Deadline nears for new military homestead tax exemption
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Military personnel who have been deployed in the last year have until June 1 to apply for an additional homestead property tax exemption.

They probably will have a good deal longer than that, but that isn’t official yet.

For the time being, Okaloosa County Property Appraiser Pete Smith said he is trying to find those who are eligible so they can make the June 1 deadline.

“Because of the short time to apply, we want to give every homeowner as much time as possible to file,” he said. “We will do our best to ensure that everyone who qualifies receives it.”

Smith sent out 750 letters Monday to try to notify every eligible person his office could find. The notice lets recipients know they could be eligible for the exemption and offers them an opportunity to apply.

The number of letters sent “seems really low” in a county with such a heavy military presence, Smith conceded. However, he and other property appraisers across Florida are unsure what to expect with the new exemption.

Smith said he had received two replies to his mailing as of Tuesday.

“I don’t know what kind of response we’re going to get. I really have no idea,” he said. “Obviously, this will impact counties like Okaloosa more than others without this military presence.”

State Sen. Don Gaetz called making the military exemption for those who had been deployed “a moral imperative.”

He said he would like other property appraisers to do as much as Smith to get the word out.

“It is the responsibility of our property appraisers to be proactive in this issue. The families of these deployed men and women have enough to think about. They have family with their lives on the line working in a hot war zone,” said Gaetz, R-Niceville.

“This isn’t just an ordinary tax policy, this is a moral imperative. We passed this law because we had a moral obligation to do so,” he said.

But Walton County Property Appraiser Patrick Pilcher said he has gotten no clear direction how to proceed with implementing the military exemption.

Pilcher noted that Gov. Rick Scott has not signed the bill to make the exemption official.

He said he checks daily for notification from the state Department of Revenue, which would tell him how to get the word out about the upcoming deadline.

“Right now I’m still wondering about how those military persons who would be entitled are going to be contacted or informed on such short notice,” Pilcher said.

The Department of Revenue is waiting for Scott to sign the legislation before it tells the property appraisers anything.

“When he signs it into law, we will then be able to send direction to the property appraisers,” said agency spokeswoman Renee Watters.

Gaetz wasn’t inclined to blame Scott, however.

He provided documentation that indicated the Department of Revenue had informed Florida’s property appraisers last December of the passage of Amendment 2 in November.

Gaetz said he has received word from the governor’s office that Scott intends to sign the implementation bill to make the military exemption law.

The governor’s press office did not respond to a request Wednesday for information about the governor’s intentions.

When signed, the bill will allow service members who own homes with an existing homestead exemption to be eligible for an additional exemption if they were deployed in 2010.

The amendment offers the exemption to all those serving or who have served in the military or its reserves, the Coast Guard or its reserves and the Florida National Guard.

It limits exemption eligibility to veterans who took part in Operation Enduring Freedom, Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation New Dawn.

Because of the confusion surrounding the military exemption’s implementation, it has been decided that the deadline to apply should be extended.

When Scott signs the bill, he probably will add language that states those who are eligible will have until 25 days after property appraisers’ Truth in Millage notices are mailed out this year.

Those notices typically go out in mid-August, according to Roger Suggs, the legislative liaison for the Florida Association of Property Appraisers.

Gaetz said he will notify base commanders at the seven military installations in Northwest Florida about the exemption and its importance to their troops before June 1. 

He said he also will contact the five property appraisers in his Senate district to urge them to be proactive in notifying the troops.
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