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Summary 
Assessment is of prime importance in the administration of the general 

property tax. This step is of such importance that all possible effort should be 
made to establish procedure which will bring about equitable assessment. 

If the local assessor should perform his task perfectly there would be 
little left for either township, county or state boards of equalization to do. 
On the other hand, when faulty assessm<;:nt takes place no county or state 
board of equalization can completely undo all faulty assessment by merely 
making uniform adjustments throughout an entire assessment district or 
county. . 

The general property tax as actually administered is one of the most diffi­
cult of all taxes to justify .  I ts retention can be justified, if at al l ,  only on the 
grounds that its administration can be improved. Remedies relied upon to 
bring about improvement should not be half-hearted or superficial. 

Problems arising from present assessment methods are as follows : 
1 .  Some property escapes taxation. In the interests of j ustice it is necessary 

to secure a complete listing of all taxable property. Among the kinds of prop­
erty which are escaping taxation are such intangibles as stocks, bonds, moneys, 
and other credits. There is need for more effective checks upon taxable wealth, 
a s  a means of preventing the escape of taxable property. 

2. Much inequitable assessment prevails. By their own admission some 
township assessors are now directing their efforts toward the assessment of 
some property at less than true and full value, as a means of "befriending the 
taxpayers. " Undervaluation makes for unequal valuation .  Assessors make 
their most accurate calculations when they aim at true and full value. Under­
valuation creates difficulty for a taxpayer when he seeks to ascertain whether 
or not he is a victim of discrimination .  Among the consequences of inequi­
table assessment are tax delinquency and the reversion of land to public 
ownership. 

3. Too much reliance should not be placed upon the board of review as 
an eliminator of injustice. In practice, the creation of boards of review has 
resulted in a disturbing and impractical division of responsibility. 

In the l ight of the experiences of South Dakota and other midwestern 
and western states, three possible and practical approaches to the solution of 
some of the existing problems prevai l .  

1 .  Enactment of law permitting the Division of Taxation to exercise more 
supervision over local assessors through state-appointed and technically com­
petent supervisors working under a Civil Service System. Such supervisors 
should give assistance to local assessors by standardizing values within specific 
classes of property, by instructing assessors in the use of field books, soils maps 
and land classification and by assisting with actual assessment in situations 
where property is particularly difficult to assess. 

2 .  The classification of real property for assessment would facilitate the es­
tabli�hing of equitable assessment. Whereas South Dakota law provides for 
the assessment of land at "true and full value," much land is now either 

I 



,under-assessed or over-assessed. Land classified in terms of soil type and 
other physical factors affecting productivity would constitute a reliable, ob­
jective approach to assessment at "true and full value." 

3 .  Under an improved assessment system for South Dakota the responsi­
bility for assessing all real and personal property in the county, excepting that 
which is assessed by the Division of Taxation, could be assigned to a full-time 
county assessor. It is logical that one official in each county, selected in accord­
ance with prescribed qualifications, should be able to assess property through­
out the county equitably. If this system is adopted, the county commissioners 
should appoint this assessor, subject to the approval of the Division of Taxa­
tion. The appointed assessor should be subject to removal for failure to proper­
ly perform the duties of his office. A more adequately trained personnel sup­
plied with soil maps, field notes, data on sales value, leases, mortgages and 
other supplementary material could be expected to improve upon present as­
sessment procedure. 
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Assessment Problems and Procedure 
in South Dakota 

NORRIS J. ANDERSON 

Introduction 

THE INITIAL STEP 
.
in administer!ng the general �roperty tax is assessn:e�t. It 

is the foundation upon which other stages m proper�y tax adm�n�stra­
tion are based. "The assessbr is the most important official m the admimstra­
tion and application of the tax. This is true because the �ork of the assessor 
is primary and the work of othe_rs is eithe� ��ing that which the assessor ha

.
s 

failed to do or perfecting that which he has mitiated. If t�e local asses�or should 
perform his task perfec�ly, �here wo��� be little left for either township, county 
or state boards of equahzatwn to do. which follows assessment in administra-

New interest 
.
in assessm��t problems tive procedure, is not �tressed because i t  

reveals a grow1?g recogmt10
.
n of the holds a position secondary to assessment. 

importance of t��s step. There �s a rather The importance of equalization dimin­
general recogmt1on of the e�1stence of ishes with improvements in the assess­
ineq uitable assessment. While boards ment system. 
of equalization are created by law no In a state so largely agricultural it is 
such board can completely undo all the fair to assume that more than half' of 
faulty assessment under its �uris�ictio�. the necessary revenue for local govern-

Data and comment contamed m this ment will somehow be extracted from 
publication should not be interpreted as owners of real and personal property, by 
an all-out criticism of persons engaged means of a property tax, for some time to 
in the administration of the general come. I t  becomes extremely important, 
property tax. In a majority of ca�es therefore, to distribute the tax load as 
where weaknesses appear in the admm- equitably as possible. Hence this em­
istration of the property tax .the fund

.
a- phasis upon the importance of establish­

mental defect is usually one mherent m ing equitable assessment. 
the system, not in the individual upon The necessary improvements in prop­
whom rests the responsibility f�r

. 
mak- erty tax administration seem to have been 

ing the system work. The revlSlon of retarded, at least in part, because of a 
law pertaining to assessment will be lack of information concerning the 
necessary in order to eliminate funda- problems involved. An effort has been 
mental weaknesses. made in this study to assemble pertinent 

The purpose of this study is to present facts on assessment, and opinion among 
information concerning the administra- those who have contact with the admin­
tion of the general property tax in South istrative procedure, as a means of an­
Dakota and to indicate probable weak- swering questions that the public asks 
nesses in the p

.
res�nt system of assess- relative to these problems. Consequently 

ment.The equahzat10n of assessed values, the emphasis is upon the present situation 
1. A. S. Coody, "The Local Assessor and His and its weaknesses rather than upon pro­

Functions," Proceedings of the 18th Na- posals for change. It is believed that an tional Conference of the National Tax As-
sociation, pp. 62-72. investigation more detailed and com-
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prehensive than this should precede con­
clusive recommendations. In the l ight of 
investigations completed to date, the 

lines of remedy suggested in this bulle­
tin are considered suitable, but are not 
in any sense offered as the final word. 

Present Assessment Methods 
Provisions of the South Dakota law 

pertaining to the size of assessment dis­
tricts and the selection of assessors are 
as follows : 

"Each organized civil township, in­
corporated town and city shall consti­
tute an assessor's district in which an 
assessor shall be elected or appointed as 
provided in the law relating to organ­
ized civil townships, incorporated towns 
and cities ."2 

"The territory of each county not in­
cluded in any organized civil township, 
incorporated town or city, shall consti­
tute an assessor's district in which an 
assessor shall be elected by the electors 
thereof in each general election, to serve 
for a term of two years ."3 

" He ( assessor) shall actually view, 
when practicable, and determine the true 

, and full value of each tract or lot of real 

SOURCE 
FILES OF DIV. OF TAXATION, 
STATE OF SOUTH .DAKOTA 

property listed for taxation, and shall 
enter the value thereof . . . . . " 4  

"All property shall be assessed at i ts 
true and full value in money. In deter­
mining the true and full value of real 
and personal property the assessor shall 
not adopt a lower or different standard 
of value because the same is to serve as 
a basis of taxation, nor shall he adopt 
as a criterion of value the price for which 
the property would sell at auction or at 
a forced sale . . . . . "5 

It is apparent that South Dakota law 
provides for. two separate and rather dis­
tinct types of assessment procedure. 
When organized town or township gov­
ernment exists, assessment shall be con-

2. 57.0303 South Dal\ota Code, 1939. 
3. 57.0302 Ibid. 
4. 57.033 1 Ibid. 
5. 57.0334 Ibid. 

