessor,
though appraisers frequently use government issued vehicles daily to conduct routine
inspections. The office itself is located within the county courthouse, which by function, acts as
one of the more secured buildings for ACCGov. Although customer interaction is welcomed and
can occur on site, it is kept within the confines of a small lobby that has controlled access into
the employees-only section of the space.

In assessing the potential risks that could exist within such an environment, none of unusual
nature stood out from those that would inherently occur amongst administrative operations,
staffing and financial interactions. Examples include the potential onboarding of new staff or
those who maybe transitioning out of a role. It should also be noted who has access and
permissions to accounting software and the ability to make transactions. Information
Technology plays an important part in routine data collection and analysis, but paper files still
exist and some have been identified as the only copy of recorded information, until digitized in
the future.

Upon review of the permissions identified
for application in the Munis financial
system, general internal controls have been
applied, and appear active in practice. The
Tax Assessor’s Office does not accept or
disburse payment as part of its
departmental functions, which alone helps
ensure secure financial management
control. Almost all office purchases are
made via a few purchase cards, which are
held in confidence by the administrative
assistant, supervisors, and/or chief
appraiser. All other staff have been issued
cards related to occasional travel, but
those are also in the possession of the
administrative assistant unless actively
being used.

An exception was noticed during fieldwork that raised concern over proper control activity,
specifically related to another department’s fee collection. This was flagged as a potential
weakness in the system, and additional details are mentioned in the Findings &
Recommendations section of this report on page 17. To that end, segregation of financial duties
should be maintained with little to no exception. For the vast majority of applicable
transactions, the Tax Assessor’s staff follows these guidelines.

To account for continuous operations and delivery of services, the various staff, including
appraisers, are cross-trained in multiple specialties (e.g. appraisers can calculate both personal
and real property values, even though each is primarily assigned to one or the other), thus
deterring the potential for any absences to halt daily routines and productivity.
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The majority of forms/documents
posted upon the Tax Assessor’s
webpage are mandated by state
law, and in a format typically
dictated by the same. External
communications, or those targeted
to and from customers, can occur
via phone, fax, email, or in person.
Most  official notification s
performed by traditional mail. This
can pose a slight risk in terms of
successful delivery, but staff do
track returned letters. Within the
Tax Assessor’s Office, internal
communication is thorough, with
no significant discrepancies to
report. Although a continuous
work-in-progress, the department
has done well to document
standard operating procedures
(SOPs) of tasks, in particular for
computing values within applicable
software programs.

ome » Departments » Departments & Offices | - 2» Tax Assessor

Appeals
Board of Assessors. Tax Assessor

Exemptions

Forms

Department Functions
Historical Covenants

o Achisve fair and equitsble valuations of 3ll propenties wihin state-mandated specfications.

o Appraise all propeny located in Athens-Clarke County at its fair market value to ensure that
taxpayers pay no more than ther fair share of property taxes

Notficstions
Eropeny Record Se:
Toperty Re e o Produce 3 statutorly scceptable digest by August 1 of e3ch year

© Review and process property returs, specialized assessments and exemgtions, all of which
are dus by Apei 1 of 23ch year

Speciaized Assessments

Digest Ratio Study

State mandated forms
and office contact
information

The computer assisted mass appraisal (CAMA) system used by the Tax Assessor’s Office is
WinGAP, which aids in the determination of property valuation. The ACCGov IT Department
provides system backup initiatives every 24 hours.

The overall amount of information possessed by the Tax Assessor’s Office is vast, considering
the sheer volume of parcels and personal property holdings within the county. That being said,
records are made available in good faith and in a manner that appears expeditious.

Contact Us

Chief Appraiser

Tax Assessor
Physical Address
325 £ Washington St
Suite 280

Atnens, GA 30801

Directions

Hours
Monday - Friday
800am. -500pm

Directory

Calendar

Thu, Feb s
Board of Assessors Meeting

Thu, Mar 14
Board of Assessors Meeting

Thu, Apr 18
Board of Assessors Meeting
VIEW ALL

FAQs

© How can | find out who owns

n | get a copy of
< deed?

