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Why the Controller’s Office Conducted the Investigation  

The Office of the City Controller (Controller’s Office) conducted a follow-up investigation to its December 
2024 report on the legitimacy of property owners claiming the Homestead Exemption. The Controller's 
Office Special Investigation Unit (SIU) initiated the investigation after this issue was raised by City 
Councilmembers and in response to an inquiry from a Philadelphia resident who identified properties, they 
believed were improperly receiving the Homestead Exemption. It is crucial that the city prevents ineligible 
property owners from claiming the Homestead Exemption, as it reduces real estate tax revenue essential 
for funding the School District of Philadelphia and vital city services. 

 
What the Controller’s Office Found  

Since the initial Controller’s Office report was released in 2024, the Department of Revenue (Revenue) 
indicated on July 29, 2026, that it took remedial action to remove 13,355 illegitimate homestead exemptions 
from a list of 22,041 properties receiving the benefit. This resulted in an additional $33.5 million in revenue 
for the School District of Philadelphia and the city. While Revenue stated they reviewed 22,041 properties, 
the Controller’s Office SIU reviewed every property receiving the Homestead Exemption and identified 
58,000 properties with various degrees of risk, resulting in almost 36,000 more properties that are 
potentially ineligible for the program.  

If Revenue realizes similar results from their remedial actions, it could generate an additional $30 million 
in revenue annually for the School District and the city by investigating all properties with a risk factor that 
may not be eligible for the Homestead Exemption.  

 
What the Controller’s Office Recommends  

While Revenue began implementing some of these recommendations between the release of the 
Controller’s December 2024 report and the completion of this report, the City Controller’s Office continues 
to recommend the following: 

• Strengthen the verification process for property ownership and ensure each property owner only 
claims one homestead exemption.  

• Enhance communication between City information systems to flag properties with identical 
mailing addresses or identical owner names for multiple exemption filings.  

• Conduct reviews for properties with exemptions where owners reside outside Philadelphia to 
confirm eligibility.  

• Improve data accuracy by requiring standardized name formats for property records to prevent 
duplicate exemptions under slightly varied names.  

• Continue enforcing penalties for improper exemptions and recoup lost tax revenue. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Pursuant to Section 6-400(c) of the Philadelphia Home Rule Charter, the Controller’s Office SIU initiated 
an investigation of the city’s Homestead Exemption Program after being contacted by a Philadelphia 
resident who identified properties that they believed were improperly receiving the exemption. The issue 
has been a priority for many members of the Philadelphia City Council, including the Council President 
who raised it during the Fiscal Year 2025 budget process.  

The investigation was performed to determine the legitimacy of property owners claiming the Homestead 
Exemption. The city must prevent ineligible property owners from claiming the exemption, as it reduces 
real estate tax revenue available for funding the School District of Philadelphia and vital city services. This 
investigation focused on:  

• Property owners improperly receiving multiple exemptions. 
• Property owners improperly receiving the exemption for a home that is not their primary 

residence. 
• Business entities and rental/vacant property owners improperly receiving the Homestead 

Exemption. 

In December 2024, the Controller’s Office SIU estimated that the city is losing $11.4 million in lost revenue 
annually to illegitimate homestead exemption recipients, or $57 million over five years.  

 
BACKGROUND 

The Homestead Exemption is a property tax relief program that began in 2013 and is available to all 
property owners. To qualify, the homeowner must own and reside in the property, claiming it as their 
primary residence. The Homestead Exemption reduces the taxable portion of the property assessment 
conducted by the Office of Property Assessment (OPA), resulting in lower real estate taxes paid by the 
deeded owner. 

Initially, the Homestead Exemption deducted $30,000 from the property tax assessment, but City Council 
has increased it over time. In 2024, City Council approved raising the exemption from $80,000 to $100,000 
for the 2025 tax year to offset the increase in property taxes that resulted from rising property values. 

 
Real Estate Tax Calculation  

Real Estate taxes are the city’s second-highest tax revenue stream, having generated over $903 million in 
FY25, comprising 13.9% of General Fund revenues with $922 million (14.6%) projected in FY26 For the 
2026 tax year, the rates are:  

ENTITY % OF TOTAL TAX 

School District of Philadelphia 0.7839% 
City of Philadelphia 0.6159% 
Total 1.3998% 

 

This combined rate of 1.3998% is applied to the taxable amount of a property’s current value, which is 
determined by the OPA. Successfully enrolling in the Homestead Exemption program will reduce the 
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taxable amount of the property by $100,000, resulting in annual tax savings of approximately $1,400 per 
residence. 

