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DATE:   April 23, 2018 
TO:   Councilwomen Robin Kniech and Stacie Gilmore 
FROM:   Zach Rothmier, Legislative Analyst 
SUBJECT: Tax refund payments for the elderly and disabled 

 
BACKGROUND: Denver provides financial relief for very low-income elderly (65 years or older) and 

those individuals receiving Social Security Disability Income in the form of rental reimbursement or 

a property tax refund. The refund is not available to residents of certain qualifying Denver Housing 

Authority properties or nursing homes. Using the formulas set forth in Sec. 53-498 of the D.R.M.C., 

the maximum amount eligible to receive is $650 for an individual and $776 for a couple in a 

calendar year, assuming no reportable income. The Mayor allocated an additional $500,000 in the 

2018 Budget for this program. Denver did not expend the entirety of the previous appropriation in 

2017, leaving $1,250,000 that will roll over into the 2018 Budget for a total appropriation of 

$1,725,000. 

Common questions regarding the tax refund payment assistance program: 

I. Who are the recipients of the tax rebate program from 2013-2016?  

Over the past four years,  

1. Denver received 13,938 applications and awarded financial assistance to 12,557 eligible 

applicants; averaging 3,485 applications per year.  

2. Of 13,938 applicants, about 17% (2,403) were homeowners, the remaining 83% (11,535) 

were renters.  

3. Of all applicants, the average assistance given was $418 with a Denver average of $1,404 

due for property taxes. 

4. Of applicants, 46% qualified as seniors, 40% as disabled, 4% as both senior and disabled, 

and 1% did not meet either qualification for the program.  

5. Of 13,938 applicants, 12,673 were single, the remaining 1,265 were married applicants.  

6. The average income of a successful applicant (own or rent) was $10,879  

 

II. What are the income thresholds of the tax refund program and how does that relate to 

other assistance programs? 

1. In 2017, the tax refund program for the elderly and disabled expanded the income 

eligibility requirements from $11,100 and $16,100 to $15,900 and $23,100 (single/double 

applicants). The current tax refund income limits are dictated by DRMC, Article XI of 

Chapter 53. The income limits will be adjusted annually without amending the ordinance by 

using the cost of living adjustment approved by the Social Security Act under Section 230, 

Title 2. Although not tied by ordinance to any established income measure, when the new 

income limits were put in place in 2017, the amounts coincided with expanded Medicaid 

eligibility limits in 2016. Expanded Medicaid in Colorado is 133% of the Federal Poverty 

Level (FPL). 
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2. Other common metrics that are used for assistance programs in Denver are: 

 
Single Double 

2016 Program Requirements  $        11,100   $        16,100  

2018 Federal Poverty Level1  $        12,060   $        16,240  

2017 Program Requirements  $        15,900   $        23,100  

2018 Medicaid Eligibility  $        16,040   $        21,599  

2017 30% AMI  $        17,640   $        20,160  

2018 200% of Poverty Level  $        24,120   $        32,480  

2017 50% AMI  $        29,400   $        33,600  

2017 80% AMI  $        47,040   $        53,760  

2017 Denver Area Median Income (AMI)2  $        58,800   $        67,200  

 

3. What is the total universe of eligible households under the current guidelines? 

a. Seniors: Using data from the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS), 

Denver had 80,417 Medicare recipients in 2015, 23.19% of which were eligible for 

Medicaid – resulting in a maximum of approximately 18,649 total eligible 

individuals at 2015 levels. Excluding those who may live in DHA housing or nursing 

homes, or situations where more than one recipient may live in the same 

household together, or other exemptions from qualifying, would reduce the 

number of eligible households.  

b. Disabled persons: The 2016 OASDI report estimates that 8,245 persons between 

the age of 18-64 receive disability benefits in Denver. Excluding those who live in 

DHA housing or a nursing home, or situations where more than one recipient may 

live in the same household together, or other exemptions from qualifying, would 

reduce the number of eligible households.  

