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The Office of Assessment and Tax Claim Bureau 
Controller’s Remarks to Office’s Responses and Comments 

For the period January 1, 2012, through June 30, 2014 
 

 

 
Below are presented the Controller’s remarks to the Office’s response and comments to this 
report. The remarks are numbered in the same order as the “Response to Summary of Findings” 
presented by the Office and included in pages 35 through 46 of this report package. These 
remarks are dated as of January 30, 2015. 
 

1. Whereas the changes described by the Office may improve the accounting of daily 
collections, they do not address the controls over sales. Acts of embezzlement such as the 
one uncovered in 2014 are still reasonably viable in the absence of an accounting of items 
sold.  Also, we were not made aware of the discounts made available to the taxing 
authorities when we were completing our audit and the discounts are not publicized on 
the Assessment price list. 
 

2. Throughout the course of our audit, we were told by Office personnel that certain files 
were expunged and the documentation was not available.  Furthermore, when examining 
some property folders in the Office, we could not find documentation that we were told 
by Office personnel should be located in those property folders. 
 

3. b)  We were unaware that the appellant was appealing an assessment value when 
observing the documentation because all other similar documentation reviewed was for a 
tax exemption request.  Also, the appellant’s application only had an appeal reason of 
“Township is tax-exempt as an instrumentality of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.”, 
which does not explain that the appellant was filing an appeal for assessment purposes. 

 
3. d)  We were unaware the shortened notice period was requested by the appellant. There 

was no notation on the documentation we reviewed and no additional information was 
provided by the Office at the time of examination. 
 

3. f)  It appears that all properties in question were assessed at $6,600 for land for the tax 
year 1982, when the last county-wide assessment took place. The only assessment 
appeals that we are aware of in this group of properties affecting land values since 1982 
are for 0215.000 –bringing its value from $6,600 to $9,250- and for 0219.000 –bringing 
its value from $6,600 to $5,000. The assessed land values for 0205.000 and 0211.000 –
the highest and second highest land-valued properties in this group, respectively- were 
apparently changed due to construction. These values are approximately 95% and 87% 
higher, respectively, than the mode value of $6,600.  The fifteen properties were 
physically inspected from their access street and they were reviewed with Google Maps. 
We found no visible difference that could account for the described differences in 
valuation. 
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The Office of Assessment and Tax Claim Bureau 

Controller’s Remarks to Office’s Responses and Comments (continued) 

For the period January 1, 2012, through June 30, 2014 

 

 

 

4. We believe that legal counsel is needed in the advice as to whether to proceed or not with 

collection and/or sale efforts for specific properties, but not in the search of bankruptcy 

status once a property has been coded “B”. The more practical approach in our view is to 

have Office staff research bankruptcy court documents (such as done by the auditor) and 

present the results for properties believed to no longer be involved in bankruptcy to legal 

counsel for advice. The fact that a source outside of the Office (not an attorney) found 

that a bankruptcy involving properties with delinquent tax balances approximating 

$500,000 had long ended and that subsequently the Office proceeded with sale efforts on 

these properties further solidifies our belief. Lastly, we believe that cost alone should not 

overshadow the importance of an evaluation process in any case. To leave a group of 

properties essentially unmonitored simply because such monitoring is deemed too 

expensive is not an equitable approach and it may leave the impression of preferential 

treatment to those in that group, such as in this case, owners of properties no longer 

involved in bankruptcies. 

 

5. a)  We recognize that Administrative Stays are a sustainable option outside of the Real 

Estate Tax Sale Law, (“RETSL”). As in Judge Leavitt’s opinion of the Battisti case, we 

do not question the use of Administrative Stays if they are applied with a defined and 

consistent methodology. During testimony presented in this case the Director admitted to 

the use of Administrative Stays for reason of “small amount”. He also considered 

$234.72 (the amount in question in the Battisti case) a small amount, however the Battisti 

property was subjected to sale. Now going back to the examined September 2014 Upset 

Sale, when considering post-adjustment balances, we find that only seven properties were 

exposed to sale with a delinquent balance lower than one of the adjusted properties stayed 

“due to low balance”. None of those seven properties did have payment activity 

registered on their account per the Tax Claims computer system prior to the September 

2014 Upset Sale. No property was exposed to sale with a balance lower than the lower of 

the two post-adjustment properties’ balance. Provided the post-adjustment balances are 

correct, it so appears that the Office is now applying some type of equitable methodology 

on the process of staying properties “due to low balance”. When considering pre-

adjustment balances, we find that 34 properties were exposed to sale with a delinquent 

balance lower than one of the properties stayed “due to low balance”. We found that 

seven of those 34 properties had payments applied towards their tax claim per the Tax 

Claims computer system prior to the September 2014 Upset Sale.  See remark 11. for 

more information on the adjusted properties’ accounts. We should also note that we found 

evidence of a property with a tax claim balance of $1.90 (excluding accrued costs) that 

was exposed to the September 2013 Upset Sale. The property was sold and subsequently 

interested parties filed an exception to the sale in court. This serves as an example of the 

type of “additional costs of litigation and challenges” the Director describes as wanting to 

avoid through the process of administrative stays. 
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The Office of Assessment and Tax Claim Bureau 