An example of the tax amount owed for a property assessed at $250,000 with and without the Homestead 
Exemption is shown below: 

 
WITH HOMESTEAD EXEMPTION 

 

WITHOUT HOMESTEAD EXEMPTION 
Assessed Value  $      250,000  Assessed Value  $      250,000  
Homestead Exemption 100,000 Homestead Exemption - 
Taxable Amount 150,000 Taxable Amount           250,000  

Tax Owed  $          2,100  Tax Owed  $            3,500  

 

The Philadelphia School District currently receives 56% of all property tax revenue collected by the city.  
This funding supports the school district's budget and educational programs. In 2025, the school district 
received approximately $1.15 billion in property tax revenue, and in 2026 projects to receive $1.17 billion. 

 
Homestead Application Process 

Applications for the Homestead Exemption program are available on the city’s website 
(phila.gov/homestead) and can be submitted electronically or by mail. Homeowners apply for the 
exemption by listing their primary residence on the application processed though Revenue. Once enrolled, 
homeowners do not need to reapply unless deed information changes.  

These applications are one page in length and require the following information:  

- Owner’s name(s) and contact information  

- Property address  

- Mailing address  

- OPA account number linked to the property  

- Answers to the following questions:  

• whether the property is the stated owner’s primary residence. 

• whether the owner(s) claim primary residence elsewhere; and  

• whether the residence is either a part of a cooperative or business/rental entity. If the 
property is linked to a cooperative or business/rental, the application asks what percentage 
of the property pertains to the applicant. 
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METHODOLOGY AND RESULTS 

At the time of this investigation, there were over 253,000 properties listed as receiving the Homestead 
Exemption in a database obtained from Revenue. Investigators analyzed the data received to determine 
homeownership and billing address. Investigators established five conditions per property to assess the 
highest risks of false eligibility claims. These conditions are as follows: 

- Is the mailing address listed for the Homestead Exemption different than the property address? 
- Does the property list a mailing address that matches the mailing address of another property 

receiving the exemption? 
- Does the owner of the property have a name identical to other homestead recipients? 
- Is the property owned by a registered business (LLC)? 
- Is the mailing address for the property located outside of the City? 

These examinations resulted in approximately 58,000 properties exhibiting at least one condition. The more 
conditions a property listing meets, the higher likelihood that its homestead exemption status is illegitimate. 
The scoring breakdown was as follows: 

Condition Met 5 4 3 2 1 

Properties 79 617 3,610 10,794 42,728 
 

Business-owned Properties 

Investigators examined business entities which own residential property in Philadelphia. Currently, a 
business-entity is allowed to own a property and be eligible for the Homestead Exemption if the owner is 
the sole proprietor and using the property as their primary residence. However, the findings suggest that 
this is not the case for a considerable number of listings.  

Of the 1,673 homestead properties owned by licensed businesses, 552 list a mailing address outside of 
Philadelphia, and 166 hold an active rental license. Also, 138 businesses have multiple homestead 
exemptions addressed to them, with one entity owning 15 properties enrolled in the program.  

 
Duplicate Mailing Addresses 

One area of focus was identifying mailing addresses that were listed as the recipient of homestead 
exemption information for multiple properties. For instance, if the Homestead Exemption mailings from 
the OPA for 1234 Market Street and 1401 JFK Boulevard were both being sent to 1234 Market Street, then 
it appeared as though one of the properties may not be a primary residence.  

In the current dataset there are 3,047 mailing addresses that receive multiple properties’ homestead 
information. In total, 8,552 properties list matching mailing addresses, an average of 2.8 properties per 
mailing address. The properties evidencing this condition were determined to have the highest risk of 
ineligibility.  

 
Property Owners Living Outside the City 

Instances where the listed mailing address for a property is located outside of the city and the recipient 
address for one or more properties, raised suspicion about the property not being a primary residence. Data 
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analysis showed that 8,641 properties have their homestead information addressed outside of Philadelphia. 
This figure has increased since our December 2024 report, when approximately 6,700 properties were 
identified.  

Investigators determined that it was unlikely that someone at their primary residence would be receive their 
tax information at another address, especially one outside of the city limits or in a different state. Reasonable 
scenarios were considered, such as an elderly owner-occupant with the mailings addressed to their children 
outside the city, but data analysis determined that there were few reasonable exceptions, leaving a 
significant majority to be deemed ineligible for the program.  