VIEW ALL

Figure 18 - Tax Assessor’s Webpage through accgov.com, as of January 2024.

The business of tax assessment naturally lends itself to constant monitoring, whether it be
from a processing schedule or calculated value standpoint. Thus, internal control for accuracy
is measured annually with the digest, or intermittently via appeal. Fieldwork is often performed
in association with an application or permit, and the staff strive to go in pairs.
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Findings & Recommendations

$» Chapter Three

After careful research and analysis of the objectives, as through consideration of the defined scope, the Office of
Operational Analysis believes there are three findings of significant note that should be addressed in reasonable time.
The issues observed are described and accompanied by a potential recommendation to resolve. Subsequently, any
response to the findings and recommendation is listed, as provided by the department head and/or county
management.

Ensure Proper Financial Controls Are in Place if Accepting Applications Filing with Payment

Finding One

Payment (cash or check) received for Conservation Use Program application fees is occasionally
accepted without thorough documentation and proper safe-keeping. These fees are associated
with recording an approved application at the Clerk of Superior Court’s Office, but are requested
with the application when it is received by the Tax Assessor’s Office, whether in person or by mail.

Obsenvation To clarify: The application is first submitted to, and reviewed by, the Tax Assessor’s Office. If
approved, the applicant is notified of the need to record the filing with the Clerk of Superior
Court’s Office and pay the applicable fee. On occasion, either cash or check is included with the
original application when submitted to the Tax Assessor’s Office.

In an effort to provide prompt customer service, office staff will often take those payments
directly to the Clerk of Superior Court’s Office (located in same building) on behalf of the
applicant, so as not to provide an unnecessary burden upon the customer. At times though, it is
not conducive for staff to make such a delivery immediately, and those fees are kept until a more
opportune time is available. Specifically, said forms of payment are placed within a working
folder, often with the application itself, and stored in the office of the staff member who provided
intake. Thus, the risk to proper accounting, receipt protocol, and the potential for misplacement
are elevated.

In accordance with proper ACCGov accounting procedures, as well as best practices for internal
controls per the Standards of Internal Controls in the Federal Government (a.k.a. Green Book),
the acceptance of payment meant for another ACCGov department should be promptly
reconciled to avoid potential confusion, misplacement of funds, or the threat of theft. If
Recommendation |, medjate attention cannot be given to performing this procedure daily, then standard
protocol for acceptance of fees should be ensured, such as customer receipts that are logged
accordingly, while payment is kept in a secured location. The same person should not be
responsible for all steps in this process, such as recording receipt and also processing the
transaction; thus, safeguarding from a deficiency of internal controls via segregation of duties.
Implementation of these slight changes will still allow continuation of standard practice in
accepting this application and fee, therefore not upending the process for both customers and
staff, ensuring efficiency and customer service, while maintaining financial control.

The Tax Assessor’s Office agrees to revise its internal policy to ensure proper financial controls
Q’g when accepting application filings with payments.

<

espoise IMPLEMENTATION TIMELINE:
The Tax Assessor’s Office plans to take immediate action to revise this policy for the current
year. Once the policy is finalized, the Board of Assessors will approve it as an official adopted
policy by the March 2024 meeting.

DESCRIPTION OF ACTION(S) TO BE TAKEN:

A policy is being devised to ensure the intake, securement, and transfer of payments received
for certain tax assessment applications. Once the policy is finalized and approved by the
Board of Assessors, the adopted policy will become standard operating procedure.
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Implement Appropriate Staffing Levels