Fig. 1. Organized and Unorganized Townships in South Dakota, November 1, 1940. 
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ducted by a locally-elected town or town­
ship assessor. In those counties in which 
some township government has been 
disorganized, or in which certain town­
ship areas have remained unorganized, 
assessment shall be conducted by a coun-

ty assessor either· elected or appointed, 
depending upon certain conditions with­
in the area. 

The extent of the unorganized town­
ship area in South Dakota as of Nov. 1 ,  
1 940, i s  shown i n  Fig. 1. 

Problems Arising From Present Assessment Methods 

Failure to get all personal property on 

tax rolls. The extent to which a tax sys­
tem distributes the tax load equitably 
represents one of the reliable tests that 
may be applied to tax systems. In the in­
terests of j ustice it is necessary to estab­
l ish an assessment procedure which as­
sures the securing of a complete l isting 
of all taxable property. In this respect the 
present method of assessment in South 
Dakota is defective. 

Among the kinds of property which 
are escaping taxation are such intangi­
bles as stocks, bonds, moneys and other 
credits. Ownership of money and cred­
its ranks among the better indicators 
of tax-paying ability, yet in securing a 
complete l isting of this form of wealth 
the present assessment procedure is quite 
ineffective. South Dakota law pertaining 
to the l isting of moneys and credits is as 
follows: 

"Every person of full age and sound 
mind, being a resident of this state shall 
l is t  his moneys and credits . . . . .  Mon­
eys and credits subject to taxation shall 
be l isted and assessed every year with 
reference to their value on the first day 
of May next preceding the assessment. 
. . . . Money in possession shall be listed 
and entered at the full amount . . . . . " 6  

The total valuation of moneys and 
credits reported to assessors in South Da­
kota for the years 1 9 1 9  to 1 940 inclusive 
is as follows :. 

6.  57. 1 204-57.1208, Ibid. 

Year Valuation 

19 1 9  $110,896,049.00 
1920 104 ,67 3,631.00 

1921 79,747,567.00 
1922 65, 833,151.00 
1923 73,169,434.00 

1924 71,387,337.00 
1925 77,162, 884.00 
1926 7 4 ,036,542.00 
1 927 69,742,660.00 
192 8  81,054,747.00 

1929 8 1 ,086,808.00 
1930 77 ,806,468.00 
1931 74,784,592.00 
·1932 62,869,6 1 2.00 
1933 54,091,872.00 

1934 47,675,553.00 
1935 44,403,230.00 
1936 44,375,754.00 
1937. 43,022,113.00 
1938 39,224,867.00 

1939 32, 142,030.00 
1940 32,336,211.00 

In the State banks of South Dakota 
there were deposits totalling $28,369,-
155.00 on June 29, 1 940.7 In the 4 1  Na­
tional banks operating in South Dakota 
on the same date deposits totalled $44,-
558 ,000 .00,8 for a combined total of de­
posits to the amount of $72,92-7, 155.00 in 
all banks. In addition there were stocks, 
bonds and other taxable securities not 
represented in ban k  deposits, which 
when taken into account would seem to 

7.  Twenty-fourth Biennial Report of the 
Superintendent of Banks, 1940, p. 169. 

8 .  Statistical Abstract of the United States, 
1940, p. 262. 
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indicate a vast discrepancy between the 
actual and the reported intangible prop­
erty. 

In discussing the assessment of intan­
gible wealth by local assessors Dr. Harold 
M. Groves of the University of Wiscon­
sin says, "intangible property such as 
moneys and credits have seldom if  ever 
been assessed with even tolerable effi­
c iency." 

The need for effective checks. In those 
counties in which assessment respon­
sibility is placed largely in the hands of 
township assessors effective checks upon 
property ownership are seldom used. 
County assessors frequently use sale con­
tracts, chattels and such other informa­
tion regarding property ownership as is 
available from the records of the county 
offices, as a means of checking upon the 
efficiency of assessment. The failure to 
use effective checks may result in penal­
izing the honest taxpayer who reports 
accurately the worth of his property. 
County assessors are in a position to veri­
fy the amount of property reported be­
cause of ready access to county records 
and other information. County assessors 
are retained for longer periods of time 
than township assessors and thus become 
more thoroughly acquainted with the 
complex problems pertaining to assess­
ment. 

There is need for a scientific approach 
to the determination of true and full 
value of agricultural land. An effective 
check uoon the true value of land has 
been i�troduced in adjoining states 
where scientific property classification 
has become a part of the permanent pol­
icy relating to assessment. Land should 
be evaluated at a level justified by its 
capacity to produce income. It is highly 
probable that the land classification ap­
proach to the assessment of land may be 
more effectively used by county assessors 
than by township assessors. 

Inequitable assessment. Experience 
reveals that undervaluation makes for 
unequal valuation. Assessors make their 
most accurate calculations when they aim 
at true and full value. Undervaluation 
creates difficulty for a taxpayer when he 
seeks to ascertain whether or not he is 
a victim of discrimination. He must 
compare his assessment not with statu­
tory standard but with his neighbor's 
assessments. The law notwithstanding, 
some assessors in South Dakota, by their 
own admission, are now arbitrarily di­
recting their efforts toward the assess­
ment of property at less than true and 
full value, as a means of "befriending 
the taxpayers." 

In speaking of the current situation 
Dr. Jens P. Jensen of the University of 
Kansas comments as follows : "It may be 
said of local ( township) assessment that 
the assessment area is too small where 
it is less than the county in size. The pre­
vail ing method of electing the assessor 
is faulty in that it places in office men 
who are often untrained, unskil l ed, and 
l ikely to be politically influenced in their 
work toward either a low assessment ra­
tio for their districts or toward assess­
ments favoring particular interests. The 
compensation of the assessor i s  almost 
invariably too low, except in the larger 
cities where the assessment functions 
have expanded to require a permanent 
department of assessment."9 

In South Dakota locally-elected town­
ship assessors who perform the very im­
portant task of assessing property work 
approximately 30 days per year, or less, 
are paid from $35 to $ 100 . There is 
l ittle opportunity for securing training, 
and the compensation supplies l ittle in­
centive. Such supervi sion as the Division 
of Taxation can exercise is limited by 
law. Furthermore, the Division of Taxa-

9. Jens P. Jens en, Property T axati01l in the 
United States, p. 359. 
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tion is forced to work at long range. Un­
der these circumstances its supervision 
must be confined largely to the prepara­
tion and distribution of an assessment 
handbook. In the absence of adequate 
supervision problems must continuously 
be solved by trial and error. Mistakes are 
expensive. Inequitable assessment be­
comes a chronic condition. 

