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At Richard Cohn's Cherry Hill law office, the telephones are an economic indicator.

More and more, they're ringing with calls from people seeking to cut property taxes by appealing the assessed value of homes and other buildings.

"It's a lot more active," said Cohn, noting the volume of appeals has "at least doubled" in the past year at his firm, Earp Cohn.

"It started a year or two ago as real estate prices fell," he observed. "More and more people are becoming aware that they can get relief from their tax assessment."

Indeed, more than 74,000 property tax appeals were filed statewide last year, triple the amount in 2007.

In the tri-county area, filings jumped by more than 50 percent from 2008 to 2010 -- going from 1,594 to 2,888, state records show.

The largest number of appeals were in Burlington County -- 1,486 last year, compared to 1,263 in 2008. But the increase was sharpest in Gloucester County, where appeals more than doubled from 661 in 2008 to 1,364 last year.

Camden County also saw a big jump, going from 670 to 1,238 in the same period.

Behind the upsurge: In a weak housing market, the actual value of many properties has dropped well below the level at which they're assessed for tax purposes. And the weak economy has motivated many people to cut costs wherever they can.

"When things are going well, people don't really think about their tax bill," said Cohn. "But now, when people are looking for ways to save money, they're saying, 'Here's an opportunity.' "

In Brielle, Monmouth County, Terri LaPoint has helped about 15 friends and neighbors navigate the property tax appeal system.

"People don't know they can do this. It's very easy," she said of appeals to the county Board of Taxation.

LaPoint said everyone she's helped so far has slashed their assessments by at least $65,000. LaPoint lopped 20 percent off her own assessment, saving herself nearly $1,500 in taxes.

Her advice: If you think you're overassessed, find out the sales price for comparable homes in your town. If the evidence is there, appeal.

The deadline is soon: April 1. If your town had a municipal-wide revaluation or reassessment in the past tax year, the deadline is May 1.

"If you have an hour, you can do this," LaPoint said.

In Cherry Hill alone, appeals cut $50 million from the value of taxable property last year, said township spokesman Dan Keashen. He noted for context that the town's total tax base is $4.5 billion.

"Since the real estate market bust in 2008, the average annual appeal has been about $14 million a year with a mix of commercial and residential properties, which is about three-tenths of 1 percent of the total tax base," Keashen said.

"The appeals equal approximately 1 percent of the overall revenue raised by the local levy," he added. "In order to replace that revenue, the township will continue to raise revenue through outside resources."

Inaccurate assessments likely cost New Jersey property owners as much as $1.6 billion in annual property tax overpayments, according to a New Jersey Press Media analysis of home sales data. The analysis looked at sales data from October 2009 through December 2010, and compared what the property taxes on each property would have been if the levy was based on the sale price, not assessed value.

Locally, among towns with at least 50 property sales, the discrepancy was pronounced in Maple Shade and Willingboro in Burlington County; in Gloucester City and Winslow in Camden County; and in Franklin, Gloucester County.

In all, more than six out of every 10 New Jersey property owners are paying more than their fair share of property taxes, the analysis found. But successful appeals also mean the burden is increased for other property owners, officials note.

"Tax appeals effectively reduce the tax base in the municipality of the appeal and in the county, and redistributes (the tax) burden among all other taxpayers," said David McPeak, Camden County's chief financial officer.

Silvio M. Silvi, a real estate attorney from Toms River, Ocean County, thinks the odds of winning an appeal in given the current market conditions are "phenomenal."

"We might not see the bottom for another year," he predicted.

While hiring a real estate attorney and a state-licensed appraiser to handle your appeal can improve your outcome, it's not necessary, experts say.

Silvi says his fee is half the first year's tax savings, while an appraiser costs another $400. That outlay has be weighed against the likely tax savings from a successful appeal, which will typically last for several years, until the municipality resets assessments again.

Jeff H. Horn, also a Toms River attorney, said his firm accepts cases where the client can win at least a 15 percent property tax reduction.

"We probably reject more than half the people who call us because their tax savings wouldn't be sufficient to hire counsel, but they can still file their own appeal," he said.

But Horn, a former commissioner on Ocean County's Board of Taxation, said most homeowners who came before the board did a poor job presenting their appeals.

Generally, people are motivated to file an appeal for one of two reasons, he said. They either just got hit with a big tax increase, or they've discovered that some neighbors' homes are assessed lower than theirs.

Neither carries any weight with the county tax board, he said.

"You can't file an appeal based on what your taxes are, or on your neighbor's assessment," said Michael Imbriaco, tax assessor in Marlboro, Monmouth County.

Pleading financial hardship won't get you anywhere, either, experts say.

It would be more accurate to call tax appeals "assessment appeals," because it's the assessed value that's in dispute.

In New Jersey, the legal presumption is that the value set by the municipal tax assessor is correct. The burden is on the property owner to prove otherwise.

It's possible that the assessor or the company hired to do your town's revaluation made a miscalculation. But if it's not something obvious like that, your appeal will hinge on whether or not you can produce three to five solid "comps," meaning recent sales of homes in your town that are comparable to yours.

These sales have to persuade the tax board that your home's market value is at least 15 percent below what your municipal assessor says it is. The 15 percent benchmark is the leeway that assessors have under the law.

The key word there is "comparable," experts caution. Among the variables the tax board will scrutinize are the type of home, the date and quality of construction, the number of bedrooms and bathrooms, the lot size, the neighborhood, the interior layout, and amenities such as an outdoor deck or swimming pool.

Bear in mind, too, that most estate sales, short sales and bank foreclosure sales can't be used as comps because they weren't exposed to the open market.

Finding these properties is easy if you live in a large development with many houses similar to yours, provided there has been recent sales activity there. In other cases, though, you'll have to do a little more legwork.

Municipal assessors receive sales data from the county on a weekly basis and are generally willing to help homeowners identify prospective comps, said Robin Palughi, tax assessor in Point Pleasant, Ocean County.

She also recommends driving past the properties to see how they stack up to yours.

Property sales and assessment data are also available through DataUniverse.com, a free online database site. Most counties also provide that information on their websites.

"Circumstances really vary from property to property," observed Cohn in Cherry Hill. "As a homeowner, you have to look at your own situation."

New Jersey Press Media contributed to this report.
