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Its assessed value 
from King County 
dropped by a third, but 
the owners of Russell 
Investments Center 
say that’s still too 
much. They have 
joined a long list of 
property owners filing 
appeals.
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Thousands contest King Count property valuations
Assessment appeals surge

Puget Sound Business Journal (Seattle) - by Kelly Gilblom Staff Writer

After buying the former Washington Mutual Center for a third of what the tower had cost to build, the parent 
company of Russell Investments still had a complaint. It insisted the property was over-assessed by King County, 
and sought to lower its tax bill.

Join the crowd. The 2009 tax year saw 13,184 King County property owners file such appeals, the most in two 
decades and three times the typical level. Homeowners and commercial owners alike couldn’t reconcile the higher 
assessed values they got in the mail with the actual real estate market they saw crashing around them.

Now, King County Assessor Lloyd Hara is trying to cut through the enormous appeals backlog with a staff that has 
been sliced by almost 10 percent, to 202, because of county budget shortfalls.

“We’re so short-staffed,” Hara said. “But, we have to operate with what is.”

King County’s biggest case of sticker shock in decades, based on the surge in assessment appeals, was sparked by 
assessed values logged in 2009 but based on the peak real estate years of 2007 and 2008. Assessments for the 2010 
tax year reflected the market drop, and appeals slid to 8,248 — still almost double the norm.

The cumulative surge in appeals, coming at the same time as the county’s budget crisis, has clogged the pipeline 
worse than ever. It forced King County to assign fewer staffers to each appeal, which means property owners have to 
wait longer to get a hearing. Also, with a smaller staff, the county could have a harder time disproving erroneous 
complaints.

“They don’t have the time or manpower to present a good case,” said Stephen Sanish, the executive director of the 
Washington State Board of Tax Appeals, referring to the King County Assessor’s Office.

According to the manager and clerk of the Board of Equalization, David Hoff, each case has less time dedicated to it, as officials attempt to 
get all the complaints through the system. The lag time between complaint and resolution ranges from eight months to more than a year.

Adding to the disgruntlement of property owners is the difference between Hara’s assessment method, which began after his election in 
2009, and that of his predecessor, Scott Noble. Noble took a three-year average of comparable home sales to determine property value 
and made an administrative decision to lower every parcel’s value by 15 percent, with the goal of reflecting the trend in home prices. Hara 
uses a two-year average, and does not alter the computer model’s outcome.

Either way, thousands of homeowners think their assessments are too high.

“The assessor’s office was repeatedly raising the value of my property,” said Damon Plackis, who appealed the assessment of his home in 
the Fauntlee Hills area of West Seattle. “That’s fine when property values are going up, but when you keep doing that when values are 
going down, that wasn’t acceptable to me.”

Plackis successfully had his assessment lowered by $67,000, but had to wait a year to schedule and attend multiple hearings needed to 
complete the process. In the end, he was refunded the nearly $600 he overpaid in taxes.

According to Sanish, at the State Board of Tax Appeals, that time frame is not uncommon. Sanish’s perspective comes from the tail end of 
the process. Before going to the board of tax appeals, homeowners first contest the value with the assessor’s department, and then the 
King County Board of Equalization. If they or the assessor’s office doesn’t like the outcome, either side can then make a case to the 
tax appeal board, which is made up of three governor-appointed real estate experts.

The number of people making it to that final step has steadily been rising by about 500 every year. In fiscal year 2010, the appeal board 
saw 3,833 cases. But the success rate of property owners stays steady — between 25 percent and 28 percent.

“That’s an amazing number (of successes) because it’s such a strict, stringent standard of proof,” said Sanish. “The assessor is granted by 
statute the presumption of correctness.”

The ability of people to prevail is a testament to how overwhelmed the department is, he said. If the department were able to present 
better evidence, it’s likely fewer people would win appeals.

Page 1 of 2Thousands contest King Count property valuations - Puget Sound Business Journal (Seattle)

9/17/2010http://seattle.bizjournals.com/seattle/stories/2010/09/20/story3.html?t=printable



However, in some cases the assessment contains errors, such as incorrect square footage, or poorly compares similar home sales data.

ValueAppeal, a company that maintains its own algorithim to determine property values, estimated this year about 13 percent of 
residential parcels in King County are over-assessed. The company’s CEO, Charlie Walsh, said it is a natural outcome of a computer-based 
mass valuation system to have some homes over-assessed and some under-assessed, with the majority valued correctly.

Northwestern Mutual, the parent company of Russell Investments and owner of the former WaMu Center in downtown Seattle, will 
get more time at the Board of Equalization than the average homeowner, said Hoff, the board’s head. The board has scheduled several 
hours to hear Northwestern’s complaint that its 2009 assessed value of $181.8 million — down from $275.1 million in 2008 — is still too 
high, he said.

Northwestern paid what was widely seen as a bargain price of $115 million about a year ago for what is now the Russell Investments 
Center. Construction of the 42-story tower in 2005 by then-high-flying WaMu was reported to have cost three times as much.

As for the commercial property sector as a whole, Hara believes it will not provide the revenue it did in the past, meaning the tax burden 
will move to residential taxpayers.

“Previously, the commercial sector carried a greater burden than residential… this next year we’ll probably be going back and reversing,” 
said Hara.

In 2009, there were more commercial than residential appeals, which was unusual. It’s expected this will likely continue as assessed 
values in the commercial sector catch up to the market trend, the way residential values did in recent years.
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