Inequitable assessment of agricultural 
land may result from a lack of informa­
tion concerning the differences between 
the poorer and better grades of land. In 
the absence of a reliable approach to the 
determination of true and full value, and 
because of the lack of reliab le informa­
tion about land differences, two alter­
natives confront the local assessor, both 
of which may be faulty. ( 1 )  Uniform or 
blanket assessment within indiv idual 
townships is not uncommon. Local asses­
sors with a minimum of information 
find it difficult to j ustify variations in 
assessment levels unless differences in 
land values are conspicuous. Injustices 
do occur, for adjoining tracts may vary 
widely in full value. B lanket assessment 
results in under-assessment of the better 
land and over-assessment of the poorer 
land. In all assessment procedure sound 
business practice should be followed by 
making a careful appraisal of each 
ownership unit. The Federal Land Bank 
and other lending agencies observe this 
practice in land appraisal for loans. The 
business of establishing equi table assess­
ment of agricultural land is no less 
worthy. (2) Arbitrary j udgment in de­
termining variations in assessment lev­
els among adjoining tracts may also be 
u n s o u n d  and undersirable. A system 
which compels a resort to the estimation 
of true and full value gives rise to con­
troversy. Local boards of equalization 
are confronted with problems in adjust­
ment which would not arise if assess­
ment were definitely objective. 

Consequences of inequitable assess­
ment. One of the results of inequitable 
assessment is tax delinquency. When 
real estate is assessed at a level above 
its real worth, calculated in terms of 
productive capacity, land ownership is 
discouraged. In certain areas within 
South Dakota, tax delinquency has be­
come extremely serious during the past 
10 years. Drouth is, of course, one of 
the contributing factors. However, 
drouth is not an uncommon occurrence 
in the Great Plains. As a means of deter­
mining the extent to which property 
taxes are paid, a survey of the tax delin­
quency situation was made during 1 940 
and the early months of 1941  which 
i ncluded 45 counties of South Dakota. 
The results of the survey appear in 
Table 1 .  

Table 1. Percentage of Tax Delinqtfency in 
South Dakota, by Counties, 1940. 

5 percent of taxable land or less _____ 5 counties 
6 to 15 percent ________________________________ l 7 " 

16 to 25 percent _______________________________ JO 
26 to 35 percent -------------------------------- 7 
36 to 45 percent -------------------------------- 4 
46 percent and over __________ _____________ 2 

In 23 of the counties reporting, 1 6  per­
cent or more of the taxable land was de­
l inquent. In 30 percent of the counties 
reporting delinquency ranged above 26 
percent. In two of the counties reporting 
65 percent or more of taxes on agricul­
tural real estate were delinquent. In one 
county only 8 percent of the land area of 
the county was taxable on January 1 ,  
1 94 1 .  

In 6 4  percen t  o f  the counties rentals 
received from county-owned land were 
lower than the per-acre tax levied upon 
other taxable land of like value in the 
same county. This situation discourages 
land ownership. Obviously, if per-acre 
taxes are higher than lease rates opera­
tors find it more profitable to lease co\ln-
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. ty-owned land. Such condition would in­
dicate a need for lower assessed valua­
tions and tax rates on agriculturai land. 
The proportion of taxes borne by agri­
cultural land has been too heavy when 
viewed in terms of the earning capacity 
of land. 

Fluctuation in the value of land 
creates new problems for assessors and 
boards of equalization . There is need for 
a new approach to the determination of 
true and full value in order that assessed 
valuations may, at intervals, be properly 
adjusted to the earning capacity of ag­
ricultural land. 

Duties of the county board of equali­
zation as defined by law. "The county 
commissioners, or a majority of them, 
with the county auditor shall constitute 
a board of equalization . . . . .  Such board 
shall meet for the purpose of equalizing 
assessments of property, annually, on the 
first Tuesday in July, at the office of the 
auditor and may continue in session and 
adjourn from time to time, not exceed­
ing 1 5  days. " 

"Such county· board of equalization 
shall equalize the assessment of all real 
and personal property between the sev­
eral assessment districts of the county 
having local boards of equalization. I t  
shall raise or lower, i f  necessary, each 
class of property upon a percentage bas­
is covering such class as a whole within 
such assessment district. "10 

In order to prevent competitive under­
valuation of property by town and town­
ship assessors county boards of equali­
zation are necessary. In certain states the 
board of review has no power to change 
assessment except upon sworn evidence 
presented by the taxpayer and other wit­
nesses. In others, including South Dako­
ta, it  may do so at its own discretion. 
This power has been defended by some 
as a thorough check upon the township 
assessor. In practice i t  has often resulted 
in a disturbing and impractical division 
of responsibili ty .  

10. Sections 57.0405 and 57 .0406, Ibid. 

Evaluation of Assessment Procedure in South Dakota 

Relative effectiveness of county and 
township assessors. In approximately 
one-half of the counties of South Dakota, 
township government is partially or 
wholly unorganized. There are, there­
fore, many counties in which both the 
county and the township assessor sys­
tems are in operation. Under these con­
ditions a rather effective comparison of 
the two systems is possible. The need for 
equalization among the townships as­
sessed by township assessors, as compared 
with the amount of equalization found 
necessary by the county commissioners 
in those areas assessed by a county as­
sessor, constitutes one possible approach 
to the problem of measuring the effi­
ciency of the two systems. In two-thirds 

of the counties under study the number 
of adjustments which county commis­
sioners find it necessary to make in as­
sessed valuations is greater in the organ­
ized townships assessed by locally-elected 
assessors. Hughes and Haakon counties 
are typical of a larger number of coun­
ties. In 1 938 the Hughes county com­
missioners found it necessary to make 
changes in the assessment of real estate 
in 60 percent of the territory served by 
township assessors, whereas equaliza­
tion was necessary in 38 percent of the 
area assessed by a single county assessor. 

In Haakon county, at the present time, 
there are 1 8  organized townships, with 
30 whole and 7 fractional townships un­
organized. In 1 937 the county commis-
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sioners, meeting as a board of equaliza­
tion, made changes in the assessme�t of 
real estate in eight of the orgarnzecl 
townships, whereas no change was made 
in the 30 whole and 7 fractional town­
ships assessed by the county assessor. 
Included among the latter are_ some of 
the most densely populated townships 
in the county. In 1938 changes we�e 
made in  the assessment of real estate m 
five of the organized townships, while 
again there was no change in  the assess­
ment of the unorganized area. In 1940 
equalization was found necessary in ap­
proximately half of the area assessed by 
township assessors, but was necessary 
in less than 1 0  percent of the unorgan­
ized portion of the county. 

The cost of assessment. A comparison 
of the costs of the two systems, the town­
ship and the county assessor system, is 
difficult to secure except in those coun­
ties of western and central South Da­
kota where the two systems are in use. 
Butte, Perkins, Tripp, Jackson, Jones, 
Lyman, Fall River, Harding and Haa­
kon counties report the county assessor 
system to be the less costly. Butte coun­
ty, for instance, reports assessment cos

.
ts 

of approximately $ 1 .50 per ownership 
unit in the area assessed by the county 
assessor, while . the cost per ownership 
unit in organized townships approxi­
mates $4.00 per unit. Lawrence and 
Meade counties report the costs of the 
two systems to be approximately the 
same. The apparent cost advantage of 
the county assessor system in South Da­
kota is substantiated by the experience of 
other states in which the two systems 
are in use. 

Consensus. Opinion of county com-· 
missioners and auditors throughout 
South Dakota has been sampled by the 
questionnaire method. All counties of 
the state were solicited for opinion. Re-

sponse has been received from 5 1  co
_
un­

ties .  Some of the questions asked and 
the answers subsequently received are 
as follows : 

1. With reference to the results of 
assessment under the present system, do 
the county commissioners of your coun­
ty find it difficult to make adjustments 
among the assessment returns submitted 
by the township assessors? 

Yes-58 percent of counties respond­
mg. 

No-42 percent of counties respond­
mg. 

