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Property values soar in the Bay Area  

Big jump in tax rolls despite downturn in some counties  
Kelly St. John, Chronicle Staff Writer 
Monday, July 29, 2002  
©2002 San Francisco Chronicle.  

URL: http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?file=/c/a/2002/07/29/MN227608.DTL  

Despite a slumping economy and a cold freeze in Silicon Valley's once red-hot real 

estate market that has cut the worth of thousands of homes, the Bay Area's overall 

property values have climbed to new heights.  

Newly released figures for 2001 show that assessed values on property rolls jumped 

$49.3 billion in the nine Bay Area counties last year, a growth of 7 percent. That 

translates into more than $500 million in new property tax revenues.  

While more than 50 percent of that money will go to the state to pay for schools, it will 

still provide a big boost to Bay Area counties, cities and special districts that are facing 

deep cuts in their share of state funding, said Pat Leary, legislative representative for 

the California State Association of Counties.  

"We're looking at a state budget that takes a billion dollars out of county services," Leary 

said. "That helps us make up for those cuts."  

Many experts say the overall picture still proves Bay Area real estate has been a solid 

investment. That was especially true in 2001, they say, a year that saw the Nasdaq 

composite index lose 21 percent of its value and the Standard & Poor's 500 index 

tumble 13 percent.  

"Real estate for the last three years has far outshone the Dow, the Nasdaq or even 

bond investments," said Assessor Gus Kramer of Contra Costa County, which reported 

a $98.5 billion tax roll, up 8 percent in one year. "For the average homeowner, the 
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returns have been wonderful. For any house under a million dollars, the return has been 

phenomenal."  

But property values did not rise uniformly across the Bay Area in 2001. While northern 

counties like Solano, Napa, Sonoma and Contra Costa experienced strong rates of 

growth, the Silicon Valley has been especially hard hit.  

San Mateo County's rolls rose 5.9 percent to a tax roll worth $94.2 billion.  

But while the city of East Palo Alto experienced an eye-popping growth rate of 25.6 

percent in 2001, property values in wealthy Atherton and Woodside fell 1.9 percent and 

1.3 percent respectively.  

SILICON VALLEY WORTH LESS 

About 40,000 homeowners in Silicon Valley own houses or condominiums that county 

assessors determined were worth less on Jan. 1, 2002, than the date they were 

originally purchased.  

Under the terms of Proposition 8, passed by California voters in 1978, homeowners are 

entitled to pay property taxes based on the "lower" of the value of their property on Jan. 

1, or the assessed value at the time of purchase, plus 2 percent annually.  

In Santa Clara County, Assessor Larry Stone reduced the value of 29,014 of the 

county's 366,000 properties -- mostly single family homes and condos bought at the 

"top of the market" between 1999 and 2001.  

It was the single largest one-year reduction in the county's history, and shaved off $4.45 

billion from the county's property roll.  

But construction of new homes and resale of existing property were strong enough to 

push Santa Clara's property tax base to $210.8 billion, an overall growth of 5.5 percent, 

the lowest increase among all the Bay Area counties.  



"This valley and this county are in an economic tailspin," Stone said. He cautioned that 

other Bay Area counties whose rise in property values came a few years after the 

Silicon Valley's may see similar declines in years to come.  

"Everything happens here first, good and bad, up and down," Stone said. "We seem to 

be the bellwether."  

Steve Rodrigues, a 31-year-old software engineer from Mountain View, got a shock 

when he received a card from the Santa Clara County Assessor's office telling him the 

1920s era, 1,700-square-foot house he bought for $818,000 in March of 2001 was now 

worth a lot less -- $725,000.  

"There's certainly an element of, 'Oh, I spent all this money on something and now it's 

worth less,' " Rodrigues said. "You make your down payment and it gets wiped out."  

Still, Rodrigues isn't panicking. At least the reduction means he will save about $1,000 

in property taxes this year.  

"It's a house. It's a real asset. I get use out of it. It's doing me a lot more good than my 

stock options, which are essentially under water," Rodrigues said. "It has a much better 

chance of appreciating in the long run. I just have to be patient."  

