
Issue Memorandum 94-41

INITIA TED MEASURE 1:

AN INITIATED MEASURE TO REDUCE PROPERTY TAXES

BACKGROUND period from $12,848,185,265 in 1983 to
$22,188,827,811 in 1994. Property taxes
increased 93.89% during the same period from
$280,918,659 in 1983 to $544,663,818 in
1994. The Consumer Price Index has risen
41.2% from 1983 through 1993. From 1984
through 1993, South Dakota I s per capita

personal income increased 63.82 %, and the
total disposable personal income increased
66.4%.

Property taxes have long been a target for
criticism in this and most other states, and
Initiated Measure 1 is not the first attempt to
reduce property taxes in South Dakota. In
1935, when the Legislature enacted the sales
tax and an income tax, the second section of
the bill stated that "This Act shall be known as
the 'Property Relief Act', and shall have for its
purpose the direct replacement of taxes
otherwise to be levied on property." Senate
Bill 36, 1935.

Table 3 presents the four major users of
property taxes and the share of property taxes
each had in 1983 and 1994. The school and
county share of total property taxes increased
during that period, and the township and
municipal share of the total has decreased.

Tables 1 and 2 present the yearly increases in
total property taxes and the total assessed value
from 1983 through 1994. The assessed
valuation of the state increased 72 % during that
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LEGISLATIVE mSTORY The 1980 ballot measure (Dakota Proposition)
would have limited the taxes on real property to
one percent of the 1977 full and true valuation.
The full and true valuation could experience a
yearly inflationary increase of not more than
two percent. No additional tax revenue could
be raised by the Legislature by changing a tax
or creating a new tax unless passed by a
two-thirds vote of each house. No new taxes
could be imposed on property. Dakota
Proposition was defeated with 37.21 % voting
yes and 62.79% voting no.

The 1978 passage of Proposition 13 in
California began the latest movement in the
United States to limit the growth in taxes and,
in particular, taxes on real property. This
movement has expressed itself in several ~ays
in South Dakota. In 1980, 1988, and 1990 the
people of South Dakota went to the polls to cast
their ballots on constitutional amendments to
impose limitations on the revenue that could be
generated from property taxes. The 1980 and
1988 measures were initiated by the people and
the 1990 measure was placed on the ballot by
the Legislature. All three measures were
defeated.

The 1988 ballot measure (Dakota Proposition
ll) would have limited tAxes on real property to
two and one-half percent of the 1984 full and
true valuation of each parcel of property except
agricultural property, which was limited to one
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percent of the 1984 full and true valuation.
The full and true valuation could experience a
yearly inflationary increase equal to the
Consumer Price Index or two percent,
whichever was less. Taxes in excess of the
limits had to be rolled back over a three-year
period. No additional tax revenue could be
raised by the Legislature by changing a tax or
creating a new tax unless passed by a
two-thirds vote of each house. No new taxes
could be imposed on property. Dakota
Proposition n was defeated with 38.66% voting
yes and 61.34% voting no.

in 1994. Each of these took a different
approach to reducing property taxes. House
Bill 1307 would have repealed the property tax
for education and made change in many other
taxes and replaced the revenue with a personal
and corporate income tax. House Bill 1392
would have placed on the 1994 general election
ballot the question of raising the sales tax and
providing a property tax credit with the sales
tax revenue. Both bills were defeated.

DISCUSSION

Initiated Measure 1 (Dakota 1) affects property
taxes in two ways. First, it places a statutory
limit on the maximum percentage that property
taxes can be of the total value of property. The
measure states that "effective January 1, 1995,
the tax levy for all agencies cannot exceed 1 %
of the property's assessed value." Second, the
measure limits when, and by how much,
property assessments can be changed. The
measure states that" real property assessments
can only be made when there is a change of
ownership, or a new construction completed,
and may not be increased by more than 1.25%
regardless of the rate of inflation. "

The 1990 ballot measure (Amendment E)
would have limited the annual increase in
property taxes. Amendment E was patterned
after the property tax freeze the Legislature
imposed for the 1990 and 1991 tax years.
Amendment E would have, beginning in 1992,
limited increases in the revenue that a taxing
district could receive from taxes on real
property to no more than two percent above the
amount received in the preceding year. This
two percent limit would have applied only to
the real property base that was assessed and
taxed in the preceding year. Any
improvements or additions to the real property
base that were not assessed and taxed in the
preceding year would not have been subject to
the increase limit. Taxes on any improvements
or additions to the real property base that ..were
not assessed and taxed in the preceding year
would have been outside the tax limit and
would not have been used when calculating the
two percent growth limit. Amendment E was
defeated with 45.26% voting yes and 54.74%
voting no.

The following chart provides the 1993 and
1994 assessed values which are used for
calculating the taxes payable in 1994 and 1995,
respectively. The chart also provides the total
1994 taxes payable for each county. The 1993
total real property value for taxes payable in
1994 was $21,446,227,225. There are
$544,663,818 in property taxes payable in
1994. The 1994 total real property value for
taxes payable in 1995 is $22,197,827,811.