4. What would the possible universe of eligible households be if the eligibility were changed 

or expanded? 

a. All families with kids under the current income levels? 

i. Approximately 21,238 of all households with children earn below $25,000.  

ii. Excluding those who may live in DHA housing or are otherwise exempt 

from qualifying would reduce the number of eligible households.  

b. All owner-occupied households under the current income levels? 

i. Approximately 10-15,000 owner-occupied households earn below $25,000. 

ii. Nearly 35,000 owner households across all income levels experience “cost-

burden” (pay more than 30% of income on housing). 

5. What are similar assistance programs in other cities/counties and states? 

a. Colorado has three programs that may overlap with the Denver rebate for some 

households: 

i. Property Tax Deferral Program for Seniors and Active Military Personnel. 

The State makes tax payments to the county on behalf of the participant 

for the tax amount due. The loan is logged as a lien against the 

                                                           
1 Federal Register / Vol. 82, No. 19 / Tuesday, January 31, 2017 
2 http://www.denverhousing.org/AffordableHousing/AffordableHousing/IncomeLimits/Pages/default.aspx 
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participant's property that does not have to be remitted until the 

participant no longer qualifies to defer their property taxes.  

ii. Senior Citizen Homestead Tax Exemption.3 Fifty percent of the first 

$200,000 in actual property value is exempt from property taxation. The 

property tax exemption for seniors was not funded for tax year 2009, 2010, 

and 2011; however, the property tax exemption was still in effect for 

disabled veterans. Requirements for Eligibility: 

1. Applicant must be a senior who is 65 or older or a surviving spouse 

of a senior who previously qualified for the exemption; and 

2. Applicant must have owned and occupied the property as their 

primary residence for ten or more years. 

iii. Colorado Property Tax/Rent/Heat Rebate. Colorado will reimburse $600 

(rent) to $792 (property tax) if the following qualifications are met:  

1. Resided in Colorado for the entire year. 

2.  A single person with total income of less than $12,313 or a 

married couple with total combined income of less than $16,205. 

3. 65 or older by December 31st of the tax year.  

4. Disabled for the entire year, regardless of age. 

b. Other states: 

i. 24 states have tax-deferral programs for the elderly: Arizona, California, 

Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Iowa, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, 

Michigan, Minnesota, New Hampshire, North Dakota, Oregon, 

Pennsylvania, South Dakota, Tennessee, Texas, Utah, Virginia, Washington, 

Wisconsin, and Wyoming. Rule-making is generally given to the local taxing 

authority to account for disparities. Other states, such as Connecticut offer 

a freeze on the property tax valuation for elderly.  

ii. California - California has three senior citizen property tax relief programs 

with qualifying incomes set by the local taxing authority: 

1. the property tax assistance program provides qualified low-income 

seniors with cash reimbursements for part of their property taxes; 

2. the property tax postponement program gives qualified seniors the 

option of having the state pay all or part of their property taxes 

until the individual moves, sells the property, or dies; and 

3. the replacement housing program allows seniors to sell their 

residence, buy a new one of equal or lesser value, and transfer the 

old residence's assessed value to the new home (this enables them 

to keep the property tax ceiling obtained under Proposition 13 that 

is normally lost when purchasing a new home).4 

c. Other Cities 

i. See Table, page 8. 

 

 

                                                           
3 https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/treasury/senior-and-veteran-property-tax-programs 
4 https://www.cga.ct.gov/2000/rpt/2000-R-0836.htm 
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III. Conclusion 

The tax refund program was intended to help elderly and disabled residents stay in place 

by helping abate increasing burdens of property tax and rental increases. Most of the 

applicants and recipients are single-occupant renters, with only about 600 homeowners 

receiving benefits each year.  ACS and federal data on disability benefits indicate that there 

are likely additional residents eligible for the rebate who are not receiving it, but there is 

not sufficient data to determine how many of those additional eligible individuals are 

homeowners vs. renters. There is preliminary data to indicate that there are additional 

homeowners who could be eligible for the rebate under similar income limits if the 

program were expanded to reach additional populations (such as homeowner families with 

children). 
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Policy Questions and Alternatives Discussion 

I. Questions: 

1. What is the intended purpose of the program? 

a. Alleviate impacts of poverty generally or the burden of property tax specifically? 

b. Prevent displacement? 

