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SUMMARY.

1. The constitution of Kansas, and the laws enacted in accordance with it,
require “uniform and equal rate of assessment and taxation” of all property.
The basis of assessment is “full value in money.”
2. The purpose of this investigation is to determine whether or not there
are major departures from the intent of the law in the assessment of farm and
city real estate.
3. Small parcels of real estate are assessed at a higher per cent of sale price
than large parcels. Consequently small landowners are required to pay a part
of the large landowners’ taxes.
4. The probable reasons for the overassessment of small properties are:
(1) the greater impressiveness of large numbers; (2) the fact that small properties can easily be examined more closely by the assessor than large properties; and (3) the possibility of a greater influence of large landowners over the
assessor.
5. The probable consequences of overassessment of small real estate properties in Kansas are: (1) an excess tax probably amounting to more than a
million dollars annually, on small properties; (2) a hindrance to farm ownership, and perhaps to home ownership in cities; and (3) a probable hindrance
to wise city planning.
6. Several types of inequality in assessment have been considered in this
investigation, in addition to inequalities between large and small properties.
These are: (1) inequalities among individual parcels of farm and of city real
estate irrespective of size; (2) inequalities among townships and among cities;
and (3) inequalities among counties,
7. There was a marked increase in the degree of inequality between large
and small properties during the 10-year period, 1913 to 1922. During the same
period, there was little or no change in the degree of inequality among individual properties. A greater equality is found among townships than among
other assessing units or among individual properties. Inequality in assessment
of farm real estate has decreased during the last 10 years among the counties,
but the rate of assessment of city real estate among the counties has become
slightly more unequal.
8. Inequality in the rate of assessment among individual parcels of farm
real estate is nearly 14 times as important as inequalities among counties, from
the standpoint of the amount of taxes levied on overassessed properties, in
excess of legal requirements. Inequalities between large properties of farm
real estate are 5.6 times as important (Table XXV) as inequalities among
counties.
9. The principal reason for important inequalities in assessing real estate
is inherent in the present system of valuation. The greatest inequalities, and
the most pronounced tendency toward retrogression in equalization, are found
at the local assessors’ point of contact with property.
10. A plan is suggested to improve the present system of assessing property,
and to eliminate the effect of unequal assessments among counties. The plan
embodies (1) the county unit plan of assessing property; and (2) separation
of state revenue from the general property tax, by finding new sources that
would yield enough revenue to finance the state government and the state
institutions. Three sources are suggested: (1) a personal income tax; (2) a
gross production tax on oil and minerals; and (3) an excise tax on the sale
of certain standard commodities classified as nonessentials or luxuries.
(3)
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ASSESSMENT AND EQUALIZATION OF FARM
AND CITY REAL ESTATE IN KANSAS.1
Eric Englund
I. INTRODUCTION.

The general property tax is almost the only source of revenue
for state and local purposes in Kansas. Special taxes, the poll tax,
licenses and permits amounted to less than 7 per cent of total receipts in 1922. General property taxes and special assessments, as
shown in Table I, were, in that year, more than 93 per cent of all
taxes.

Purpose of the Investigation.- The first purpose of this investigation is to determine whether or not there are major tendencies in the present system and in the prevailing practices of assessing
real estate in Kansas that have resulted in important departures
from the intent of the law, and not t o point out minor variations
from the legal standard. Data assembled in this bulletin reveal
notable discrepancies in assessing real estate. The second purpose
of this investigation is to determine the extent of these discrepancies, t o point out their probable consequences, the seriousness of
which may increase if proper remedies are not applied, and to ascertain whether any progress has been made in assessment and equalization during the past decade. The third purpose is to suggest possible remedies and to give a new emphasis to certain proposals for
tax reform, which have been advanced by public officials and other
students of Kansas tax problems.
Uniform and Equal Rate Defined.—The constitution of Kansas stipulates that “The legislature shall provide for a uniform and
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equal rate of assessment and taxation.” This provision was adopted
in 1859, and has not yet been changed. The meaning of this clause
has been interpreted by the supreme court in a number of decisions,
until it is entirely clear that it requires merely that there shall be
“uniform and equal rate of assessment and taxation only in each
separate taxing district of the state.” 2
All Property Taxable.-Laws governing assessment and taxation, enacted by the legislature under article XI of the state constitution, quoted above, are sufficiently clear to leave no doubt as to
what the term “property” includes, or as to the basis of assessing
property for taxation. Sections 11149-50, General Statutes of 1915,
provide :
“That all property in this state, real and personal, not expressly exempted
therefrom, shall be subject to taxation. . . .
“ , . . the term ‘property’ when used in this act, shall mean and include
every kind of property subject to ownership.” 3

“True Value” the Basis of Assessment.-Section 11,183 of
the same Statutes contain the following provisions:
“Each parcel of real property shall be valued at its true value in money, the
value thereof to be determined by the assessor from actual view and inspection
of the property; but the price at which such real property would sell a t auction
or forced sale shall not be taken as the criterion of such true value.
“Personal property shall be valued at the usual selling price in money a t the
place where the same may be held; but if there is no selling price known to
the person required t o fix the value thereon, i t shall be valued at such price
as is believed could be obtained therefor in money a t such time and place.”

Justice Within the Law Means Equal Assessment.- The
citations made above leave no doubt as to the intent of the law.
When property is the tax base, justice within the law demands relatively equal assessment. The letter of the law would be carried
out if all legally taxable property were assessed a t its “true value
in money.” Since perfect compliance with this principle is obviously impossible of attainment, the spirit of the law would surely
be satisfied if all property were assessed a t a uniform ratio to sale
price. For example, the average assessed valuation of 1,459,239
acres of land, with improvements, that sold for $65,782,000 in
10,307 bona fide transactions in 15 counties from 1913 to 1922, inclusive, was 65.6 per cent of sale price. Likewise, $18,153,000 worth
of city real estate that changed hands in 10,231 bona fide sales during the same period was assessed a t 73.3 per cent of sale price. The
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average assessed valuation of both farm and city real estate was 67
per cent of sale price. The spirit of the law would have been met
fully during that period if all real estate holdings and other property had been assessed a t 67 per cent of sale price.
While the law is very plain in defining the general standard of
assessment, everyone who knows anything about the problems of
enforcing the law is aware of the fact that perfect compliance is
unattainable. There would be many variations from the legal
standard, even under the best system of assessment.
II. GENERAL PROCEDURE IN ASSEMBLING DATA.

Sources of Data.-Through the courtesy of the state tax commission, nearly all the basic data used in this bulletin were obtained
from the records of bona fide sales of real estate in Kansas covering
a period of 10 years, 1913 to 1922, inclusive. The tax commission
is empowered by law to call upon local officers and others for such
information as may be deemed necessary in carrying out the duties
of the commision. 4 Accordingly, county assessors are required to
make a detailed report each year to the tax commission of the items
of real estate sold for a bona fide consideration in their respective
counties. Each item is given separately, showing the date of transfer, description of the land (section, township and range, or block
and number of lot in case of city property), number of acres, sale
price, assessed valuation, and assessed valuation in per cent of
sale price. County assessors are specifically instructed to report
only bona fide sales, and to reject all transfers for “one dollar and
other considerations” and those showing inflated values, such as
might be involved in trading real estate.
Data included in Section III of this bulletin are based on the sale
of 10,307 items of farm real estate in 15 counties, covering a period
of 10 years, and 10,231 items of city real estate in 16 counties5
The other sections are based on data from selected counties, townships, and cities, and on land transfers in all counties of the state.
Amount of Data Used.-In order that results in this study
might be reasonably representative of conditions throughout Kansas, data were taken from counties in all sections of the state.
Figure 1 shows the counties from which data were obtained for a
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comparison of the rate of assessment on small and on large parcels
of farm and of city real estate. The amounts of data used in other
parts of this study are indicated in connection with the presentation of results.

The total acreage of land represented in the comparison of large
and small properties (Sec. III) is 19 per cent of all taxable land in
these fifteen counties in 1923, and the assessed valuation of the city
real estate is 15 per cent of the assessed value of all city real estate
in the counties from which data on city property were obtained.
This, together with the uniformity of results, indicates that sufficient data have been used to warrant the belief that the findings
are representative of conditions throughout Kansas. While i t would
have been better to base the study on complete data from all
counties, it is improbable that the greater accuracy to be had from
such a large body of figures would have been sufficient to justify
the additional time and expense that would have been required in
making the study.
Small and Large Properties Defined.-The term “small properties,” as used in this report, includes all parcels of real estate
that fall in those groups in which the rate of assessment is above

