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Dear Residents and Taxpayers of Cambridge:

F

Approximately 74.9% of residential taxpayers
will see a reduction, no increase or an increase
Approximately 74.9% of
of less than $100 in their FY13 property tax
residential taxpayers will see bill. In addition, another 15.8% of residential
The City’s excess levy capacity increased, a reduction, no increase or an taxpayers will see an increase between $100 and
$250 in their FY13 property tax bill. This will
actual revenues far exceeded projections
and prior year collections, our free cash increase of less than $100 in be the eighth year in a row that a majority of
position increased and the total assessed their FY13 property tax bill. residential taxpayers will see either a reduction,
no change or an increase of less than $100. In
value of property in Cambridge remained
addition, the City Council approved a 0% instrong. In May, the City Council adopted
crease in the FY13 water and sewer rate for the second conthe FY13 budget, which reflected a 2.87% increase, resulting
secutive year this past March.
in a projected property tax levy increase of 6.6%. The propiscal Year 2012 was an exceptional
year financially for the City of
Cambridge, in spite of the national
economic climate.

erty tax levy is the amount of revenue raised through property
taxes in a given year.
At that time, I informed the City Council that the actual
property tax levy increase was likely to change. This statement
was based on several assumptions that included: the possible
use of additional non-property tax revenues that would be
available based on FY12 actual collections; and the additional
use of reserves.
These assumptions proved correct. Therefore, the City elected to use an additional $1.9 million in non-property tax revenues to reduce the amount to be raised through the property
tax levy.
As a result, the actual FY13 property tax levy of $316,947,770
reflects a $17,857,132, or 5.97%, increase over FY12. The
eight-year average increase in the property tax levy is 4.52%.
based on the votes taken by the City Council on October
1, 2012, the Massachusetts Department of Revenue has approved a residential tax rate of $8.66 per thousand dollars of
value and a commercial tax rate of $21.50 per thousand dollars of value. These rates reflect an increase from last year of
$0.18, or 2.1% for residential and $0.74, or 3.6% for commercial. This year, commercial taxpayers will pay 65.4% of
the total property tax levy, the same share as in FY12.

Additionally, the City Council appropriated $10 million in
Free Cash to the City Debt Stabilization Fund to offset anticipated debt service costs in the future for the City's major
capital projects, especially in relation to the elementary school
reconstruction plan.
Overall, continued sound financial management and planning has enabled the City to limit the growth of residential
property taxes. It is my belief that the City Council and City
officials have again listened and responded to the taxpayers
and residents and produced a property tax levy increase which
is modest, but also allows us to maintain the wide array of services that the citizens of Cambridge have come to expect, and
enables us to maintain and improve the City’s infrastructure.
The City’s Assessing Department is offering neighborhood
taxpayer assistance meetings in addition to its normal office
hours. Please see the back cover of this brochure for dates,
times and locations. I encourage you to examine this brochure
and to seek out City staff from the departments listed on the
back cover with any questions or comments.
Very truly yours,

RObeRT W. HeAlY, City Manager

Assessment Update
FY13 values are based on market activity that occurred during calendar year 2011, which is the basis of the FY13 property assessment.
Overall, the total assessed value of taxable property in the City equals
$25.2 billion, a 3.14% increase over FY12 values, and is greater than
projections presented to the rating agencies in January 2012. Total
residential property values of $15.6 billion have moderated and
reflect a slight increase of 3.7%, with total commercial property values of $8.6 billion increasing by 1.2%. Personal property values for
FY13 are $1 million, an increase of 12.5% over FY12.
The modest increase in total values reflects the difficult real estate
market but has been mitigated by continued new construction in
both residential and commercial classes, as well as the continued
desirability of the Cambridge market.

For several years prior to FY06, escalating residential values outpaced increases in commercial values, resulting in a shift of the tax
burden from commercial to residential property owners. However,
in FY06 this trend reversed and has continued. In FY13, the market
for both commercial and residential properties increased slightly, not
unlike the Greater Boston area, resulting in the continuation of a
tax distribution similar to FY12 between residential and commercial
taxpayers.
To review assessed values of homes as compared to sales data, visit
the City’s property database at www.cambridgema.gov. Under
Online Services, click on Property Database.