– of Renters? Owners? Both? 

2. Is it working to achieve the intended outcome? 

a. Is the value of the rebate adequate? 

b. What kind of data would we need on recipients to evaluate (e.g. tenure in home?) 

3. Could it be better tailored to achieve existing or different purposes? 

4. Could Denver simply reduce the tax bill or not collect the full amount for certain 

properties? – NO, see legal memo, pages 13-14.  

 

II. Possible Approaches: 

1. Improve marketing and outreach to increase use under existing guidelines – included in 

OED’s housing plan action steps 2018 

2. Increase value of the rebate (covering some of DPS portion)? 

a. For all eligible applicants 

b. For homeowners only 

3. Increase income thresholds for some populations? 

a. Disabled  

b. Senior  

4. Expand the population served? 

a. All households 

i. Owner-occupied? 

ii. Tenure? 

b. All Households with children 

i. Owner-occupied only? 

c. Geography vulnerable to displacement  

i. Via areas vulnerable to gentrification or other prioritizations? 
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Low-Income Owners by Neighborhood 

The following table represents data from the Urban Institute on low income (LMI) and very-low income (VLI) 

homeownership in Denver. VLI is defined as less than 50 percent of AMI and LMI is defined as 50-120 percent 

of AMI. In 2016, this is approximately less than $40,000 in annual income for VLI households of four and 

between $40,000 and $96,000 annual income for LMI households of four. 

 

  
 

Neighborhood  

Owner- 

occupied 

units, 

2000 (%)  

Owner- 

occupied 

units, 2011–

15 (%)  

VLI owners, 

2000 (%)  

VLI owners, 

2011–15 (%)  

LMI owners, 

2000 (%)  

LMI owners, 

2011–15 (%)  

Denver (total)  52  49  29  18  40  43  

Athmar Park  71  61  40  29  47  56  

Auraria  27  27  36  25  45  0  

Baker  40  37  33  13  42  49  

Barnum  67  55  46  35  37  57  

Barnum West  79  66  44  26  47  57  

Bear Valley  65  57  25  15  45  45  

Belcaro  92  81  15  7  19  24  

Berkeley  68  66  31  15  48  40  

CBD  26  34  36  12  25  36  

Capitol Hill  18  21  28  19  46  46  

Chaffee Park  77  74  49  23  39  55  

Cheesman Park  26  39  28  13  32  54  

Cherry Creek  47  48  17  12  23  22  

City Park  33  42  24  13  39  36  

City Park West  22  30  30  12  37  40  

Civic Center  44  27  15  6  20  49  

Clayton  57  56  58  33  29  48  

Cole  48  51  46  33  42  47  

College View–

South Platte  

46  35  32  38  52  52  

Congress Park  40  44  22  15  28  25  

Cory–Merrill  81  73  25  7  40  42  

Country Club  81  80  7  5  24  22  

DIA  50  60  100  37  0  51  

East Colfax  41  35  48  28  38  49  

Elyria Swansea  61  45  48  33  40  56  

Five Points  31  30  39  17  38  44  

Fort Logan  80  78  25  20  38  44  

Gateway–Green 

Valley Ranch  

78  68  13  8  52  63  

Globeville  63  36  56  37  36  59  

Goldsmith  32  24  26  34  41  33  

Hale  44  44  24  16  37  43  

Hampden  50  47  27  20  37  46  

Hampden South  61  57  24  17  37  41  

Harvey Park  73  56  32  21  51  67  

Harvey Park 

South  

66  65  26  23  48  41  

Highland  43  47  34  9  41  43  

Hilltop  73  74  14  12  22  24  

Indian Creek  79  67  18  16  50  55  

Jefferson Park  23  29  31  15  44  48  

Kennedy  0  0  0  0  0  0  
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Lincoln Park  20  28  44  22  38  57  

