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Appendix A: Overview of Illinois’ property tax system
Across Illinois, more than 6,000 units of government billed taxpayers a total of $29.8 billion in 2017, $19.2 
billion of which was billed to residential property owners.76 By comparison, the state of Illinois collected just 
over $29.9 billion in individual and corporate income taxes and sales taxes for fiscal year 2017.77

Illinois does not have a state property tax – property taxes are levied, collected and spent only at the local 
level.78 Illinois governments only tax real property, which includes land, buildings, and features attached to land 
such as driveways. They do not tax personal property such as cars or office equipment.79 The largest share of 
property taxes goes to school districts, and they also pay for roads and streets, police and fire departments, 
public libraries and county services.80  

The Illinois Property Tax Code sets forth the structure and methods for property taxation by Illinois’ local gov-
ernments.81 

Property tax process
By the time a homeowner gets his or her property tax bill in the mail, several steps have taken place, through 
different cycles that proceed on parallel tracks over a two-year period. The amount of a property tax bill is de-
termined by two things: the amount of money local governments charge property owners to cover government 
spending – the levy – and the value of a taxpayer’s property. The levy determines how much taxpayers pay in 
total, and the property owner’s assessed value determines his or her share of the tab.82

The following graphic demonstrates these processes. 
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Levies
Local government bodies with taxing authority, such as school districts, park districts, cities, counties, commu-
nity colleges and water reclamation districts, arrive at their levies through the budget process.83 The boards 
of taxing bodies determine how much they plan to spend, consider their expected revenues such as state aid 
and fees, and determine the amount of taxes they need to raise on top of these sources to cover their expen-
ditures. Once adopted, every taxing body in Illinois must file its property tax levy with the county clerk by the 
last Tuesday in December and must show it has complied with any relevant notice requirements.84

Assessment 
The county clerk calculates the tax rate that will result in each taxing body raising the revenues it is seeking 
by dividing the levy by the value of all the taxable property in the taxing district. Local officials such as town-
ship assessors,85 county assessors86 and supervisors of assessment87 establish the value of taxable property 
through a process called assessment.88 

The assessment year starts Jan. 1 for property taxes that are billed the following year.89 For example, bills that 
will hit mailboxes in the spring of 2018 are based on the value of property as of Jan. 1, 2017. 
 
In general assessment years, each parcel of property within a county is reviewed, inspected and evaluated. 
This happens every four years in all counties outside of Cook,90 and every three years in Cook County.91 

Farmland is assessed every year, according to “agricultural economic value,” which is based on statewide stud-
ies of soil productivity and net income generated from farmland.92

In nongeneral assessment years, township assessors list and assess property that becomes taxable and was 
not part of the last general assessment, such as new buildings or improvements to homes.93 Assessors also 
take properties that have been demolished off the rolls and adjust the values of properties that have been 
seriously damaged.

Once those initial assessments are completed, the chief county assessment officer is responsible for ensuring 
assessment levels are uniform within the county by “equalizing” assessments if necessary (except in Cook 
County) and that they amount to the statutorily required percentage of fair market value.94 He or she also 
publishes notices in local newspapers and sends notices to property owners of changes in assessed value (in 
nongeneral assessment years) or of the newly assessed value (in general assessment years).95 

The chief county assessment officer sends the assessment books to the county board of review and sends 
abstracts of the books to the Illinois Department of Revenue.96  

The county board of review examines the assessment rolls to ensure local assessment officials properly 
completed their work and that assessments are uniform among comparable properties throughout the county 
(except in Cook County).97 The Illinois Department of Revenue uses the statistics to arrive at state equalization 
factors for each county, which are used to bring each county’s overall assessment level to the required per-
centage of market value.98 

Appeals
Once notices of assessments are published or mailed, a property owner typically has 30 days to appeal the 
assessed value.99 Often a property owner can bring up concerns about assessed value with the township 
assessor or chief county assessment officer directly. If the property owner does not succeed in getting his or 
her assessed value lowered through talks with the assessment official, he or she may file a complaint with the 
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county board of review.100 If the assessed value is not reduced at the board of review, the property owner may 
appeal the board’s decision to the Illinois Property Tax Appeal Board.101 Taxpayers can also pay taxes under 
protest and file a complaint about the assessment, tax or levy with the circuit court.102 

Taxpayers should know that the time to appeal their properties’ assessed value is generally several months 
before bills arrive in the mail. By the time a taxpayer has his or her bill in hand, it is usually too late to appeal 
for that year’s taxes.

Calculating property tax rates
The process of billing taxes is called “extension.”103 When the assessment and appeals processes are com-
plete, the board of review certifies the assessment books so the county clerk can calculate the tax rates 
needed to get each taxing district the revenues it is seeking.104 

By dividing each local taxing district’s levy by the taxable value of all the properties in the taxing district’s juris-
diction – the tax base – the county clerk arrives at the tax rate for each taxing district.105 The aggregate of all 
the taxing districts’ rates in a given jurisdiction is the property tax rate for that jurisdiction. 

The larger the tax base, the lower the rate required to raise the levy sought by a taxing district.106 

After they have calculated the bills, the county clerks prepare the books and send them to the collectors, who 
will send bills and collect taxes.107 

Billing property taxes
The township or county collector – often the county treasurer – is responsible for preparing and sending out 
property tax bills.108 This sample bill shows information that the Illinois Property Tax Code mandates be includ-
ed109 with property tax bills:
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Timeline for tax bills
The collectors in counties that do not use accelerated billing, such as Lake and DuPage, typically mail bills 
by early May. Payment for counties on this schedule are due in two equal payments, usually in early June and 
September.110 For counties that use accelerated billing, such as Cook, the first installment is 55 percent of the 
previous year’s tax bill. In Cook County, the first installment is due by March 1, and the second installment is 
usually due around Aug. 1.111 Counties can also set up a billing system with four installment payments.112

Distribution
The collector distributes all taxes and any interest earned to taxing districts.113 