Controller’s Remarks to Office’s Responses and Comments (continued) 

For the period January 1, 2012, through June 30, 2014 

 

 

5. c)  Section 309 of the RETSL is presented here: “Section 309. Contents of Claims 

Entered.--All claims for taxes returned, made up as a claim and entered in the claim 

docket in the bureau shall set forth: (a) The names of the taxing districts for which filed, 

(b) Except when the owner of the property is unknown and has been unknown for a 

period of not less than five years, the name of the owner and the owner's last known 

address, including the zip code by virtue of the knowledge and information possessed by 

the bureau, by the tax collector for the taxing district making the return and by the county 

office responsible for assessments and revisions of taxes, of the property against which it 

is filed, (c) A description of the property against which the claim is filed sufficient to 

identify the same. A description of the property shall be deemed sufficient if it contains 

(1) a reference to a record of a deed or other instrument of conveyance which describes 

the property, or (2) a reference to the number or number and block of the property in a 

plan, recorded in the office of the recorder of deeds of the county, and the record of such 

plan, or (3) a reference to the number on any lot and block plan officially adopted by a 

taxing district, or (4) a statement of the street and number of the property as officially 

designated by public authorities of a taxing district as of the time the property was 

assessed, or (5) where the property is not identified by reference to the record of a deed, 

or other instrument of conveyance, and may not be identified by street and number, or by 

recorded plan, or by a lot and block plan, a statement of the approximate acreage of the 

property and the name of at least one (1) owner of adjoining property, if such statement is 

accompanied by information showing the character of and use to which the property is 

devoted, as for instance "dwelling and lot," "vacant lot," "vacant land" or "hotel, 

restaurant, apartment house, office building, bank building, manufacturing plant, 

industrial plant and the lands belonging thereto," or "farm and the buildings thereon," or 

"plant nursery and buildings thereon, "or "forest or woodland," or "wasteland," or "coal, 

oil or other mineral severed from the surface," etc., or intelligible abbreviations thereof. 

A variation in the description of the property given in the claim filed from that shown on 

the assessment for tax purposes shall not constitute an irregularity and shall not invalidate 

the claim. The aforesaid description shall not be deemed exclusive. (d) The year or years, 

period or periods, for which the respective taxes were levied, and the amount of taxes due 

for each year, or period, and the penalties and interest due thereon at the time of filing. (e) 

That due notice of the returns of such taxes, the entry of the claim and that the same 

would become absolute, if no exceptions were filed, was given to the owner or posted on 

the property in the manner required by law. Said claim shall be entered in the office of 

the bureau in the proper claim docket and be signed by or have stamped thereon a 

facsimile signature of the director. (309 amended Feb. 21, 2006, P.L.33, No.12)” The 

Office’s public record for each tax claim is displayed on its public website with the title 

“Tax Claim Docket”. Exhibit D shows one property’s “Tax Claim Docket”. 

 

5. d)  The actual recordation date mentioned by the Office is in fact subsequent to the court 

confirmation, but Section 608 of RETSL can be interpreted in varying ways.  The very 

first statement reads: “After the court has confirmed the sale and the purchaser has paid 

the amount of his bid, it shall be the duty of the bureau to make to said purchaser, his or 

their heirs or assigns a deed in fee simple for the property sold.”  The word “make” is not 

defined in the law. 
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The Office of Assessment and Tax Claim Bureau 

Controller’s Remarks to Office’s Responses and Comments (continued) 

For the period January 1, 2012, through June 30, 2014 

 

 

All data presented on the schedules above was obtained from the Office’s computerized 

system. 

 

11. The amounts of the net reductions observed on three properties’ balances examined by us 

amount to $441, $251, and $214. 

 

14. Upon further examination we found that the $4,405.62 deposit was indeed recorded in the 

Office’s electronic system one day after deposits are normally recorded at the Office. 

 

15. Whereas Tax Claims may now “compare bank deposits to its ledger and balances for 

disbursement”, at the time of our examination we were informed by the Tax Claim 

Supervisor that payments to taxing districts were processed as described in the finding. 

We recommend that the review practice implemented –as with any review and 

reconciliation task- be adequately documented so as to facilitate both internal and 

external examination by interested parties. 

 

General Overview Response: 
 

1. To our question “Does the assessment software undergo periodic audits?” during our 

initial examination period the Director responded “No”. To our question “Do you have 

plans to submit the software to audit?” the Director responded “No”. We believe that the 

systems of information technology currently used by Assessment are an integral and 

significant part of Assessment. As such, we recommend incorporating them in any audit 

or study to be performed. 

   

1. b)  Regarding assessment for buildings, we did not physically inspect any properties, 

however, with the aid of Google Maps we compared residential properties with structures 

much larger than normally found within Beaver County and discovered that some had 

lower assessed values and lower input variables (number of rooms, number of bedrooms, 

etc.) than some of their much smaller counterparts. 

 

  

52






	Preliminary Audit Report corrections
	Exhibit A
	Exhibit B
	Exhibit C
	Exhibit D
	Findings
	Management Representation Letter SIGNED
	SKM_C454e15020311430



