
Slide 1: Welcome 
• Welcome to the Property Tax Study Committee’s first property tax forum. I say “first” deliberately because, like any 

policy decision, we are on an iterative journey.
• There are a couple of goals for this presentation.  First, the Committee wants to share what we have learned over the 

past few months, and second, we have reached a point where we need to expand the circle and invite the community 
into our debates and dilemmas.

• The tax policy choices we have are somewhat limited, but each option we have has a different intent and impact. So as 
a community, our first task it to figure out, “What is the problem we are trying to solve?”

• That big question is why this presentation starts with Lincoln’s vision statement. Our choices about tax policy serve a 
larger set of community goals.  

• And as a Town we understand the importance of vision as a touchstone. Over the past couple of years, town 
committees, organizations and residents built a shared vision for the school project; and we worked through that 
process knowing there would be tradeoffs and ripple effects from our decisions.

• Our Committee represents one of those ripple effects. When the borrowing for the school project is done, it will add up 
to 14 ½ percent to the tax bill.  

• Thanks to a lot of hard work, the Town, even with this level of borrowing, is on solid financial ground. But we recognize 
that the Town’s financial security is NOT the same as how we feel as individuals.

• So, in keeping with our values, this committee was formed to look at specific tax policies we might use to help 
taxpayers who are vulnerable. 

• Which brings us back to the part about inviting you into the Committee’s debates and dilemmas.  Here are two of them:
o Our charge is narrowly focused on tax policy, and many of the available programs specifically target lower-

income home-owners over 65.  Which is important, but this focus does not fully embrace the idea of 
community character, a broader definition of diversity that includes support for people all along the age and 
socio-economic spectrum.

o During our meetings it has been very easy to stray beyond tax policy and into conversations about housing 
policy, zoning rules, and the need for social services. The Committee is dedicated to ensuring that those 
questions and ideas get to the right committees. And then, any of us involved in Town committees need to be 
cognizant of how our work is interrelated and make sure we keep the lines of communication open.

• So, this presentation first shares what our Committee has learned, and then the feedback form asks you to think about 
the information and to share your initial reactions.
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Slide 2: Agenda
Please note that the Committee has a dedicated page on the Town website.  You can 
always go there to find our agendas, minutes, and presentations.  All meetings are 
open to the public.
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Slide 3: Members & Charge
• Our committee began working together in March, and it has been a real pleasure 

to have all of these thoughtful people around the table. 
• On the right of the slide are the framing questions we presented at the March 

Annual Town Meeting, and they are the backdrop to this presentation.

3



Slide 4: Lincoln’s Population
• First, we wanted to share a snapshot of Lincoln’s population. 
• These numbers are for the 01773 zip code, and thus do not include residents of 

Hanscom Airforce Base.
• Lincoln has skewed older over the past 20 years. In 2000, 17% of the population 

was over 65, in 2010, 21% was over 65, and currently 29% over 65.
• Partly, this change reflects national demographics for suburbs; but the increase in 

the over 65 population since 2010 is also explained by the fact The Groves (now 
The Commons) opening in 2010.

• What we don’t know is how to predict the futures.  We found a projection for 
2030, but it did try to take into account the impact of a major school project on a 
town that only has one elementary/middle school.
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Slide 5: Household Income
• Next, the Committee gathered data about household income.
• In 2017, 338 households in Lincoln had an income under $50K
• 352 were between $50,000 - $100,000
• 547 had an income between $100K and $200K
• 769 households had an income over $200K
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Slide 6: Definitions
• The demographics begin to open up the very interesting and difficult discussion 

about how best to determine the level of economic need in the community. 
• This slide defines some of the terms that get used in the world of housing and 

property taxes.
• The last bullet about property values is on this slide because in the course of our 

work the Committee has discovered that different programs use different 
benchmarks. 

o Some use the average value of single-family homes (not including condos); 
some use the median.

o In Lincoln, when the Finance Committee talks about the annual tax bill, it 
prefers to use the median single-family home value. However, when 
making comparisons to other towns, the average single-family home value 
is used because that is the data available.  

o Some programs use the average valuation which includes both single-family 
homes and condominiums. 

