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Explanation or reason for introduction of bill/resolution: 

 
 
A BILL relating to the homestead tax credit for special assessments; to provide for application; and to provide 
an effective date. 

 
 

Minutes:                                                 Attachment 1, 2 

 
Chairman Headland:  Opened hearing on HB 1041. 
 
Senator Unruh:  Introduced bill.  This bill will adjust the dollar amount people qualify for with 
the homestead credit for special assessments.  We are adjusting the dollar amount that has 
never been adjusted since the program has been in place from $6,000 to $15.000.  If this bill 
would pass this would be adjusted on an annual basis based on the consumer price index.  
We also adjusted the interest rate reducing it from nine percent to six percent.  The refunds 
for special assessment districts are paid to homeowners who qualify if that homeowner 
moves from the property.  A lien is taken on the property by the state then the extra money 
that was used for the special assessment would be paid back by the new property owner.   
 
Chairman Headland:  Is there testimony in support? 
 
Kent Costin, Director of Finance from the City of Fargo:  See written testimony 
attachment #1.  Ended testimony at 10:42. 
 
Chairman Headland:  This is a program that hasn’t been utilized.  There isn’t a fiscal note 
because there’s no way of knowing how it would be utilized.  Could you give us an idea of 
what we would be facing as far as costs? 
 
Kent Costin:  There are 600 people who would be eligible for this program.  It would be 
difficult to know how many would choose to leverage their assets or simply pay the taxes.  I 
think there were only about 30 people in the state who utilized this program at around 
$45,000.  You have to make an offer of a reasonable program then see if there is any 
migration of people taking advantage of it.  If you changed it to how the bill is currently drafted 
it may take a couple years to educate people and for them to realize this is for them to use.  
I would suspect over time you would see utilization of the program.    
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Chairman Headland:  I’m just trying to think how we’re going to take this to the floor without 
knowing the cost of what kind of participation we’ll have.   
 
Representative Hatlestad:  You say not very many people are using this program, is it 
because of the lack of knowledge that cities haven’t pushed the idea?   
 
Kent Costin:  I don’t know the answer to that question.  I suspect that if the city folks didn’t 
know then the general public may be even more aloof.  I suspect part of it may have to do 
with the interest rate.  If their goal was to stay in their house for 10-15 years and they didn’t 
want special assessments to be an impediment on their living budget they could use this 
program as its drafted with a higher limit.  At the $6,000 limit it might get you five to seven 
years depending on what your assessment burden is.  When thinking of senior planning it 
makes sense to at least provide that flexibility.  They need to be educated that there are tools 
that could help them.   
 
Representative Kading:  If you’re an eligible party and you qualify for the $6,000 or the 
$15,000 the state basically finances it, the special pays the local municipality then you get 
credited for that amount up to the $6,000 or $15,000, is that correct?  The fiscal note for the 
state is the cost of the assessment? 
 
Chairman Headland:  I think that’s correct but we’ll have someone from the tax department 
clarify that for the committee. 
 
Kent Costin:  You have the $15,000 for the total assessment but the annual payment is 
amortized over 25 years so the individual amount would be the per year amount which would 
be much lower.  The accumulation of that is what would be funded under this bill.  If they 
apply for homestead credit and they’re eligible for special assessment those forms should be 
co-mingled so you can hit it all in one administrative process.   
 
Representative Ertelt:  You mentioned the construction CPI and advised to using that 
instead.  Could you give us a more specific name for it?  Is it also Midwest Regional 
Construction CPI or is it for the whole United States? 
 
Kent Costin:  There is a construction index.  There may be a Midwest construction index.  It 
appears that some of our local data is much higher than the regular CPI.  If you used the 
construction index you would be indexing to the appropriate service that is being delivered.  
I can forward this information to you in an email. 
 
Representative Steiner:  Who’s responsibility is it if they can’t pay that special?  Do you 
think the state should make that payment or would the city pay for it out of a program of their 
own? 
 
Kent Costin:  We already had a grant program in place that is superior to this program but 
it is being shut down.  I suspect we will take that up and take a look at our past history to find 
a funding source.  Special assessments are the rage now and we are doing a deep study of 
it.  Those recommendations will be coming out in the next couple months.  There is clearly a 
group of people that would benefit from either a grant or a loan program.   
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Chairman Headland:  Further testimony in support? 
 
Mike Chaussee, AARP North Dakota:  Distributed written testimony, see attachment #2.  
Our 2014 figures show that social security recipients who rely on social security for 90% or 
more of their income is 23% and about 45% who rely on 50% of their income.  The average 
social security check in 2018 data is a little more than $1,300.  At AARP we are intently 
focused on helping people stay in their homes for as long as possible.     
 
