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LITTLE ROCK - The current system used to reappraise residential property across the state is flawed and a task force is needed to recommendation changes to the Legislature on how it can be fixed, a Northwest Arkansas lawmaker said Thursday.

Sen. Kim Hendren, R-Gravette, told the Administrative Rules and Regulations Committee, after the panel heard more than two hours of testimony, that he will ask the Legislative Council next week to authorize him to form such a task force.

"We need to try and fix this," Hendren said. "This is an important item and it will happen in your district."

Hendren and Rep. Daryl Pace, R-Siloam Springs, requested a hearing after receiving numerous complaints from Benton County property owners upset that their reappraisal notices indicate higher property values despite falling home sales and prices.

Benton County Assessor Bill Moutray and state Assessment Coordination Department Director Debbie Asbury both told the committee this year's appraisals are in line with appraisals in 2005, 2006 and the first half of 2007, when Benton County experienced more than a 15 percent growth rate each year.

Moutray, who noted 11 percent of Benton County property owners actually saw their taxes drop, said his office used 2007 numbers to compare property values and reappraise homes. Homes are currently sitting on the market longer and the prices they fetch when they do sell are dropping, he said.

Moutray said many in Benton County blame him personally for property tax increases when all he was doing was following the state law. He said more than 1,300 Benton County property owners have already asked to appeal their appraisals to the county's Equalization Board.

"The problem in the system is that we have an economic turndown and people can't afford to sell their houses, so your sales go down, so we look back when times were good to determine how much that house is worth," said Sen. Dave Bisbee, R-Rogers. "I can ... argue that if you can't sell your house then it's worthless, and obviously that's not true."

Bisbee also noted state law requires county equalization boards to go back and change all appraisals on properties of similar size and value if one owner appeals and wins.

Moutray said he did not think the Benton County board was doing so consistently.

Washington County Assessor Lee Ann Kizzar told the committee the Equalization Board in her county had a problem similar to Benton County's when it reassessed property last year. She said the board did go back and make necessary changes.

Two appraisers with the Pulaski County appraisers office said most counties follow that section of the state law.

The committee discussed the possibility of assessing property annually rather than every three years, as well as the possibility of establishing education courses for Equalization Board members. Moutray said just one of the nine members on his county's board attended training in Little Rock earlier this year.

"I think we need to consider all those things," Hendren said after the meeting. "I think it was proper that we get all this information from these various parties and there is a better way to serve the people, I think."
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