Finding Two

The Tax Assessor’s Office staff are both competent and experienced, and appear to keep pace
with the growing demand in applicable service delivery, as evidenced by increases in assessed

property and annual appeals. Naturally associated with any increased primary functions is an
ancillary intensity of customer service related activities (calls, appointments, emails, inquiries,
etc.). To that end, the Georgia Department of Revenue pointed out, as cited in their 2022 Digest
Review of Clarke county, that ACCGov is not within the IAAO (International Association of
Assessing Officers) staffing ratio of under 4,000 accounts per appraiser (see pg. 13). Based on
the current total of 42,445 real property parcels within the county, plus 5,945 personal
property accounts, and 2,477 mobile homes, totaling 50,867 accounts, this would yield a
minimum of 12-13 appraisers for ACCGov. At present, the Tax Assessor’s Office has 11 licensed
appraisers, which includes the chief appraiser and other office supervisors. Concern lies in the
potential impact upon both personnel and service delivery. With the number of properties only
expected to increase over time, and the number of appeals filed unpredictable from year-to-
year (though trending upward), there is a risk for staff burn-out, as well as overall efficiency and
capability to meet expectations.

Observation

Although the chief appraiser should be commended for maintaining satisfactory service levels
over the past decade with no real change in allocated staff positions, it remains questionable
for how long such a trend can be sustained, given the statistical increase in workload,
specifically the number of properties assessed (real and personal) and appeals processed.
Analysis of the past 14 fiscal year budgets indicates that the present FY24 approved staffing
level of 14 full-time positions is now equivalent to the FY11 approved staffing level. More than a
decade has passed in between, during which the office operated with a staff of only 13.
According to the chief appraiser, a reduction was necessitated in FY12 due to mandatory budget
cuts associated with the Great Recession.

In accordance with the IAAO’s recommended ratio for appraisers, as confirmed by the Georgia
Department of Revenue 2022 Digest Review, and in acknowledgement of increasing workloads,
OA recommends serious consideration be given to the addition of at least one full-time or two
part-time staff positions, when appropriate in the near future, as determined by the chief
appraiser. Additionally, this may also improve succession planning and strengthen continuity of
operations should unforeseen circumstances arise in personnel. Added staffing has potential
justification in the value added to the overall digest, given the increased accuracy and
efficiency of appraisals. It is anticipated that such compensation would essentially “pay for
itself” in due time.

Recommendation

The Tax Assessor’s office agrees that serious consideration needs to be given to increase the

&,@ appraisal staff according to these recommendations. The Tax Assessor’s Office requested and
g received one additional appraiser position in the FY23 budget. This position was filled in FY24.
FEsese Despite this additional position, as noted in the audit recommendations, current staffing levels

are not within the IAAO recommended staffing ratio. The audit results had not yet been finalized
or received by the department prior to the deadline for department operating budget
submissions; however, the Tax Assessor’s Office was able to submit a recent request for one
additional appraiser position for the Mayor & Commission’s consideration in the FY25 budget.

IMPLEMENTATION TIMELINE:

Implementation is dependent upon approval by Mayor & Commission. One position has been
requested in the FY25 budget, and depending on the result of this request, the Tax Assessor’s
Office may also request an additional position for consideration in the FY26 budget process. If
approved by Mayor & Commission action, the department will proceed with recruitment within
the first quarter of FY25.

DESCRIPTION OF ACTION(S) TO BE TAKEN:

The Tax Assessor’s Office has submitted a budget request for one appraiser position. If
approved, the Tax Assessor’s Office will work with Human Resources to recruit for the position.
Once a candidate is selected and the position is filled, the department will begin onboarding the
new appraiser and ensure proper training is provided.

FY24 PA - Tax Assessor’s Office Office of Operational Analysis | 18



Explore Electronic Transmission of Notices

Finding Three

At present, and in historical practice, the Tax Assessor’s Office operates predominately via
methods of in-person or mail correspondence for official notices. As an example, notices of
assessed value are mailed to all property (real and personal) owners, necessitating both paper
and postage. Other similar letters, forms and applications are also processed in a manner that
encourages in-person and/or mail communication. Currently, no forms or applications reviewed
or approved by the Tax Assessor’s Office are capable of electronic submittal directly through
the webpage. To a degree, the lack of electronic availability of certain forms or applications may
be justified, given the requirement to sign or attest in person or by notary. This does not
however appear to be case for all such notices or documents, and even those have the capacity
in some manner to be submitted electronically (i.e.: email).

