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T
here are two main purposes for de-
termining the value of property on 
Martha’s Vineyard. They are related.

An assessment establishes a 
value that is then used to calculate 
each town’s property tax rate.

An appraisal is used to establish a 
market-value estimate of a property, 

a requirement when borrowing money from a 
financial institution, or for estate planning.

Sometimes the figures produced by inde-
pendent appraisers differ from the assess-
ments made by the towns. All property-value 
determinations are not equal.

The property values in this publication are 
based on town assessments. They are the best-
guess values determined by town assessors 
based on a myriad of factors, which include 
onsite inspections, market trends, and compa-
rable selling prices of similar properties — all 
factors required by state law.

Each Island town employs at least one 
state-licensed tax assessor. An elected board 
of assessors oversees the process of assessing 
the value of town properties. 

Town assessors work year-round to keep 
track of the often changing market and 
changes to properties — new construction, 
for instance, or loss of an ocean view due to a 
neighbor’s new addition — that might cause 
a change in values.

The state requires that each town’s assess-
ments be reviewed every year before the tax 
rate can be established, with a more thor-
ough reporting called a revaluation, or reval, 
every three years. State law requires that the 
assessor visit each property in his or her 
jurisdiction at least once every nine years.

The assessed values we report in this edi-
tion of Vineyard Property Values, updated 
since the last edition was published a year 
ago, serve as the basis for property tax rates. 
The towns will use these values, updated by 
prices in actual sales, additions, remodels, 

new construction, and other factors, to de-
termine the tax base for the 2017 fiscal year, 
whose spending was determined at spring 
2016 annual town meetings.

Real estate taxes cover the large majority 
of town expenses. Only a small portion of 
town revenue comes from personal property 
taxes, state monies, and fines and fees for 
various services such as water, beach stickers, 
and building permits.

In its simplest form, the rate tax for each 
town is determined by dividing the total val-
ue of assessed property in a town, minus the 
tax-exempt properties, by the town budget as 
approved at town meeting. The tax rate per 
$1,000 is then used to compute the amount 
of tax due from each property owner based 
on the assessed value of his or her property. 

SIMILAR  
BUT DIFFERENT
Lending institutions do not use town as-
sessments as the sole determining factor in 
establishing the value of a property. They 
are required by law to hire an independent 
appraiser before lending mortgage money. 
These appraisals are usually more thorough 
than the town assessments, and it is not 
uncommon for the resulting report to exceed 
30 pages. An appraiser is usually looking 
at only one house at a time, at a particular 
point in time, and has a much larger budget 
than the town assessor.

Properties may have a market value at any 
particular point in time that differs from the 
assessed value, which may have been deter-
mined a year or more before.

Both assessors and appraisers are regu-
lated by state law, and must meet similar 
classroom and on-the-job training require-
ments and pass certification tests.

It is not unusual for appraisals and assess-
ments to result in different results, but the re-

sults are often remarkably similar,  according to 
Will Pfluger, Oak Bluffs assistant assessor, one 
of the two licensed Oak Bluffs assessors. “When 
they are different, we encourage homeown-
ers to bring the appraisal in to our office,” Mr. 
Pfluger told The Times in a 2015 conversation. 
“It can help us do our job. An appraisal may 
reveal something we have missed.”

Even with almost 5,000 Oak Bluffs proper-
ties on the books, he said, his office only 
receives questions from about 20 people 
each year regarding individual assessments. 
Usually they come from homeowners who 
think their property isn’t worth as much as 
the assessment.

“People who are trying to sell their homes 
want higher assessments than people who 
are planning to keep their homes,” he said.

HOW IT ADDS UP
Determining the value of real estate is not a 
simple proposition for assessors or apprais-
ers. State regulations strictly control both 
reporting requirements and the methods 
used to assess value, according to Oak 
Bluffs principal tax assessor David Bailey, 
who has been in the business of assessing 
properties for Massachusetts municipalities 
for close to 30 years, the past two in Oak 
Bluffs. He told The Times, “There could be 
any number of reasons assessments are dif-
ferent from ‘fee appraisals.’”

“One of the reasons is that human beings 
are conducting both, and there is a degree 
of subjectivity involved,” Mr. Bailey said. 
“You could have 10 different fee apprais-
ers conducting appraisals, and each could 
have a different opinion of value. It is like 
asking why, when presented with the same 
testimony, do jury members come to differ-
ent verdicts, or why are there split decisions 
by the Supreme Court. All of the justices are 
smart, and heard the same testimony.

“Aside from the inherent issues common 
to all of humanity, assuming both appraisals 
are totally accurate, the two appraisals are al-
most always for different time periods. Towns 
assess as of the first of January preceding the 
assessment year, using sales from the prior 
12 to 24 months as an indication of value,” he 
said. Mr. Bailey said the assessment on a tax 
bill mailed on Jan. 1 is the value as of January 
the year before, using sales that are, at best, 
from a year before, and often 3 years before.