ument

c
cal Do

Histori
Kansas

tural
Agricul

ent Stat

Experim

ion

the average for all groups. Likewise, the term “large properties”
includes all parcels of real estate that fall in those groups in which
the rate of assessment is below the average for all groups. For example, the average rate of assessment of farm real estate in Table
IV is 65.6 per cent of sale price. The rates of assessment in Groups
I to V, inclusive, are above this average while the rates in Groups
VI to VIII are below the average. Hence, the first five groups include “small properties” of farm real estate, while the last three
groups include “large properties.” By the same definition, the
first six groups of Table V include “small properties’’ of city real
estate, while the last two groups include “large properties.”
Classification by Size Groups. - I n an effort to ascertain
whether or not large and small properties are assessed equally, all
items of farm real estate were classified in eight groups according
t o size. Size in all cases is based on sale price and not on acreage.
For example, all pieces of farm real estate in Bourbon, Chase,
Comanche, Leavenworth, and Rooks counties were entered under
Class A. (Tables II and IV.) All pieces of land in these counties
that sold for less than $1,500, and that were reported in the records
of sale, were entered under Group I. The actual sale price was
entered in one column and the assessed valuation, a t the time when
the sale was made, in an adjoining column. Thus the various
pieces of real estate were distributed in Groups I to VIII according
to their sale price. The per cent of assessed valuation to sale price
in each group was then calculated on the basis of total sale price
and total assessed valuation of all entries. The same method of
tabulation was followed in all classes of size groups for both farm
land and city real estate.
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On account of differences in the sale price of properties in the
various parts of the state, i t was impossible to use the same size
groups for all counties and a t the same time to secure a reasonably
uniform distribution of the total number of transactions. For this
reason it was necessary to divide the 15 counties from which data
on land transfers were obtained into five classes, designated as A,
B, C, D, and E. I n the case of city real estate, i t was necessary
only t o divide the 16 counties into three classes, all but one county
being included in Classes A and B. By this method i t was possible
to secure a reasonably uniform distribution of the total number of
real estate transfers among the eight size groups. The range of
each size group, in the case of farm real estate, is shown in Tables
II and IV. Table II shows in detail the distribution of 10,307 items
of farm real estate among the various size groups and Table III
shows the distribution in detail for 10,231 items of city real estate.
By this method of tabulation i t was possible t o determine the
relation of assessed valuation to sale price of land and of city real
estate, by size groups. The main purpose was to ascertain whether
or not small parcels of real estate are generally assessed a t a higher
per cent of true value than larger properties. The findings are
recorded in detail in Tables IV and V for farm real estate and city
real estate, respectively.
Methods of calculation were used other than those already described, which will be explained later in connection with results of
the investigation.
III. INEQUALITIES BETWEEN LARGE AND SMALL PROPERTIES.
SMALL PROPERTIES OVERASSESSED.

There is a strong and general tendency throughout the state to
assess small real estate properties a t a higher per cent of true value
than the larger properties. (Reference is made to overassessment of
small parcels of real estate in Kansas, in Johns Hopkins University
Studies in Historical and Political Science, Series X V I I I No. 3,
1900.) Not a single county of the 15 from which data on farm
real estate were obtained for this study failed to show this tendency.
This was also true in the 16 counties showing the assessed valuation of city real estate. Consequently, owners of small pieces of
real estate are required to pay a higher tax, in proportion to true
value, than owners of large properties. This is shown in detail
in Tables IV and V, which give the average assessed valuation
in per cent of sale price over a period of 10 years. These data
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are given by size groups and for all groups, for each county. The
same data are also given for the counties under each class of size
groups designated by A, B, C, D, E, and for all counties in all
classes of size groups.
The average ratio of assessed valuation to sale price of farm real
estate in all counties included in this study is shown graphically in
figure 2, and for city real estate in figure 3. These graphs are merely
a summary of data shown in detail in Tables IV and V.

The average assessed valuation of farm real estate was 65.6 per
cent of sale price.6 Group I shows an average ratio of assessed valuation to true value of 85.7 per cent for the smallest pieces of real
estate as compared with 58.7 per cent for the largest properties, included in Group VIII, an average difference of 27.0 per cent between
the large and the small properties. It should be noted that Group I,
like all other groups in Table IV, contains five classes of entries.
Each group in Table V includes three classes of entries, which are
based on sale price, as in other tables.
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LOWER ASSESSED VALUATION OF IMPROVEMENTS.

The relatively low sale price of the parcels of real estate that fell
in Group I of these classes indicates that perhaps a larger per cent
of them were small pieces of land without improvements, than was
the case with properties that fell in the other seven groups. While
the law intends that improvements should be assessed at the same
ratio to true value as the land itself, it is generally conceeded by tax
assessors and by members of boards of equalization that improve-

ments are, on the whole, assessed a t a lower per cent of true value
than land. A few of the persons with whom the writer discussed this
matter were of the opinion that this is a reason for the apparent discrimination against small properties, as shown in Table IV and
figure 2.
The precise extent to which improvements are assessed a t a lower
per cent of true value cannot be shown statistically because separate sales of land and of fixed improvements seldom occur, and because few, if any, records are available of such sales. Although
specific data having direct bearing on this point are lacking, the
contention that improvements are subject to relatively lower assess2-3557
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ment than land itself, finds substantial though indirect support in
data published by the Bureau of the Census. Reports of the Kansas
Tax Commission have for several years shown the assessed valuation of land and of improvements in separate columns. The assessed
valuation of improvements was 9.6 per cent of the aggregate assessed
valuation of land and improvements in 1913, and 7.3 per cent in
1920. Hence it is possible to compare the per cent that the assessed
valuation of improvements alone is of the assessed valuation of land
and improvements, with the per cent that the census valuation of
buildings is of the total valuation of land and buildings, as shown in
Table VI.
If census valuations of land and of buildings correctly represent
true value, or if these census valuations stand in the same ratio to
true value of land and of buildings, figures in Table VI substantiate
the contention that improvements are assessed a t a lower per cent
of true value than the land itself. I n fact, this difference appears to
be rather important. If the assessed valuation of improvements in
1920 had been 12.5 per cent of the aggregate assessment of land and
improvements, instead of 7.3 per cent, it could have been concluded
that the two kinds of property were assessed equally.
The fact that improvements are subject to lighter assessment than
land finds its real significance in the further fact that the true value
of improvements is a much greater part of the total value of land
and improvements of small farms than of large farms, as shown in
Table VII. This table is based on data for the United States as a
whole, because the census does not report valuation of land and of
buildings separately, by states, for the different sizes of farms.
It should be noted that the size groups in this table (Table VII)
are based on acres, whereas in other tables in this bulletin sale
price is the basis. But it surely cannot be doubted that a sufficiently close relation exists between aggregate sale price and area of
land per farm to make the comparison valid. Therefore, it seems
undeniable that improvements are a smaller per cent of the aggregate sale price of the items of farm real estate in the larger size
groups of Table IV.
As noted in a previous part of this report, Group I in Table I V
may, in part, be an exception since it probably includes a relatively
large number of pieces of land with no improvements. But it is by
no means certain that this is true, for pieces of land without improvements are surely not confined to the smallest size group.
Common observation and the fact that much land is without im-
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provements, particularly in central and western Kansas, indicate
that many pieces of land having no improvements were included
in the larger size groups. Since land alone is assessed a t a higher
ratio to true value than improvements, it follows that any size
group, containing a proportionately larger amount of land without improvements, would show a higher per cent of assessed valuation to true value than if improvements were distributed uniformly
among all the groups. While it is not improbable that this accounts
for a part of the difference in the per cent of assessed valuation
between Groups I and II, it cannot possibly explain the general
downward trend of assessed valuation from Groups I to VIII, as
shown in figure 2 and in Table IV. This difference could not be
explained, even in part, on the ground that improvements are generally assessed at a lower per cent of true value than land itself,
since the true value of improvements on the larger farms is a lower
per cent of the true value of both land and improvements than is
the case on small farms.
It seems certain that a lower rate of assessment on farm improvements than on land has not intensified the general tendency toward
a lower rate of assessment on the larger properties. On the contrary, the difference between the r a t e of assessment of the upper
and of the lower size groups would be greater than these tabulations
indicate if the ratio of assessed valuation to sale price of land alone
could be shown separately. Since improvements constitute a larger
per cent of total real estate investment in small farms than in large
farms, it appears logical to conclude that if small farms have any
advantage a t all in the assessment of improvements (because of
having relatively more of them), this advantage is offset and greatly
exceeded by the fact that smaller properties are generally assessed
at a much larger per cent of true value than the larger properties.
Lots and Improvements Not Differentiated. —The assessed
valuation of city improvements in Kansas in 1923 was 64.4 per cent
of the aggregate assessed valuation of both lots and improvements.
Here, as in the case of farm real estate, records of sales do not
show separate values for lots and for improvements. Furthermore,
no data are a t hand showing whether or not city improvements
are assessed a t a lower per cent of true value. But, if city improvements were assessed a t a lower rate, it would follow that any size
group in Tables III and V containing more than its proportionate
share of vacant lots would show a higher ratio of assessed valuation
to sale price than other groups. If there should be a size group
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consisting mainly of vacant lots, it would probably be Group I,
because the parcels of real estate, included in that group, sold for
less than $150 in seven counties, less than $400 in eight counties,
and below $750 in one county. It is not likely that city and town
real estate selling a t such low figures per item would include any
appreciable amount of improvements. Hence, it is probable that
they consisted mainly of vacant lots. On the other hand, it is
unlikely that many properties selling for $3,000 or more were without improvements in these counties where towns and cities are comparatively small. Therefore, it is logical to assume, that the
tendency has been to assemble the sales of vacant lots in the lower
size groups.
However, it is by no means an established fact that city improvements are assessed a t a lower per cent of true value than are lots
separate from improvements. Again, the regularity of the decline
in the per cent of assessed valuation from the lower to the higher
size groups (fig. 3) indicates that the difference in assessment of
larger and of smaller holdings must be based very largely, if not
altogether, on fundamental differences in the assessors' valuations
and not on the probability that the lower size groups include proportionately less improvements, nor on the supposed higher assessment of lots without improvements.
As a further indication that the differences in assessments, shown
in Table V are not due in any appreciable degree to relative differences in the amount of improvements included in various groups, it
should be noted that Groups I to VI include 74.5 per cent of the
total number of transactions and 36.5 per cent of the total sale
price of the 10,231 items of city real estate included in the tabulations. The average ratio of assessed valuation falls within Group
VII of Table V. It is not likely that a very large part of the higher
per cent of assessed valuation in Groups I to VI could be due to
supposed difference in assessing lots and improvements, when those
groups include as much as 36.5 per cent of the total sale price in
all groups.
Different Rate for Improvements Not Sanctioned by Law.—
Finally, since we are here concerned with major departures from
the intent of the law in assessing property, i t should be remembered
that the law requires that all property be assessed a t full value or at
a uniform ratio to full value. The law does not allow a different
rate for land or lots than for improvements, although such difference
may have the sanction of common practice. There are those who
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contend that a lower rate of assessment for improvements would be
desirable, but up to the present time the laws of Kansas have not
recognized the desirability of such differences in rates. Hence there
is no escaping the conclusion that small real estate properties are
assessed a t a higher per cent of true value than larger ones, and that
as a consequence of this discrepancy owners of small parcels of real
estate are required to bear a portion of the taxes which the law intends that owners of large properties should pay.

