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A very interesting report was recently published by the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) entitled 

“Digitalisation of property taxation in developing countries - Recent advances and remaining challenges”. 

The Executive Summary states: Governments in low- and middle-income countries lag behind more 

advanced economies in terms of local tax collection. There is a growing need for such revenues to address 

the challenges posed by rapid urbanisation. This report focuses on recurrent taxes on built property, for 

which the scope for improvement is large. In the years 2010-2018, the ratio of property tax revenue to 

total taxes was on average 0.4% in low-income countries, compared with 5.6% in high-income countries 

(UNU-WIDER Government Revenue Dataset, 2020).  

Many of the hurdles that governments face in improving their property tax systems are common across 

different countries and contexts. Key challenges include: incomplete and outdated property tax rolls; 

limited staff and resources to carry out updates; ambiguity in land rights; imprecise addressing systems; 

and thin property markets, making it difficult to leverage information from transactions and contracts.  

Digitalisation has the potential to address some of these barriers: it can provide specific benefits for 

property tax systems because satellite imagery tools and geo-localised data systems can help in detecting, 

registering, characterising and valuing properties. In other words, they can help in creating and managing 

the property tax roll.  

The report draws on experiences from over 15 property tax digitalisation projects in countries in Africa, 

Latin America, the Caribbean and Asia. It takes stock of the main features of these projects and their 

results where available, and provides an overview of the lessons learnt and the main challenges 

encountered. While these projects provide useful insights and emerging evidence for policy-makers 

embarking on similar projects, most are ongoing or very recent, limiting the ability to draw conclusions 

about the extent of their success or failure, or whether they can be sustained.  

The integration of aerial imagery and GIS data linked to the property tax register is the main feature of 

recent property tax digitalisation reforms in low- or middle-income countries.  

GIS-enhanced property tax registers allow each plot to be geo-referenced, enabling the administration to 

easily locate it irrespective of the quality of the addressing system. In addition, the use of tablets and 

smartphones can streamline and strengthen the collection of information about taxpayers, properties and 
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occupancy, to create digitalised property tax registers. Land and property ownership registers and 

property tax registers are often separate and, in many contexts, they are managed by different 

government agencies. There are a number of examples in the report of modernisation programmes that 

have targeted one without the other. The authors say thinking ahead about the potential to link 

information between these different data sources is important. 

The systematic use of computers, mobile devices and aerial imagery can also play an important role in the 

property valuation process, which is key to determining the tax base. These tools make it possible to 

envisage the adoption of Computer Assisted Mass Appraisal (CAMA) methods in these contexts. 

A CAMA system is one in which property values are estimated based on some objective characteristics, 

with an underlying formula calibrated using statistical methods. The number and sophistication of the 

variables used in the CAMA formulas may vary, and the overall cost and complexity of using this approach 

may similarly vary. CAMA methods have the potential to substantially reduce the resources required for 

valuation compared to expert valuations, and are particularly appealing in contexts where sourcing 

information on sales prices or actual rental values is challenging.  

In sub-Saharan Africa, for example, the report states a number of projects are experimenting with using 

newly available data from digital field surveys and satellite imagery, using lower-complexity formula and 

property characteristics that are easy to recover during fieldwork. 

The introduction of digital platforms also creates opportunities for the tax administration to systematically 

assign tasks, monitor the activities of its staff and oversee overall project progress. While this may be 

relevant to other tax instruments too, it is particularly useful for property tax which, the report notes, can 

require lengthy and intensive door-to-door field operations. 

Finally, digitalisation may occur at the point of interaction between taxpayers and the administration, 

through, for example, enabling taxpayers to register their properties, make appeals or make payments 

online. 

The Executive Summary continues: “… the emerging lessons from the diverse projects featured in this 

report suggest that, while there are opportunities in increased digitalisation, the transition is often costly, 

lengthy and complex. In most contexts, different institutional actors will need to work together over a 

long time and mobilise extensive and diverse human and technical resources for the reform to be 

successful. A number of these challenges are outlined in further detail below. 

First, an important obstacle to the development of digitalised property tax systems are the upfront costs 

associated with the purchase of software and hardware, and the ongoing troubleshooting, updating and 

broader maintenance costs required to sustain the system over time. 

