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Do U.S. Citizens Really Own Their Homes?

Every year in the United States (U.S.), people are forced into homelessness because of their inability to pay real estate tax.  Every year hundreds of parcels of land are auctioned off for back taxes at the St. Louis County courthouse.  Age is no barrier to this onslaught; even the elderly are susceptible to this victimization.  As if sheep led to slaughter, people pay real estate taxes without question.  What options are available to those who cannot afford to pay the tax?  Is it constitutionally legal?  Who does not have to pay?  Is it the land owners’ responsibility to educate the public through real estate taxes?  How is it legal then, for the government to extort ransom from its citizens by holding their homes as ransom to pay real estate taxes?  What does the land of the free mean? What happens to those whose homes are confiscated by the government, and sold for unpaid real estate taxes?

The United States Constitution states that its citizens have the right to be secure in their homes (Amendment IV).  Yet the threat of having their homes taken constantly looms over their heads as a hostage to pay a real estate tax.  Webster’s College Dictionary 10th Edition states that ‘hostage’ is “a person taken by force to secure the taker’s commands.”  In this situation, the home is hostage for the real estate tax.  The real estate tax became law through legislation in the State of Missouri for the assessment tax on real estate in 1820.   A phone interview with Richard Robison of the St. Louis County assessor’s office revealed that six hundred forty parcels of land were auctioned off for back taxes in 2007.  This sale takes place on the fourth Monday of August every year.  According to www.stlouisco.com in 2011, approximately eight hundred thirty parcels were auctioned off for back taxes.  The properties that do not sell are held over until the next August, and if not sold then, they are held until the next August sale.  If after three times the property fails to sell, the property is turned over to a trustee who tries to sell them privately.  During all this time, the taxes still accumulate year after year along with penalties and interest.  Article V of the U.S. Constitution states that if a person’s property is seized, the person from whom it is taken is to be justly compensated for the value of said property, according to due process.  The people who lose their homes for back taxes receive absolutely nothing at all.  For example, if a person has $70,000 invested in their home when it is seized and sold, they get no compensation even though Article XIV of the U.S. Constitution guarantees equal protection under the law.  Article V guarantees the right to be justly compensated. When asked what happens to those who lose their homes Robison said, “I don’t  know, there is no record kept of what happens to the occupants once the property is sold.”  Thus another issue occurs: there is no record kept of what happens to these people and their possessions once ejected from their homes.  The U.S. Constitution protects its citizens from cruel and unusual punishment (VIII Amendment).  What could be crueler than a family being forced out of their home by a government that guarantees the right to be secure in their home?  As a matter of record, not all of the properties seized are occupied; a small percent have been abandoned or foreclosed on.

The argument is that the money goes to public education and for public services, i.e. police and fire protection, sewer lines, zoo, libraries and parks.  However, the biggest portion of the real estate tax goes to support public schools.  It is a beautiful blessing to be educated and advantageous to society as a whole, is the argument raised to justify the portion of real estate tax which supports the public schools.  How can it be legal for a person to pay child support for children they did not sire or adopt?  In essence, this is what the school tax imposes on innocent citizens.  How and why is it the responsibility of the homeowner to pay for public education?  How is it possible then for a person to be financially liable for someone else’s education?  The idea is to help those who cannot afford to send their children to private schools.  How is it justifiable to burden people to the point of losing their home if they do not or cannot pay real estate tax?  Those that do send their children to private schools still have to pay the public school tax as well.  What is wrong with this picture?  


The tax is assessed according to the square footage of the house.  The larger the house, the higher the tax.  Another factor in determining the tax assessment is interior and exterior improvements along with the land.  Anything homeowners do to improve or update their homes is subject to a higher tax, also known as reassessment.  If a family grows in size and they decide to build an extra bedroom onto the house, the taxes are increased according to the size of the improvement.  Heating and central air updating, patios, swimming pools, new driveways, decks, new or renovated kitchens, baths and plumbing, are all subject to a tax assessment increase.  Records of improvements are kept by means of the property owner purchasing permits to perform said improvements.  If people decide to improve their surroundings, they are taxed for doing so. Most people consider it a penalty. The assessor tries to appeal to the greed factor by saying that the value of the home increases, as an incentive to smooth over the raising of the tax. For example, if a person pays two thousand dollars a year for twenty-five years, they have paid over fifty-thousand dollars in real estate tax.  The only reason for increasing the assessed value is to raise revenue by increasing the tax.   Realistically, what the property is worth is no one’s business but the owner alone! No matter if it is worth a dollar or a million dollars, it is still a private matter. The assessment is in essence trespassing and an invasion of privacy.  