INFLUENCE OF RISING LAND VALUES ON RATE OF ASSESSMENT.

It has been suggested to the writer that the apparent discrimination against owners of small pieces of real estate might be due, a t
least in part, to the fact that the price of land rose rapidly during a
part of the 10-year period covered by this investigation, while assessed valuation advanced more slowly. Hence, the assessed valuation of real estate was generally a lower per cent of sale price in the
period of high land prices than before or after that period.
Real estate in Kansas is now assessed every four years, except that
cities of the first and second classes may provide for assessment in
any year. It was required by law that all taxable real estate should
be assessed in 1916, in 1918, and every four years thereafter. 7 It
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may be noted from figure 4 that the average sale price of land in
four counties-Cowley, Jewell, Reno, and Shawnee-rose more rapidly from 1916 to 1920, inclusive, and that the rise was particularly
rapid from 1918 to 1920, when there was no general reassessment
of real estate.
The data from which the graphs in figure 4 were made are as
follows :

The figures in this tabulation show fairly typically the trend of
land values in all parts of the state during this period.
In the 15 counties included in this study, there was a more rapid
turnover of large pieces of land during the years of high land values
than a t other times in the 10-year period, as shown in Table VIII.
This is the basis of the opinion that the comparatively low assessment of large properties shown in this investigation might be due
partly to the fact that they were sold in greater number a t a time
when the general ratio of assessed valuation to sale price was low
because of a sudden rise in the price of land. This point is important enough to warrant careful consideration.

Increase in Sale Price May Counterbalance Decrease.-This
investigation is based on land sales over a 10-year period which
includes years of slowly rising and rapidly falling land values, as
well as years of rapid increase in the price of land. Therefore, it
is not likely that more frequent sales of large properties during the
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time of rising land values would influence the ratio between assessed valuation and sale price in the different size groups enough
to make it appear that large properties were underassessed, relative
to small properties. Notwithstanding this fact, it might still seem
that the apparent discrimination against small properties was caused,
in a large measure, by the sale of a relatively; greater number of
large properties during the years of rapidly increasing land prices,
because the increase in land values during the 10-year period covered
by this study was greater than the decrease. I n other words, it
might be held that the downward trend in the price of land was not.
enough to offset the upward trend.
Consideration of a Possible Bias in Data.—It remains to be
shown whether rapidly rising land prices, together with slowly increasing assessments, have introduced a statistical bias in any part
of the data which would make the difference in the rate of assessment of small and of large properties appear greater than would
be the case if the date covered a 10-year period of stationary or of
slowly rising land values.
It seems logical that a relatively greater number of sales of large
parcels of farm real estate in the three years (1918 to 1920), when
the ratio of assessed valuation to sale price was low (fig. 2), should
have caused a downward trend in the weighted average ratio for
the 10-year period, in Groups VI, VII and VIII.
Table IX has been constructed to show whether or not such a
bias exists in the data represented by Table IV and figure 2. The
ratio of assessed valuation to sale price has been calculated by
years in each size group and in the average of all groups. The
weighted averages for the 10-year period are given in the first line
of the table, these figures being the same as in Table IV. The 10
yearly averages in each size group were added and divided by 10.
This gave the arithmetic average for the 10-year period, as shown
in the second line from the top of Table IX. If a more rapid turnover of large properties in the three years, 1918 to 1920, when the
ratio of assessed valuation to sale price was low, resulted in a downward trend of the weighted average ratio in Groups VI, VII, and
VIII, it would appear in a difference between the weighted average
and the arithmetic average in these groups for the 10-year period.
The arithmetic average would be higher. This average is higher
in all size groups, excepting Group II. The following is the extent
to which the arithmetic average in each size group is greater than
the weighted average: All groups, 1.0 per cent; Group I, 0.4 of 1
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per cent; II, -0.6; III, 0.6; IV, 0.6; V, 0.4; VI, 1.1; VII, 1.7; and
VIII, 1.0 per cent. These differences, excepting in Group II, are in all
probability due to a somewhat greater turnover of land, in each of
the eight size groups, in the years of high land values. It will be
noted that the difference is slightly greater in the larger size groups;
but, since this difference is only a fraction of one per cent, it will be
assumed that any statistical bias which it may indicate is not
significant enough to warrant consideration in the other calculations
in this report.
For purposes of comparison, Table IX also shows the weighted
average and the arithmetic average for the five years of slowly
rising or rapidly declining land values (1913 to 1915 and 1921 to
1922), and for the five years of rapidly increasing land values
(1916 to 1920).
Apparent Overassessment of Small Properties Not Due to
Undervaluation of Improvements or to Rising Land Values:
Summary.-Several pages have been devoted to a consideration of
the possibility that the apparent discrimination in assessment
against small properties may be due ( 1 ) t o the fact that improvements are generally assessed a t a lower per cent of true value than
land alone, and (2) to a more rapid increase in the sale price of
land from 1916 to 1922 than in the assessed valuation, together with
a greater turnover of large properties during this period. Data
bearing on these points show conclusively that no part of the apparent overassessment of small properties can be attributed to relatively lower assessment of improvements. Data also show that
increasing land values have had no appreciable effect on the apparent difference in the rates of assessment of large and small properties. Therefore, this difference must be due to actual overassessment of small properties, since it is not due t o either of above
mentioned plausible causes.
PROBABLE REASONS FOR OVERASSESSMENT OF SMALL PROPERTIES.

Although it is difficult to find specific and measurable reasons
for the general tendency to overassess small properties, a number
of probabilities can be presented. But before doing so, it might be
well to mention some of the principal features of the present system
of assessing real estate in Kansas. This can best be done by quoting the Kansas Tax Commission:
“Under the present plan the work of assessment is a sort of side issue upon
the part of those engaged in the work. Personal property is annually assessed;
real estate, under the present law, is assessed every four years. Engaged in
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the work of assessments are about 2,000 persons of varying opinions and
judgments as to the value of property. Few of them are chosen for the work
because they possess qualifications which enable them to properly value property. I n the year when real estate is assessed, the assessment of approximately four billion dollars’ worth of property confronts the assessing officers,,
Their work must be done, if it is performed in accordance with law, between
March 1 and May 1-about sixty days. Under such conditions it should go
without saying that there can be no just and proper placing of correct values.
The varying judgments of the persons engaged in the work produce inevitably
different valuations of the same kind of property, circumstances and conditions
alike. It is fundamental that unless the assessments of property are made in
a relatively equal way no equality in laying the taxes can result.
“Boards of equalization are ineffective to produce equality assessments.
This is so because the duties of the county boards of equalization are to be
performed practically within 10 days. This is too short a time for a board of
the kind to investigate carefully the relative values placed upon like kinds of
property throughout the whole county. I n practice the work of the boards is
confined to hearing complaints and giving relief when cases for relief are sufficiently established, but obviously, it is the complainant who gets relief, and
those who do not complain must suffer from the inequality inherent in the
assessment work under the present plan.”8

Greater Impressiveness of Large Numbers.-General overassessment of small properties is perhaps due partly to a proportionately greater impressiveness of large numbers. This seems to
influence the minds of both assessors and owners. To illustrate
this point, assume two items of real estate, differing in size but 10cated in the same city or township, and owned by different parties.
Assume also that the smaller piece is assessed a t $2,000 and the
larger a t $15,000. Suppose further that it should become necessary
to raise the assessment 10 per cent in the local taxing district where
these properties are situated. An increase of $200 in the valuation
of the smaller piece of property is not likely to make a s much impression on either the assessor or the owner as $1,500 on the larger
piece. The assessor may be more hesitant to make the larger increase, consequently, he is likely to make proportionately greater
increases in the assessed valuation of small properties in adjusting
the assessment of real estate to a new and higher level. He may
do so with the best intention to assess all real estate uniformly,
while in fact the psychology of large numbers probably causes him
to overassess the small properties,
If the greater impressiveness of large numbers applies to the assessor, it applies equally well to the owner. It is probable that an

t
cumen n
io
cal Do
Histori tural Experiment Stat

Kansas

Agricul

increase of $1,500 in assessed valuation has more than a proportionately greater influence on the owner’s mind than an increase of $200
even though the larger figure should be no greater in proportion to
the previous assessment or to true value of the land. Persons with
large assessments are more likely to complain to the local assessor
and even to the county board of equalization; and, as stated by
the tax commission in the paragraph just quoted, the county board
seldom has the opportunity to consider cases of inequality other
than those brought before it by complainants. Consequently, the
small owner is more likely to suffer a disadvantage silently and
perhaps unknowingly.
Closer Examination of Small Properties.- The assessor is required by law to visit each parcel of real estate before fixing the
assessment. Such visits do not, as a rule, permit dose inspection
of the larger properties, especially since the assessor’s work must be
done in a comparatively short time. A small farm can be seen from
the farmstead, while thorough inspection of a large farm necessitates
visits to several parts of it. The assessors who have been interviewed on this subject are generally of the opinion that the greater
ease with which small pieces of real estate can be examined probably
results in overassessment of the smaller properties.
Greater Influence of Large Landowners.-The local assessor’s
tenure of office depends upon his ability to remain in the good grace
of the people of his district. Large landowners frequently have more
influence in the community than the less well-to-do owners of small
pieces of land. It is quite in accordance with human nature that
assessors may a t times be moved to give more favorable consideration to the interests of the more influential citizens. This is probably a minor reason for the general tendency to overassess small
properties, but it may be a contributing factor,
CONSEQUENCES OF OVERASSESSMENT OF SMALL PROPERTIES.