Observation

The Tax Assessor’s Office is highly encouraged to explore the implementation of electronic
transmission of various notices when corresponding with the public.

Per the 2022 Georgia Code Title 48 - Revenue and Taxation, Chapter 5 — Ad Valorem Taxation of
Recommendation property, Article 5 - Uniform Property Tax Administration and Equalization, Part 2 - County
Boards of Tax Assessors 48-5-306. Annual Notice of Current Assessment; Contents; Posting
Notice; New Assessment Description (a):

“..The taxpayer may elect in writing to receive all such notices required under this Code section
by electronic transmission if electronic transmission is made available by the county board of
tax assessors...”

Not only could this strategy keep ACCGov at the forefront of advanced practices in an ever
changing technological society, but also promote accessibility for those within the community
or those taxpayers who reside elsewhere.

&

&a The Tax Assessor’s Office agrees to explore the implementation of electronic transmission of

various notices when corresponding to the public. Increased budget expenses and board
Response approval will factor into any implementation decisions, as well as any regulatory or legal
considerations.

IMPLEMENTATION TIMELINE:
Implementation will depend on any course of action that may be taken. Exploration will begin in
FY24 and explored further for FY25 & FY26.

DESCRIPTION OF ACTION(S) TO BE TAKEN:

Electronic transmission of various notices will be explored by Tax Assessor’s office. Exploration
will include contacting other counties about their feasibility and experience with electronic
transmission in FY24 and more consideration for FY25 & FY26. Any consideration for such
implementation will include budget viability and Board of Assessor approvals.
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Conclusion

In alignment with the primary topics of focus for a periodic audit, the Office of Operational
Analysis offers the following closing remarks based upon points of interest or concern, that,
although do not warrant immediate attention, are worthy of consideration, potential follow-up,
or future investigation. These highlights are in addition to, and not in place of, the formal
findings and recommendations previously announced.

% Chapter Four

From a programmatic standpoint, the Tax Assessor’s Office seems to be operating in alignment
of their stated mission, goals, and objectives. The department is recognized consistently as one
of the premier units in Georgia for timeliness and accuracy. Overall performance indicates that
departmental leadership has a firm grasp of daily activities, promotes productivity by
acknowledging the highly skilled and competent staff, and maintains needed control as
necessary, without micromanaging.

Like many departments/offices/courts within ACCGov, the Tax Assessor’s Office is nearing
capacity of physical space in which to function. Future plans regarding construction of a new
judiciary center will undoubtedly impact the Tax Assessor’s Office, with hopes of providing
ample space for existing operations, as well as foresight into potential growth. Whether the
department maintains a presence within the renovated, historic courthouse or moves into a
new judicial building, adequate thought should be put into how the space can increase morale,
comfort, efficiency, storage, and expansion. Until then the department should consider the
increased use of off-site storage, as legally allowed and operationally feasible, to free up
present floor area.

One practical way in which to justify off-site storage, yet maintain vital records information is to
continue the digitization of older property cards and microfilm from previous decades. The
department has made great strides in securing both hard copies and digital scans of more
modern documents, but there is still a number of properties detailed by hand written notes and
film images, not easily transferable to present-day software systems. Such an initiative will
provide efficiency in performance, as well as physical space, while also protecting critical
information by duplicative means.

Associated with official Finding #2 that proposes more adequate staffing, the topic of
succession planning is critical to ACCGov as an organization focused on sustainable operations
and service delivery. As demonstrated in Figure 16, the current staff tends to lean toward one
end of the range or the other for years of experience with the department. This is not to say
that these employees do not possess additional time within the profession as gained from other
institutions, or that someone is not capable of promotion to another, advanced role as may be
available. Rather, it is simply important to note that emphasis should be placed upon the ability
of staff to teach those in a subordinate classification, while also learning from those in a
supervisory capacity to promote continuity of operations through applied, in-house succession.