2. If so, would the enlarging of the 
assessment district seem to you to be one 
logical approach to a remedy? 

Y es-65 percent of counties. 
No-35 percent of counties. 
3. T h e  following explanation o f  

property classification, assessment a�d 
equalization procedure followed .m 

Utah appears in a letter recently receiv­
ed from the Utah State Tax Commis­
sion. "Agricultural lands are classified 
in each county by a committee of ex­
perienced farmers. This work is general­
ly done under the direction of the State 
Tax Commission and in cooperation 
with the county assessors of the state. 
In this classification no attempt is made 
to determine values. After the classifica­
tion for the entire county is completed, 
the assessed valuation for each class of 
land is determined by a committee com­
posed of the county commissioners, the 
county assessor and one member of the 
State Tax Commission. Thus we attempt 
in some measure to equalize assessment 
levels among counties before assessment 
is made instead of afterwards." What 
is the reaction of your county commis­
sioners to the above approach? 

Favorable-63 percent of counties. 
Unfavorable-12 percent of counties. 
Indifferent-3 percent of counties. 
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4. Do you believe that a classification 

of the agricultural land of your county, 
in terms of soil type and other factors af · 
fecting productivity, would be helpful 
in determining the proper assessed valu­
ation of land? 

Y es-76 percent of counties. 
No-2 1 percent of counties. 
lndifferent-3 percent of counties. 
5. Which do you believe could use 

the classification approach to the prob­
lem of establishing equitable assessment 
of agricultural land the more satisfactory, 
the county assessor or numerous locally­
elected township assessors? 

County assessor-89 percent of coun­
ties. 

Township assessor-1 1 percent of 
counties. 
NOTE: The answers to Question 5 
came from county commissioners and 
auditors who have had first-hand con­
tact with the problems arising in the 
present system. It is not to be expected 
that 89 percent of the voters of South 
Dakota are sufficiently acquainted with 
the problems of assessment to recognize 
the need for change in the procedure. 

County auditors and commissioners 
were asked to list both advantages and 
disadvantages of the county assessor sys­
tem. The most commonly cited advan­
tages of the county assessor are : 

1 .  All assessment within one county 
should be under one headship. More 
equitable assessment would result. Such 
deputy (township) assessors as are need­
ed should be appointed by the county 
assessor and should work under his 
superv1s10n. 

2. I f  a county assessor is appointed on 
a merit basis and made a full-time offi­
cial in the county, he would have the 
entire year in which to study problems 
and arrive at equitable values . 

3. The work of the local ( township) 

assessor is too often affected by close per­
sonal contacts with neighbors and close 
friends. When local government be­
comes too local it becomes too personal 
and ceases to be impartial. The county 
assessor appointed by the county com­
missioners under a merit system would 
be less hampered by the handicaps now 
b::aring upon township assessors. 

4. It is easier to train one county as­
sessor than numerous (from 1 5  to 65 ) 
township assessors. 

Potter county, in which township gov­
ernment has been discontinued and in 
which the county assessor system is in 
operation, reports as follows : 

"We have had the same (county ) as­

sessor for 12 years. We have one set of 
books and only one man to contact in 
case of error. He knows the assessment 
of the whole county and is well able to 
equalize." 

The most commonly cited element� 
of weakness in the county assessor sys­
tem are the following: 

l.  With reference to the assessment 
of real estate the county assessor system 
seems definite ly superior but personal 
property presents a more serious prob­
lem. So many deputies would be neces­
sary that the potential advantages of th-:: 
.county assessor system might be inopera­
tive. 

2. M e n  w i t h  sufficient training 
and/or experience to serve as county as­
sessors are not available. 

3. The county assessor might have 
difficulty in maintaining an acquaint­
ance with local conditions in some of 
the larger counties of South Dakota. 

4 .  Too much power would be placed 
in the hands of one man. 

County officials were asked to add 
comment concerning important aspects 
of present assessment procedure which 
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could and should be improved. The fol­
lowing are a few of the suggestions: 

1. "All legal l imits on levies should 
be removed, thus enabling assessors and 
boards of equalization to assess land at 
'true and full value.' At the present 
time assessed valuations in some local 
subdivisions of government with heavy 
indebtedness have been fixed at higher 
levels, knowingly, in an attempt to raise 
sufficient revenue to meet current ex­
penses and debt retirement needs. As­
sessing land at true value would be 
better policy in  the long run and less 
disturbing to taxpayers. Let the tax rate 
fal l  where it may." 

2. "Payment of taxes should be made 
in the year in which property is assessed, 
instead of one year later." 

3. "All land in South Dakota should 
be classified for assessment purposes, 
then assessed every three to five years ." 

4. "The township assessor has no 
training for his job. The present system 
is still horse and buggy days. Are we 
ever going to get sense enough to catch 
up with the times in our laws?" 

5. "The entire assessment system is in 
error and a multitude of injustices pre­
vail. A lot of property is not assessed 
and the greater percent is either under­
assessed or over-assessed. Politics are too 
prominent in the present system and 
should be eliminated by all means." 

6. "Exemptions should be simplified 
or eliminated." 

7. "Should legalize voluntary report­
ing of personal property but make its 
adoption optional 'with the county." 

1 AU!HOR'S NOTE: Voluntary re-
' portmg of personal property, a system I 
· comn:10�ly re�erred to as the honor sys-
. tern, is m reality practised now through-
�ut South Dakota. The common prac­
tice among township assessors is to re­
cord the property as reported by the 
taxpayer. Little attempt is made by the 
assessor to "actually v iew (the property ) 
w�en practical." The principle under­
lymg voluntary reporting is also in com­
mon application in the administration 
of the income tax. Checks upon the cor­
rectness of the taxpayer's reports are 
necessary. Montana law reiating to the 
assessment of personal property legalizes 
voluntary reporting, then authorizes me 

·county commissioners of any county to 
publish the results of assessment follow­
ing the application of the so-called hon­
or system. Thus a rather effective check 
is placed in the hands of the county 
commissioners, the use of which is op­
tional. 

8. "The (county ) assessor should be 
responsible for listing all property (real 
and personal )  by classes. The Division 
of Taxation should then set the value 
of each class of land and should also set 
standards for p e r s o n a l  property." 
AUTHOR'S NOTE: In Wyoming and 
some other states standards are set by 
the State Tax Commission for both per­
sonal and real property before assess­
ment. In the case of real estate an aver­
age is set for each county. Specific tracts 
within the county may be assessed 
either above or below the average. Thus, 
equalization largely precedes assessment 
under Wyoming law. 

Assessment Procedure in Other States 
Certain problems relating to the administration of the general property. tax are 

common to many states. A review of the approaches made by other states to the solu­
tion of such problems may be helpful to those interested in South Dakota's admin­
istration of the property tax, 
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Wisconsin. Wisconsin law provides 
for the retention of the locally elected 
assessor and for the exercise of consid­
erable supervision over local assessment 
by the State Tax Commission. This sys­
tem of state superv ision and control 
over local assessment is probably the 
most developed in the United States. In 
the execution of these duties the State 
Tax Commission is assisted by a staff of 
1 1  supervisors of assessment, each of 
whom is responsible for a district com­
posed of a limited number of counties, 
and each supervisor has an office within 
the district. The supervisors are chosen 
by the Tax Commission under the mer­
it -system and are paid by the state. The 
elected superv isor- still employed in 
some states-is less effective b�cause his 
responsibility is divided between the Tax 
Commission and those who elect him. ' 

The supervisors in Wisconsin hold an­
nual meetings for the purpose of in­
structing local assessors. Analysis of 
property by classification is explained 
and its importance in promoting exact 
assessment is emphasized. Assessors are 
encouraged to compare their estimates of 
the same or similar properties. The sup­
ervisor then works in the field with the 
local assessors, sometimes singly and 
sometimes in groups. Particular atten­
tion is given to assessors who are new at 
their work. The supervisor is available at 
all times for consultation and advice. 