Excessive Tax on Small Landowners.- The inevitable effect
of a higher rate of assessment on small properties is that small

parcels of real estate are required to bear a portion of the taxes
which the law intends should be borne by the large properties. In
other words, small real estate owners are required to pay a portion
of the large owners’ taxes. Table X shows, in per cent, the average
excess taxes which the small properties included in this study were
required t o bear during the last 10 years because of overassessment.
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It also shows the reduction in taxes on large properties, and the
per cent of the total tax levy on these properties misplaced because
of unequal assessment of large and small properties,

The per cent of taxes wrongfully levied on owners of small parcels of real estate, by reason of overassessment of their property,
has been calculated on the basis of data given in Tables XI and XII.
The ratio of assessed valuation to sale price in Group V of Table
X I is above the average for all groups, and in Group V I this ratio
is slightly below the average. Hence, the actual zero point, the
point where the rate of assessment equals the average rate for all
groups, must fall somewhere within these two groups. I n arriving
a t the per cent of excess taxes levied on the small properties, it was
necessary to determine the actual zero point. This was done on
the basis of the deviation of the ratio of assessment of the other
groups from the average for all groups. I n this way, it was possible to calculate the amounts of the excess and of the deficit taxes
that do not appear in Table XI. This amount is so small (about
$25) that it is almost negligible. It would hardly be necessary to
explain in greater detail how these calculations were made. Suffice to say that the excess tax on the upper side of the calculated
zero point equaled the deficit tax on the lower side, thus indicating
the substantial correctness of the method used in dividing these
groups.
In the case of city real estate, in Groups VI and VII, Table XII,
the same method was used in making the necessary adjustment of
data.
It is certain that small parcels of real estate are generally overassessed, as shown in Tables IV and V, and that the small properties
of farm land included in this study were required t o bear about
7.88 per cent of the taxes which, according to law, should have been
borne by the larger properties (Table X ) . But i t is not self-evident
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that these ratios and percentages express the exact situation throughout the state. As far as the 10,307 parcels of farm real estate included in this study are concerned, the amount of taxes wrongfully
placed upon the small properties, because of overassessment, was
about 4.26 per cent of all taxes levied on these parcels of real estate.
It does not follow inevitably that 4.25 per cent of all taxes on farm
real estate in Kansas is levied on small properties in excess of the
amount which the law requires them to bear, nor that the small
landowners of Kansas pay 7.88 percent of the large owners' taxes.
The accuracy of these figures, as measurements of the true situation in the state, rests on the question of how far this body of data
is representative of conditions throughout Kansas. Tables II and
III show the distribution of the total number of parcels of real
estate among the various size groups. If the true value of all parcels of real estate in Kansas were known and if they were classified
by the method used in this study, would they be distributed
among the various size groups in the same proportion to the total
number, as these 10,307 parcels of farm real estate and 10,231 parcels of city real estate are distributed in the tabulations of this
report? It is impossible to answer this question accurately, since
real estate is subject to an indefinite number of divisions. Available data bearing on this question are sufficient only for rough
approximation.
With the aid of the Agricultural Census, i t is possible to formulate
a general idea of the extent to which the data used in this study
include a representative and proportionate number of large and
small parcels of farm real estate. If the ratio of the number of
large properties (Groups VI, VII and VIII) to the 10,307 properties included in Table IV were greater than the ratio of all
properties of corresponding size to all parcels of farm real estate
in Kansas, the ratios of assessed valuation to sale price in the
various size groups would not be a correct measurement of the
amount of taxes wrongfully levied on small parcels of farm real
estate because of overassessment. It would place too much emphasis
on large properties. The opposite would be true if relatively too
many small properties were included.
Table XIII has been constructed for a general comparison of the
number of farms in Kansas and the number of parcels of farm real
estate included in this study. The census valuation of land and
buildings per farm in each size group is compared with the average
price of the parcels of farm real estate in Tables IV and VIII.
3-3557
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It will be noted in Tables IV and XI that the ratio of assessed
valuation to sale price, in Groups VI, VII, and VIII, is below the
average of all groups. These three groups include 26 per cent of
the number of parcels of farm real estate in all groups, and 54 per
cent of the total sale price in all groups. The average sale price of
the parcels of farm real estate in these size groups is $8,662, or
higher. These figures are found on lines 7, 8, and 9, in columns
8, 9, and 10, of Table XIII.
Turning to the other half of the table (columns 1 to 5, inclusive),
it will be noticed that the average valuation of land and buildings
per farm, as given on lines 5 to 8, is greater than the average sale
price of the properties in Size Groups VI to VIII, inclusive. The
number of farms having a higher average valuation of land and
buildings than the parcels of farm real estate included in Group
VI, is 76.5 per cent of the total number of farms. These farms
include 91.4 per cent of the census valuation of all farms.
These figures (Table XIII) indicate that the data used in comparing the rate of assessment of large and small properties perhaps
do not include a sufficient number of large properties, compared with
the total number. This would certainly be the case if the term
“parcel of farm real estate,” as used in this study, were fully comparable with the word “farm,” as defined by the census. A “parcel
of real estate” may be, and frequently is, only a part of a farm.
Since these two terms are so far from comparable, no precise conclusion can be drawn from Table XIII. Nevertheless, this table
suggests that the 10,307 sales of farm real estate in Tables IV and
XI probably include relatively too few rather than too many large
properties. This, together with the fact that the discrepancy between large and small properties in the rate of assessment has increased in recent years (Table XVIII), indicates that it is probably
not an exaggeration to assume that the figures shown in Tables
IV, X, and XI are fairly typical of conditions throughout the state.
Probable Amount of Taxes Wrongfully Levied on Small
Properties.—Assuming that data included in this study are representative of conditions throughout the state, it is possible to compute the approximate amount of excess taxes wrongfully levied on
small properties because of overassessment. Excess taxes levied on
the small pieces of farm real estate represented in Table XI were
4.25 per cent of the total levy. This per cent was determined by
two methods, first by taking the per cent that the total excess tax
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is of total taxes; and, second, by taking the per cent that the excess
rate of assessment multiplied by total sale price in each group, is
of the average rate for all groups times total sale price. These two
methods produced the same result.
Farm real estate in Kansas bore $26,213,000 of property taxes in
1923, or 34.7 per cent of the total levy for all purpose.9 This
amount multiplied by 4.25 per cent gives $1,114,000 as the probable
amount of taxes wrongfully levied on the smaller pieces of farm
real estate. Again, this is based on the assumption that results
shown in this investigation correctly represent conditions throughout Kansas. As already pointed out, there is good reason to believe
that these results are not an exaggeration of conditions in the state,
(1) because of the large body of data used, (2) because these data
were taken from all parts of the state, and (3) because large properties have evidently not been overemphasized in the tabulation.
The tax levy on city real estate in 1923 was $20,928,000 or 27.7
per cent of the total levy for all purposes in the state. This figure
multiplied by 3.34 per cent gives $699,000 as the probable amount of
excess taxes levied on the small city properties by reason of overassessment.
A Hindrance to Farm Ownership.-Discrimination against the
smaller pieces of farm real estate in the rate of assessment, and the
consequent increase in the tax burden on small properties, certainly
must be a hindrance to farm ownership. Many tenants hope to
become independent farm owners first by purchasing comparatively
small farms with correspondingly small initial payments, and then
gradually paying off their mortgages. The initial purchase price
must generally come from earnings accumulated, first as laborers
and later as tenants. The mortgages must be paid out of the net
earnings of the farm business, after deducting the cost of the family
living. Taxes are among the items that must be deducted from gross
returns before farmers can begin to count net income.
All those who have given careful thought to land taxation know
that taxes take a large part of the net income from land. The
. following figures show the average tax on land and improvements
per acre of all taxable land in 1923, in the various sections of Kansas:
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Although these figures were prepared as a part of another study
in taxation, they are given here so that owners and prospective
owners of land in various parts of Kansas can formulate, on the basis
of their first-hand knowledge of land income, a better opinion of
the amount that taxes take of the returns from land. It is the problem of another study to show definitely how much of the income
from farm land is taken by taxes. Suffice here to mention the fact
that taxes take a large part, in some instances all, of the rent of land.
This study shows that small farms bear a large part of the taxes
which would be borne by large properties if real estate were assessed
uniformly, as prescribed by law. This tax, in addition to the taxes
levied according to law, must be paid out of farm earnings. It is
obvious that this will reduce the amount that can be applied on the
farm mortgage, and thus make it more difficult to pay for the farm
than if property were assessed in accordance with the intent of the
law.
I n opposition to the contention that overassessment of small
properties is a hindrance t o farm ownership, i t might be held that
this additional tax, as other property taxes, is capitalized in the
purchase price of the land, thus reducing the sale price of small
properties to a point where it would be within reach of small investors. This is logical enough, except that it does not take into
account the highly diffused nature of this excess tax. It is not easily
perceived. This investigation is concerned with a general tendency;
but i t must be recognized that there are many individual exceptions.
Many small farms are no doubt assessed a t a lower per cent of true
value than a number of large farms. Consequently, very few
farmers, if any, are aware of the fact that small farms are generally
assessed a t a higher ratio to sale price. Hence, i t is unlikely that
this general and pronounced tendency to overassess small properties,
and consequently to overtax them, enters into the calculations of
any considerable number of prospective buyers and sellers of small
farms.
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The important fact, from the standpoint of farm ownership, is
that overassessment makes small farms less profitable than they
would be otherwise. Those who are about to begin their careers as
farm owners are usually able to make only a small initial investment. The large farms are beyond their reach; and the small
farms are made less profitable by overassessment. ConsequentIy,
discrimination against small properties is a hindrance to independent
farm ownership.
A few concrete illustrations may serve to emphasize more fully the
effect of unequal assessment on farm ownership. The average sale
price of the 7,622 items of farm real estate included in Groups I
to V, inclusive (Table XII), was $3,955. Assuming that the results
of this investigation correctly represent conditions in the state, as
a whole, excess taxes to the amount of $1,114,000 were paid on small
properties in Kansas in 1923 because of unequal assessment. This
sum would buy outright, each year, 282 pieces of farm real estate a t
$3,955 each. I n 20 years it would pay 3,328 Federal Farm Land
Bank loans at $4,000 per loan, with 5½ per cent interest. I n 10
years it would pay 2,099 such loans. These figures are not intended
as specific measurements of the effect of overassessment of small
properties on farm ownership, but rather to emphasize the fact that
this discrimination is a hindrance to farm ownership.
Possible Effect on Size of Farms.-It is logical to assume that
overassessment of small properties tends toward a decrease in the
number of small farms and an increase in the average size of farms.
But it should not be assumed that this is the principal cause of the
increase in the average size of farms in Kansas from 244 acres in
1910 to 274.8 acres in 1920.
Possible Effect on Standard of Living.-Overassessment, and
the consequent overtaxation, of small properties surely must have
a depressing influence on the standard of living of those who make
their living by tilling small farms. It will not only diminish their
opportunities to become independent farm owners, as already
pointed out, but will also reduce the income available for food,
clothing, education, and recreation for the members of the family.
Possible Effect on Home Ownership.-Overassessment of small
city properties probably has a depressing influence on home ownership. Here, as in the case of farm real estate, owners of small
properties are required to bear a part of the taxes which, according
to law, should be borne by the owner of large properties.
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In 1923, excess taxes amounting to about $699,000 were paid by
owners of small city properties, if the data included in this study
are typical of conditions throughout the state. The average sale
price of all items of city real estate included in Groups I to V, inclusive (Table XII), was $699. The probable amount of taxes
wrongfully levied on small city properties in 1923 on account of
overassessment would buy 1,000 parcels of city property a t $699
per parcel. It would buy 175 town properties worth $4,000 each.
In ten years it would pay off 1,165 loans of $4,000 each under a
building and loan plan requiring a payment of $50 per month.
These figures are used merely to show that general overassessment
of small city properties is perhaps a hindrance to independent home
ownership. However, this hindrance to ownership does not seem
to be quite as clear in the case of city real estate as in farm land.
It has been pointed out (Sec. III), that the lower size groups of
Table V, especially Group I, probably include sales of a relatively
greater number of vacant lots than the upper groups. If this is the
case, overassessment, and the consequent overtaxation, of smaller
lots would tend to force them into use sooner than if they were not
overassessed. There are those who believe that the sooner lots are
forced into use the better it is for the community. But i t should
be borne in mind that many disadvantages may come to cities and
towns by a forced utilization of the land within the community
limits.
Possible Effect on City Planning.- Premature use of lots for
building purposes may cause the erection of cheap and unsightly
structures and thus be a hindrance to wise city planning. Cities
and towns of Kansas have an abundance of land, compared with
the larger cities in other parts of the country. Hence it is possible
to purchase lots for residential purposes, a t a reasonable figure,
within a comparatively short distance from the principal business
sections. Taxation of city real estate has an important bearing on
the development of residential districts. Heavy taxation of building sites makes it necessary for people to economize on land. This
results in more crowded residential sections. On the other hand, a
lighter land tax is an encouragement to wider parkings, larger grass
lawns, more space for family gardens, etc., all of which improves
the appearance and enhances the home value of residential districts.
The opinion may be advanced that disproportionately high taxes
on vacant lots would reduce their sale price and thus make it easier
for people who want homes to buy them. But this argument is
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not based on all the facts pertaining to home ownership. The value
of a lot in most Kansas towns is a relatively small part of the price
of a residence, while the price of farm land is by far the principal
part of a farm. Land alone was 87.5 per cent of the combined
value of farm land and improvements in Kansas in 1920. While
the price of land is the principal obstacle to farm ownership, the
cost of building material and labor, and the high taxes on the home
after it is built, are the real dificulties that must be met by those
who would be home owners.
Therefore, while overassessment of small items of city real estate
may have only a small influence on home ownership, it probably
has a greater effect on city planning.
IV. INEQUALITIES AMONG INDIVIDUAL PROPERTIES.