Financially, the Tax Assessor’s Office has maintained a fairly conservative approach to
budgeting and spending. The department is funded by general dollars, and is not revenue
generating. Even so, the Financial Review section clearly indicates only modest percentage
increases in yearly operating, and is primarily linked to natural adjustments in compensation
and benefits, as well as rising costs in associated professional services, such as software
programs. Considering the daily site inspections that occur amongst the multiple assessors, the
department should be commended for its shared approach to vehicle usage, keeping related
fleet expenses to a minimum.

There is an active initiative by the Manager’s Office for all departments (under Management’s
purview) to create a departmental strategic plan with an outlook of 3-5 years. This effort is
separate from, and in addition to, the Mayor & Commission’s Strategic Plan Goals,
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Strategies, and Initiatives. Since the Tax Assessor’s Office is outside the direct supervision of
the county manager, and reports primarily to the Board of Assessors, fulfillment of this project
is optional, and to date, not a task of high priority. That said, the department does develop and
modify accordingly annual performance measures as part of the budget process, which also
states the mission, goals, and objectives for the Tax Assessor’s Office. If anything, a formal
strategic plan could provide a more comprehensive outlook for the department, and focus on a
variety of topics outside the typical data points tied strictly to assessments or appeals.
Ultimately, future undertaking of this voluntary endeavor should be considered.

Overall internal control practices seem prevalent, with required methods in place and only
minor exceptions that can be easily remedied. As a matter of practice, the Board of Assessors
should follow applicable ACCGov policy or guidance pertaining to publicly held meetings,
specifically with regard to video livestream and posting of official minutes. Even if such local
expectations are above and beyond those otherwise legally required by the state of Georgia,
uniformity in how all ACCGov affiliated boards, authorities, and commissions advertise and
make accessible their discussions promotes transparency in government operations. Presently,
the Board of Assessors is exempted from such initiatives both in state law and the ACCGov
Boards, Authorities, and Commissions Manual (2019). However, the Government Operations
Committee is expected to undertake this topic in the near future, potentially leading to
modifications in policy that should be adhered to if adopted.

Follow-Up

In an effort to gauge the effectiveness and emphasize the purpose of conducting a periodic
audit, the Office of Operational Analysis intends to follow up with the Tax Assessor’s Office
within a year’s time and report on the status of any resolution to the findings and
recommendations made. The exact schedule will also be considerate of the implementation
timelines put forth by the department and/or county management as indicated in this report.

A summary response will be requested at the appropriate time from the subject department,
and if necessary, staff from OA will conduct inspections to confirm appropriate actions taken.
Any unresolved issues will be brought to the attention of the department and/or county
management for further discussion. It is expected that a brief memorandum describing the
degree of compliance will be forwarded to the Mayor & Commission for informational purposes.
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Appendix