A percentage of the people who pay real estate tax do not have health insurance, so if they get sick or hurt they are financially responsible for medical treatment or else they just suffer.  Yet those whose employment is sustained by the real estate tax have medical insurance coverage as well as retirement plans.  In addition, people who are on Section Eight Housing get free rent, free food, a free education, and are never face the threat of being forced out of their homes.  Some of the fattest people in the world are on welfare. They can be observed in grocery stores with their carts overflowing as they checkout. At the same time, those who are retired or disabled and living on a fixed income face the decision of paying the real estate tax or doing without food, heating, cooling, or medical- related needs.    They scramble to try to find the money to pay the real estate tax in an effort to keep their homes from being seized by the government.  If a person’s home is seized for back taxes and they have no place to go and decide not to leave their home, the Sheriff forces the occupants out at gunpoint, and their possessions are put out on the curb! But that’s justified because the government did it.  Just like feeding coal into a steam engine, money pours into the real estate tax monster’s mouth.  The more it eats, the bigger it gets; the bigger it gets, the more it eats; and its hunger never quenched.  The comfort zone experienced from the revenue generated by the real estate tax gives a euphoric façade to those at the helm of the devouring machine.  To those who profit from and manage the tax consider it an inexhaustible source of income, without regard for those who suffer because of paying it.

The thirteenth amendment to the U.S. Constitution has made it illegal for slavery to exist in the U.S.  Yet, its citizens are slaves to paying real estate tax.  Just as the slavery issue was ignored for sixteen presidential administrations, it took a civil war under the guidance of President Abraham Lincoln to resolve the issue.  Now, slavery still exists, disguised as real estate tax.  President Lincoln’s education started at home.  His stepmother taught him what little she knew of reading and writing and he enhanced his own education thereafter.  Real estate tax did not pay for his education. He was self-motivated and had a burning desire to learn.  This man rose to occupy the highest office in the world. This is an example to show that if a person really wants it, they will go for it.


During phone interviews with Missouri State Representatives Ted Hoskins, John Bowman, Belinda Harris, Harold Selby, and Fred Kratky, they stated that they believe real estate tax is unconstitutional.  Their main concern was if there was no real estate tax, where would the money come from that supports the existing conditions. None of them said anything at all about correcting the injustice. They just wanted to know about the money. When the suggestion was made that they pull the money out of their air just as the tax payers are expected to do, they were completely flabbergasted.  When the suggestion of paying an extra dollar on the utilities (gas, water, sewer, trash, electric, and phone) was presented to them they seemed very interested!  When a pay-by-the-child fee was suggested for the schools along with a one cent per gallon school tax on fuel, the representatives considered that a very good idea.  With a pay-by-the-child fee, the responsibility will return to the parents where it belongs. This would make the system absolutely fair and just! It would inject accountability, responsibility, and transparency. These ideas seemed to evoke their interest as well.  When Lincoln went to school, he walked five miles one way.  The school busses today disrupt traffic and waste fuel as well. Every few blocks the busses stop to pick up a child.  Why don’t they walk to school or consolidate at fewer waiting areas to conserve fuel? This is an unnecessary waste of tax payer’s money.  Is it only the carbohydrate intake that is causing obesity to run rampant among the children, or are they just pampered too much and lazy? 

Daniel A. Smith, associate professor, Department of Political Sciences, University of Denver, Colorado posted on his website an abstract of a man.  The man is Howard Jarvis. He became famous in 1978 for initiating and passing Proposition 13, which put a freeze on real estate tax and government spending in the state of California.  Jarvis said in Smith’s abstract, “I’m mad as hell, and I’m not going to take it anymore.”  The success of this proposition reverberated through the entire nation.  According to Smith, “there are twenty-four states that allow ballot initiatives for a vote on such issues.”  He said whoever spends the most on their cause (including opposition) is more likely to prevail.  According to the Declaration of Independence, the home is “sacred.”  How can it be legal for someone else (voters) to determine the financial hardships placed on a person because they own real estate?  There are three basics that are absolutely necessary in life, and should never, under any circumstances ever be subject to taxation: a person’s home, food, and clothing.

With the uncertainty in this ever-changing world, it is necessary that the sanctuary of the home once again be reestablished as our founding fathers intended. It seems that politicians steer completely around this issue.  Children’s education is very important but just as important is the responsibility of the parents to provide it for them.  There are other options available to generate revenue besides blackmailing homeowners into paying extortion by holding their homes hostage for a ransom: the real estate tax.  To seize a home and sell it for back taxes violates the Constitutional rights provided by the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights. The Fourteenth Amendment affords equal protection under the law. What protection is there for a person who cannot afford to pay the ever increasing rate of real estate tax? In many cases, people are paying more in real estate tax than they are for their house payment. If this issue remains un-addressed now, what will happen to the future generations? How will they be able to afford to buy a house? So, do people really own their homes, as long as the threat of having it seized looms over their heads?  What happened to the constitutionally guaranteed right of the citizens to be secure in their homes? The holding of a person’s home as hostage to pay real estate tax is the exact same action that gangsters perform.  There are a number of ways to avert this travesty.  Hope that legislature changes the law but getting all the representatives to vote the same way is almost impossible. We could try to rely on a court decision but that is an expensive and time consuming ordeal. We could try to organize an initiative petition here in Missouri but it takes 250,000 signatures to get the issue on a ballot for a vote. The entire nation could unite and  refuse to pay the tax; they can’t put the whole nation in jail.  How is it that people who are on section eight welfare can get free food, free education, free rent, free money, and never face the threat of being forced into homelessness? Yet those who are struggling financially just to get by face the threat of losing their home to a government that boasts freedom to the world? At what point do we say enough? So, do we really live in the land of the free?  Do U.S. citizens really own their homes?
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