I t  is very apparent that superv ision has 
helped greatly to improve assessments 
in Wisconsin. Supervision follows this 
general pattern in many states, which 
provide for supervision, but it is almost 
universally a badly neglected aspect of 
property tax administration. 

Iowa. In Iowa township assessors are 
elected . for two-year terms. J. Lloyd 
Spaulding of the Agricultural Econom­
ics subsection of Iowa State College has 
described the procedure and the experi-

ences of the local assessors in such a way 
as to make clear the existing problems, 
as follows : "The (township) assessors 
receive their instructions from the coun­
ty auditor at a meeting in December be­
fore going into assessment proper. The 
State Tax Commission provides a rep­
resentative to assist in giving the instruc­
tions. However, the assessors do not all 
carry away the same idea as to how to do 
the work . 

"I f  it is conceivable that an assessor 
might assess the properties within his 
township on a comparable basis, to ex­
pect all assessors to have exactly the 
same notions as to values of different 
grades of land or buildings is out of the 
question . . . . . The township assessor is 
also subject to influence which may tend 
to result in discriminations in assess­
ments. Consistent objectors receive the 
cuts in valuation . . . . .  

"The p r o c e d u r e in intertownship 
equalization has li ttle justification. I t  is 
impossible to rectify errors in assessment 
by adjusting average assessed valuations 
of a township. The situation may be 
made even less equitable by intertown­
ship equalization. A sound first apprais­
al by the assessor is indispensable. The 
criterion of soundness in the assessment 
of land is its proximity to value based 
upon its income-yielding ability. "11 

Mr. Spaulding makes the following 
suggestions for improvement in the 
Iowa system : "To bring order into the 
assessment procedure, the paramount 
need is for centralization of the system 
of assessment. The county is a frequently 
suggested unit for the:: task of assessment. 
Under such a plan the county rather 
than the township becomes the respon­
sible unit of government for the selec­
tion of a full-time assessor. 

"A second type of approach would 

I 1. Research Bulletin 288, Iowa Experiment 
Station, Ames, June, 1941, pp. 359-366. 
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be for the State Tax Commission to as­
sume superv ision over the locai assessors. 
This would be done by field men who 
would be responsible for checking work 
of the local assessors, providing them 
with information as to sales values, as­
sessment technique and other assistance." 
This is the alternative chosen by Wis­
consin. 

Colorado. The responsibility for as­
sessing property in Colorado is divided 
between the full-time county assessor 
and the State Tax Commission. The 
county assessor not only makes the as­
sessment but writes the tax rolls, extends 
the tax and delivers the completed rolls 
to the treasurer for collection . A one 
doller per schedule cost, paid by the tax­
payer, covers these services. Boulder 
county, with a population of 37,000 in 
1 940, has approximately 1 5 ,000 tax 
schedules. The present assessor has held 
office for 1 8  years and has become 
thoroughly acquainted with the county 
and its special problems. District meet­
ings are held annually at which the 
county assessors with the cooperation 
and assistance of the State Tax Commis­
sion set assessment standards for real 
estate, livestock, farm machinery and 
improvements on farm land. The coun­
ty assessor is elected for a two-year 
term and is responsible to the county 
commissioners and the State Tax Com­
mission. He appoints his part-time dep­
uties, usually varying in number from 
1 to 1 0  depending on the size and pop­
ulation of the county. The county as­
sessor is responsible for personally in­
structing and superv ising the deputy 
assessors who are wholly responsible to 
the county assessor. 

By means of property classification, 
building schedules, livestock value sched­
ules, mortgage reports and sale contracts, 
the county assessor's office can be con­
ducted in much the same manner as the 

affairs of any successful business. Good 
results are obtained. The county asses­
sor's office becomes a source of complete 
information concerning t�xation. When 
assessment has been completed for a 
specific year the results are compiled, 
classified and abstracted, later published 
in booklet form and circulated among 
taxpayers. 

Wyoming. A full - time county asses­
sor is made responsible for conducting 
assessment procedure in Wyoming. A 
form of county government has been es­
tablished which consolidates the duties 
of the register of deeds, the clerk of 
courts, and the county auditor, in the 
hands of a single county official. Thus 
the county assessor is not to be consid­
ered one more official added to an 
already long list of county offic�rs. 
Rather, he replaces one of the above­
named officials. 

All county records in Wyoming are 
audited at least once per year by audi­
tors employed by the state, selected on a 
civ il service basis and removable only 
by the State Supreme Court. 

The use of the so-called honor svstem 
in the assessment of personal pr�perty 
is optional with the county. At present 
four of the state's 24 counties use this 
method of assessing personal property. 
Blank forms are sent to each resident 
taxpayer who submits under oath a list 
of his personal property. Crook county 
reports that after the adoption of this 
system, the evaluation of this kind of 
property increased in the county by 
$275,000.00 in 1938,  a p p r o x i m a te ly  
$200,000.00 more i n  1 939 and an  addi­
tional $250,000.00 in 1 940. 

Montana.The initiation of a new meth­
od in the assessment of agricultural land 
in Montana occurred in 1 9 19. Under 
provisions of the 19 1 9  law all farm land 
was to be classified as irrigated, non­
irrigated tillable, grazing, timber and 



16 South Dakota Experiment Station Bulletin No. 355 

mineral lands, for tax purposes. The 
county commissioners were authorized 
to employ appraisers to survey and 
classify the lands and to levy funds for 
paying the cost of such classification . 
The 1 9 1 9  law required that the classifi­
cations be "full, �ompleted, and accur­
ate" and that they "be used as the basis 
upon which land values be fixed for pur­
poses of assessment and taxation." With 
minor exceptions, the classifications es­
tablished under the provisions of this 
law have been the basis of tax assessment 
of farm lands ever since, although 
changes have been made in the values 
placed upon the different grades with 
changing economic conditions and price 
levels. However, in recent years county 
assessors and commissioners have b::'.gun 
to realize that the old classification is in 
need of revision, and that assessments' 
must be based on more recent classifica­
tions made by competent soil scientists, 
combined with crop yield and carry ing 
capacity experiences in more recent sea­
sons. 

Montana law provides that local as­
sessment shall be under the supervision 
of a county assessor who is expected to 
assess all property in his county at its 
"full and true value" as of March 1 .  The 
methods followed in the variJus coun­
ties for assessing such property vary 
greatly. In some counties a rather care­
ful house-to-house canvass is made an­
nual ly .  In other counties such a canvass 
is made only every other year or less fre­
quently. In some, no canvass is made at 
all, but each taxpayer is put on his honor 
to report the amount and kinds of prop­
erty in his possession on blanks sent out 
from the assessor's office. Approximately 
10 counties have used this system, usual­
ly referred to as the honor system. In the 
remaining counties the assessor div ides 
the county into districts and notifies the 
population in each district to meet him 

or his deputy at a certain time and place 
in that district designated for the pur­
pose of taking the assessments. 

The county assessor is a full-time coun­
ty official, elected for a term of four 
years. He is responsible to the county 
commissioners and the State Board of 
Equalization. Annual meetings of the 
county assessors of the state are held at 
which assessment standards are fixed. 
Thus equalization on a state-wide basis 
precedes assessment. 

