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One of the primary functions of the Finance Department is to issue and collect all bills and notices relating to real estate, personal property and excise taxes, and water/sewer charges.  In order to receive payments in a timely manner and to avoid interest and penalties, it is important that the taxpayer receives all bills and notices and they are aware of our collection procedures, which are mandated by state statute.  For FY 09, property taxes account for 59.5% of operating revenues for the City.  Over and above the billing of the various property taxes, the City has a legal obligation to lien outstanding water/sewer charges as part of its collection process for both taxable and tax exempt properties.  If a property is tax exempt, the outstanding water/sewer charges must be expressed as a tax, which is how the MBTA and the US Government appeared on the delinquent tax list that was advertised in the local newspaper.
The City has approximately 15,000 water and sewer accounts, which are billed four times throughout the fiscal year.  The water/sewer charges are due within 30 days of the billing date.  If payment is not received by the due date, interest is charged on the outstanding balance from the bill date until the payment is received.  
The City offers several venues to the water/sewer customer to process their payments. The City accepts cash, checks or money orders at the Finance Department, credit cards via the City’s website, and checks or money orders through our lock box service.  The customer may also access account information via the City’s website.
If payment is not received, the City shall lien all outstanding water/sewer charges to the corresponding real estate tax bill.  The liening process reduces the outstanding charges on the water/sewer bill and the charges and interest are added to the real estate tax. 
During the real estate billing process, the water/sewer liens and real estate bills are created simultaneously.  This process adds all the outstanding water/sewer charges that were issued during the preceding fiscal year but still outstanding as of the date the real estate bills are created. For example, the FY 10 real estate bills will be processed during September of 2009.  The water/sewer liens will consist of all outstanding water/sewer charges issued from July 1, 2008 through June 30, 2009, but still outstanding as of the processing date in September.

When the fall tax bill is issued, the total amount due will include the first half tax and the entire water/sewer lien.  The City places the breakdown of the water/sewer charges on the tax bill under Special Assessments. Payment is due 30 days from the date of billing.  If payment is not received, interest is calculated on the overdue balance from the billing date until payment is received. The second half tax bill is issued in April and due 30 days from the billing date.  This notice reflects any outstanding balances from the first half and the second half tax.  Approximately 20 days from the due date for the second tax bill, the City issues a demand notice to all taxpayers with an outstanding balance.  This notice reflects outstanding balances for the real estate taxes, water/sewer lien and interest.  If payment is not received within 14 days, the City will proceed to the next step of the collection process. 
The next step of the collection process is to issue two separate notices to those taxpayers with accounts that have outstanding balances.  The first notice is issued in July and states that there is an outstanding balance.  If the entire outstanding balance is not received, the City will publish in the local newspaper its intent to proceed with a tax taking against the property, which is a legal step required by state statute in order to perfect the tax taking.  During the month of November, the second notice is issued to all taxpayers that still have an outstanding balance.  This notice states the City’s intention to advertise the taxpayer’s name and the outstanding taxes in the local newspaper and proceed with a tax taking.  The City must also post the same information in two public places, which is legally required by state statute in order to perfect the tax taking.  Within 60 days after a tax taking, the City will file the Instrument of Taking at the Registry of Deeds.  Once the tax taking is recorded, the City sends several letters to the taxpayer regarding the outstanding taxes.
In closing, customer service is an essential part of the Finance Department’s daily business practice and our policy is to communicate with the taxpayer as often as possible with regard to outstanding taxes.  We continuously attempt to notify the taxpayers of any delinquencies and provide general information about policies.  In conjunction with the Law Department, we have had success dealing with taxpayers owing larger tax title balances.   Quite often we have the taxpayer in for a meeting to seek a resolution to their unfortunate financial situation.  By state statute, we cannot waive any tax balance, interest or fees, but we can offer a payment plan or suggest they contact a financial institution to apply for a loan at a lower interest rate than what the City must legally charge.  In addition to contacting the taxpayer with letters or notices, we inform taxpayers of the outstanding tax balances on the real estate bills.  We also have the tax information on the City’s website.  Prior to the first half tax bills being issued, several newsletters are mailed to every taxpayer, to keep them informed of a variety of important issues.  The newsletters cover areas such as the City’s budget, property assessments, real estate tax bills, issue dates,  due dates, excise tax and exemptions, to name a few.
Due to these efforts made over the past several years, the City has collected in tax title revenue:  $1,988,611 during FY 07; $1,863,108 during FY 08; and $800,885 to date for FY 09. There are currently 225 accounts in tax title that total $2,372,300 in unpaid taxes, which is less than 1% of the FY09 property tax levy.  This is the lowest number of outstanding tax title accounts and lowest outstanding balance in recent years.
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