$» Chapter Five

Appendix A

Outcomes and

Performamce

Comments or Analysiz

i Micaonres Goal DT16 o7 DT 18 DT13 DT20 DTal ora2a DT23
Appraise all property located in Athens-Clarke County
Mumber of Real
Parzelz Diats Only 41,305 41,523 41,775 41,913 42,215 42,235 42,275 42,445 | Annual digest count
Mumber of Personal
Property Accounts | Data Only 5,277 5415 5,451 5,573 5,535 5,604 4,260 5,345 | Annual digest count
Mumber of Mobil:
Homes Diata Only 2,436 2437 2435 2,435 2431 2,455 2467 2,477 | Annual digest count
Achiere Fair and equitable raluations of all properties according to state mandated specifications
Maintain Level of
Azzesement [FRV) | 35%-42% 33.33 33.23 SETE S5AE 3547 52T S5.04 Mandated by State of Georgia
Maintain Level of
Unif ormity 4 15% §.90 G54 §.52 a1z T.64 1058 10,03 Mandated by Etate of Georgia
Maintain Level of
Assessment Bias 35-110 101.58 10066 100,55 33.50 100.06 33.56 10006 Mandated by Etate of Georgia
Georgia Department | Pass, no | Pass, no Faszz, no Fazz, no Fazz, no Fazz, no Fazz, no Paszz, no
of Audit Ratio Study | findingz | findings finding= finding= finding= finding= finding= findings Mandated by State of Georgia
Produce 3 statatorily acceptable digest cack year 5o tax bills can be mailed in 3 timely manser
Complete fieldwork
reviews by February Mecezsary deadline in producing
1 cach year > 35% g% g% 5% ag% a5k g% g% g% of tax digest cach year
Complete deed
tranzackions reviews Mecezzary deadline in producing
by Feb 1 each year > 35% ars a5k 3% a3% aa% ars ARk ars of tax digest cach year
Complete mapping
updates by Feb 1 Mecezsary deadline in producing
each year > 35% ars g% 5% ag% ark 6% g% 6% of tax digest cach year
Complete Personal
Property accounts ko "Pushedback.
zend notices by first tomid May
week of May cach MNeceszary deadline in praducing | 2020 duse to
year » 95X 3% 6% 3% g% a0 5% arx 35% | of tax digest cach year CovID-13
Complete ratic "Pushedback.
analysiz ta send tomid May
notices by firsk weck MNeceszary deadline in praducing | 2020 duse to
of May cach year » 98X 100% 100% 00% 100% ] 100% 100% 100% | of tax digest cach year CovID-13
Procesz appeals
within 180 dayz of Etake requirement For processing
receipt <150 00% 00% 00% 100% 100% 100% 100% 00% | appeals in timely manner
Froduce timely and tate requirement For tax digest
acceptable tax August 1 submizzion iz Zeptember 1 each
digest zach year Izt Izt Mt Tlet Tlat Izt Izt Iet [ wear
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Appendix B.1

TAX ASSESSOR AUDIT TIMELINE

OA ISSUES FINAL PERIODIC AUDIT

OA WILL CONCLUDE STAFF REPORT TO THE AUDIT COMMITTEE
MEET TO DISCUSS WORKPLAN INTERVIEWS
M&C VOTE TO ACCEPT THE FINDINGS
INITIAL QUESTIONNAIRES OA WILL FORWARD THE REPORT TO FROM THE FY24 - TAX ASSESSOR'S
COMPLETED BY TAX ASSESSOR STAFF THE MANAGER'S OFFICE AND PERIODIC AUDIT
NOTICE OF AUDIT SENT DUE DEPARTMENT DIRECTOR.
11/8/2023 12/8/2023 1/8/2024 2/8/2024 3/8/2024 4/8/2024
DEADLINE TO SUBMIT INFORMATION |
REQUESTED IN AUDIT NOTICE MANAGER AND DEPARTMENT
SPREADSHEET DIRECTOR'S RESPONSE TO AUDIT

I OA WILL CONDUCT EXIT CONFERENCE

REPORT DUE.

OA BEGINS IN-PERSON INTERVIEWS, !

ON-SITE OFFICE OBSERVATIONS, M&C AGENDA REPORT
STAFF SHADOWING AND ANALYZE

COLLECTED INFORMATION/DATA
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Appendix B.2

TAX ASSESSOR AUDIT TIMELINE

Date Event

8-Nov Notice of Audit Sent

28-Nov Meet to discuss workplan

22-Dec Deadline to submit information requested in Audit Notice Spreadsheet
29-Dec Initial questionnaires completed by Tax Assessor staff due

OA begins in-person interviews, on-site office observations, staff shadowing and analyze collected

1-Jan information/data

19-Jan OA will conclude staff interviews

31-Jan OA will conduct exit conference

5-Feb OA will forward the report to the Manager's Office and Department Director.
4-Mar Manager and Department Director's response to Audit Report due.