• At this point in the process these different calculations are not that important. 
However, if the Town chooses to institute a new property tax program and has to 
create a set of parameters, the language and calculation will need to be precise.
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Slide 7: Determining Need  
• Beyond demographic information, what tools do we have to understand need? 
• The Committee has tried to gather a variety of information in order to paint a picture of our community.  

The information comes with the caveat that these are broad brush data points. We recognize that some 
residents use multiple types of assistance and may show up in several statistics; and some residents 
experiencing financial hardship, may not be accessing any programs at all because they are just above 
state thresholds, or don’t meet age requirements.

• According to data gathered by the Metropolitan Area Planning Committee (MAPC), about a quarter of 
households in Lincoln have an income below the Area Median Income.

• When Oriole Landing is complete, there will be about 290 affordable units on the Town’s inventory.  These 
are both owned and rented units.  There is currently a 3-year wait list to get one of the 75 affordable 
rental units located at Lincoln Woods.  

• Anecdotally, we know that while there are a number of condo units in town that are well below the 
median house value, some current and prospective condo owners are finding that special assessments & 
condo fees are putting these units out of their reach.

• Lincoln does not have a large formal social services network. But fortunately, we have town departments, 
faith organizations and non-profits that work together to form a social services network. There are about 
20 groups that have come together to create the Lincoln Community Resource Directory.  From talking to 
those groups, we know that over the past decade they have seen increased need for the most vulnerable.

• For example, at the St. Vincent de Paul food pantry, they are serving about 4 times as many clients as in 
2011.

• The Parks & Recreation Department has also seen an increase in demand for financial aid. 
• Eliot Human Services, which provides mental health services in Lincoln, has a months-long wait list for 

adults; and a longer list for children. They report an overall increase in demand over the past couple of 
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years, and more complex needs.
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Slide 8:  Current Programs
• Looking at these different types of needs, what role do property tax programs 

play? What other types of help are out there? And what more could we do?
• Not surprisingly, our Committee is not the first group to ponder these questions. 

Over the past several decades, the Town has searched for ways to help residents 
manage their tax bills and has adopted all of the programs provided by the state. 
When the programs offer some flexibility, Lincoln has generally maximized the 
benefits.
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Slide 9:  Property Tax Exemptions
• This is a chart that is on the Assessor’s page of the Town website, and that the 

FinCom has presented at recent town meetings.
• In addition to showing all the programs currently offered, this version includes 3 

new rows at the bottom of the chart that show the utilization of each program, the 
cost to the town, and whether or not there is local discretion to alter the program.

• One of the most heavily-used programs is the Senior Tax Work-Off Program.  At the 
last Town Meeting we approved 10 more slots, bringing the total to 53.  While 
theoretically we could continue to vote to add more slots, given our level of 
staffing at the Council on Aging, the Town has probably maxed out its capacity to 
administer the program. 

• Together the programs cost the town about $83K, most of which is attributed to 
the Work-Off Program. 

• The other frequently used program is the Circuit Breaker program, which currently 
has 67 participants.  This is a means-tested, state-funded program that will be 
revisited later in the presentation.
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Slide 10: Veteran’s Exemptions
• This chart shows the programs that are available to veterans who are 

homeowners. Again, local discretion has been maximized for these programs. 
• Additional columns have been added to the right of the chart to show program 

utilization, cost to the Town, and whether or not there is local discretion.
• The current cost to the Town of these programs is $7,200, serving 13 people.
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Slide 11:  Other Types of Assistance
• This slide shows some of the other places people go for help. 
• As mentioned before, our network of Town departments and non-profits regularly 

communicates and collaborates, and each group has a “no wrong door” policy. 
This means that if someone goes to one of those groups with a need, the 
organization will help that person get to the agency that best meets their needs.

• Overall, the numbers of users and the dollars spent are relatively low in the 
broader context of the town, but the groups that administer the programs are 
seeing indications that this aid is increasingly are vital to a stressed portion of 
Lincoln’s population.

• At this point, it becomes apparent that our Committee’s discussions can easily 
stray into social services and housing development and policy.  The fact that 
Lincoln already has so many groups working together is to our advantage, and they 
provide a model for holistic problem solving.

