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Crowded classrooms, school closures, teacher layoffs, and shortened library hours.


Are the cuts that have been affecting our kids and communities just a result of necessary belt 
tightening? A sluggish economy?


In short: no.


Schools and local services in San Antonio may have lost an estimated $750 million over the past five 
years because large commercial property owners are exploiting the property tax system to avoid paying 
their fair share to support schools, public safety and other essential public services.


We all have a stake in understanding the problem and how it affects us as homeowners and residents.


In Texas, everyone who owns a home, building or land pays an annual property tax bill. The amount is 
supposed to be based on the property’s market value. And for most homeowners like me, assessments 
are pretty accurate. I’ve been paying my property tax bill every year for the 30 years I’ve owned my 
home.


However, unlike regular homeowners, large commercial property owners devote a lot of resources to 
driving down their property tax bill, and their efforts pay off. Commercial properties in the state are being 
taxed at an average of only 60 percent of the actual value of their buildings, according to research by the 
Texas Association of Appraisal Districts and the Houston Chronicle.


In San Antonio, the JW Marriott San Antonio Hill Country Resort & Spa reportedly cost more than $600 
million to build, but in 2011 it was appraised for just $150 million, the Express-News reported. And even 
that appraisal isn’t low enough for its corporate owners. According to the Express-News, the JW Marriott 
Resort sues over its appraisals each year.


There are two main reasons why commercial property owners get away with this.


First, unlike most states, Texas law does not require sales prices to be disclosed to appraisal districts. 
So properties can be valued far below their purchase price — or well under the price for which an owner 
would be willing to sell — and appraisers, let alone the public, would have a hard time finding out.


Second, commercial property owners appeal their appraised values each and every year as a tactic for 
driving down their tax bill. More often than not their appeals are successful because the law does not 
require owners to prove their assessments are higher than their property’s actual value. Owners just have 
to show that someone else with a “comparable” property is assessed less, regardless of whether that 
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property’s assessment is accurate. As a result, valuations across all commercial properties are driven 
down.


If owners’ appeals don’t work — and even sometimes when they do — many sue for further reduction on 
their taxes . These cases often settle because appraisal districts don’t have the resources to effectively 
fight for what is fair. And as if this system isn’t bad enough, large commercial property owners and their 
attorneys have been pushing for legislation that would make it even more difficult for appraisal districts 
to evaluate large commercial buildings on their real value.


Everybody loves a discount. But when commercial property owners fail to pay their fair share, it puts 
increased pressure on homeowners to make up the difference.


Since half of all property tax dollars fund schools and the rest goes to libraries, parks, emergency 
services and even public hospitals, these appeals have a devastating impact on the people that I care 
about the most, like my grandchildren who attend public school here in San Antonio.


Supporting schools and local services with property taxes only works when everyone pays their fair 
share based on the real values of properties. Commercial property owners should pay their fair share so 
that average homeowners aren’t left with an undue burden to make up the difference.


Those are real values. Texas values.
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Commercial properties in Texas are being taxed at an average of only 60 percent of 
their value. Texas law doesn’t require sales prices to be disclosed to appraisal districts, 
and many owners still appeal their appraisals in an effort to reduce their tax bills.
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