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PROPERTY TAX PROCESS 
The Property Tax Highlights is intended to provide an overview of the property tax process in Santa Barbara County.  We have in-
cluded highlights of current results and a broad description of how the property tax is generated from the taxpayers and distributed to 
local government agencies.  The highlights can be viewed on line at www.co.santa-barbara.ca.us/auditor.  You can also e-mail us with 
comments or questions at geis@co.santa-barbara.ca.us.       

The Proposition 13 property tax initiative approved overwhelmingly by California voters in 1978 is 
the basis for the current tax process.  Proposition 13 limits the property tax rate to 1% of assessed 
value, plus the rate necessary to fund local voter-approved bonds.  It limits property tax increases to 
2% per year on properties not involved in a change of ownership or properties that did not undergo 
new construction.  Newly acquired property is assessed at its new market value (usually the purchase 
price) and the value of any new construction is added to the existing base value of a parcel. 

Today it is the California schools, counties, cities and special districts that depend on property tax as a primary source of revenue.  
Property tax raised $410 million for local governments within the boundaries of Santa Barbara County during fiscal year 2003-04 
and is expected to generate $445 million for fiscal year 2004-05.  These funds are allocated as follows: school districts and commu-
nity colleges 59%, county 20%, special districts 11%, cities 5% and redevelopment agencies 5%. 

Since the passage of Proposition 13, the California legislature and the voters have continually al-
tered, interpreted, and implemented changes in the property tax laws.  We hope this publication 
helps to explain some of the complexities of Proposition 13 and subsequent statutes that govern the 
property tax process. 

Joseph E. Holland CPFO    Robert W. Geis CPA, CPFO             Bernice James 
County Clerk, Recorder and Assessor   Auditor-Controller                      Treasurer Tax-Collector 
(805) 568-2550     (805) 568-2181                        (805) 568-2920 

Under Prop 13.   
similar properties can 
have substantially 
different assessed  
values based on the 
date of purchase. 

Published by the County Auditor-Controller, Robert W. Geis, C.P.A., (805) 568-2100 

THREE ELECTED COUNTY OFFICIALS PROVIDE MANY OF THE CHECKS AND BALANCES THAT GOVERN THIS TAX PROCESS 
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ASSESSOR VALUES PROPERTY 
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The leading indicators of property tax growth are property transfer tax and supplemental 
property tax growth rates, which are trending upward in FY 03-04,  reflecting the increase in 
assessed value growth. 

PARCEL OWNERSHIP AND TAXPAYERS 

 Major Reappraisals  Base  
2003-04  Change 

2004-05  Base 
 2004-05 

 2% Prop. 13 CPI Adjustment       
 Property Ownership Changes       
 New Construction Permitted       
 Other       
    Total  41,267,857,000  3,552,984,000  44,820,841,000 

The owners of property in Santa Barbara County are responsible for the  
timely payments of taxes and late penalties can be significant. 

The primary responsibility of the County Assessor is to 
determine taxable value of each property so that each 
owner is assured of paying the proper amount of property 
tax for the support of local government.  The main catego-
ries of taxable property include real property, personal 
property, vessels and aircraft.  Real property is defined as 
land, mines, minerals, timber and improvements such as 
buildings, structures, crops, trees and vines.  Personal 
property includes items such as machinery, equipment, 
office tools and supplies. It is important to note that there 
are numerous full and partial exclusions/exemptions pro-
vided by the State Constitution and the legislature that 
relieve certain taxpayers from the burden of paying prop-
erty taxes. 
 
Assessed value is determined and enrolled to the person 
owning it on January 1, which is the tax lien date.  As an 
example, property change in ownership (sales) and new 
construction (captured from permits) during the prior cal-
endar year 2003 are valued and enrolled as of January 1, 
2004. The 2% inflation adjustment is applied along with 
exemptions and other appraisable events. The value of 
$44.8 billion as of January 1, 2004 is then taxed for the 
fiscal year July 1, 2004 to June 30, 2005.  

Other significant processes are: 
• A Supplemental roll places reappraisals into immediate effect on the 

completion date rather than waiting for the next lien date; resulting in 
the capture of tax for a portion of the current fiscal year. 

 

• A Unitary roll contains properties such as railroads and utilities 
crossing the county and is valued by the State Board of Equalization. 

 

• An assessment appeals process allows taxpayer to dispute values 
through administrative and judicial processes. 

Annually, whoever owns taxable property on Janu-
ary 1 (the lien date) becomes liable for property tax 
based on the value of the property.  The assessed 
value for most property is the prior year’s assessed 
value adjusted for inflation up to 2%. However, if 
there has been a change in ownership the new as-
sessed value will be the market value of the property 
that changed ownership.  New construction value is 
added to the property’s prior base values. 
 
The top ten taxpayers make up only 3.13% of total 
valuation.  This is an indicator that the county has 
diversification within its tax base. 
 