• Please note that a number of the programs on this page benefit from private 
funding, and donations are always welcome!
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Slide 12: Observations 
• Out of all this information, what have we learned?
• We know that a 12 to a 14½% tax increase will put additional pressure on 

residents.
• With the increase, we expect there will be additional residents who need 

assistance.
• Most of the current programs, which are governed and limited by state statue and 

the Department of Revenue, are targeted to home-owners over 65.
• The Town has generally maximized the benefits offered by the available programs, 

although there are a few additional adjustments that could be made.
• The Committee has looked hard to see if there are other programs we could 

implement and have come up with two specific possibilities: a Circuit Breaker 
extension program, and the Residential Exemption.
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Slide 13: Circuit Breaker Programs
• The Circuit Breaker (CB) program, which is funded by the state, was mentioned 

earlier as one of the programs residents utilize.
• The goal of the CB program is to ensure that residents over 65 do not pay more 

than 10% of their income on property taxes.
• The maximum benefit is currently set at $1100. 
• One unique aspect of the program is that it is available to renters and 

homeowners.
• Residents must meet income, asset and property value limits.
• While the goal of CB is to reduce property taxes to no more than 10% of income, in 

towns such as ours with higher property values and taxes, the state benefit is often 
not enough to bring the tax bill down to 10% of income.

• A number of years ago Sudbury set out to create a CB extension program that 
would bridge that gap. NOTE:  When Sudbury created the program, they did not 
extend the benefit to renters, even though the state program does allow renters to 
apply. We learned that this was because, at the time, there were no market-rate 
rental units in Sudbury; the cost of affordable rental units is already controlled.

• After Sudbury successfully petitioned the state legislature to create a new 
program, Concord and Wayland followed suit with their own versions of a CB 
extension program.

• In the past couple of years, several state bills have been filed that are modeled, to 
some extent, on the Sudbury program.
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• The bills have been approved by the House and are now in limbo in the Senate. 
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Slide 14: Comparison of CB Programs
• The Committee took a look at how the CB programs compare to each other.

o First, it is important to note that, unlike the state program, the CB 
extension programs all cost the towns money.

o The town programs are only for homeowners, and the homeowner needs 
to have lived in the town for at least 10 years.

o All the programs require that applicants meet the state CB income limit. 
• Sudbury and Concord wanted to acknowledge that they have higher property 

values than other places in the state, so they created programs that allow higher 
property value limits, expanding the group of eligible residents.

• Sudbury and Concord pay for their programs by increasing the tax levy by UP TO 
1%. This is an additional cost to taxpayers, and it was a community decision to 
agree that most taxpayers will pay a bit more in order to help a few residents a lot.

• Wayland’s program does not make any adjustments for property value. The town 
simply doubles the benefit of anyone who qualifies for the state program. The 
program is town-funded out of a budget line item known as the Overlay Reserve.

• At first the Committee was excited because the state legislation looks, at first 
glance, like the Sudbury program.  However, as it has gone through the legislative 
process, the flexibility around property value is gone; the current bills would only 
provide further help for those who already qualify for the state program. 

• If we want a Lincoln program that is more flexible, we will need to take a vote at 
Town Meeting to file special legislation with the state.
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Slide 15: What Extended CB Programs Might Look Like in Lincoln. 
• The Committee wanted to understand what the Sudbury, Concord, and Wayland 

programs might look like if we petitioned to adopt them in Lincoln. 
• Based on analysis of the Assessors’ data base, there are 577 properties in town 

where the owner is over 65 and has been in town at least 10 years.
• Mapping the different home value rules onto Lincoln, these are the estimated 

number of qualifying properties.
• We have no way of knowing how many of these homeowners would meet the 

state income and asset limits, but this analysis provides the maximum number of 
homeowners who could be helped with the Sudbury, Concord, or Wayland models.
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Slide 16:  Residential Exemption
• The second program the Committee has investigated is the Residential Exemption (RE).
• This is a tool that is already available and can be implemented by a vote of the Board of 

Selectmen.  It does not need Town Meeting approval or special legislation. 
• The goal of the RE is to make property taxes more progressive, and to try to preserve 

moderate-income housing.
• It provides property tax relief regardless of age or income, and benefits a larger number of 

homeowners.
• Here’s how it works:  

o The Selectmen sets an exemption percent between 0 and 35% of the town’s 
average property value. 

o The percentage is translated into a dollar amount and becomes a fixed deduction 
from the assessment of every owner-occupied residential property.  It does not 
apply to commercial properties or to developments, such as Lincoln Woods, that 
are not owner-occupied.

o Because the deduction reduces the the amount that can be taxed, the tax 
rate/$1000 must increase on the remaining property value in order to raise the 
total levy amount needed to fund the Town budget. 