MCMANSIONS HIT HARDER 

Compared to Rodrigues, the owners of some multimillion dollar homes in Santa Clara 

County have been hit even harder, Stone said.  

"I talked to a guy the other day who bought a house in 2000 and paid $6.7 million for it. 

We reduced his assessment to $3.8 million. He saved $30,000 in taxes, but lost $3 

million in equity," Stone said. "I suspect that over the next year, the owners of a lot of 

high-end homes will be giving the keys back."  



In San Mateo County, 6,712 properties have had assessments reduced based on 

Proposition 8, most of them single-family homes in the southern cities like Palo Alto, 

Atherton and Woodside.  

About 5,700 residential properties in Alameda County -- most in cities close to Silicon 

Valley like Fremont, Newark and Pleasanton -- also have had their assessments 

reduced.  

But overall, led by double-digit growth in Dublin and Emeryville, Alameda County saw its 

tax roll jump by $9.4 billion to $128.9 billion, a growth of 7. 8 percent.  

"Some of the areas that were near Santa Clara County may have seen some slight 

reductions, but what we've seen since is that those values are certainly coming back," 

said Ron Thomsen, Alameda County's assessor. "Sales appear to be up this year."  

EFFECTS OF BUILDING 

The effects of new construction and rising home prices were most dramatic in the Bay 

Area's northern counties, where virtually no properties have had their assessments 

reduced.  

Solano County's rolls jumped 11.8 percent to a tax roll worth $27.7 billion.  

Led by developments in the city of American Canyon, Napa County saw a 10.2 percent 

increase to $15.6 billion.  

Napa continues to be among the top five counties statewide in its assessed value per 

capita, said Napa County Assessor John Tuteur.  

"The primary reason that Napa remains healthy is the unique quality of life in Napa. The 

county and municipalities have worked hard to protect growth," Tuteur said. "People are 

willing to pay a lot of money to live here."  



New developments and robust sales in Cloverdale, Healdsburg, Sonoma and Santa 

Rosa pushed Sonoma County's assessed values to $43.3 billion, up 8.7 percent over 

last year.  

7.4% INCREASE IN MARIN  

In slow-growth Marin County, property values rose 7.4 percent in 2001, reaching $34.8 

billion. According to Dataquick Information Systems, the median price of a home in 

Marin County this June was $611,000; at the same time last year it was $538,000.  

"Our market has been very strong," said Assistant Assessor John Childers.  

Strong sales in the Bayview and around lower San Jose Avenue helped push San 

Francisco's roll up 7.2 percent, to $91.7 billion.  

While assessors say that escalating property valuations are good news for cash-

strapped schools, local governments and the state -- as well as investors -- they 

acknowledge that some folks have been priced out of the Bay Area's real estate market 

altogether.  

Longtime homeowners also get some tax relief under Proposition 13, the property tax 

initiative approved by voters in 1978. That's because homeowners who don't sell or 

renovate their property see at most a two percent increase over the pervious year's 

assessed valuation.  

It is only when a new home is built or an existing home sold that assessed values (and 

taxes) can skyrocket.  

 

E-mail Kelly St. John at kstjohn@sfchronicle.com.  

COUNTY ASSESSMENT REVENUE INCREASES 

   A county by county breakdown shows the net value of taxable property (after  

exemptions are removed) in the Bay Area grew by more than  $49 billion over  
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last year.    Assessment figures in billions of dollars 

                                                   Approximate 

                                                    new taxes 

                   2001      2002      % change     generated 

   Santa Clara    $199.8     $210.8      +5.5%     $115 million 

   Alameda        $119.5     $128.9      +7.8%      $99 million 

   Contra Costa    $91.2      $98.5      +8.0%      $77 million 

   San Mateo       $89.0      $94.2      +5.9%      $55 million 

   San Francisco   $85.5      $91.7      +7.2%      $65 million 

   Sonoma          $39.8      $43.3      +8.7%      $37 million 

   Marin           $32.4      $34.8      +7.4%      $25 million 

   Solano          $24.8      $27.7     +11.8%      $30 million 

   Napa            $14.2      $15.6     +10.2%      $15 million 

   Note: Approximate new taxes calculated with a 1.05 percent property tax rate 

   Source: Bay Area county assessors 
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