The table below illustrates the change in median tax bills between FY12 and FY13 for residential taxpayers by property class. The
median is the midpoint value, which has an equal number of values below and above it.
Change in the Median Value and tax Bill By ProPerty Class
Fy12 Median Value Fy12 tax Bill*

Fy13 Median Value

Fy13 tax Bill*

dollar Change

Percent Change

single FaMily

$686,200

$4,139

$699,000

$4,298

$159

3.84%

CondoMiniuM

$366,700

$1,430

$375,300

$1,495

$65

4.55%

two FaMily

$644,600

$3,786

$649,100

$3,866

$80

2.11%

three FaMily

$728,900

$4,501

$732,300

$4,586

$85

1.89%

* Includes Residential Exemption

The table below illustrates how approximately 74.9% of residential
taxpayers will see a reduction, no change or an increase of less than
$100. Another 15.8% of residential taxpayers will see an increase
between $100-$250.
Change in the residential tax Bills*
Change in
tax PayMent

nuMBer oF
CuMulatiVe
ParCels PerCentage PerCentage

LEss than $0
(tax dEcREasE)

4,123

19.5%

–

GREatER than $0

11,735

55.4%

74.9%

but LEss than $250

3,340

15.8%

90.7%

GREatER than $250
but LEss than $500

1,026

4.8%

95.5%

GREatER than $500

948

4.5%

100%

but LEss than $100
GREatER than $100

totals

21,172

100%

* based on single, two, three Family and condominiums and assumes the
Residential Exemption for each parcel in both years.

three Major FaCtors deterMine
your tax Bill:
the City’s Budget: as a result of the
recommendations adopted by the city council, there
is a 5.97% increase in the property tax levy required to
balance the FY13 budget. the property tax levy for FY13
is $316,947,770.
ProPerty Values: FY13 values are based on
market activity from January 1, 2011 through december
31, 2011. While the overall total residential assessed values
increased in FY13, assessed values of existing homes
remained relatively stable.
the CoMMerCial-residential
ProPerty tax ClassiFiCation: because
both total commercial and residential values increased
slightly, the share of FY13 property taxes paid by
commercial taxpayers is 65.4%, the same share as in FY12.
the residential share is 34.6%, also the same as in FY12.

Frequently Asked Questions
About Your Assessment
★ How does tHe citY determine tHe vAlue of mY House?

The State requires that the City establish the full and fair
cash value of all real estate as of January 1 of each year. To
determine FY13 values, the Assessing Department reviewed
all valid sales that occurred between January 1, 2011 and
December 31, 2011. A computer model is used to calculate
property values based on this market activity, as well as certain
property-specific attributes such as location, size, type and
condition. This is known as the “mass appraisal method.”

★ wHY cAn’t tHe citY just lower propertY vAlues
in order to reduce tAx bills?

State law requires the City to assess property at full and fair
market value as of January 1 each year. However, lower property
values do not necessarily result in lower tax bills. Since a fixed
amount of revenue must be raised each year through property
taxes in order to fund the budget, lower overall property values
would result in a higher tax rate.
★ WHAT IF I DISAGREE WITH MY ASSESSMENT?

★ wHAt if i own A two or tHree fAmilY House And
it HAs some vAcAnt units? does tHAt impAct mY
propertY Assessment?

Two and three family homes are traditionally purchased as
primary residences not as investment real estate, therefore the
comparable sales approach is the most appropriate method to
value the property. The sales comparison approach uses similar
sales to determine the market value as of January 1st and does
not use the income the property generates to determine the
assessed value.
★ wHo verifies tHAt tHe Assessing model used bY tHe
citY And tHe resulting propertY vAlues Are AccurAte?

Annually, the Massachusetts Department of Revenue
(DOR) performs a statistical analysis of the City’s property values. Additionally, every three years the DOR conducts a comprehensive analysis of the City’s appraisal system and reviews
property values to ensure that they represent full and fair market
values. In FY11, the City’s assessing model was certified by the
DOR after a rigorous review as part of its triennial analysis. In
the interim years a statistical analysis is performed and approved
by the DOR.
★ wHY sHould i let tHe citY Assessing depArtment
in mY House for An inspection?

Interior inspections are an important part of the City’s assessment process. Just as a potential buyer of real estate inspects the
interior of a home before making an offer, the City can make
a better determination of value based upon accurate data using
interior inspections. Often the results of the inspection can be
beneficial to the taxpayer by correcting data. Examples of data
reviewed include: dwelling type, condition, land area, size of
the structure, number of bathrooms and fireplaces, and whether
attics and basements are finished or unfinished.

You may file an application for abatement with the Assessing
Department. Abatement applications are due on or before the
first bill due date. You may obtain an application by calling the
Assessing Department at 617 349 4343, or by downloading
the form from the Assessing Department’s website: www.cambridgema.gov/assess.aspx.

About the city budget
★ does tHe citY use its reserves to bAlAnce
tHe budget And lower propertY tAxes?

Yes. The City, on average, has used $14.6 million in reserve
funds in each of the past 10 fiscal years. This prudent and
planned use of City reserves has been positively recognized by
the three major credit rating agencies, and is reflected in the
City’s AAA credit rating. If the City used all of its reserves in
one year to reduce property taxes, the next year’s taxes would
increase significantly since the reserves would no longer be
available.
★ wHAt does “excess levY cApAcitY” meAn?