In other instances, accounts were addressed to a mortgage company or property management firm which 
handles the real estate tax payments, and these too were omitted from the findings.  

 
Duplicate Names 

The investigators noticed a high frequency of people with the same name holding an active homestead 
exemption. After analyzing the database, 38,365 properties were identified as being owned by someone 
with the same name as another property owner.   

Investigators did consider that common names, such as Smith or Jones, would generate many matches while 
not all being the same person. However, further data analysis led investigators to believe that a significant 
number of name matches were the same person, especially when linked by mailing address. Data shows 
that 2,839 homestead exemptions are linked to someone who matches both the name and address of another 
homestead exemption recipient.  

 
Vacant Properties 

Records from L&I’s property database at 
https://li.phila.gov/property-history were searched to 
identify properties classified as both vacant and 
receiving the Homestead Exemption. If a property is 
vacant, then it is not owner-occupied, and therefore 
ineligible for the Homestead Exemption. Investigators 
found that 67 vacant properties are currently receiving 
the Homestead Exemption, resulting in an annual loss 
of $93,700.  

A number of these properties have been receiving the 
Homestead Exemption while having been listed as 
vacant since 2019.  

 

 

 

 

 

   Figure 1- Vacant home with the Homestead Exemption 

https://li.phila.gov/property-history
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The following chart shows the breakdown of how much a single vacant property has cost taxpayers since 
2019:  

TAX YEAR 
HOMESTEAD 
EXEMPTION 

AMOUNT 

ESTIMATED 
PROPERTY TAX 
REVENUE NOT 

COLLECTED 
2026  $100,000   $1,400  
2025               100,000               1,400  
2024                  80,000               1,120  
2023                  80,000               1,120  
2022                  45,000                   630  
2021                  45,000                   630  
2020                  45,000                   630  
2019                  40,000                   560  

Total Uncollected Revenue per Property  $7,490  
 
Note: This chart estimates the property tax revenue not collected per property if the property was vacant since 2019. 

 
Rental Properties 

Investigators considered the increased risk in instances where properties with active rental licenses 
receiving the Homestead Exemption.  Investigators found that 2,471 properties currently carry both an 
active rental license as well as an active homestead exemption. While having an active rental license or 
even renting a portion of the domicile does not automatically disqualify a property from an eligible 
homestead exemption, having both considerably raises the risk of ineligibility.  

Attention to this risk was amplified by phone calls received through the Controller’s fraud hotline (215-
686-3804) from renters alleging their landlords were enrolled in the program but did not live at the property.  
Any allegations substantiated by investigators resulted in the property address being reported directly to 
Revenue for further action.  
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REMEDIAL ACTIONS BY REVENUE 

The Controller’s Office SIU met with officials from Revenue on June 16, 2026, to discuss the status of the 
Homestead Exemption program, efforts being made toward improvements, and recovery of lost revenue.   

Since the initial Controller’s Office report, Revenue mailed approximately 22,000 letters (See Appendix B) 
to properties requesting verification of residency and ownership of the listing in question. If a property 
owner did not respond to the initial information request, they were sent a secondary letter. If that second 
letter was not answered, the property’s homestead exemption was removed. Revenue stated if a property 
was illegitimately receiving an exemption for several years, they were able to recover up to three years of 
the Homestead Exemption benefit. 

On July 29, 2026, Revenue reported the removal of 13,355 properties receiving illegitimate homestead 
exemptions from 22,041 properties they identified for potentially being ineligible to receive the benefit. 
This resulted in an additional $33.5 million in revenue for the School District of Philadelphia and the City. 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

While Revenue began implementing some of these recommendations between the release of the 
Controller’s December 2024 report and the completion of this report, the City Controller’s Office continues 
to recommend the following: 

• Strengthen the verification process for property ownership and ensure each property owner only 
claims one homestead exemption.  

• Enhance communication between City information systems to flag properties with identical 
mailing addresses or identical owner names for multiple exemption filings.  

• Conduct reviews for properties with exemptions where owners reside outside Philadelphia to 
confirm eligibility.  

• Improve data accuracy by requiring standardized name formats for property records to prevent 
duplicate exemptions under slightly varied names.  

• Continue enforcing penalties for improper exemptions and recoup lost tax revenue. 
 

If Revenue realizes similar results from their remedial actions, it could generate an additional $30 million 
in revenue annually for the School District and the city by investigating all properties with a risk factor that 
may not be eligible for the Homestead Exemption.  
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APPENDIX B 

 

 


