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WONDERS NEVER CEASE:

Common sense invaded the
Santa Clara County Board of
Supervisors chamber Sept. 23
when Supervisor Joe Simi-
tian successfully led the ef-
fort to drop the $15 to $27
fee charged when residents
pay their property taxes on-
line. From Simitian’s point of
view, it didn’t make sense to
make people pay the county
so they could pay the county.

“I’'m pleased we’re able
to treat taxpayers fairly, and
maybe drag our county a little
further into the 21st century,”
Simitian said in a release.
“Nobody ‘likes’ having to pay
their property taxes, but hope-
fully this makes the experi-
ence a little less painful.”

Of course, this could lead

to more people paying their
taxes online and the county
will have to pick up the tab
for having those payments
processed. But at least that’s
taxpayer money already in
the system instead of in your
pocket.

Contact Sal Pizarro at
spizarro(@mercurynews.com.
Follow him at Facebook.com/
mercurynews.aroundtown and
Twitter.com/spizarro.
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County will permit partial tax payments

Town Crier Report

anta Clara County residents struggling to
pay their property taxes will soon get a bit of

relief. On a motion by Supervisor Joe Simi-
tian, the Santa Clara County Board of Supervisors
approved a plan for accepting partial payments on
property-tax bills.

“As things stand now, if a person is having a rough
patch and sends a property-tax payment less than the
total amount owed, we send that payment back — and
then threaten them with a 10 percent penalty on the
whole amount if they don’t pay up,” Simitian said.
“It seems to me that we ought to be encouraging tax-
payers who are trying to do the right thing, even as
they're struggling financially.”

Under the existing system, the county rejects any
payment less than the total amount owed on the in-
stallment. The taxpayer is then notified of the short-
fall and asked to remit the balance due.

Taxpayers are currently given 10 days to remit
full payment. and if they fail to do so, they are as-
sessed a 10 percent penalty on the entire balance due.

TAXES

fiscal year was more than $9,900. Property
taxes often represent the largest single
lump—sum tax payment that many Californians
make each year.

"This seemed like a relatively
straightforward way to make our county
government work better for our residents,"

Simitian said. "The obligation is still
payment in full, and there will still be
consequences for taxpayers who don't

meet that obligation, but this change will
allow people to make progress even when
they can't pay the whole bill——a bit like a
credit card balance."

Simitian noted that if you shop at
Macy's or Target, "you know it's not rocket
science."

"You pay what you can, you owe the balance,

and there's still a cost associated
with that remaining balance,” he said. "A
penalty, plus interest."

9

They then have until June 30 to pay their outstanding
tax bill before becoming tax defaulted and accruing
additional penalties of 18 percent per year. On aver-
age, approximately 5,550 homeowners default each
year.

Under the new system, which takes effect next tax
year, the county will allow partial payments and will
only penalize taxpayers on the unpaid balance owed
after that payment.

Simitian said he was particularly mindful of
“folks who were struggling through the recent reces-
sion, caught up in the mortgage crisis and then told
that despite their best efforts, the county refused to
take a partial payment.”

“We all understand that these taxes have to be
paid,” he added, “but let’s be realistic — you can’t
squeeze blood out of a turnip. When people are try-
ing to pay, let’s help them pay.”

Santa Clara County has the highest average home
values in California, with commensurately high tax
bills. The county’s average property-tax bill last

See TAXES, Page 40
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