In discussing the relative merits of 
the county assessor and the locally­
elected township assessor, Dr. R. R .  
Renne of the Department of Agricul­
tural Economics, Montana State Col­
lege, says : "County assessors are better 
able to assess on an impersonalized ba­
sis. The volume of work in the average 
township and the remuneration involved 
are too small to secure the best ability 
and the best application to the job." 

. 

Kansas. Real property shall, according 
to Kansas law, be assessed once every 
four years. Personal property is assessed 
every year. There may be an assessment 
of real estate in any even- numbered 
year in any county, provided the county 
commissioners order such assessment. 

In each county the (county ) assessor 
is responsible for all property not assessed 
by the State Tax Commission. In many 
cases the county clerk is the county as­
sessor ex-officio. In those counties where 
population exceeds 65 ,000 the law pro­
vides for the election of a full-time coun­
ty assessor. In counties having 200 or more 
producing oil wells and an assessed valu­
ation of $ 1 00,000,000.00 or more, the 
county commissioners may appoint a 
full-time county assessor. In any county 
of 65,000 population or less, in which the 
county clerk is ex-officio the county asses­
sor, the county may upon the petition of 
1 0  percent of the voters, vote on the 
question of electing a full-time assessor. 
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In 1 940 the Kansas Legislative Coun­
cil (Legislative Interim Committee) sub­
mitted a recommendation for a revision 
of the entire Kansas tax code. Among the 
recommendations are the following: 

1 .  "That the county be made the unit 
of assessment." 

2 .  "That the office of a. full-time coun­
ty assessor be established in each 
county, the assessor to be appointed 
for a four-year term by the board of 
county commissioners on the basis 
of his qualifications for the office. " 

3. "That systematic or scientific rules, 
procedures and practices be adopted 
and used in the assessment and val­
uation of real estate. " 

"It is the county assessor's duty to in­
struct his deputies upon all matters re­
lating to values. He has the right to ad­
vise the deputies what the values should 
be, and to correct clerical errors found 
in the returns of deputy assessors, but 
does not have a right to coerce them in 
fixing value. The county assessor also 
has the power to assess, after the regular 
assessment period, any property omitted 
by the deputy assessors . I f, in the opinion 
of the county assessor, the valuation re­
turned by the deputy assessor does not 
conform to statutes-that is, ' true value 
in money'-it is his job to return the 
statements to the assessor and ask that 
the necessary changes be made therein. 
Should the deputy assessor refuse to 
make changes, i t  is the county assessor's 
duty to bring the matter to the attention 
of the board of county commissioners. 

"The deputy assessors, working under 
the direction of the county assessor, de­
serve first mention in the discussion of 
property tax administration. The law 
provides that the county assessor ap­
point the township trustee as deputy as­
sessor for the township in which the 
trustee is an official. In the case of first 
and second class cities, which comprise 

separate assessment districts, the coun­
ty assessor, with the consent of the coun­
ty board of commissioners, appoints 
such.number of deputies as will be neces­
sary to make the assessment. The dep­
uty assessors receive $5 per day in the 
country and $4 per day in the city for 
the time actually spent at their duties. 
The duty of the deputy assessor is to as­
sess all property subject to taxation in 
his district at i t s  'true value in money.' 
The assessor himself is to determine the 
actual value after having viewed the 
property. Much depends upon the man 
who acts as deputy assessor. If  the im­
portance of the function which he per­
forms were more generally realized, 
more attention would be given to his 
special fitness for the job and he would 
be given greater recognition for his ser­
vices. 

"The deputy assessors officially begin 
work March 1 ,  and property is listed and 
taxed 'as of March l . '  In general, per­
sonal property is to be listed and ta,xed 
in the assessment district where it is lo­
cated March 1 .  Money and credits, aside 
from those pertaining to a business, are 
l isted at the owner's residence, while 
those pertaining to a business are asses­
sed at the place of business. 

"During the assessment period the 
county assessor requires that the deputies 
furnish him, as often as may be desired, 
the real-estate assessments and the per­
sonal property statements of persons as­
sessed, so that he may prepare the assess­
ment roll, which must be completed not 
later than the Saturday preceding the 
third Monday in May each year.''12 

Utah. As previously mentioned, Utah 
has adopted the county as the assessment 
unit, and the county assessor as the full­
time official directly in charge of all 

12. "Assessment and Collection of Farm Real 
Estate in Kansas," Kansas Bulletin 283, 
pp. 9-10. 
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matters pertaining to the assessment of 
real and personal property. The county 
assessor is elected for a term of four 
years, and he appoints his own part-time 
deputies. The suggestion has been made 
that the office be appointive rather than 
elective. The assessor is  responsible to 
the county commissioners and to the 
State Tax Commission. The State Tax 
Commission reports that the county as­
sessor system is a means of establishing 
more equitable assessment than could 
be readily established under a system in 
which the township were the assessment 
unit. 

Classification of agricultural land has 
become a part of the procedure in Utah. 
All land is  classified in each county by a 
committee of farmers working under 
the direction of the State Tax Commis­
sion and in cooperation with the county 
assessor's office. After classification has 
been completed an evaluation is deter­
mined for each class of land, the deter-

mination of proper valuation within a 
specific county to be made by a commit­
tee composed of the county commission­
ers, the county assessor and one member 
of the State Tax Commission. The par­
ticipation of the State Tax Commission 
is a means of equalizing before assess­
ment is made instead of afterwards. Ad­
justments would be more difficult to 
make following assessment. The classi­
fication approach to the problem of es­
tablishing equitable assessment has been 
found to be practical when used under 
the supervision of a county assessor. 

Dean T. A. Beal of the School of Bus­
iness, University of Utah, reports the 
following advantages of the county as­
sessor system, as compared with assess­
ment by elected township assessors : ( 1 )  
more economical ,  ( 2 )  easier to establish 
equitable assessment within the coun­
ty, ( 3 )  easier to establish a uniform state 
system. 

Land Classification 
.
for Assessment Purposes 

Tax delinquency and the reversion of land to public ownership are, in some 
measure, the result of faulty assessment and excessive taxation. There is also much 
inequitable assessment in the case of lands on which taxes are paid. Over-assessment 
of the poorer grades of land is not uncommon. Maladjustments result which are 
far-reaching. Ranch operators in areas where some range land is of low grade pre­
fer to rent rather than own land, because of the disproportionate tax burden. 

There is need for a more systematic ap- average prices and costs of operation. 
proach to assessment involving two ma- Current income determines immediate 
jor steps. These steps should at all times taxpaying ability. Because economic 

· be considered separate and distinct. ( 1 )  conditions change more rapidly than 
Land classification, based upon soil physical conditions it becomes necessary 
analysis and other supporting informa- to keep the two types of information 
tion, is helpful in establishing land separate so the valuation of classes of 
classes. The mapping of land by soil land may be changed as economic condi­
types and other physical characteristics tions change. This separation of the eco­
is involved in this step. ( 2 )  The deter- nomic and the physical factors will make 
mination of justifiable valuations for it unnecessary to revise the basic infor­
each class of land, calculated in terms of mation used in land classification except 
yields in the case of farm land and carry- after long intervals. 
ing capacity in th� case of range land, In order that assessment of land may 
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conform to present South Dakota law 
which provides for assessment at "true 
and full value," classification is neces­
sarv. There are distinct land differences 
within present assessment districts which 
preclude uniform assessment. Adjoining 
tracts may also vary distinctly in true 
and full value, yet traditional assess­
ment based upon mere estimates of 
value frequently ignore real differences. 
A resort to estimation of value gives rise 
to controversy. 