Second, transitioning to a sustainable digitalised system requires buy-in from managers and users, as well 

as substantial human resources. Third, while digitalisation projects for property taxation may improve 

property detection, registration and billing processes, they can also co-exist with low levels of compliance, 

as in some of the country studies we draw from. 
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Fourth, digitalisation alone cannot overcome the political challenges associated with strengthening 

property taxation systems. Finally, shifting to a new system for property tax management often requires 

effective coordination between different government agencies and levels of government.” 

There is a great deal more useful information contained in the report, but the foregoing extracts serve to 

underline the potential that digitalisation offers whilst, at the same time, highlighting the importance of 

many other factors that need to be taken into consideration. 

The report is also relevant in the context of our recent Mass Appraisal Valuation Symposium (MAVS) that 

was an online event held over two days in June. Among the many interesting presentations made by 

various experts during the MAVS were discussions about property taxation in developing countries and 

the extent to which modern technology can assist and support such schemes; this was very much in line 

with the foregoing report. 

Other presentations at the MAVS demonstrated the latest “state of the art” technology that is now 

available in more advanced jurisdictions to assist in the revaluation/reassessment process and in dealing 

with all aspects of assessment roll/valuation list maintenance between revaluations. 

I should add that the MAVS was very well attended with delegates from around the world and they were 

very appreciative of the wide range of valuation topics covered by our eminent speakers which dealt with 

so many different aspects of mass appraisal. I should also add that this year’s MAVS was co-hosted with 

the International Association of Assessing Officers (IAAO) and we were very pleased to be working with 

colleagues from the IAAO for this event.  

Moving on to other IPTI activities, we recently delivered another in the series of professional webinars we 

run with the Institute of Municipal Assessors (IMA). This one was entitled “Development and Application 

of Time Adjustments”. As most readers will be aware, time adjustments are an important part of the 

property tax mass appraisal valuation process. An accurately calculated time curve enables a wider range 

of evidence to be brought into the analysis and also serves as a measure of quality after the proposed 

values are generated. The webinar provided an overview of various techniques used in establishing time 

adjustments with the focus on mass appraisal techniques using multiple regression analysis. Our three 

experienced presenters outlined various methods of predicting time adjustments and their application for 

residential properties. The webinar also looked at the challenges valuers/assessors face when developing 

time adjustments for non-residential properties and identified possible solutions. 

Looking ahead, I am pleased to confirm that details of our next in-person IPTI event in Canada during 

September are now available on our website. This will be another in our series of “Ontario Property Tax 

Summits” and will be held on 8 September in Toronto. Later in the year we will be holding a number of 

additional IMA-IPTI webinars covering a wide range of topical professional issues and our (in-person) 

Caribbean conference which is being delivered, in partnership with the RICS, in Montego Bay, Jamaica on 

13-14 October. We are also facilitating the next “Conference of Valuation Agencies” (CoVA 2022) which 

will be held, as an in-person event, on 8-9 December at an Oxford college in the UK. This should be an 

important, and very enjoyable, opportunity to reinforce the CoVA network. As usual, for full details of all 

forthcoming IPTI events, please visit our website: www.ipti.org.  

http://www.ipti.org/
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Now it’s time for a quick look at what is making headlines concerning property taxes in selected 

jurisdictions and countries around the world.  

In Australia, the state government of New South Wales (NSW) has announced a change which, from next 

year, means that some first home buyers in NSW will be able to choose between paying a lump sum of 

stamp duty or an annual land tax. While first homeowners will be the only immediate beneficiaries, the 

NSW Treasurer has ambitions to extend it. “This is the first step in making sure that we start testing the 

waters for tax reform in New South Wales,” he said. Under the plan, first home buyers purchasing a 

property up to $1,500,000 can opt to pay an annual fee of $400 plus 0.3 per cent of the land value. For 

example, buying a $1.35m house, with a land value of $810,000, the stamp duty would be $59,125. But if 

a buyer is holding on to the property for less than 20 years, they are better off paying the $2,830-per-year 

land tax which would total $56,600. For apartments, the deal is better because land value is less. An 

$830,000 apartment, with a $265,000 land value, would require an up-front payment of $32,440 stamp 

duty, or the buyer could pay $1,195-per-year land tax. A commentator said, “For most first-time buyers, 

the biggest challenge is getting that initial deposit together. If a first-time buyer doesn't need to pay 

$20,000-$30,000 in stamp duty to buy their first home, it allows them to get in a bit earlier and certainly 

with a much smaller deposit.” But it will cost the NSW government a lot of money to make changes to 

stamp duty, which is a key stream of revenue. “It's a big revenue earner; it accounts for around a quarter 

of total revenue for the state government” the commentator continued. “Moving to a land tax system will 

take a lot of work for people to get used to paying an annual land tax and for the government coffers to 

get used to less revenue!” 