7-Mar OA issues final Periodic Audit report to the Audit Committee

19-Mar M&C Agenda Report

2-Apr M&C Vote to accept the findings from the FY24 - Tax Assessor's Periodic Audit
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Appendix C
Tax Assessor’s Office

Mission and Goals

The Tax Assessor’s Office is responsible for the appraisal of all property located in Athens-Clarke
County at its fair market value. The Tax Assessor’s Office appraises over 42,000 parcels of real
estate, 5,600 business personal property accounts, and 2,500 manufactured homes on an annual
basis. To ensure equalization between similar properties, the county is divided into approximately
550 residential neighborhoods and 100 commercial neighborhoods so sales can be analyzed on an
annual basis. All property values must be approved by the three-member Board of Tax Assessors
prior to any change in value in order to ensure the tax digest is in compliance with state statutes.
Members of the Board of Tax Assessors are appointed for a six-year term by the Athens-Clarke
County Mayor & Commission. Currently the Tax Assessor’s Office has a staff of thirteen appraisers
and a total yearly budget of $1,100,000.

Services

Property Appraisal  —This service provides for the appraisal of real property, business and personal
property, automobiles, boats, and airplanes. The appraised value is used to determine the total value
of all taxable property in Clarke County. This information is passed onto the Tax Commissioner’s
Office in order to compile a yearly digest for billing and collection of taxes. The three members of the
Board of Tax Assessors are appointed for six-year staggered terms by the Athens-Clarke County
Mayor & Commission. The Board meets at least once every month to set policy, to review
correspondence requiring their input, to review and approve appraisal information from staff, and to
determine what exemptions and specialized assessments are granted to individual properties. The
major role of the assessors is to ensure that the tax digest is in compliance with state statutes before
accepting the digest from the chief appraiser each year. The approval of the digest values occurs prior
to any changes in value being sent to the property owners.

Information Management-This service provides for the management of tax assessment records in

comptiance withrtocat and State laws. The Tax Assessor’s Office maintains the records of

ownership and exemptions for all parcels in the county. The information on past and present

owners of property is accessible by the general public on the county website for the appraisal of real
property, business and personal property, automobiles, boats, and airplanes. They also maintain and
provide geographic information system (GIS) data and maps to other government departments and
the general public. The county websites are qublic.net/ga/clarke and www.accgov.com.

Programs

Real Property Appraisal -—activities include assessing individual properties such as land, homes,
buildings, and other improvements through field visits, calculating property values through the review
of comparative sales within the same neighborhood, and maintaining up-to-date valuations of all
parcels within the ratios set by state regulations.

Each year the Tax Assessor’s Office must review property values for its fair market value and its
equality between similar properties. After all sales transactions and all property updates have been
entered into the appraisal system, ratio studies are run by neighborhoods to compare the current
assessed values of properties against their actual sales prices. The valuation date for assessors is
January 1 of each tax year so sales up through December 31 of the previous year are used for the
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current year tax digest. Certain measurable statistics must be met each year in order to assure, not
only the taxpayers, but also the Departments of Revenue and the Department of Audits that
properties are being valued fairly, uniformly, and equally.

Taxes in most of Georgia are based on a property’s assessed value which is 40% of the appraised
value. Therefore, one of the measured statistics is based on the assessed (40%) value of a property
compared to its actual sales price. The arrived output is referred to as an assessment ratio.

Business and Personal Property Appraisal-activities include assessing the value of business and
personal property, including boats, airplanes, and commercial equipment/inventory.

They also process Freeport exemptions for commercial entities according to state regulations and
local ordinances. The Freeport exemption, approved by ACC voters, exempts 100% of the inventory
for certain manufacturers, under certain conditions. These inventories are exempt from ad Valorem
taxation, including all such taxes levied for county, educational and for State purposes. All business
and personal property schedules are established and set by the State of Georgia.

Each year the Tax Assessor’s Office conducts:
[ Approximately 5,600 appraisals of business/personal property parcels
[ More than 200 field/desk audits of business/personal property

Public Information—activities include information that is made available by the Tax Assessor’s Office
tothegeneratpubtre through their website. The office staff also responds to requests through phone
and in office consultations.

Each year the Tax Assessor’s Office:
[ Responds to approximately 12,000 taxpayer inquiries
[ Receives and delivers hundreds of requests yearly for appraisal data records and information

Property Record Keeping—activities include maintaining records of property ownership, all property

satesproperty-spits-and-ategal description of property for all ACC parcels.