Unequal valuation of large and small properties is not the only
inequality in the assessment of real estate in Kansas. Wide disparity also exists among individual properties, and to a lesser extent
among townships, and among the various counties.
It was noted in the beginning of this bulletin that justice within
the law requires uniform valuation of all property. Students of
taxation and administrators of existing tax laws have repeatedly
pointed to the fact that the present system of assessing property
has resulted in gross inequalities. The state tax commission has
made suggestions from time to time concerning needed legislaton
to improve the present system. Minor aspects of these suggestions
have been acted upon, but the major recommendations have not been
realized. Consequently, great inequality exists among individual
properties. The result is that certain owners are required to pay
heavier taxes than the law intends they should pay; while others,
by reason of underassessment of their property, are not called upon
to bear their full share of the public burden.
Table XIV shows that great inequality exists in assessing real
property. This table includes 1,140 parcels of farm real estate and
1,954 parcels of city real estate, transferred in bona fide sales in 15
counties in a period of two years (1921 to 1922). These properties
are classified in 18 groups according to the ratio of assessed valuation to sale price of each piece of property.
The assessed valuation of the farm real estate represented by
this table is 63.6 per cent of the sale price, based on the weighted
average. The corresponding figure for city real estate is 69.7 per
cent. It will be noted that only 124 items of farm real estate fall
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within the group (60 to 64) which includes the weighted average for
farm real estate. As far as the 1,140 items of farm real estate are
concerned, absolute equality of assessment would exist only if all
items were assessed a t 63.6 per cent of true value. But everyone
recognizes the fact that complete equality is unattainable, and that
approximate equality is the only practical objective. Full equality
is approached in proportion as all items of real estate are concentrated a t the point where lies the weighted average of all items.
Therefore, Table XIV would reveal approximate equality in the
assessing of farm real estate in proportion to the concentration of
all items in and near the 60-to-64 per cent group.
The same principle applies to city real estate, where equality
would exist in proportion to the degree of concentration of the 1,954
items in and near the 70-to-74 group. Although Table XIV shows
a tendency toward concentration near the weighted average, each
group in both directions from this point contains a large number of
items. Such wide dispersion reveals great inequality in the assessing of individual items of both farm and city real estate. A
measurement of these inequalities is discussed in another part of this
bulletin (Table XIX).
V. INEQUALITIES AMONG TOWNSHIPS.

Any assessing unit whose property is assessed a t a lower per cent
of true value than the property of the larger taxing unit, of which the
assessing unit is a part, pays less than its share of the total tax
burden of the larger unit. For example, any township that is assessed a t a proportionately lower ratio to true value than the county,
pays less than its share of county taxes, and any county with an
assessment proportionately lower than that of the whole state, pays
less than its share toward the support of the state government and
state institutions.
Table XV shows the average ratio of assessed valuation to sale
price by townships in six counties for a period of 10 years. For the
purpose of indicating the amount of data constituting the basis of
this table the number of acres reported sold in each county during
the 10-year period is given a t the bottom of the table, in per cent of
all taxable land in 1923.
A comparison of the ratio of assessed valuation to sale price, in
each township, with the weighted average for the county reveals the
fact that for a period of 10 years certain townships have borne a
larger share of the county taxes than the law intended they should
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bear, while others have contributed less than their part of the county
levy. Specific and somewhat technical measurements of these inequalities are given in Table XXI, which is a part of another section (Sec. VIII) of this bulletin.
VI. INEQUALITIES AMONG CITIES.

