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In  recent  months,  Utah  policymakers  have  had  discussions  about  reducing  property  taxes.  The  desire  to
reduce  property  taxes  is  largely  a  result  of  rapid  increases  in  property  values  in  2006  and  2007,  causing  some
homeowners  to  shoulder  significant  increases  in  property  tax  bills.

As  these  discussions  ensue,  it  is  valuable  to  review  some  data  and  information  on  Utah’s  property  tax,  showing
where  the  tax  burden  has  been  in  past  years  and  how  Utah’s  property  tax  compares  to  other  states.

Figure  1  shows  Utah’s  property  tax  burden  expressed  as  aggregate  dollars  paid  per  $1,000  of  statewide
personal  income.  This  includes  all  property  taxes  –  residential,  commercial,  agricultural,  personal  property
(business  equipment),  and  taxes  on  all  other  types  of  property.  The  tax  burden  was  very  high  in  the  1960s  and
fell  sharply  between  1965  and  1980.  The  tax  revolt  that  began  in  California  in  the  1970s  had  some  impact  on
Utah’s  tax  policies  as  it  did  for  many  states.

In  the  1980s,  the  property  tax  burden  began  to  rise  again,  and  in  response,  Utah’s  “Truth-­in-­Taxation”  law  was
adopted  in  1985  (its  actual  title  was  the  “Tax  Increase  Disclosure  Act”).  This  law  remains  in  effect  today  and
requires  local  governments  to  fully  disclose,  through  public  notices  and  hearings,  any  increases  in  property
taxes.  Tax  increases  were  defined  very  strictly  by  Truth-­in-­Taxation,  basically  labeling  any  increase  in
revenues  over  a  previous  year’s  property  tax  revenues  as  a  tax  increase  unless  the  increase  is  caused  by  new
development.  These  tax  increase  notices  and  hearings  cause  political  pressure  for  local  councils  and  boards
to  reduce  property  tax  rates  as  property  values  increase  to  avoid  being  blamed  for  tax  increases.

Utah’s  Truth-­in-­Taxation  law  has  been  very  effective  at  reducing  the  property  tax  burden  over  time.  Brigham
Young  University  professors  Gary  Cornia  and  Lawrence  Walters  described  in  a  2006  paper  how  Truth-­in-­



Taxation  had  consistently  reduced  the  burden  of  locally-­imposed  property  taxes  on  residential  property
(excluding  the  state-­mandated  basic  levy  for  schools)  from  1987  through  2001.[1]

As  shown  in  Figure  1,  the  property  tax  burden  remains  lower  now  than  in  the  mid-­1980s,  although  there  was  a
slight  upward  trend  in  the  early  part  of  this  decade.  Again,  Figure  1  includes  all  property  taxes,  and  it  is  useful
to  see  how  the  burden  has  changed  over  time  for  the  various  types  of  property.  Figure  2  shows  the  same
measure  of  burden,  property  taxes  per  $1,000  of  personal  income,  separated  by  property  type,  in  the  years
since  passage  of  Utah’s  Truth-­in-­Taxation  law.

Figure  2  shows  that  the  tax  burden  on  primary  residences  has  been  somewhat  stable  in  the  past  16  years,  with
a  slight  increasing  trend  from  1999  through  2003,  then  slightly  dropping.  Although  much  smaller  in  total  dollars,
more  significant  changes  were  occurring  in  the  tax  burdens  on  personal  property,  motor  vehicles,  utility
properties,  and  natural  resources  (mining,  oil  and  gas  extraction,  etc.),  which  have  generally  declined  since
1990.  These  declining  tax  burdens  could  be  a  result  of  tax  policy  choices  or  they  could  result  from  declining
property  values.

Figure  3  helps  clarify  this  by  showing  the  effective  tax  rates  calculated  by  the  Utah  State  Tax  Commission  for
each  of  these  types  of  properties  over  time.  All  property  types  experienced  a  lowering  of  effective  tax  rates  in
the  mid-­1990s,  when  the  Legislature  significantly  reduced  the  state-­mandated  basic  levy  for  schools.  Prior  to
the  large  basic  levy  reductions  in  1995  and  1996,  the  Legislature  had  increased  the  tax  exemption  for  primary
residences  in  1991  and  1994,  but  those  changes  did  not  result  in  a  lower  tax  burden  or  a  lower  effective  tax
rate  on  residences.  The  basic  levy  reductions  had  a  much  more  direct  impact  on  residential  property  tax
burdens,  and  the  reductions  also  affected  all  types  of  property  except  motor  vehicles.



Other  tax  policy  changes  affected  these  tax  rates  in  the  1990s,  including  a  swap  of  county  property  tax

reductions  for  sales  tax  increases,  and  several  years  in  which  voter  approval  was  required  for  imposition  of  tax

rates  in  excess  of  the  Truth-­in-­Taxation  calculated  rates.  After  1998,  effective  tax  rates  rose  again  and  then

remained  level  to  slightly  increasing  for  most  types  of  property.

In  addition  to  reviewing  Utah’s  own  experience  with  property  taxes,  it  is  useful  to  compare  Utah  to  other  states

to  assess  how  burdensome  Utah’s  property  tax  may  be  in  comparison.  Figure  4  is  excerpted  from  a  detailed

study  by  the  Minnesota  Taxpayers  Association  on  property  taxes  in  the  50  states  and  Washington,  DC.  It  shows

that  taxes  on  a  $300,000  home  in  Salt  Lake  City  compare  very  favorably  to  taxes  in  other  states.  Utah  has  one

of  the  lowest  property  taxes,  ranking  45th  in  this  comparison.  The  Minnesota  study  also  compares  taxes  on

other  types  of  property,  including  businesses,  apartments,  lower-­priced  homes,  and  property  in  a  rural

community.  In  each  ranking,  Utah  is  well  below  the  national  average.



In  conclusion,  Utah’s  Truth-­in-­Taxation  law  has  generally  been  effective  at  holding  the  property  tax  burden  at  a
low  level,  although  during  the  rapid  increases  in  property  values  in  the  1990s,  additional  tax  relief  was  enacted
to  counter  the  rising  tax  bills.  Since  the  late  1990s,  Utah’s  property  tax  burden  has  been  on  a  slight  upward
trend  for  primary  residences.  Nevertheless,  the  level  of  taxation  on  homes  in  Utah  remains  very  low  compared
to  other  states.
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