The land classification approach to 
the assessment of agricultural land has 
been made in Hand county. As back­
ground for a study of the results of land 
classification for assessment purposes in 
that county the last annual ( 1 940) as­
sessment preceding classification is 
shown in Fig. 2 .  

The responsibil ity for conducting as­
sessment in Hand county is divided 
among 42 elected town arrd township as­
sessors . From Fig. 2 showing the 1 940 
assessment of agricultural land two ob­
servations may readily be made. ( 1 )  As­
sessment levels in 1 940 changed at town­
ship boundary lines. Obviously, true and 
full value does not change at township 
l ines. This i llogical change of assessment 
levels at township boundaries is due 
largely to law permitti ng a large number 
of small assessment districts. Studies 
made for years previous to 1 940 in Hand 
and other counties reveal similar condi­
tions. ( 2 )  More supervision over assess­
ment would be helpful. Individual as­
sessors working separately and with l ittle 
or no supervision vary widely in their 
judgment concerning the proper asses­
sed valuation for land. The same vari­
ation in judgment exists also with re­
spect to other forms of property. Ineq­
uitable assessment results in part from 
the lack of adequate supervision. 

The results of land classification for 
assessment purposes in Hand county 

Table 2. Assessed Valuations in Hand 
County, 1940 and 194 1 .  

Per Acre Assessed 
Assessed Valua- Final 

Valua- ti on Assessed 
tion as Norm Valua-

Submit- Follow- ti on 
Assessed tedbyAs- ingLand After 

Valua- sessors Classifi- Equali-
TOWNSHIPS ti on in cation zation 

1940 1941 194i* 1941 
Harrison 7.15 8.02 7 .60 7.60 
Spring 9.15 9.01 8 .60 8.60 
Park 9 . 15 9.00 8 .90 8.90 
Linn 9.15 8.95 8 .90 8.90 
Plato 9 . 15 8.46 8.60 8.60 
Ontario 7.15 7.70 7.70 7.70 
Fairview 9.15 8 .79 9.20 9.20 
Howell 9 . 1 5  6 .00 8.60 8 .60 
Carlton 9.65 8 .80 8.70 9.00 
Wheaton 9.65 8.36 9.20 9 .00 
Campbell 7.15 6.96 7.20 7.20 
Alden 8 .15 7.47 8.60 8.60 
Florence 9.15 11.92 9.20 9.20 
Holden 10. 1 5  9.14 9.20 9.60 
Burdette 10.15 9.00 9 . 1 0  9.60 
Riverside 8.15 10.00 7 .80 7.80 
Greenleaf 8 . 1 5  8 .30 8 .40 8 .40 
Alpha 10.15 9.93 9 .80 10.00 
York 11 .15 9.34 9.60 10.00 
Gilbert 12 . 15 9.03 9.00 11.00 
Ree Heights 10.15 1 0 .5 0 8 .40 9.00 
Midland 10.15 7 .52 8 .00 9.00 
Miller 17.00 15 .95 9 .40 17.00 
St. Lawrence 1 7 .00 1 7.51 9.20 17.00 
Grand 1 2 .15 9.16 9 .00 11.00 
Spring Hill 6.15 7 .03 7 .00 7 .00 
Rock Dale 8.15 7.47 7 .40 7 .70 
Logan 9.65 9.34 9.30 9 .30 
Pearl 8 .15 8 .97 8.80 8 .00 
Hulbert 9 . 1 5  4.93 8 .40 8.40 
Cedar 7 . 15 5 .73 7.70 7 .50  
Glendale 7.15 4.36 7.90 7.90 
Ohio 8.15 8.04 8 . 1 0  8 .10 
Hiland 7.15 7.48 7 .60 7.60 
Rose Hill 7.15 6.43 7 .80 7 .50  
Como 5 .90 5 .46 6 .80 6 .40 
Mondamin 5 .95 7.00 7 .40 7.00 
Pleasant Valley 5 . 85 4 .95 7 .60 7.00 
Spring Lake 7 . 15 7.85 8 .00 8 .00 
Bates 7.90 7.98 8 .00 8 .00 

" The "norm" is the assessed valuation per acre rec-
ommended by the County Commissioners following 

the classification of all land in Hand county. 

are shown in Fig. 3 .  Each 1 60 - acre 
tract is classified in terms of soil type, 
slope, susceptibility to eros10n, avail-
ability of well water, nearness to mar-
ket and other physical factors affecting 
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the productivity of land. Township land 
use planning committees composed of 
experienced f a r m e r s  and landowners 
supplied much of the necessary informa­
tion. The Soil Conservation Service em- · 
ployed soils technicians for a reconnais­
sance soil survey. A detailed soil survey 
would have made possible a more de­
tai led classification of the land. A com­
pari son of the 1 940 assessment ( Fig. 2 )  
with the results of land · classification 
(Fig. 3) reveals the logic of the land 
classification approach to the establish­
ing of equitable assessment. Township 
boundaries are less apparent than in the 
1 940 assessment. Had a detailed soil 

survey preceded classification an even 
more complete erasure of township lines 
might have occurred. 

The extent to which the results of 
land classification have been applied . in 
the 1941  assessment of agricultural land 
in Hand county is shown in Table 2. 
Column 4 shows the assessed valuation 
per acre recommended by the county 
commissioners for each township fol. 
lowing land classification. Column 5 re­
veals the final assessed valuation per acre 
following assessment and review by the 
township and county boards of equaliza­
tion. In those townships in which the 
1 940 assessed valuation and the recom-

Deviations 
in Dollars 
Per Acre 

FIGURE 4. DEVIATIONS OF THE VALUATIONS FROM THE NORM* 
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mended assessment figure based on land 
classification were too far apart, it was 
decided by the boards of equalization 
that a gradual change over a period of 
two or three years might be advisable.13 

The information that appears in Table 
2 is portrayed graphically in Fig. 4. The 
selected norm, namely, the assessed valu­
ation per acre recommended by the coun­
ty commissioners following land classi­
fication, i s  used a s  a foundation upon 
which to depict the assessment of 1 940 
( Graph 1 ) , the assessed valuation per 
acre as submitted by township assessors 
in 1941  (Graph 2 ), and the final asses­
sed valuation after equalization in 1 94 1  
(Graph 3 ) .  

The following i s  a n  account o f  the ex­
perience of North Dakota with land 
classification. 

"Studies in many. parts of the country 
have shown that the appraisal of farm 
lands for purposes of tax assessment i s  
often quite out of  harmony with the pro­
duction capability of the land. In many 
cases 1 a n d  of low - income producing 
power is greatly over-appraised in com­
parison with land of h igh- producing 
power, and vice versa. Although many 
European countries have developed sci­
entific and orderly methods for apprais­
ing farm land in accordance with its 
production capacity, only recently has 
the problem been attacked in a systemat­
ic way in the Uni ted States. 

1 3 .  Limitation of levy on agricultural land, as 
provided in Section 5 7 .05 1 4  of the 1 939 
Code, is  also preventing assessment at only 
true and full value, in some townships. 