Each year the Tax Assessor’s Office:
[ Records and processes 200 — 1,000 property splits
[ Updates ownership transactions from approximately 3,600 — 4,200 deeds
[ Maintains the property record information and eligible exemptions of 42,000+ real parcels
[ Maintains the property record information and eligible exemptions of 5,600 personal
accounts

Geographic Information Systems (GIS)—-activities include maintaining the GIS database parcel layer,

updating property lines, adding new subdivisions and parcels, and sharing this information with other

ACCG departments and with the public on our internet sites gpublic.net/ga/clarke and accgov.com.

Each year the Tax Assessor’s Office:

[ Updates 200 - 1,000 property line adjustments due to splits/combinations
[l Works on approximately 3,600 - 4,200 deeds

[ Maintains the property lines of over 42,000 parcels
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Annual Appraisal Activities

Observed Practices

Assess Value

January-April
Assess Real Property Value
Review Exemptions

Activities

Office receives deeds information from

Clerk of Court & permit information
from Planning Department*

Supervisors and staff enter updates into
WIinGAP software*

Staff updates GIS parcel maps per
deed information*

Appraisers perform field inspections
per permitting information*

Appraisers enter results of
field inspections into WinGAP
software*

Office notifies Planning/Code
Enforcement Departments as necessary
regarding findings*
Assessment

Fair Market Value/Uniform

Annual Timeline of Real Property Assessment Activity

Notify Owner

May-June
Update Digest/Notify Property Owner
Notify Property Owner

Activities

Supervisors assure information
is updated in WinGAP software*

Information is exported from WinGAP
software to third-party vendor software

Third-party vendor prints assessment
notices; mails to address on file

Administrative assistant receives and
files notices returned by USPS A

Administrative Assistant distributes
returned items and/or update address
information per owner requests A

Staff answers inquiries from
property owners A

Notifications
Accurate/Timely

Answer Inquires

J ul'y- Oct ober
Submit Digest
Answer Inquiries

Activities

Administrative Assistant fields

telephone, email & walk-in inquiries;
forwards to appropriate appraiser A

Appraiser reviews inquiry; contacts
owner

Appraiser compares owner appeal with
WIinGAP records

Appraiser explains and attempts to
resolve assessment appeal with
property owner

Appraiser performs field inspections
as necessary

Inquiries
Efficient/Effective

Appendix D

Resolve Appeals

October-December
Attend Hearings/Resolve Appeals
Begin New Digest Process

Activities

Chief Appraiser schedules and
conducts settlement meetings

Chief Appraiser and appraisal staff
attend Board of Equalization hearings
to provide evidence on assessed value

Supervisors and appraisal staff update
WInGAP software per results of appeals

Chief Appraiser and appraisal staff
attend Superior Court hearings to
provide evidence on assessed value

Assess new construction by Jan. 1 for
percentage of completion for new
digest

Appeals
Outcome/Public Perception

Staff is dependent on manual entry of
deed and permitting updates

Vendor for notification mailings is
determined annually based on pricing

Inquiries regarding assessment
notifications begin with a few days
of mailing

Appeals my be settled by Hearing
Officer, Board of Equalization or
arbitraion

Personal Property Appraiser assists
with entry of real property GIS
information

Change of address notifications can be
made with either Tax Assessor or Tax
Commissioner

Significant increase in volume due to
real estate market price increases

Appeals often require appraisal staff to
spend several hours in proceedings

Appraisers work in pairs to do field
visits, using tape measures, digital
camera and pencil/paper notes to record
information in the field*

Large volume of returned mailings
requires space for storage

Appraisers may settle matters through
customer contact and make revisions
to WinGAP information when necessary

Appeals to Superior Court tend to be
somewhat rare

Only IT Supervisor has access to
Planning Department software platform
(Clariti)

Staff is diligent in helping owners
update addresses and seeing they are
provided with returned items, upon
proper identification

When minor issues cannot be resolved
between property owner and assigned
appraiser, appeal is recommended

*indicates year-round activity

A Indicates year-round activity with greater frequency during indicated seasonal period
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Appendix E
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