For the purpose of finding out whether or not real estate in
the various cities and towns is assessed a t widely differing ratios
to sale price, all items of real estate that were reported sold during
the 10-year period, 1913 to 1922, in six counties were assembled
separately for each city and town. The results are shown in Table
XVI. The ratio for each city or town is compared with the weighted
average of all city real estate reported sold in the county for the
same period.
Since an attempt is made in another part of the bulletin to measure
the relative importance of these and other inequalities in assessments, it is sufficient to note here that real estate in certain cities
is assessed a t a much lower ratio to sale price than is all city real
estate in the county. If property in these cities is assessed a t a
lower ratio to sale price than all property in the state, these cities
pay less than their share of state taxes.
VII. INEQUALITIES AMONG COUNTIES.

Equalization of assessment among the various counties has always
presented important problems to the State Board of Equalization.
This phase of the large and intricate task of equalization is important, for obvious reasons. The state tax, aggregating several
millions of dollars annually, is levied by a uniform rate on all taxable property in the state.11 Those counties in which the ratio of
assessed valuation to sale price is generally below the ratio in other
counties contribute less than their share toward the support of the
state government. Within the meaning of the present law, state
taxes can be distributed fairly among the various counties only by a
uniform valuation of property among all counties. Table XVII is
constructed to show to what extent uniform valuation among the
several counties has been attained during the last 10 years. The
problem of determining whether there has been any progress during
the last 10 years toward greater uniformity in assessment among
counties is taken up in the next section (Sec. VIII) and the relative
importance of these and other inequalities is shown in Section IX.
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Farm Real Estate and City Real Estate Compared.-City
real estate is generally assessed a t a higher per cent of sale price
than farm real estate. This difference is usually greater in those
counties having a proportionately larger amount of city real estate.
Figure 5 gives a direct comparison between the ratios of assessed
valuation to sale price of farm real estate and of city real estate.
The same comparison is shown in somewhat greater detail in Table
XVII. Tables IV and V show that farm real estate in the counties
included in the comparison between large and small properties was,
on the average, assessed a t 65.6 per cent of the sale price, and that
city real estate was, on the average, assessed a t 73.3 per cent of the
sale price.
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The most probable reason for the higher rate of assessment of
city real estate is found in the greater fiscal requirements of cities
than of rural districts, and in the legal limitations on the tax rate
on city property. Cities in Kansas are limited by state law to a
maximum rate of taxation for various public purposes.12 These
limitations vary with the size of cities. For instance, cities of the
first class having a population of 40,000 or less shall not fix a tax
rate each year for the respective purposes in excess of the following

named rates: “For general revenue fund, two and one-half mills;
for general improvement fund, excepting improvements for which
special assessments are levied, two mills; for the purpose of paying
any existing legal obligations of the city for water, light, heat and
power supplied t o the city, three and one-half mills; for the purpose
of paying interest coupons as they mature and all bonds of the city
now or that may hereafter be issued, such tax as may be neccassary
to pay the same; far the purpose of paying judgments, one-half
mill; for park fund, one-half mill; for library fund, one-half mill;
for fire department fund, two and one-half mills; for band fund,
three-tenths mill.”
Many cities have evidently increased their rate of assessment in
order to remain within the legal limit on tax rates, and a t the same
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time raise sufficient revenue to meet public expenses, By this
means it is possible to remain within the law and a t the same time
respond to the public demand for greater expenditures; but it also
means an increase in the portion of state and county taxes borne by
those cities that increase their assessments in order to maintain a
lower rate of taxation. The governing bodies of such cities, and the
taxpayers themselves, are no doubt aware of the fact that state and
county taxes are a relatively small part of the total tax levy on city
property. In 1923, 80.9 per cent of total taxes levied on all property
in cities and towns in Kansas was spent within these taxing units
(Tables XXIII and XXIV). The levies for county and for state
purposes amounted to only 19.1 per cent of the total levy. A given
increase, say 10 per cent, in the assessed valuation of all property in
a city would of course result in an almost proportionate increase in
the city’s quota of state and county taxes. But this increase would
be a relatively small increase in all taxes borne by the taxpayers
of the city. If the city levy were 80 per cent of all taxes on city
property (80.9 per cent was the average throughout the state in
1923), this increase would be only 2 per cent. At the same time an
increase of 10 per cent in assessment would increase local revenue
by 10 per cent without any increase in the tax rate. In other
words, the city may be willing to endure an increase of 10 per cent
in the tax burden in order to add 80 per cent of this increase to the
local budget, while the remaining 20 per cent of the increase goes
to the county and the state as a by-product of the city’s efforts to
circumvent legal limitation on the tax rate.
Tendency Toward a Lower Rate of Assessment in Western
Kansas.-It will be noticed in figure 5 that there is a tendency to
assess real estate at a lower per cent of sale price in western Kansas
than in the eastern part of the state. This difference is more pronounced in city real estate than in farm real estate, which may be
accounted for by the fact that eastern Kansas has more and larger
cities. As was noted above, city real estate is generally assessed
at a higher rate in counties that have a relatively greater amount
of city real estate. Hence it is not a t all surprising that a higher
rate of assessment on city real estate should be found in the eastern
part of the state.
The figures given below show the ratio of assessed valuation to
sale price of farm and of city real estate in each section of Kansas.
These averages were determined by adding the figures representing
4-3557
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the rate of assessment in the counties, and dividing by the number
of counties in each section.

It would be difficult, if a t all possible, to show statistically why
real estate is assessed a t a lower ratio to sale price in the western
part of the state. One possible reason is that local assessors may
. seek to fix the assessed valuation of land more nearly on the basis
of approximate income from the land, a t the time it is assessed,
than on sale price. During the last 10 years, the sale price of land
in the western part of the state has probably been based proportionately more on anticipated increase in land values than has been
the case in the older sections. The writer knows personally of
tracts of land in western Kansas that have for several years been
rented out for taxes only. Competent observers have reported land
that has been, and is, rented for less than the taxes levied on it. On
the basis of current net income, such land would have no market
value. Nevertheless, it commands a price in the land market because buyers and sellers still cling to their faith in an increase in
land values.
Notwithstanding a somewhat lower rate of assessment, delinquent
taxes on farm real estate in western Kansas have increased faster
during the last six years than in any other part of the state. This
increase was 470 per cent from 1917 to 1933 in 10 representative
counties of the wheat belt, and 368 per cent in five counties of the
southwestern grazing region. The increase in delinquent taxes on
farm real estate during the same period in the corn belt section and
in the southeastern general farming region was 164 per cent and 171
per cent, respectively. These figures are indicative of the severity
of the tax burden on land in western Kansas, notwithstanding a
lower ratio of assessed valuation to sale price. This brings up for
consideration not only the question of the adequacy and fairness of
the present laws governing assessment and taxation but also the
whole problem of the general property tax as the principal source of
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state and local revenue in Kansas. These questions are beyond
the scope of this investigation, and will be treated in a future publication on taxation problems in the state.
VIII. MEASUREMENTS OF PROGRESS IN EQUALIZATION.

Thus far this report has dealt with various types of inequalities
in the ratio of assessed valuation to sale price of farm and city
real estate. It remains to be shown whether any progress has been
made during the last 10 years toward a more uniform rate of
assessment. I n order to facilitate tabulations, the following have
been designated as types of inequalities:
1. Between large and small properties;
2. Among individual parcels of farm real estate;
3. Among individual parcels of city real estate;
4. Among townships;
5. Among counties.
An effort has been made to measure each type of inequality by
years to determine whether any change took place during the 10year period covered by this investigation. This was done by
means of the average deviation and the corresponding coefficient of
dispersion.
An Explanation of the Coefficient of Dispersion.-The coefficient of dispersion is a measurement of uniformity among items. T o disperse means to
scatter, and to say that several items are widely dispersed is equivalent to
saying that they are widely scattered. If all parcels of real estate were
assessed at the same ratio to true value, the dispersion would be zero; but if
one parcel were assessed at 100 per cent of true value, another at 30 per cent,
and a third a t 15 per cent, there would be a wide dispersion among them.
To illustrate, assure four pieces of farm land with the following ratios of
assessed valuation to true value. No. 1, 95 per cent; No. 2, 40 per cent;
No. 3, 25 per cent; and No. 4, 16 per cent. The following steps are necessary
to express the inequality in assessment of these properties in terms of the,
coefficient of dispersion :
(1) Add the four items and divide by four to find the average rate of
assessment (the arithmetic average); (2) find the difference between this
average and each item, by subtracting the smaller figure from the larger;
(3) add these differences (pay no attention to plus or minus signs); (4) divide
the total of the differences (sum of deviation) by the number of items to
find the average deviation, which is the average difference between the rates
of assessment of the individual items and the average rate for the four items;

t
cumen n
io
cal Do
Histori tural Experiment Stat

Kansas

Agricul

(5) divide the average deviation by the average rate of assessment for the
four items, This gives the coefficient of dispersion. Thus-

