
Volume 2

A DEEP DIVE ON  
SOUTH CAROLINA’S  

PROPERTY TAX SYSTEM
C O M P L E X ,  I N E Q U I TA B L E  A N D  U N C O M P E T I T I V E



 
 

A Deep Dive on 

South Carolina’s 

Property Tax System 
Complex, Inequitable and Uncompetitive 

Volume 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2020 Lincoln Institute of Land Policy 

113 Brattle Street 

Cambridge, MA 02138 

(617) 661-3016 

Lincolninst.edu 

  



 
 

 

 

A Deep Dive on 

South Carolina’s  

Property Tax System 
Complex, Inequitable and Uncompetitive 

Volume 21 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Volume 1 summarizes the chapters in Volume 2. Volume 1 also includes key findings, the executive summary, and 
policy options. Some material, such as the definitions section, appears in both volumes. 
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DEFINITIONS 

 

Ad Valorem Tax— (Latin for "toward value") A tax imposed on properties in proportion to their values. 

The most common are the ad valorem taxes imposed on real and personal property. 

 

Appraised Value—The estimate of the value of a property before application of any fractional 

assessment ratio. 

 

Assessable Transfer of Interest (ATI) —A transfer of an existing interest in real property that subjects 

the real property to reappraisal. For purposes of this definition, an existing interest in real property 

includes a life estate interest.  

Assessed Property Value—The amount of a property’s value that is subject to be taxed, as determined 

by the assessor. To determine the assessed value, the property tax value (PTV) is multiplied by the 

appropriate assessment ratio as noted below. 

• Owner-occupied and agricultural properties are assessed at 4 percent of their appraised value. 

• Commercial and non-owner-occupied residential properties are assessed at 6 percent of their 

appraised value. 

• Manufacturing properties are assessed at 10.5 percent of the appraised value (determined by the 

S.C. Department of Revenue). 

Assessment—The official act of discovering, listing, and appraising property, usually by an assessor. 

Assessment Ratio—The ratio applied to the appraised value of property depending on the use of the 

property. Assessment ratio qualifications are set forth by state law. Real property (excluding 

manufacturing and utility property) is assessed in South Carolina at either a 4 percent or 6 percent ratio. 

 

Capped Value--See Property Tax Value. 

 

Coefficient of Dispersion (COD)—The coefficient of dispersion is commonly used to measure 

horizontal uniformity. It calculates the variation in appraisal/sales ratios around the measure of central 

tendency by computing the variation of each parcel’s appraisal/sales ratio from the median ratio and then 

expressing it as a percent of the median ratio.  

Fair Market Value (FMV) —Value as defined by §12-37-930 which states that “All property must be 

valued for taxation at its true value in money, which in all cases is the price that the property would bring 

following reasonable exposure to the market, where both the seller and the buyer are willing, are not 

acting under compulsion, and are reasonably well informed of the uses and purposes for which it is 

adapted and for which it is capable of being used.”  

Horizontal Equity— Horizontal equity is the principle that people in similar circumstances should be 

treated the same by the tax system.  In the context of the property tax, horizontal equity means that people 

with properties of similar value should pay similar property taxes.  For example, in the context of 

horizontal equity, if two houses are each valued at $100,000, they should pay the same property tax, 

regardless if one is owner-occupied and the other is non-owner-occupied. (See discussion of Coefficient 

of Dispersion) 
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Market Value—The amount that property can reasonably be expected to sell for on the open 

market with a willing buyer and a willing seller. 

Millage Rate—The number of mills levied in order to meet the budget of a school district, county, city, 

or other political subdivision. One mill equals 1/1000 of a dollar or 1/10 of a cent. If the tax rate is 501 

mills, multiply .501 by the assessed value to determine the amount of property tax due. 

O & M Exemption—The removal of the school operation portion of a primary homeowner’s property 

tax bill. O & M is shorthand for “operations and maintenance.” 

Owner-occupied---In South Carolina, often used interchangeably with “primary residence.” Otherwise, 

this term means “used as a dwelling by the owner.” Outside of South Carolina, “owner-occupied” is not 

synonymous with “primary residence” or the legal term for primary residence which is “domicile.” 

Personal Property—All things other than real estate which have value such as cars, trucks, boats, 

motorcycles, and airplanes. Also, items used in a business such as furniture, fixtures, and equipment. 

Price Related Differential (PRD)—A statistic used to measure vertical uniformity of appraisals. It is 

calculated by dividing the mean appraisal/sales ratio by the aggregate ratio for an entire group of 

properties.  

Primary residence---That particular locality where a person is legally deemed to have his or her true 

home or place of abode. A person always has one, and only one, primary residence. Primary residence is 

synonymous with the legal term “domicile.” 

Property Tax Value (PTV) or Capped Value—"Each political subdivision shall value real property by 

a method in which the value of each parcel of real property, adjusted for improvements and losses, does 

not increase more than fifteen percent every five years unless an assessable transfer of interest occurs." 

Property Tax Value, according to §12-37-3155 means fair market value as it may be adjusted downward 

to reflect the limit imposed pursuant to Section 12-37-3140(B). 

 

Reassessment—Process required by state law to determine the change in market value of property over a 

certain period of time in order to provide equity among taxpayers. Reassessment is a revaluation of real 

estate. Presently South Carolina state law requires each county to reassess every five years.  

Real Property—All land and the buildings, structures, and improvements on that land. 

Sales Ratio Study—A study of the relationship between appraised values and sales values. These studies 

focus on the level and uniformity of appraisals. 

Tax Bill Number—A “Bill Number” identifies an individual tax bill issued for each Tax Year. The “Bill 

Number” is used to link the billing and payment records for each tax bill. The “Bill Number” appears 

twice on a tax bill: on the third line of the information listed at the top right corner of the bill, and at the 

left side of the third line down from the perforation (detach line) at the bottom of the bill.  

Tax Year—The year that the tax bill is received, payable by January 15 of the next year. 

TMS (Tax Map System), TMS—The “TMS” number links ownership and map location information. 

This information is maintained by the county assessor’s office. This includes “tax maps” that show all the 
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parcels of land in the county, each labeled with its own TMS number that links to current ownership 

information for each parcel. 

Vertical Equity—Vertical equity, in the context of the property tax, means that high- and low-valued 

properties should be appraised in the same relationship to actual sales prices. To the extent appraisal/sales 

ratios for high- and low-valued properties are not the same, vertical equity is undermined. (See discussion 

of Price Related Differential.) 
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