In Thailand it has been announced that the land “windfall tax” is to be resurrected. The Finance Ministry 

plans to dust off the land windfall tax law as part of the country's reform of its tax system said the 

Permanent Finance Secretary. The Fiscal Policy Office drafted the law, which was approved by the cabinet 

in 2018. However, the draft has not been developed since then. The tax will apply to landowners who 

benefit from inflated land prices following the development of transport infrastructure near their land. 

The draft bill on the land windfall tax caps the ceiling at 5% of the inflated price of land areas located along 

electric train routes, high-speed trains, airports, ports or utility projects. The aim of the tax is to ensure 

fairness in the tax system, according to the government. Those liable for the tax are owners of land that 

is within a 5-kilometre radius of a station serving high-speed, double-track or electric trains, or the on- or 

off-ramp of an expressway. Tax collection will vary according to the period of the project's development. 

During project construction, land sales transactions are subject to a levy every time ownership changes 

hands. The tax is only imposed on the inflated price. Land sales after the completion of project 

construction is subject to a one-off tax payment, not every time the land change hands. This tax is 

collected only on the inflated price and only on land for commercial use or residential units worth more 

than 50 million baht. Land used for normal residential or agricultural purposes is exempt from the tax. 

Moving on to Iceland, the real estate market has been very hot and it is reflected now in a huge hike in 

property taxes. This year the tax goes up 19.9% on average nationwide and will bring in 12,627 billion ISK 

for the year 2023 according to a newly published real estate appraisal from the Icelandic National Registry. 

This is a considerable bigger rise than was announced last year when real estate appraised at a 7.4% higher 

price nationwide as compared to the year before. Property taxes in the capital and surrounding areas go 
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up 20.2% but, on average, 19.2% in the countryside. Looking at individual towns, the real estate 

appreciation is highest in the town of Hveragerði where it goes up 32.2%. The nearby area Árborg 

Municipality is a close second with 32.1% hike in property taxes and 29.3% in Skorradalur County. The 

lowest appreciation is in Dalvíkurbyggð up North where it is 8.1% and 9.3% in Dalabyggð in the West of 

Iceland and Skútustaðir County in the Northeast of Iceland. Total appreciation of all residential housing in 

the country rises 23.6% and will bring in 9,126 billion ISK; single houses go up 25.4% but apartments up 

21.6%. On average, the rise is 23.6% in the Reykjavik area and 23.7% in the countryside. The rise is 10.2% 

in commercial real estate on average in Iceland, but in the Reykjavik area it is 9.6% whereas it is 11.5% in 

the countryside. Summerhouses appreciate for 20.3% more this year nationwide, but the biggest price 

hike is in the Reykjavik area, where the appreciation is 28.6%. Critics want to know if there was anything 

being considered that may re-evaluate the way property tax is calculated in the light of the steep price 

hikes in recent years. They say that there is a flaw in the system and, for some businesses, their annual 

income hasn't changed between years and they receive no more services, but their property tax goes up 

20% if nothing is done. “This is simply unfair and a big hit for many companies” one said. 

In Lithuania, a real estate tax has been proposed which could reach EUR 1,165 a year for some taxpayers. 

Coupled with the war in Ukraine, record-high inflation and, mostly recently, the issues surrounding transit 

goods to Kaliningrad, the proposals of the Lithuanian Ministry of Finance and the Central Bank (LCB) to 

impose a universal real estate tax on all property owners is not going down well. But, citing “social justice”, 

the LCB insists that, while supporting the intention to expand the tax base, it recommends calculating the 

tax based on the total value of a person’s real estate. According to the central bank, universal tax rates 

should be the same across the country, increasing progressively. Thus, for a 60-thousand-euro flat, the 

person would pay an annual fee of 95 euros. If the value were 150 thousand euros, the annual fee would 

increase to 415 euros. And if the value is over 300 thousand euros, it would come at 1,165 euros. However, 

some say that such a tax serves only the interests of the Lithuanian government, which is scrambling to 

find ways to fill up the shallow coffers! The LCB suggests that properties under ten thousand euros would 

be exempted from the tax liability. “If a person has very little property, that tax that would be collected 

will be very little or would have a zero rate. Continuing growth in the value of assets would lead to 

progressiveness” the LCB explained. Assessing the proposed real estate tax project, the Bank of Lithuania 

also proposes that the amount payable should be calculated by the State Tax Inspectorate, and property 

values should be recalculated more often, including unfinished construction objects in the tax base. 