With the aid of this brief explanation, it can readily be seen that the higher
the coefficient of dispersion, the greater the inequality among the items which
i t represents. In this illustration, the coefficient of dispersion has been calculated for the four items. The same calculation has been made for 11,000 items
in Tables XIX and XX. The difference lies only in the number of items and
not in the principle.
When the coefficient of dispersion is 579, it means that the items included in
the calculation fall 57.9 per cent short of being equal. It means that these
four items are 57.9 per cent wrong, when the law requires uniform assessment.
But it does not mean that 57.9 per cent of the whole property tax burden is
misplaced, i. e., placed on the overassessed properties in excess of the amount
the law intends they should bear. It does mean, however, that one-half of
this per cent of the total levy is misplaced. To illustrate, suppose four pieces
of property have the same true value. Suppose further that two of them
are assessed a t 80 per cent of their value, while the other two have for some
reason escaped the assessor's notice. Since two of them are not assessed at
all, the average assessment of all of them is only 40 per cent. By the method
of calculation explained above, the average deviation is found to be 40 and the
coefficient of dispersion 1.00, or 100 per cent. But it is obvious that only 50
per cent of the tax burden is misplaced. If the assessor should discover the
two properties that have heretofore escaped his notice, and place them on the
tax roll a t 80 per cent of their true value, it would reduce the tax burden on
the other two properties exactly 50 per cent, assuming the same total levy as
before. The per cent of the tax levy misplaced by reason of unequal assessment is only one-half of the coefficient of dispersion, expressed in per cent,
because a given amount of taxes wrongfully placed on property is counted
twice when it is expressed in terms of dispersion. It is counted once when
subtracted from the amount which the underassessed property shouId bear,
and it is counted again when added to the taxes which the overassessed property is legally required to pay. Therefore, when the coefficient of dispersion
is 225 (the average for 10 counties from 1913 to 1922, Table XIX), it means
that the properties that were assessed above the average rate had to pay
11¼ per cent more taxes than if all property in these counties had been
assessed uniformly.
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If this measurement shows an increase in a particular type of
inequality during the last 10 years, it follows that retrogression
instead of progress has taken place in equalization during that
period. On the other hand, a decrease in the degree of inequality,
as shown by the coefficient, indicates progress in equalization.
INCREASING INEQUALITY BETWEEN LARGE AND SMALL PROPERTIES.

There has been retrogression, rather than progress, in equalization between large and small properties during the last 10 years,
as shown in Table XVIII. The coefficient of dispersion for the fiveyear period, 1913-’17, is .087 as compared with .098 for the five-year
period, 1918-’22. This is an increase of 12.6 per cent in the inequality between large and small properties in the second half of the
last 10 years, over the first half. The coefficient for the first two
years (1913 to 1914) is .092 as compared with .120 for the last two
years, an increase of 30 per cent. The average inequality for the
10-year period is expressed by a coefficient of .092. This means
that 4.60 per cent of the total tax, levied on the property represented in this table, was placed on small properties in excess of legal
requirements, because of overassessment. This figure is reasonably
near the figure arrived a t by an entirely different method in Table
XI, and shown in Table X. The excess tax levied on small properties, because of overassessment as determined by the other method,
was 4.25 per cent.
The coefficient of dispersion was calculated for each of the fiveyear periods shown in the lower part of Table IX, by the method
used in Table XVIII. The coefficient for the five years, 1913 to
1915 and 1921 to 1922 was .093, and .092 for the five-year period
1916 to 1920.
The fact that inequality in the rate of assessment between large
and small parcels of farm real estate has increased during the last
10 years is quite consistent with the probable reasons for overassessment of small properties. The assessed valuation of all land and improvements in Kansas in 1913 was $1,365,455,604 as compared with
$1,738,324,506 in 1922.15 This was an increase of $372,868,902, or
27.3 per cent, in a period of 10 years. This means that local assessors
were constantly facing the necessity of increasing the valuation of
property during the 10-year period covered by this study. It is
highly probable that a proportionately greater part of this increase
was made in the valuation of the smaller properties, because of a
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greater impressiveness of large numbers, greater influence of large
landowners, and a closer examination of small properties by the
local assessor.16
NO CHANGE IN THE DEGREE OF INEQUALITY AMONG INDIVIDUAL
PARCELS OF FARM REAL ESTATE.

There is no evidence of either an increase or a decrease in the
degree of inequality in the valuation of individual parcels of farm
real estate, irrespective of size, during the 10-year period, 1913 to
1922. Table X I X represents a calculation of the coefficient of dispersion of 7,353 parcels of farm real estate reported sold in 10
counties.
The average coefficient of dispersion for the first five years was
.224, for the second five years, .226, and .225 for the 10-year period.
This means that, as far as these 7,353 parcels of real estate are concerned, 11¼ percent of the total tax burden on these properties was
levied, in excess of legal requirements, on those properties that were
overassessed.17
SLIGHT INCREASE I N DEGREE OF INEQUALITY AMONG INDIVIDUAL
PARCELS OF CITY REAL ESTATE.

Inequality in the valuation of city real estate increased slightly
during the 10-year period, 1913 to 1922, according to data compiled
for six cities, as shown in Table XX. The coefficient of dispersion
for the first 5-year period is .191 as compared with .204 for the
second five years, an increase of 6.8 per cent.
The coefficient of dispersion for the 10-year period was .197, which
means that the average inequality among the 3,647 parcels of city
real estate included in Table XX was 19.7 per cent, and that approximately 9.9 per cent of the tax levy on these parcels of real
estate was borne by the properties that were overassessed.
LOW DEGREE OF INEQUALITY AMONG TOWNSHIPS.

Less inequality is found in the rate of assessment among 196
townships in the 10 counties in Table XXI, than in any other of
the four types of inequalities. A comparison of the degree of inequality in each type is shown more clearly in column 1 of Table
XXV.
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The ratio of assessed valuation to sale price by townships (Table
XXI) was determined for each five-year period by calculating the
per cent that the total valuation of all farm real estate reported
sold in the township in five years, is of the total sale price. The
arithmetic average for each county was determined by adding the
ratios for all townships in the county and dividing by the number
of townships. The average deviation and the coefficient of dispersion were calculated from this average for the county. It was
deemed inadvisable to attempt to show the inequalities between
townships by years, since it sometimes occurs that only one sale is
recorded for a township in one year. It frequently occurs that only
two or three sales are recorded. Hence, in the case of certain
counties, a comparison of inequalities by years among townships
would too closely resemble a comparison of inequalities among individual properties.
An average for the ten counties included in Table XXI, indicates
a tendency toward greater inequality among these townships, but
this tendency is found in only four of the 10 counties, notably in
Cowley and Sherman. The comparatively high coefficient of dispersion in these two counties for the second five-year period may be
due to exceptional fluctuations in the price of land in some of the
townships. Since data for the majority of the counties indicate a
diminution in the degree of inequality, a tendency in the opposite
direction in the average for the 10 counties, could hardly be taken as
conclusive evidence of retrogression in equalization among townships.
TENDENCY TOWARD GREATER EQUALITY AMONG COUNTIES IN THE RATE
OF ASSESSMENT OF FARM REAL ESTATE.

There is evidence of improvement in equalization among counties,
so far as farm real estate is concerned. The coefficient of dispersion
for the 105 counties is shown, by years, in Table XXII. The coefficient for the second five-year period is 4.4 per cent lower than
for the first five years. The same tendency toward improvement
is found by taking the average deviation from the arithmetic average
of the ratios for each five-year period as given for farm real estate
in Table XVII, and by calculating the corresponding coefficient of
dispersion. By this method, the coefficient for the first five years
was found to be .107, and .104 for the second five years, a very small
indication of improvement.
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NO CHANGE IN DEGREE OF INEQUALITY AMONG C O U N T I E S I N TEE RATE
OF ASSESSMENT OF CITY REAL ESTATE.

The average rate of assessment of city real estate in the various
counties was somewhat further from the average rate for the state
as a whole in 1918 to 1922 than in 1913 to 1917, as shown in Table
XXII. The coefficient for the first five years is .157 and, for the
second five years, .163, a retrogression of 3.8 per cent. The opposite
tendency was noted when testing this result, as in the case of farm
real estate, by finding the deviation of each county ratio from the
arithmetic average for all counties in each of the five-year periods
(Table XVII). By this method, the coefficient for the first five
years was found to be .141 as compared with .135 for the second
five years, a progress of 4.2 per cent. These opposite tendencies are
small and nearly equal. Therefore, it may be concluded that no
significant change has taken place in the degree of inequality among
counties in the assessment of city real estate.
Since city real estate bore only one-third as large a share of the
total tax levy for the state government and the soldier bonus as farm
real estate in 1923,18 a greater significance can be attached to the
progress that has been made during the last 10 years in equalization
of farm real estate among counties than would be warranted alone
by the differences in the coefficient of dispersion.
Any improvement that has taken place in the equalization of farm
real estate among the counties is unquestionably due to the efforts
of the State Board of Equalization to adjust valuation so that each
county shall bear, as nearly as possible, its share of the state levy,
according to law.
The first column of Table XVII shows the average ratio of
assessed valuation to sale price of farm and city real estate combined, for 10 years by counties. The deviation of the county
averages from the arithmetic average for all counties gives .087
as the corresponding coefficient of dispersion. This is the lowest
degree of dispersion shown in these measurements of inequalities in
assessment, except in the case of the 196 townships in Table XII.
PROGRESS AND RETROGRESSlON I N EQUALIZATION: SUMMARY.

