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When a house similar to yours sells and gets good bucks, you can't help but feel good knowing your property is increasing in value. But reality hits at property tax time, when higher assessments translate into higher taxes.

What do you do if you think your property tax assessment is too high? Make sure it is. Lawyer Richard Poole of Poole Milligan LLP recommends doing some legwork to see if you have grounds for challenging the assessment.

Mr. Poole suggests asking neighbours who own comparable homes about their assessments and trying to find out what your house is worth by comparing it to others on your street.

The Municipal Property Assessment Corporation (MPAC) allows you to choose up to six properties and will provide information about them, he says. Or talk to your realtor. A realtor's current market analysis is designed to price a home so it will sell in the current market. A professional real estate appraisal is the best evidence but costs money. (The Web site for the Appraisal Institute of Canada, aicanada.ca, addresses some frequently asked questions.)

"To test your assessment, ask yourself if you could have sold your property on Jan. 1, 2005, for its assessed value. If your answer is yes, your assessment is accurate," MPAC says in a newsletter sent out with the new assessments.

By doing your own legwork first, Mr. Poole says, you will see if you have grounds to proceed.

If your assessment is accurate, there is still another reason to request a review: you may feel you have not been treated fairly. For example, your house may be worth $200,000 and be assessed for $200,000, but your neighbour's comparable house is assessed at $180,000, he says.

Tax assessments are done by computer and assessors in all likelihood don't know your house or your neighbourhood, he says. "They simply plop an assessment on your house."

That might work in cookie-cutter neighbourhoods, where there are only a couple of models of homes.

However, in areas such as Toronto and Ottawa, where there are so many house types and neighbourhoods, the assessments may not be accurate, he says.

If you want to request a review, there are three ways to do so: complete a Request for Reconsideration form, available online at mpac.ca; call MPAC toll free at 866-296-6722; or write a letter to request a review.

Include your 19-digit roll number on your notice, your full name, address and phone number, and why you feel your property assessment is incorrect. The deadline to request a review is Dec. 31, 2006. There is no fee.

The best evidence of your property's Jan. 1, 2005 market value is: The actual purchase price of your house in late 2004 or early 2005; the median of the sales of similar properties in your area; and the median of the assessments of similar properties in your area, writes Melissa Muskat, partner specializing in property assessment and taxation for Goodmans LLP, in a guide she prepared for company clients.

Also include a list of problems with the property, for example the bus stop in front or people tossing litter on your lawn, Mr. Poole says.
So-called locational problems, such as what your house may be near that detracts from its value, or the fact that it doesn't have a driveway, will impact on its value but likely won't be identified by the mass tax assessment process.

A leaky basement or anything else that legitimately impacts on the value of your house is also worth noting, he says.

Another option is to file a formal appeal to the Assessment Review Board (ARB), an independent tribunal of the province of Ontario. The deadline is March 31, 2006.

"The property owner and MPAC will be asked to appear at a hearing to present evidence to support their arguments," Ms. Muskat writes.

Mr. Poole cautions homeowners to keep an eye on their review process, and if it looks like it will be unresolved before the March 31, 2006, deadline, to proceed with the formal appeal anyway. Otherwise the deadline might be missed.

Ontario Ombudsman Andre Marin announced recently that there will be an investigation into how the assessments are performed.

The Ombudsman will also investigate complaints that even after homeowners successfully appealed an assessment and had it lowered, the judgment was ignored when the next assessment took place.

Visit arb.gov.on.ca for more information about the formal appeal process and costs.
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