However, the central bank also warns that a variety of tariffs and exemptions may pose tax management 

efficiency risks. A local economist says that such a tax is basically not bad. “A feature of a good real estate 

tax is its broad base and universal application” he said. In its latest Financial Stability Review, the Bank of 

Lithuania has identified three main risks to the country’s financial system and one of them is overheating 

of the real estate market. “As housing prices, which have risen rapidly during the pandemic, begin to 

deviate from fundamentals, there are more and more signs of unsustainable real estate market 

development, ultimately leading to an increase in the risk of falling prices and consequent growth of 

losses” the bank said. According to the LCB estimate, housing prices in Lithuania currently exceed the 

value by about 9 percent. They have been soaring at a record pace - they are around 20 percent up from 

where they were a year ago. Before the 2008 economic crisis, housing was overvalued by 50%, so the 

current situation is still quite rational, the Bank of Lithuania said. 
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In the UK, a recent report shows how much the Queen's palaces have increased in value. An estate agent 
comparison site looked into the original price paid for three palaces and calculated what it equates to in 
today’s market once adjusted for inflation. The agents said, “The Crown owned property portfolio boasts 
some of the most beautifully impressive pieces of real estate in the land and it’s a portfolio they’ve been 
gradually piecing together for 1,000 years or more.” Buckingham Palace, the Queen’s main residence, was 
first built in 1706 for John Sheffield, who would later become the Duke of Buckingham. At the time, the 
cost for Sheffield was £7,000. Adjusted for inflation this equates to an estimated contemporary sum of 
£1.8m. Today, Buckingham Palace is estimated to have a market value of £3.7bn which marks a price 
increase of 207,693 per cent. However, the agents state, given the property’s historical and cultural 
significance it is more likely to be considered priceless. Kensington Palace is the official home of the Duke 
and Duchess of Cambridge. Originally, it was built in 1605 by Sir George Coppin. During this period, it was 
considered to be a mansion rather than a palace until 1689 when Queen Mary and William III bought it 
for £20,000. In today’s money this is about £5.4m. In today's terms, the palace is estimated to be worth 
£465m, marking a price increase of 8,495 per cent. Hampton Court Palace was the favoured residence of 
King Henry VIII. It was built in 1514 for 200,000 crowns, a form of currency introduced by Henry VIII. 
Adjusting for inflation, this is equivalent to a modern value of £57.6m. Today, the palace is estimated to 
be worth £1bn, an increase of 1,635 per cent. It should be noted that, in terms of property tax, these high 
estimated values are not relevant. Each of the palaces is liable for “council tax” as a Band H property based 
on its estimated value in April 1991. That means the royal occupiers only pay a very small amount of tax! 
 
And finally, some readers may recall an interesting issue from a recent IPTI newsletter about whether or 
not the “floating structure” shown below was a house or a boat. 
 

 
 
It seems that Miami-Dade County has accepted that it is a boat and backed off its fight to collect property 
taxes on it. The owner said, “The County’s decision to withdraw what he described as “the illegal tax” is a 
major victory not only for us, but for all boat owners in Florida.” Known as the Arkup, the boat features a 
luxury kitchen, spacious living room, two upstairs bedrooms, gym space and even a patio overlooking the 
sparkling waters of Biscayne Bay. Apparently, the boat’s owner hosted three representatives from the 
Property Appraiser’s Office for a cruise on Biscayne Bay to show its nautical capabilities. The owner 
maintained it was a boat pointing out that it is registered with the U.S. Coast Guard and can travel the 
seas at five knots per hour. Under the agreement, ratified by the court, the boat will be taken off the tax 
rolls and each side will have to bear its own costs and attorney’s fees. Well, “whatever floats your boat” 
as they say! 
 
Paul Sanderson JP LLB (Hons) FRICS FIRRV 
President, International Property Tax Institute 