Lowry Field  41  50  17  7  28  33  

Mar Lee  69  54  37  30  48  57  

Marston  67  60  17  16  45  51  

Montbello  73  61  26  27  51  62  

Montclair  71  67  19  16  37  32  

North Capitol Hill  8  15  16  7  54  35  

North Park Hill  83  85  34  18  39  40  

Northeast Park 

Hill  

48  45  43  31  44  55  

Overland  56  27  32  46  55  39  

Platt Park  65  69  23  11  44  29  

Regis  72  71  28  22  48  48  

Rosedale  50  47  21  27  49  42  

Ruby Hill  59  51  33  24  53  60  

Skyland  63  65  49  21  33  42  

Sloan Lake  56  57  32  14  38  34  

South Park Hill  77  82  18  10  31  30  

Southmoor Park  51  36  23  14  35  42  

Speer  25  27  24  14  39  35  

Stapleton  0  72  0  4  0  22  

Sun Valley  5  4  100  100  0  0  

Sunnyside  59  56  43  20  42  47  

Union Station  44  36  11  14  24  31  

University  45  43  29  15  34  35  

University Hills  73  67  27  20  48  43  

University Park  43  39  22  18  37  27  

Valverde  51  43  44  32  43  62  

Villa Park  51  42  47  38  40  53  

Virginia Village  46  44  22  14  43  54  

Washington Park  79  76  18  11  27  26  

Washington Park 

West  

58  63  18  11  36  38  

Washington 

Virginia Vale  

43  35  25  19  44  45  

Wellshire  92  88  14  14  35  31  

West Colfax  29  23  39  27  48  48  

West Highland  64  62  32  12  41  30  

Westwood  55  39  47  42  42  48  

Whittier  53  56  41  19  37  43  

Windsor  52  43  52  48  32  41  

 

Source: Urban Institute tabulations of 2000 Decennial Census and 2011–15 American Community Survey data.  

Notes: CBD = Central Business District; DIA = Denver International Airport; LMI = low and middle income; VLI = very low 

income. 
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Snapshot of Other Programs 
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Overlap in Eligibility Populations (Colorado) 

 

 

• State programs are using the basic assumption of eligible individuals and the 

ACS data for percentage of homeowners over 65 at 80%.5 

• Denver program maximum combined eligibility includes those who would 

may be exempt by living in DHA housing or are otherwise exempt.   

                                                           
5 https://www.census.gov/housing/hvs/index.html 

State Deferral 
(Senior Portion 

Only)

State Homestead 
(Senior Portion 

Only)

Denver Rebate

Colorado PTC
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Seniors

2,097

Disabled
821

Denver Eligible Population and Applicants Under Current Rules 

 

Estimated 2017 eligible population1                            2015 Denver Applicants 

   

• OASDI data indicates that approximately 4,593 of the eligible population would 

qualify as senior and disabled.  

• In 2015, 132 applicants qualified as over 65 and disabled. 

• Values represent total population of renters and homeowners  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Denver program maximum combined eligibility includes those who would may 

be exempt by living in DHA housing or are otherwise exempt. 

Income-eligible 
Seniors

18,649

Income-
eligible 

Disabled

8,245
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Density Map of Rebate Applications, 2013-2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Areas Vulnerable to Displacement 
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Additional Data on Cost-Burdened Seniors in Denver6 

 

 

                                                           
6 Urban Institute “Denver City Housing Insecurity Data File, 2017” 

Income

Not Cost 

Burdened

Moderately Cost 

Burdened

Severely Cost 

Burdened Total: 

High Income (>120% AMI) 975                 -                             -                          975                 

Moderate Income (81%-120% AMI) 834                 439                            236                         1,509             

Low Income (51%-80% AMI) 1,231             1,450                         155                         2,836             