The County has 124,130 parcels that include both 
residential (homes, condos and apartments) and  
non-residential (businesses, hotels, retail, etc.) prop-
erty.  Utilities and railroads are valued across multi-
ple parcels.  Personal property (machinery and 
equipment) is taxable where it has established 
“permanent status“; while vessels (boats) are as-
sessed where moored and aircraft are taxed at the 
location of the airport. 
 
Reappraisal based on ownership changes accounted 
for the major increase in valuation change last year.  
New construction was also significant and the 2% 
inflation adjustment adds significantly to the in-
crease in base value.     

 
 Principle Taxpayers FY 2004-05 

 
Type of Business 

 
 Assessed Value   

% of Total 
Assessed 

Value 
 Exxon Corporation  Oil    $391,954,549    .88% 
 Verizon California Inc  Utility      189,285,756    .43% 
 Southern California Gas Company   Utility      152,407,462    .34% 
 HT-Santa Barbara (Bacara)   Hotel      125,000,000    .28% 
 Pacific Offshore Pipeline Company   Oil      113,848,140    .26% 
 1260 BB Property, LLC (Biltmore)   Hotel      108,000,000    .24% 
 Southern California Edison Company    Utility       82,640,806    .19% 
 Redevelopment Agency of SB  Various       80,886,058    .18% 
 Parker Fess Doubletree Hotel  Hotel       73,671,334    .17% 
 Pacific Gas & Electric Co.  Utility       72,941,192    .16% 
     Total    $1,390,635,297  3.13% 

Historical Assessed Value 
of Property in the County 

(in billions) 
Fiscal Assessed Percent 
 Year Valuation Increase    
78-79 6.4 9.8% 
79-80 7.2 13.3% 
80-81 8.3 14.6% 
81-82 9.3 12.3% 
82-83 10.3 10.8% 
83-84 11.1 7.3% 
84-85 12.4 12.5% 
85-86 13.7 10.4% 
86-87 14.9 8.4% 
87-88 16.2 9.0% 
88-89 17.6 8.5% 
89-90 19.2 9.2% 
90-91 21.2 10.5% 
91-92 22.6 6.4% 
92-93 23.5 4.1% 
93-94 24.5 4.1% 
94-95 24.8 1.2% 
95-96 25.3 2.1% 
96-97 26.0 2.8% 
97-98 27.1 3.9% 
98-99 28.7 6.0% 
99-00 30.4 6.0% 
00-01 33.0 8.4% 
01-02 35.9 8.7% 
02-03 38.6 7.6% 
03-04 41.3 6.9% 
04-05 44.8 8.6% 

This breakdown of reappraisals is cur-
rently unavailable. 
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AUDITOR-CONTROLLER PREPARES TAX ROLL 

TREASURER-TAX COLLECTOR ISSUES BILLS & COLLECTS TAXES 
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 10 Year Delinquency     
 Fiscal Year  Amount  Rate 
 1994-95         $  5,975,000  2.53% 

 1995-96         $  4,694,000  1.95% 

 1996-97         $  3,907,000  1.57% 

 1997-98         $  3,619,000  1.39% 

 1998-99         $  3,409,000  1.24% 

 1999-00         $  5,503,000  1.87% 
 2000-01         $  5,745,000  1.80% 
 2001-02         $  5,030,000  1.45% 

 2002-03         $  5,570,000  1.50% 

 2003-04         $  4,663,000  1.16% 

   
  Fiscal Year  Amount 
  2002-03    $414,413,563  

  2003-04    $442,206,902 

  2004-05    $481,227,417 

3-Year Total Tax Levy 

         

   Fiscal    
   Year  Secured  Unsecured  Supplemental  Total 

   2002-03  121,983  25,354  16,783  164,120 

   2003-04  122,669  25,262  13,955  161,886 

   2004-05  123,915  24,742  2,033  150,690 

Number of Bills Issued 

Once the assessed valuation is determined and enrolled by the Assessor it is delivered to 
the Auditor-Controller by July 1.  The tax roll is then prepared by the Auditor by multiply-
ing the value of each parcel by the 1% tax rate plus the amount necessary to make annual 
payments on bonds or other indebtedness approved by the voters to finance local facilities.  
The majority of outstanding bonds in the County are for school facilities.  In addition, nu-
merous fixed charges approved by voters or permitted by legislation are added to the tax 
roll (examples include sewer, flood control and library assessments).  This determines the 
legal liability per parcel and is passed on to the Tax Collector by September 30. 

The Tax Collector sends annual secured tax statements (bills) 
by November 1.  The bill can be paid in two installments due 
November 1 and delinquent after December 10 and due Feb-
ruary 1 and delinquent after April 10.  (Note that payment 
due dates are well into the fiscal year July to June, when they 
become due).  Supplemental tax may be billed when there is 
a change in ownership or when new construction is complete.   
 
Penalties for late payments are significant at 10% after the 
delinquency date and 1.5% per month beginning the follow-
ing July 1.  After 5 years of taxes being delinquent property 
can be sold at a tax sale to pay-off the tax.  As a result of the 
strong property values in Santa Barbara delinquency rates are 
relatively low and one of the lowest in the state. 