Chairman Headland:  Further testimony in support?  Is there opposition?  I think we could 
use some help from the tax department. 
 
Linda Leadbetter, State Supervisor of Assessments, Office of State Tax 
Commissioner:  The homestead credit for special assessments is a program that is 
administered by the tax department simply because it is a little different that the credit is paid 
on their behalf; it is a lien filed against the property.  At the local level when someone 
completes an application they are made aware of the special assessments homestead credit.  
I believe a large part of concern comes from our response when we identify that there will be 
a lien filed against the property.  The fiscal note will have a cost during the year that the 
payment is made but the intent with the lien is that if the property cannot be transferred 
without the satisfaction of the lien.  The process now is that we receive information from the 
county auditor about a request for an application and is completed by us providing information 
to the county auditor and the property owner when they will complete a document that they 
understand there will be a lien filed against their property.  At the time we make a payment 
we’ll file a lien with the county recorder of that county.  We will make a payment annually for 
them if they choose they have the payment made for them for the special assessment.  It 
may continue annually but they may not choose to do it each year.  During the interim taxation 
committee report we had about 30 open claims and it was about $45,000 that had been paid 
by the state.  Of that the interest would be compounded on that when the payments are made 
so there would be greater return than just the $45,000 if those payments were made.  Some 
of those claims go back to the early 80s so we will wonder if those liens will be able to be 
satisfied or if a transfer has occurred without the county informing us of that.  We administer 
it at the state, the application is very similar that the homestead credit requirements, they 
must be 65 years old or older, or they must be permanently or totally disabled, and then they 
need the income qualifications.   
 
Representative Kading:  Just so I understand this, say there is a $15,000 assessment, 
someone wants to finance it with the state, the state pays the assessment, puts a lien on the 
property for the balance of the assessment, then pays the note each year? 
 
Linda Leadbetter:  The process is going back to the whole idea of a special assessment.  
$15,000 is the cost of the entire assessment but the state doesn’t provide a payment based 
on that entire $15,000, it would be the annual portion of it.  The annual payment that individual 
would have applied to their property tax statement is already going to have the interest 
calculated built into it based on that $15,000 being paid over 25 years, as in Fargo.  The state 
would then just be paying the year that they make the application.  Essentially, the state is 
paying for a potential future owner’s share of that special assessment so it’s just done on an 
annual basis.  Almost like a reverse mortgage.    



House Finance and Taxation Committee  
HB 1041 
January 8, 2019 
Page 4  
   

 
Representative Mitskog:  By lowering the interest rate it will certainly become more 
attractive to property owners that would qualify.  Do you know what the potential is on that? 
 
Linda Leadbetter:  We don’t even know how many are eligible to apply.  We only know if 
the ones that had applied what their level of eligibility is.  I believe this would be more 
appealing if the interest rate is lower and there is a higher maximum that would allow them 
to go farther into a special assessment, if that is their concern.  Anytime you lower the interest 
rate it would make it more appealing.  I don’t know how we could estimate it because we 
don’t get reports on special assessments and we don’t have them specifically to the 
homestead credit.  As we consider the ones that are outstanding we may want to look at 
other administrative practices that would need to be changed to ensure those transfers of 
property could not be filed without satisfying the lien.   
 
Representative Hatlestad:  This appears to be a loan the state is giving to the individual 
and it would be paid back? 
 
Linda Leadbetter:  That would be the intent of it.  In order for the property to be transferred 
to another individual the lien needs to be satisfied.  If the lien is not satisfied it remains against 
that property so it could have an impact on someone in 20 years when they realize there’s a 
lien filed when they try to do a transfer.  The experiences we’ve had with the ones where the 
lien is not satisfied during a transfer is if there’s a quick lien deed that is filed.  A quick lien 
deed doesn’t have the same requirements as doing an abstract and updating the abstract 
insuring there are no mortgages or liens against a property.  I suspect those that are 
outstanding from the early 80s that there may have been a transfer of property which was 
transferred to that type of level so there was no abstract update.  At the time of updating an 
abstract that lien would have to be satisfied in order for them to get a clear title to the property 
in the future.  It is a loan.   
 
Chairman Headland:  Do you see a problem being created if the program becomes more 
widely used and future property sales are without updated abstracts?  I wonder if we’re 
opening up a can of worms here.  I wonder if there aren’t better ways to help those who really 
need the help.   
 
Representative B. Koppelman:  The main deterrent for using it may be the interest rate or 
the fact that it’s a lien.  Would it be a more prudent policy to simply change the interest rate 
and not change the cap to see if people pursue it?   
 