Excess levy capacity is the difference between what the City
actually levies and what the City could levy. The City of
Cambridge’s excess levy capacity for FY13 is $104.1 million.
★ wHAt is free cAsH?

Free cash is generated when actual revenue collections are more
than budget estimates, or when expenditures and encumbrances
are less than appropriations, or both. The City's Free Cash
amount is certified annually by the DOR.

About Your bill
★ wHen sHould i expect to receive mY reAl estAte tAx
bill?

"Personal Exemption Forms." You do not need to reapply each
year. The Cambridge City Council has elected to use the highest allowable exemption of 30%, which for FY13 is $202,699
and, therefore, reduces the owner-occupied homeowner’s taxes
by $1,755.37.

Real estate tax bills are issued semi-annually. Bills are typically
issued and mailed to taxpayers during the months of October
and April of each year. Payment of these bills is due 30 days
from the date of issue, generally during the months of November ★ mY mAiling Address HAs cHAnged. How do i
and May. If you do not receive a tax bill by November 1st
notifY tHe citY so tHAt mY tAx bill is sent to
and April 1st of each year, please contact the City’s Finance
tHe correct Address?
Department at 617 349 4220 or via e-mail at treasurer@camThe City’s Assessing Department requires a mailing address
bridgema.gov.
change form. You may obtain the form by calling the Assessing
Department at 617 349 4343, or by downloading the form
★ wHAt will HAppen if i do not pAY mY reAl estAte tAx
from the Assessing Department’s website: www.cambridgema.
bill bY tHe bill due dAte?
gov/assess.aspx.
If your real estate tax bill is not paid in full by the bill due date,
interest will immediately begin accruing on your real estate tax
★ wHAt is tHe cpA surcHArge? wHAt is tHe moneY
bill at a rate of 14% and, according to Massachusetts state law,
used for?
interest will accrue back to the date of issue.
Cambridge residents voted to adopt the Community
★ i live on A limited income. wHAt options Are
AvAilAble to reduce mY tAxes?

Unfortunately, regardless of age or income, all property owners
must pay taxes. If you or your spouse are age 65 or older, you
may qualify for a tax exemption of up to $2,000. Exemptions
are also available for disabled veterans and for persons who are
legally blind. In cases of extreme hardship, the City may grant
a full or partial exemption of taxes. Hardship exemptions are
granted on a case-by-case basis, and are usually a one-time
exemption. Deferral of taxes may also be an option, depending
on your age and income. Information about specific exemptions
will be mailed to all taxpayers soon after the tax bills are mailed.
You may also contact the Assessing Department at 617 349
4343 to discuss your situation.
★ i Am A new owner. will tHe tAx bill be sent to me?

Preservation Act (CPA) in 2001. The CPA is a property tax
surcharge of 3%. The adoption of the CPA had a neutral effect
on tax bills, and enabled the City to qualify for matching funds
from the State. Money raised through the CPA must be used
to acquire and protect open space, preserve historic buildings,
and create and maintain affordable housing. The State provides matching funds to communities that have enacted the
CPA legislation. Since the inception of the CPA, the City has
received approximately $44.6 million in State matching funds
through FY12.
★ is tAx bill And pAYment informAtion AvAilAble
online?

Yes. You may view your real estate tax, personal property tax,
motor excise tax and water bills online at www.cambridgema.
gov under Online Services. Click on "Pay Bills Online." The
City accepts online credit card payments for motor excise tax
and water bills. Taxpayers will be able to pay their real estate
and personal property tax bills using a credit card, debit card or
electronic check (ACH). All online payment options are subject to a convenience fee.

Not necessarily. The assessment date is January 1, 2012. The
property is legally assessed and billed to the owner as of January
1. The City makes every effort to get new owner address changes
into its system; however, sometimes it is several months before
the City receives a copy of the new deed. If you do not receive a
bill by November 1st, please contact the Finance Department at ★ i recentlY bougHt A new condominium. tHe fY13 tAx
617 349 4220 and request a duplicate bill. You may also e-mail
bill is for tHe entire propertY. How do i pAY onlY mY
us at treasurer@cambridgema.gov. You are responsible for paying
sHAre?
the bill whether you receive it or not.
Your portion of the tax bill is based on your share of the common interest, which can be found on your unit deed. Speak
★ Am i eligible for A residentiAl exemption?
with the developers to see if they intend to pay the first half
You are eligible for a residential exemption if you owned and
and will be collecting payments from the individual unit ownoccupied your property as your principal residence as of January
ers. If not, and your mortgage company is collecting an escrow
1, 2012. An individual owner may qualify for a residential
payment for real estate taxes, contact their escrow departexemption on only one parcel. If you do not see this exempment to give them the percentage of your common interest.
tion on your bill, an application form must be submitted within
Otherwise, you may request an apportionment letter from the
3 months of the 1st half bill date. You may obtain the form by
Board of Assessors to determine your portion of real estate
calling the Assessing Department at 617 349 4343, or by downtaxes owed.
loading the form from the Assessing Department’s website:
www.cambridgema.gov/assess.aspx. The form is available under

How To Read Your Tax bill
City of Cambridge
tax rate
Per $1000

res:
$8.66

Fiscal Year 2013 Real estate bill

comm:
$21.50

assessed owner
SMITH, JOHN

Property Description and Location

real estate Values

Parcel ID: 40-84
book/Page: 14998/502
location: 123 MAIN ST
Class: 101
land Area: 3250 sq. ft.