"A method of rural-land classification 
that would provide a basis for equitable 
tax assessment was developed in North 
Dakota and has been applied in three 
western counties of the state, namely, 
McKenzie, Billings and Morton. The 
proposal for the work originated with 
the county commissioners in McKenzie 
county who were faced with the criti­
cal problem of tax assessment of the rur­
al lands in their county. They had had 
difficulties because of a lack of standard­
ization of assessments, and it seemed to 
them . that the most equitable system 
would be one based on the producing 
power of the land. In 1 92 1  the North 
Dakota Legislature had passed a law 
permitting counties to sponsor such a 
land classification, the expense of which 
was to be borne by the county. Since i t  
was obvious that the fundamental basis 
of such a classification would be the phys­
ical characteristics of the land, the coun­
ty commissioners approached the State 
Agricultural Experiment Station with 
the thought that a soil survey should be 
basic to the work . The Station under­
took to develop a suitable method and 
carry i t  out. Cooperation was solicited 
of the United States Department of Ag­
riculture with the result that the Soil 
Survey Division assisted by carrying out 
the necessary field studies and mapping. 
Approximately half of the cost of map­
ping was borne by the Station, which 
was reimbursed from county funds."14 

14. Land Classification in the United States, 
by National Resources Planning Board, 
March, 19 4 1, p. 1 42 .  

Practical Remedies for Assessment Weaknesses 
Supervision of assessment. The gen­

eral property tax as actually administert"d 
is one of the most difficult of all taxes to 
justify. Its retention can be justified, if 
at all, only on the grounds that i ts ad­
ministration can be improved. Remedies 
relied upon to bring about improvement 

should not be half-hearted or superficial. 
If  the locally-elected township assessor 

is retained some system of close super­
vision seems inevitable. The elimina­
tion of the old tendency toward competi­
tive undervaluation is important. 
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Enactment of law permitting the Di­

vision of Taxation to exercise more sup­
ervision through state-appointed and 
technically competent supervisors of as­
sessment working in a civil service sys­
tem may be n e c e s s a r y. Supervisors 
should give assistance to assessors by 
standardizing values within specific 
classes of property, and they might also 
be assigned the responsibility for actual­
ly assisting with local assessment. In 
carrying out this work the supervisors 
should instruct local assessors in the use 
of field books, maps and land classifica­
tion systems. Indi':'idual assessment prob­
lems should be discussed and standards 
compared. Help might be given in the 
field where property is particularly diffi­
cult to assess. Local assessors could go 
to the supervisor at any time for consul­
tation and advice. 

Objective valuation of property through 
classification. As a means of enabling as­
sessors to more exactly determine and 
record the value of real property, ap­
praisal forms have been used in some 
states as devices for making objective 
valuations. Much guesswork may there­
by be eliminated. A sample appraisal 
form is shown in Fig. 5. Assessors are 
required to record information indicat­
ing the kind of property, a description 
of improvements, location within a city 
or assessment district, and other perti­
nent information helpful in determin­
ing justifiable assessed valuation. 

The objective approach i s  also practi­
cal in the assessment of agricultural 
land. Land classification is an example 
of such approach. In developing t h i s  
system the information concerning phys­
ical characteristics of land should be kept 
distinctly separate from those of ec­
onomic origin so that with any changes 
in economic conditions the necessary ad­
justments could be made without addi­
tional field mapping. 

Elements of strength in land classifica­
tion are as follows : 

1 .  Land classification involves grad­
ing land in terms of soil type, sus­
ceptibility to erosion, topography 
and such other physical factors as 
affect the value of land. It is, there­
fore, a means of determining justi­
fiable variations in assessment lev­
els and is an aid in establishing 
equitable assessment. 

2. The information assembled for 
classification gives to the owner, 
the assessor, loan agencies and 
other interested parties, an inven­
tory of the agricultural resources of 
the land. 

3. Classification becomes an aid in 
determining proper sale and rental 
values for county, state, and private­
ly-owned land-values that will b� 
in keeping with productive capac­
ity .  

Difficulties involved in the use of  land 
classification for assessment purposes in 
South Dakota at present are as follows : 

1 .  Accurate and reliable information 
concerning land resources is not 
readily available. Detailed soil sur­
veys have been made in the follow­
ing nine counties of South Dakota : 
Beadle, Brown, Grant, Hyde, Mc­
Cook, Douglas, Moody, Union and 
Walworth. Information concern­
ing topography and erosion are 
needed to supplement the original 
surveys.  

2 .  There is a lack of appreciation of the 
importance of land' classification 
and i ts relationship to assessment. 
A law permitting the classification 
of land for assessment purposes 
was enacted in 1 929. In view of the 
need for establishing assessment 
levels which will encourage land 
ownership, all possible measures 
which will improve assessment pro-
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cedure should receive considera­
tion. Failure to make the classifica­
tion law operative substantiates the 
belief that flagrant weaknesses ex­
ist in assessment procedure. 

3. No training or experience qualifi­
cations govern the selection of local 
assessors. They are elected by popu­
lar vote and little attention is given 
to skill and capacity for land ap­
praisal. Whether or not the poten­
tial benefits from land classification 
can be fully realized without ( a )  
placing a trained supervisor over 
the local assessor, or ( b )  replacing 
the local assessor by a qualified 
county assessor, remains an unan­
swered question. 

The county unit system of assessment. 
Under an improved assessment system 
for South Dakota the responsibility for 
assessing all real and personal prop�rty 
in the county, excepting that which is 
assessed by the Division of Taxation, 
could be assigned to a full-time county 
assessor. It is logical that one official in 
each county, selected in accordance with 
prescribed qualifications, should be able 
to assess property throughout the coun­
ty equitably. The county commissioners 
should appoint this assessor, subject to 
the approval of the Division of Taxation. 
The appointed assessor should be sub­
ject to removal for fai lure to perform 
properly the duties of his office. 

The assessment of real property should 
be a continuous process of collecting ap­
praisal data. The assessor should �ontin­
ually be alert for information on the 
market value of land as revealed by land 
sales, and by the value of the products 
of the land. He should take into account 
public improvements and developments 
which may change the value of the prop­
erty. The adoption of a system of volun­
tary reporting of personal property, 
sometimes referred to as the honor sys-

tern, should be made optional with the 
county. 

In the smaller counties of South Da­
kota, and in those more thinly populated, 
the county assessor could do all of the 
assessing of real and personal property 
without assistance. In many counties it 
would be necessary to employ one or 
more full- or part-time deputies. For in­
stance, Lawrence county employs a coun­
ty assessor and three part-time deputies. 
The county has been divided into four 
assessment districts. Each district is as­
sessed by one member of the staff, with 
the county assessor doing the field work 
in a specific district every fourth year. 
Thus he maintains a reliable acquain­
tance with all parts of the county. He in­
structs each deputy and supervises as­
sessment throughout the county. Com­
paratively few adjustments are made by 
the County Board of Equalization. Long 
tenure has enabled the assessor to be­
come familiar with local problems and 
with the duties of the office. 

The probability of o b t a i n i n g men 
qualified by training and/or experience, 
and the possibility of retaining such 
qualified assessors for an indefinite peri­
od of years, constitute substantial argu­
ments in favor of a county unit system 
in which the office is filled by appoint­
ment. Selection on the basis of well­
defined qualifications is extremely im­
portant. A more adequately trained per­
sonnel supplied with adequate soils 
maps, field notes, data on sales value, 
leases, mortgages and other supplemen­
tary material could be expected to im­
prove upon present assessment proce­
dure. Land classification coupled with 
provisions for full-time county assessors 
equipped with the necessary aids, would 
be a means of establishing an assessment 
framework adequate for the establish­
ing of equitable assessment in South Da� 
kota, 
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Fig. 2. Assessed Valuation of Land 
in  Hand County, 1 940 
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