There have been many attempts by the
Legislature to limit or reduce property taxes,
including House Bill 1307 and House Bill 1392

This chart also provides the maximum taxes
that could have been collected in 1994 and
1995 from a tax of one percent of assessed
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reduction in taxes would occur in Fall River
County, which would be able to collect in 1995
only 22.65 % of the amount collected in 1994.
Harding County would have the least reduction
in the same comparison; they would be able to
collect 69.41 % of the amount collected in 1994
in 1995. For the state as a whole, 40.76% of
the 1994 taxes could be collected in 1995.
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that it will fIrst affect taxes payable in 1996.
Others argue that since property taxes are due
and payable as of the first day of the year, this
measure may affect the taxes payable in 1995.

There has been considerable discussion about
the confusing language used in Initiated
Measure 1. The measure states that the
limitations begin "effective January 1, 1995."
Some are confused over which tax year the
measure will affect flfSt. The proponents argue
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The measure also uses the term" agencies" to
describe those governmental units which
impose property taxes. That term is not
currently used in any way to describe local
governments or their relationship with the state.
Some argue that since there are no "agencies"
which impose property taxes, the measure does
not limit any property taxes.

disparity between taxpayers with similar
property. Identical structures will have
different tax values and will pay different
property taxes based solely on one structure
having a change in ownership, although the
maximwn increase limit of "1.25 %" will make
the difference small when there is a change in

ownership. However, the "1.25%" limit also
seems to apply to increases from "new
construction. " Many additions to structures

can exceed 1.25% of value of the original
structure. A $25,000 garage added to a
$50,000 house after the effective date of the
measure would increase the value of the house
by $625 ($25,000 * .0125 = $625). The

property taxes on the house and garage would
be $506.25 ($50,506 * .01 = $506.25). A

$50,000 house with a $25,000 garage built
before the effective date of the measure would
pay $750 in property taxes ($75,000 * .01 =

$750). The owner of the second house would
pay twenty percent more taxes than the owner
of the fIrst house.

The measure uses the phrase "property I s

assessed value" without providing a definition
of "property." The personal property of
centrally assessed companies is taxed in
addition to their real property. ,Since the
personal property is "assessed" by the
Department of Revenue, the measure would
seem to apply to both the personal as well the
as real property of centrally assessed
compames.

The second part of the measure limits when,
and by how much, property assessments can be
changed. The measure states that" real property
assessments can only be made when there is a
change of ownership, or a new construction
completed. " Currently, real property is

assessed each year and adjusted, if necessary ,
to reflect changes in the market as indicated by
an analysis of comparable sales. In addition,
changes in value resulting from any
improvements made during the year are added.
This measure would be a major departure from
the process of assessing property that has been
in use for many years. Initiated Measure 1
would limit changes to the value or property to
only when the ownership changes, or when
there is "a new construction." The measure
does not defme "construction".

An issue that the measure does not address is
how to divide the property tax revenue that
would remain if it were enacted. Currently,
each unit of government has a maximum tax
levy that it is permitted to impose. This limit
is the guide to how the property taxes collected
by the county are to be divided between the
taxing units within the county. But, with
Initiated Measure 1, there is a maximum limit
on the property instead of the unit of
government, and there is no direction to the
units of government on how they are to share
in the one percent maximum limit.

PROS AND CONS
In addition to limiting when a change can be
made to the tax value of a parcel of property ,
the measure limits the amount of the increase to
no "more than 1.25 % regardless of the rate of
inflation. " This has the potential to result in

If approved, Initiated Measure 1 will reduce the
total property taxes that can be collected. Had
it been in effect in 1994, there would have been
$330,201,546 less raised from the property tax.
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The proponents of Initiated Measure 1 argue
that this measure is the only way to force the
Legislature to reduce the state's over-reliance
on the pr9perty tax. They argue that the
Legislature will have to reduce the cost of
government or replace the property tax with a
tax which is more fair. The proponents argue
that high property taxes discourage
development by making the initial cost too
great. They argue that high property taxes
make owning a home too expensive for the
young and those on fIXed incomes.

and for some it clearly is, when was the link
between property ownership and ability to pay
taxes broken? Since 1935, and especially in
the last fourteen years, the people of this state
have been trying to change, reduce, or
eliminate the property tax. Ever since
statehood the property tax has been the primary
source of revenue for local governments, and,
for many years, it was a major source of
revenue for state government.

Initiated Measure 1 is the latest attempt to
reduce the property tax. The proponents argue
that property taxes are too high, that the
property tax is unfairly administered, that it
represents too large a proportion of this states
tax structure, and that government costs too
much money and cutting its source of funding
is the only way to make it smaller. The
opponents argue that it is dangerous to make
such a large reduction in the property tax
without also resolving the consequences of the
reduction. The opponents argue that the
Legislature has been unable to agree on a
different tax structure or on how to reduce the
growth in government, and there is no
guarantee they ever will. The opponents argue
that without agreement, education will be
devastated.

The opponents argue that this state already has
one of lowest overall tax burdens of any state
in the nation. They argue that Initiated
Measure 1 is simply a way to back into an
income tax. They argue that there is no
guarantee that the Legislature will be able or
willing to replace the lost revenue and that
without replacement revenue this measure will
have a devastating effect on education by
forcing the closure of many schools and the
layoffs of many teachers.

CONCLUSION

What is it about the property tax that causes so
much discontent? When did the ownership of
property stop being an indication of wealth? If
property ownership is an indicator of w,ealth,

This issue memorandum was written by Scott C. Peterson, Principal Research Analyst for
the Legislative Research Council. It is designed to supply background information on the
subject and is not a policy Statement made by the Legislative Research Council.
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