Residential
Commercial

$506,970

Total Value:

$506,970

Residential exemption:

$202,699

real estate taxes and charges

Betterments/Liens
JOHN SMITH
123 MAIN ST
CAMbRIDGe MA 02139

Bill no.
21845031

Water lien
Sewer lien
Total

$0
$0
$0

Res. Tax
$4,390.36
Comm. Tax
CPA
$105.73
betterments/liens
exemptions/Abatements ($1,808.03)
Total due FY 2013
$2,688.06
1st Payment Due Nov 2012 $1,344.03
2nd Payment Due May 2013 $1,344.03

Amount Now Due

$1,344.03

tax Bill Key
ProPerty tax DescriPtion anD Location

assesseD oWner

•

Parcel iD: Also known as map, lot & unit, this number identifies your property on the City’s Assessor's map. When making a payment, please reference the parcel on your check.

•

•

Book/Page: South Middlesex Registry of Deeds’ recording
reference.

reaL estate taxes anD charges

•

res. tax: Taxes due on residential property.

•

Location: The legal address of the assessed property.

•

comm. tax: Taxes due on commercial property.

•

class: A code which identifies the type of property.
(e.g. 101: Single Fam, 102: Condo, 104: 2-Fam, 105: 3-Fam)

•

•

Land area: Square footage of the land.

cPa: Community Preservation Act Surcharge. The
City’s surcharge rate is 3%, with a $100,000 exemption
for residential property.

•

Betterments/Liens: Full amount is due with first
half payment.

•

exemption/abatements: Tax reduction due to abatements
and exemptions. The full residential exemption reduces a
homeowner's taxes by $1,755.37 and the CPA by $52.66.
The total reduction is $1,808.03.

reaL estate VaLues

•

residential and commercial: The value of your property
as of January 1, 2012.

•

total Value: The sum of residential and commercial value.

•

residential exemption: An exemption granted to owners
who occupy their property as their primary residence. The
FY13 exemption is $202,699.

Betterment/Liens

•

Water/sewer Liens: Water and sewer charges more than
90 days overdue are added to your tax bill.

assessed owner: Person who owned the property on
January 1, 2012.

Abatement applications are due on the tax bill due date.
Download an application form from the Assessing
Department’s website at www.cambridgema.gov/
assess.aspx or call the Assessing Department at
617 349 4343.

Important Dates

What If I Have a Tax Related
Question or Want More Information?

Taxpayer assistance Schedule

treasurer@cambridgema.gov

OCTOBER 25, 2012
2:00 pm - 4:00 pm,
No. Cambridge Senior Center, 2050 Mass. Ave.

Send MAil TO:

The City Treasurer
Cambridge City Hall
795 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA 02139

NOVEMBER 5, 2012
10:00 am - 12:00 pm,
Main Library, 449 Broadway

www.cambridgema.gov
Sign up for the Cambridge Alert Network at
www.CambridgeMA.gov/AlertNetwork to receive emergency
alerts and other important City information.

ViSiT The CiTY’S WebSiTe:

COnTACT A dePArTMenT:

Assessing Department for Property Value Info. 617 349 4343
budget Office for expenditure/Revenue Info. 617 349 4270
Finance Department for Tax bill Info. 617 349 4220
City Manager’s Office for General Info. 617 349 4300
Printed on recycled paper

NOVEMBER 2012
Tax Bills Due
Abatement Applications Due
JaNuaRy 2013
Exemption Applications Due

Ask The Treasurer
e-MAil:

OCTOBER 2012
Tax Bills Mailed

NOVEMBER 7, 2012
2:00 pm - 4:00 pm,
O’Connell Branch Library, 48 Sixth St.
NOVEMBER 13, 2012
2:00 pm - 4:00 pm,
Valente Branch Library, 826 Cambridge St.
NOVEMBER 15, 2012
10:00 am - 12:00 pm,
Citywide Senior Center, 806 Mass. Ave.
NOVEMBER 19, 2012
2:00 pm - 4:00 pm,
West Cambridge Youth and Community Center,
680 Huron Ave.
NOVEMBER 21, 2012
10:00 am - 12:00 pm,
Boudreau Branch Library, 245 Concord Ave.

www.cambridgema.gov
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