 School District Bonds   Household Amt.  
 (voter approved) Bonds  per $100K in  

 District Issued  Assessed Value  
 Buellton     $7,240,000  $28.06  
 Cold Springs     $2,900,000  $14.43  
 Goleta   $26,000,000  $17.54  
 Hope    $5,980,000  $12.96  
 Los Alamos    $2,000,000  $41.66  
 Los Olivos $2,400,000  $37.48  
 Montecito  $4,500,000  $1.90  
 Orcutt  $15,000,000  $37.15  
 Santa Barbara Elem.   $21,000,000  $11.31  
 Santa Barbara High   $46,000,000  $9.55  
 Santa Maria Joint High   $30,000,000  $19.23  
 Carpinteria   $17,500,000  $28.04  
 Lompoc Unified $17,500,000  $46.84  

 
Principal 

Outstanding 

$6,613,000 

$2,615,000 

$23,320,000 

$5,660,000 

$1,780,000 

$2,160,000 

$4,000,000 

$14,070,000 

$18,800,000 

$44,760,000 

$29,095,000 

$15,795,000 
$17,365,000 

 The Tax Calculation    
     

 Secured Value  $   43,099,127,920  
 Unsecured Value         2,588,325,759  
 Unitary Value             667,282,600  
 Exemptions       (1,819,439,834)  
 Taxable Values  $   44,535,296,445  
 1% Tax Rate                           1%  
    Property Tax  $        445,352,964  
    Bonds              10,715,150  
    Fixed Charges              25,022,141  

 Total Tax Levy  $        481,227,417  
     

    Escape Assessments                   137,162  

You can now pay your taxes online at: 
http:\\SBTaxes.org 
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AUDITOR-CONTROLLER DISTRIBUTES PROPERTY TAXES 

Property Tax Allocation
School Districts-59%

County General Fund-20%

County Dependent Districts-7%

Cities-5%

Redevelopment Agencies-5%

Independent Special Districts-4%

COUNTY PROPERTY TAXES 

   Actual  Actual  Budgeted  
 County Property Tax  2002-03  2003-04  2004-05  
 General Fund  $72,422,650  $80,563,591  $84,362,014  
 Supplemental  4,111,300  3,879,888  4,280,000  
 Discretionary Revenue  $76,533,950  $84,443,479  $88,642,014  
 Special Districts:        
    Fire  17,562,000  19,569,200  20,513,750  
    Flood  5,144,200  5,755,490  5,993,845  
    County Service Areas  661,800  714,114  750,606  
    Lighting  275,700  278,844  293,873  
    Redevelopment Agency  1,560,500  1,580,843  1,731,764  
    Water Agency  1,329,400  1,459,737  1,473,063  
 Total Property Tax Revenue   $103,067,550  $113,801,707  $119,398,915  

SIGNIFICANT EVENTS 
The State passed legislation to swap $28 million in county Vehicle License Fee revenue and 
$2.3 million in local county sales tax revenue in return for an equal amount of property tax 
revenue, less a $4.1 million property tax reduction for a period of 2 years.  

After collection the Tax Collector forwards the taxes to 
the Auditor for apportionment and distribution to all eligi-
ble jurisdictions in the County.  The law requires the 
County Auditor to allocate the revenue in accordance with 
specified formulas and procedures.  The current percent-
age distribution to jurisdictions is: twenty-three K-12 
school districts, the county school service fund and two 
community college districts are allocated 59%; the county 
general fund 20%,  five types of county dependent special 
districts 7%, thirty-four independent special districts 4%, 
eight cities 5%, and seven RDA’s 5%. 
 
AB8 (Assembly Bill 8 of 1979-80), with many subse-
quent amendments, governs the complicated tax alloca-
tion process.  Each tax jurisdiction (entity) was assigned a 
base amount of property tax determined by 1978-79 reve-
nue.  Each year the entity is then allocated an amount 
equal to the total received in the previous year plus a per-
centage of tax growth within the geographic tax area 
served by the entity. The law also provides for transfers of 
property tax base revenue when boundary changes or 
transfer of service responsibilities occur and are referred 
to as jurisdictional changes.  

Schools who receive most of the local property tax also are gen-
erally back filled by the state if the local portion of taxes is not 
sufficient for the number of students enrolled.   

Prior to Prop13, bonds could be approved by majority vote, effective July 1, 1978 bonds required a two thirds super       
majority vote and effective January 1, 2001, certain bonds for school facilities can be approved by 55% of voters. 

The County receives property taxes for the general fund and five types of dependent special districts.  The dependent district taxes are 
allocated directly to the entity to provide specific services within geographic areas.  The most significant district services are fire and 
flood control.   The general fund property tax is the most important tax source for the County. It is approximately 55% of the county 
discretionary revenue.  This revenue source is allocated to the governmental functions shown in the pie chart.  This source of tax is the 
historic funding for public safety, law and justice.  However, the state requires mandated services in health and public assistance with-
out adequate funding that also competes for this important revenue source. 

 To see the details of the entities that receive and spend your 
 tax dollars visit: taxes.co.santa-barbara.ca.us/propertytax/ 

Discretionary Revenue Allocation
 By County Function
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