Linda Leadbetter:  That would give us an opportunity to see if the interest rate would make 
it more appealing and we would have more applicants.  With the applicants we have in the 
program now, none of them have gotten to the $5,000 threshold yet.   
 
Representative Mitskog:  Mr. Costin, when you’re doing projects in older neighborhoods; 
reconstruction of sewer water, what kind of numbers are you looking at that would be 
assessed to older properties? 
 
Kent Costin:  I asked our special assessment group what that would be under our current 
policy.  Our policy didn’t keep up with inflation.  If you don’t adjust your percentages then 
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eventually the city pays almost everything.  We did an over reach on getting a policy that was 
50% city, 50% homeowner and there was quite an outcry in Fargo over that decision.  The 
city commission immediately reversed that decision and went back to the old policy that was 
about 70% city funds and about 30% levy against the parcel.  The burden on a reconstruction 
program using today’s prices would be about $15,000.  The annual payment on that would 
be relatively small.  In my opinion, you could test mark it by lowering the interest rate, leaving 
the base, and seeing what you get.  Predominantly, it’s a lien and the lien is probably the 
deterrent as to why this isn’t very popular.  People in North Dakota like to pay their taxes and 
are proud of their properties.  There could be people who would benefit from it.  If somebody 
had been in an old neighborhood for 35-40 years and what used to be a $2,000 assessment 
when they first moved in has now become a $15,000 assessment.  The senior folks can’t 
believe how much the assessments are but they are really only picking up 30% of the total 
while the city of Fargo is picking up the remaining 70 percent.  We believe a lien is not popular 
but it’s used in other states and it may be advantageous so we will support the bill no matter 
how it comes out.    
 
Representative Mitskog:  The goal is to keep seniors in their homes but the affordability on 
fixed incomes just from property taxes, let alone special assessments, is expensive.  Would 
there be any way to find out how popular a reverse mortgage is in our state? 
 
Mike Chaussee, AARP:  I can get you that data. 
 
Chairman Headland:  Is there anything else we need clarified?  Seeing none we will close 
the hearing on HB 1041.   
 
 
 
 



2019 HOUSE STANDING COMMITTEE MINUTES 

Finance and Taxation Committee 
Fort Totten Room, State Capitol 

HB 1041 
1/16/2019 

30914 
 

☐ Subcommittee 

☐ Conference Committee 

 

Committee Clerk:  Mary Brucker 

 

Explanation or reason for introduction of bill/resolution: 

 
A bill relating to the homestead tax credit for special assessments; to provide for application; 
and to provide an effective date.   
 

Minutes:                                                 Attachment 1 

 
Chairman Headland:  I believe we have an amendment to take a look at.   
 
Representative Mitskog:  Distributed a proposed amendment, see attachment #1.  Read 
over the proposed amendment.  MADE A MOTION TO ADOPT THE AMENDMENT.  
 
Representative Eidson:  Seconded. 
 
Representative Steiner:  Are we going back to the original bill?  
 
Chairman Headland:  Yes we’re amending the bill that came out of the interim tax 
committee.  We’re dropping the interest rate from nine to six and going back to the original 
six that was in the bill.  The League of Cities talked with Kent Costin from Fargo who thought 
that would work.   
 
Representative B. Koppelman:  With the amended language, all this bill does is adds an 
annual adjustment on the consumer price index so that going forward the six will adjust up 
from there?  If we’re not changing the percentage then the only thing left is what’s on lines 
12, 13, 19 thru 22 on page one, correct?   
 
Chairman Headland:  Is it still adjusting the bill annually?   
 
Representative B. Koppelman:  On line 12 where six was overstruck then 15 was added, 
we’re getting rid of 15 going back to six.  The only thing we are doing is adjusting that six 
from every year here on out to match an increase based on consumer price index.   
 
Chairman Headland:  That is true.  We will make that adjustment.  It had been in code for 
quite a while and there was no mechanism to adjust with the cost of living so that will be 
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moved up.  We are also adjusting down the interest rate from nine to six on page two.  Is 
there any further discussion? 
 
VOICE VOTE TO ADOPT THE AMENDMENT DATED JANUARY 16, 2019 
MOTION CARRIED 
 
Chairman Headland:  We have the amended version of HB 1041 before us.   
 
Representative Dockter:  MADE A MOTION FOR A DO PASS AS AMENDED 
 
Representative Blum:  SECONDED 
 
Chairman Headland:  Is there any discussion? 
 
ROLL CALL VOTE:  12 YES     0 NO     2 ABSENT 
MOTION CARRIED 
 
Representative Eidson will carry this bill.   
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