Very Low Income (31%-50% AMI) 1,736             1,137                         687                         3,560             

Extremely Low Income (<30% AMI) 2,208             1,770                         1,797                      5,775             

Total 6,984             4,796                         2,875                      14,655           

Total Number of Housing Insecure Senior Renters

Low-Income and Paying More than 50% of Income on Housing 

(Severely Cost-Burdened)

2,639

Senior Renter Households
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Income

Not Cost 

Burdened

Moderately Cost 

Burdened

Severely Cost 

Burdened Total: 

High Income (>120% AMI) 11,098                    442                                87                          11,627    

Moderate Income (81%-120% AMI) 4,307                       1,054                            69                          5,430      

Low Income (51%-80% AMI) 4,100                       1,842                            639                       6,581      

Very Low Income (31%-50% AMI) 3,315                       1,962                            973                       6,250      

Extremely Low Income (<30% AMI) 485                          1,046                            2,479                    4,010      

Total 23,305                    6,346                            4,247                    33,898    

Total Number of Housing Insecure Senior Homeowners

Low-Income and Paying More than 50% of Income on Housing (Severely 

Cost-Burdened)

4,091

Senior Homeowner Households
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Introduction 

 

The City and County of Denver provides a partial refund of property taxes to seniors and people 

with disabilities. Recently, we were asked whether the city can just freeze or adjust property tax 

rates instead of charging the normal rate and then giving a rebate. Because the state Constitution 

requires a uniform property tax levy within a jurisdiction, Denver does not have the authority to 

adjust tax rates on the front end. 

 

Discussion 

Uniformity Requirement 

The Colorado Constitution states that “Each property tax levy shall be uniform upon all real and 

personal property not exempt from taxation under this article located within the territorial limits 

of the authority levying the tax.”1 To achieve uniformity, courts have held that “actual value” is 

the guiding principle for the taxation of real property in Colorado.”2 Courts have also held that 

the actual value of residential property must be determined using means and methods applied 

impartially to all members of each class.3 

 

Because of these guiding principles, Denver does not have authority as a local government to 

make distinctions among different groups of residential or commercial property owners, e.g. 

valuing some homes for purposes of imposing property taxes one way, but valuing a different 

group of homes another way. Nor can the city tax residential properties at a differential mill levy 

rate. All residential property must be valued and taxed consistently, using state mandated 

formulas. 

 
 

1 Art X, Sec. (3)(1)(a), Colo. Const. 
2 San Miguel County Bd. Of Equaliz. V. Telluride Co., 947 P.2d 1381 (Colo. 1997) 
3 Podoll v. Arapahoe County Bd. Of Equaliz. 920 P.2d 861 (Colo. App. 1995) 
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Rebates 

Given the uniformity and equality requirements, the only practical way a local government in 

Colorado can grant property tax relief is by offering a credit or refund. While we can’t vary 

the way property is taxed in the first place, we can devise ways to “give back” all or a portion 

of some of the property taxes paid to the city in order to achieve certain public policy 

objectives, such as senior and disabled property tax refunds, historic preservation rebates, or 

OED economic development incentives.4 

 

Additional Questions 

Briefly, we were also asked if there is any reason why the city couldn’t give even more back 

than the original rebate to cover a portion of the DPS property tax levy, and if there is any way 

to help people on the front end before they pay their tax, such as a coupon or immediate rebate. 

 

The answer to both of these questions is likely yes, but we would need more details on the 

specific programs in order to adequately research them. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Denver does not have the authority to value properties differently based on the who owns the 

property; properties must be taxed equally and uniformly. Denver may, however, offer 

property tax rebates. The questions of whether Denver may rebate “more” than the city’s 

share of the property tax and whether Denver could provide relief to the taxpayer upfront 

both require more research based on the details of the particular programs, but are likely 

legal. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 Chapter 53, Art. IX, D.R.M.C.; Chapter 53, Art. XIV D.R.M.C.; and Chapter 53, Art. XVI, D.R.M.C. 