• Unlike the CB extension programs, the RE does not require new revenue, but it does shift 
the tax burden to more expensive properties.

• The effect is to reduce taxes on eligible properties with valuations below a calculated 
“break even” point.

• Those above the break-even point pay more.
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Slide 17: Residential Exemption Preliminary Analysis
• This chart shows the impact of 4 exemption scenarios. The bottom two are in 

green and red because they are charted in those colors on the next slide.
• The break-even point is calculated by taking the total assessed value of all 

residential property in Lincoln and dividing it by the number of owner-occupied 
homes. For 2019 that’s about $1.14M.  Anyone with a home below that value 
would pay less, anyone above would pay more.

• Note that the new tax rate goes up as the exemption percentage rises. 

17



Slide 18: Residential Exemption Graph
• This is the same information in visual form.
• The gray bars show the distribution of home assessments.
• The black line shows the tax bill without a residential exemption and illustrates 

how bills rise with increased home value. 
• The green solid line shows the tax impact of a 15% exemption on owner-occupied 

properties. The green dashed line shows the impact of a 15% exemption on non-
owner-occupied properties.  The red lines show the 35% exemption scenario.

• In each case, about 60% of households are below the break-even point, and would 
be helped by the exemption; and about 40% would pay more.
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Slide 19: Cities and Towns that use Residential Exemption
• As noted, this is a tool that any city or town can use with a vote of the city council 

or Selectmen, so the Committee was curious about which ones use it. 
• It turns out that the RE is generally used in places with a large commercial tax base 

or in towns where there is a high percentage of vacation homes.
• Lexington recently studied the RE extensively, and ultimately decided to shelve the 

idea.  There is often resistance to the fact that it is not means-tested, and that 
there can be significant additional tax burden on higher value properties.
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Slide 20: Comparing CB and RE
• To recap the two programs, here is a comparison of the extended Circuit Breaker 

programs and the Residential Exemption.
• CB focuses on helping those over 65; and it has income and asset limits. 
• RE helps all ages and a wider range of property owners.
• CB requires additional revenue; RE is revenue-neutral, but shifts the tax burden.
• CB neither helps nor hurts renters; RE has the potential to hurt market rate 

renters.  
o NOTE:  There are quite a few market rate rental properties in Lincoln, so 

this is a consideration.
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Slide 21: Other Possibilities
Finally, here are some other questions that have come up during the Committee’s 
discussions.  We are still exploring them, so stay tuned.
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Slide 22: Next Steps 
• After this forum, here are some major milestones:  

o State of the Town is on November 2nd. Please mark your calendar!
• Any decisions about adopting a new program would be on the agenda at the 

March 2020 Town Meeting. 
• There will be more forums along the way.

22



Slide 23:  Discussion and Feedback
• At the end of the presentation, some time was spent on clarifying questions.
• Attendees were then broken into 4 small groups that were led by members of the 

Committee.  Each group considered a “pathway” that the Town could consider 
pursuing:

o Group 1: Should the Town focus on augmenting current property tax 
programs and maximizing their utilization?

o Group 2: Should the Town adopt a Circuit Breaker extension program? 
o Group 3: Should the Town adopt the Residential Exemption?
o Group 4: Instead of (or in addition to?) property tax programs, are there 

other support services the Town should offer?
• All the groups used the following questions as a starting point for discussion:

o How does this pathway relate to our Town vision? 
o What “problem” does it solve?
o What do you like about this pathway?
o What are its limitations?
o What do we need to think about?
o Discuss, record ideas on sticky notes and place on the chart paper.

• After each table reported out key points from their discussion, they were asked to 
fill out a Feedback Form. 

• Now that you have read through the presentation, please 
join the discussion and fill out the electronic feedback form.
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