“Fee appraisers typically are looking for 
current value, and use sales that are ideally 
from the past six months,” he said.

Mr. Bailey said that assessors are required 
to assess real estate at its fair cash value, the 
price on which a willing seller and a willing 
buyer will agree if both of them are fully 
informed and under no compulsion. Assess-
ment fair cash value is “the most likely price,” 
as opposed to the highest price or best-use 
value. He said that an independent appraiser 
may be looking at replacement value, repro-
duction value, current sale value, or some 
other type of value, depending on what his 
client is looking for.

“Of course, assessors are also valuing over 
5,000 properties at a time,” he said, “using 
computer-assisted mass appraisal techniques 
at a cost to the taxpayers of maybe $10 or 
$15 per parcel, whereas a bank appraisal 
might cost $400.” He said that statistical vali-
dation of assessments show them to be very 
accurate on a town-wide basis.

Editor’s Note: Please note that properties or 
shares of properties worth less than $50,000 
have not been included in the lists to follow; 
and second and third owner names are also not 
included, to conserve space.

Each town has a means to look up the tax 
assessors figures on their respective websites.

These values are for FY2020 with an assess-
ment date of 1/1/2019.  Ownership changes 
after that date are not reflected.

Assessments and appraisals 
differ in purpose and scope

What a property is worth on 
the open market does not 
necessarily equal its assessed 
value for the purpose of 
taxation. BY TONY OMER 

T
he first half 
of 2020 
was a roll-
er-coaster 
ride for the 
Martha’s 
Vineyard 
real estate 
market. 
Looked 
at in its 

entirety, averaging out the 
highs and lows, the Martha’s 
Vineyard real estate market 
improved modestly in the 
first half of 2020 in com-
parison with the first half 
of 2019. Total transactions 
were up 2 percent to 222 in 
the first half of 2020 (com-
pared to 218 in the first half 
of ’19), dollar volume rose 
4 percent, to $301 million 
(up from $288 million in 
first half of ’19) and average 
price increased 2 percent, 
to $1.356 million (up from 

$1.323 million in first half 
of ’19). It is important to 
note that the start of 2019 
was weak compared with 
previous years, and it was 
the second half of 2019 that 
kept the market steady for 
the year last year. If 2020 is 
to keep pace with 2019, a 
strong second half will be 
necessary.

Chilmark, Edgartown, 
Oak Bluffs, and Tisbury 
all posted increased dollar 
volume in the first half of 
2020. Chilmark and Edgar-
town were up 25 percent 
and 20 percent in dollar 
volume, and Oak Bluffs and 
Tisbury were up 7 percent 
and 6 percent, respectively. 
Only Aquinnah and West 
Tisbury saw declines in 
dollar volume. Aquinnah’s 
decline was due to more 
inventory under $1 mil-
lion transacting, and West 

Tisbury’s decline was due to 
the fact that the 2019 num-
bers were hard to replicate 
because the highest-ever 
residential sale occurred in 
West Tisbury in the first 
half of 2019 (a $32.5 mil-
lion sale).

In terms of price seg-
ments, after last year’s 
record-breaking sales 
over $10 million, the first 
half of 2020 has only seen 
one sale over $10 million 
(versus five sales over $10 
million in the first half of 
2019). The most significant 
growth in the first half of 
2020 was seen in the $1 
million to $3 million seg-
ment. This segment grew 31 
percent, to 69 sales in the 
first half of 2020. The $1 to 
3 million segment repre-
sented 44 percent of all 
transactions in the first half 
of 2020 (versus 22 percent 

of all transactions in the 
first half of 2019). 

The COVID-19 pandemic 
has affected every layer of 
our lives, including the real 
estate market on the Island. 
But even after missing our 
spring sales season as the 
Island shut down in late 
March through May, the 
market has been able to 
keep up with last year. May 
was hardest hit, with only 
23 transactions in May 
2020, versus 52 in May 2019.  
Since the Island opened 
back up in June, the activity 
has been frenetic. Anecdot-
ally, we hear from many 
buyers who are hoping to 
retreat to Martha’s Vineyard 
from their urban environ-
ments due to the pandemic, 
many of whom have figured 
out that they can work re-
motely, so they would rather 
be on the Island either full 

or part-time. It’s too soon 
to say definitely that this 
tragic health emergency has 
actually boosted the real 
estate market on the Island. 
This active summer market 
will produce closings in the 

fall and winter, from which 
a clearer picture will emerge 
as to how the pandemic has 
affected the real estate mar-
ket on Martha’s Vineyard.
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Half-acre lots hidden away on a  
unique peninsula of INDIAN PASS,  

located on Florida’s  
“FORGOTTEN GULF COAST.”

Details by owner: June Parker 
508-560-0009

FOR SALE OR TRADE 
GREAT INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITY
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