I n these efforts to measure progress in equalization, a few facts
appear important, enough to deserve mention in summary paragraphs:
1. Inequalities between large and small properties have increased
during the last 10 years. This is altogether a problem in the valua-
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tion of individual properties, and is therefore different from the
problems of equalization among the taxing units-townships, cities
and towns, and counties.
2. There has been no change in equalization among individual
properties of farm and city real estate. Greater inequalities are
found among individual properties, irrespective of size, than among
the taxing units or between large and small properties. Here, again,
is a problem of the valuation of separate parcels of property. Fundamentally, it is a problem of the local assessors, rather than of the
boards of equalization.
3. Greater equality exists among townships than among the other
taxing units, if data assembled in Table XXI may be taken as
typical of the state as a whole. This seems to indicate that the
county boards of equalization have been quite effective in adjusting
the valuation of the various townships.
4. There is evidence of progress in the equalization of farm real
estate among the various counties, although the evidence is not pronounced. There is no evidence of change in the degree of inequality
in the valuation of city real estate among the counties.
These facts indicate that the principal problem lies with the local
assessor. The greatest inequalities and the most marked tendency
toward retrogression (large vs. small properties, Table XVIII) are
found a t the point of his contact with property.
IX. RELATIVE IMPORTANCE OF VARIOUS TYPES OF INEQUALITIES IN ASSESSED VALUATION OF REAL ESTATE.

It is not enough merely to ascertain which type of inequality is
the greatest and where progress or retrogression has taken place in
equalization. It is necessary to know the relative importance of
these inequalities, before it can be said with certainty where the
principal efforts a t improvement should be directed.
Relative importance of various inequalities depends as much upon
how great a portion of the property tax levy is concerned with each
of them as upon the relative magnitude of the inequalities themselves, apart from the tax levy.
Inequality in assessed valuation is important only because it
requires the properties that are overassessed to contribute more than
their share of the tax burden, while underassessed properties escape
a portion of the taxes which the law intends they should bear.
Tables XXIII and XXIV have been constructed to show the average
amount of taxes levied on each class of property in cities and out-

t
cumen n
io
cal Do
Histori tural Experiment Stat

Kansas

Agricul

side of cities for each public purpose, in 1923, in dollars and in per
cent of the total levy. It should be noted that every figure in Table
XXIV represents the per cent that, the corresponding figure in Table
XXIII is of the total tax levy on all property in the state.
Each type of inequality is concerned only with that portion of
the tax levy which falls with an equal rate on all the property, or
on all taxing units included in the measurement of inequalities. For
example, inequalities between large and small properties of farm real
estate and among individual parcels of farm real estate are concerned
with the total tax levy on farm real estate. This levy was $26,213000 in 1923, or 34,7 per cent of the total tax levy on all property, as
shown in Tables XXIII and XXIV. Likewise, inequality among
individual properties of city real estate is concerned with that portion of the total property tax levy (27.7 per cent) that falls on city
real estate.
Inequality among townships, as assessing units, is concerned only
with the county and the state taxes, which are levied on the various
townships a t a uniform rate.19
State taxes and the soldier bonus are levied on all taxable property
in the state a t a uniform rate. Consequently, inequality in the rate
of assessment among the various counties is concerned only with
the state and the bonus levies.
A study of Table XXV reveals the facts listed below with
respect to the relative importance of various types of inequalities,
from the ,standpoint of the amount of. excess taxes levied on overassessed property. Inequalities in the rate of assessment of farm
real estate among the counties are the basis of comparisons. The
various types of inequalities are given in the order of their importance :
1. Inequality among individual parcels of farm real estate, 13.7
times as important as inequalities in the assessment of farm real
estate among the counties.
2. Inequality among individual parcels of city real estate, 9.6
times as important.
3. Inequality between large and small properties of farm real
estate, 5.6 times as important.
4. Inequalities among townships, 2.1 times as important.
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5. Inequalities among counties, farm and city real estate combined, 1.1 times as important.
6. Inequalities among counties, city real estate only, 0.4 times
as important.
X. A PLAN TO BRING ABOUT GREATER EQUALITY IN THE
VALUATION OF REAL ESTATE.

One fact stands out more clearly than any other, in this long
and detailed analysis of inequalities in the assessment of real estate ;
namely, that the chief difficulty is inherent in the work of valuation
under the present plan. The greatest inequalities, and the most
pronounced tendency toward retrogression in equalization, are
found a t the local assessor’s point of contact with property. The
state tax commission has repeatedly pointed out the inadequacy
of the present system, and has suggested improvements, but legislature after legislature has failed to act on these suggestions.
THE COUNTY-UNIT PLAN OF ASSESSING PROPERTY.

This plan has been advanced a number of times by the tax
commission. In its last report to the legislature the commission
says: 20
“What is needed is the creation of larger assessment districts, so that the
varying judgment of a large number of workers may be eliminated. The
township is now the unit of assessment, but the best results in the way of
equality will be impossible of attainment until the county is made the unit
of assessment and a single officer given power to assess all property in the
county. In this way only can the assessment reflect the judgment of one
person, and in only this way will it be possible to secure what is so necessary
in distributing the tax burden properly, i. e., an equalization of the assessments.”

The data presented in this bulletin support emphatically the
commission’s recommendation. There is every reason to believe
that one person in each county, specially qualified for the work of
assessing property, would be able to fix more uniform values on
individual parcels of real estate than is attained under the present
system. Likewise, he should be able to bring about a more equitable adjustment between large and small properties, so that the
small landowner would be required to bear a n important part of
the large landowner’s taxes. The county officer would be able to
fix more uniform values on property not only because of superior
skill and greater opportunity to devote his time to this work, but
also because he would be somewhat farther removed from the per~~~
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sonal influence of the owners. This would perhaps enable him to
do his work more objectively than is possible for the local assessor
under the present system.
It is not likely that the county unit plan of assessing property
would be more expensive than the present system. I n fact it should
cost less, because the number of assessing officers would be reduced
to a fraction of the present number.
Data assembled in this bulletin indicate that the work of the
county boards of equalization has been effective in reducing the inequalities among townships. As noted above, the differences in
the rates of assessment among the townships are less than the differences found in any other comparison in this investigation. It is
perhaps not excessively optimistic to assume that the county unit
plan of assessing individual parcels of real estate would tend to
produce comparable results.
SEPARATION OF STATE REVENUE FROM THE GENERAL PROPERTY TAX.

The effect of existing inequalities among counties, in the rate of
assessment of real estate, could be eliminated by a separation of
state revenue from the general property tax. This could be done by
finding new sources that would yield enough revenue to finance the
state government and the state institutions. Property taxes would
then be the source of local revenue only; and it would cease to be
of any practical consequence to any county whether the rate of
assessment in other counties was high or low.
I n this bulletin a mere mention will be made of a plan for accomplishing this objective, since the separation of state revenue from
the general property tax is the subject of another study in Kansas
taxation problems. It is probable that the following sources would
yield enough revenue to finance the state government and institutions :
1. Personal Income Tax.—An income tax law should provide
for a low exemption, not to exceed $1,000 for persons without dependents, a low tax rate, preferably 1 per cent on small incomes,
and higher rates on large incomes, with the highest rate not exceeding 6 or 8 per cent.
2. Gross Production Tax.—A production tax on the gross
value of oil and minerals a t the point of production would yield a
substantial revenue each year. Such a tax would enable the state
government to share in the natural wealth that is removed every
year from the oil and mineral deposits of Kansas.
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3. Excise Tax o n Certain Nonessentials.—An excise tax
on the sale of certain standard commodities classified as nonessentials of luxuries, such as tobaccos and commercialized entertainments, would be a fruitful source of revenue. This would help to
reduce the burden on agriculture and other productive business by
levying a tax on nonessential or luxurious spending.
Although the separation of the state revenue from the general
property tax is desirable because it would eliminate the effect of
unequal assessment among counties, the principal advantage of the
plan lies in the fact that it would bring about a substantial reduction in the tax burden on real estate and other property, Table
XXVI shows the total property tax levy, the state levy, and the
state levy in per cent of the total levy, by years since 1913.

Table XXVI shows the amount of revenue necessary to obtain
from sources other than property, in order t o separate the state
government from the general property tax. These figures also show
the amount that such a plan would reduce the tax burden on
property. The principal justification for this plan is that it would
relieve property of a portion of the burden it now bears, and would
distribute the growing cost of government more widely than is possible under the present system.
XI. CONCLUSION.

It has been the purpose of this investigation to determine whether
or not there are major tendencies in the present system and in the
prevailing practices of assessing real estate in Kansas that have
resulted in important departures from the intent of the law. Minor
variations from the letter, and even from the spirit, of the law are
inevitable under any system of assessing property. It has not
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been the purpose of this study to point out inconsequential and unavoidable variations from the legal standard.
Any investigation of the kind reported in this bulletin, is important when it reveals that supposed flaws, or certain shortcomings
which it has become popular to take for granted, do not exist in
reality. Such results will gradually remove popular illusions and
ill-founded beliefs and allow people to turn their attention to more
important problems. An investigation is also valuable if it proves
that significant faults exist in the present system. Such evidence
may bring public attention to bear on these faults, and may in time
result in beneficial legislation, or better administration of existing
laws, or both.
This investigation is of the latter kind, for it shows that important
faults exist in the present system of assessing real estate for taxation. Attention has repeatedly been called to some of these shortcomings by administrators of existing laws, notably by the tax commission. This investigation would serve its purpose if the facts
herein presented should cause sufficient attention to be focused on
these problems to bring about fundamental improvements in the
present system of assessing farm and city real estate in Kansas.
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