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 CIRCUIT BREAKER STATISTICS THROUGH 2009 
 
Introduction: 
 
This is an annually updated report which traces the history of the 
Idaho property tax reduction program, commonly known as the "Circuit 
Breaker" program.  This report also includes current program 
statistics and charts.  
 
Key Recent Program Trends: 
 
Per claimant and total benefits paid increased slightly in 2009 and 
the number of claims filed and approved stabilized.  There was also 
an increase in the percent of property taxes covered from an average 
of 76% in 2008 to an average of 78.4% in 2009.  This proportion 
remains well below the percent of taxes paid in 2006, when per claim 
benefits averaged 86% of property taxes.   
 
The major reason for the increase in the proportion of taxes paid by 
circuit breaker benefits in 2009 appears to have been a decrease in 
per claimant taxes.  Statewide, it is estimated that overall primary 
residential property taxes decreased by an average of about 15% due 
to decreases in value of a greater magnitude than for other property 
types.  Property eligible for circuit breaker benefits participated 
in this decrease, but to a lesser extent, with an average property 
tax decrease of about 4%.  At the same time, per claim benefits paid 
increased by 1.3% and the total amount paid by the state increased 
1.6%.    
 
The median income of the average claimant continued to increase from 
$14,900 reported in the 2008 program to $15,500 reported in the 2009 
program. While this increase in income produces a bracket creep 
phenomenon that normally erodes benefits and lessens state payments, 
the amount paid by the state grew both overall and per claimant.  
Much of the bracket creep occurred among the lowest brackets where 
maximum benefits tend to exceed taxes.  Movement upwards between 
these brackets has a very limited benefit reduction effect.  For 
similar reasons, for counties, such as Ada (where this phenomenon 
was analyzed), with many residential properties decreasing in value 
and tax in 2009, benefits paid did not decrease as much as taxes (-
10% for tax and -4% for average benefits of repeat claimants in Ada 
County).  Finally, at least in Ada County, both taxes and benefits 
were higher for new claimants than for the claimants that received 
benefits in 2008, but are no longer in the property tax reduction 
program.   
 
In 2009, 69% of all claimants had all property taxes on their 
homesteads paid by this program.  This is slightly higher in 
comparison to 2008, but lower than the 73% of claimants for whom 
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all property taxes were paid by the program in 2007. 
 
History and General Program Information: 
 
Idaho's circuit breaker program provides reduced property taxes to 
elderly, disabled, and widowed taxpayers.  The state replaces local 
government property tax revenue that otherwise would be lost because 
of the tax reduction allowance.  
 
The circuit breaker program began in 1974, evolving from a 
previously existing widow's exemption.  In its first year, 15,932 
circuit breaker claims were submitted and 15,924 were approved for 
benefits totaling $1.87 million, of which $1.5 million was paid by 
the state, with the remainder paid by counties. 
 
Changes occurring in various aspects of the program have tended to 
produce a broader, more widely available tax relief system reaching 
some middle, as well as lower, income senior citizens and certain 
other homeowners.  The following table describes program 
participation changes in general terms. 
 
Circuit Breaker Historical Participation Patterns 
Year General Trend Discussion 
1975 and 
1977 

Large decreases Initial year claimants fail to 
reapply.  Maximum income not 
responsive to inflation. 

1978 Large increase Maximum income and maximum benefit 
increased. 

1981 Large increase Disabled persons now eligible for 
benefits. 

1982-1986 Level No major program changes. 
1987-1988 Large increase Increased emphasis on awareness. 
1989-1992 Slight increase  
1993-1995 Moderate 

increase 
Maximum benefit increased 
substantially. 

1996-2001 Level to 
slightly 
decreasing 

Maximum benefit increased 
substantially then level since 
1999. 

2002 Slight increase  
2003 Large increase  
2004-2005 Slight increase  
2006 Large increase Maximum benefits and income ceiling 

increased through legislation 
2007 - 
2008 

Decrease in 
number of claims 

Maximum benefits and income ceiling 
frozen 

2009 Slight increase Maximum benefits and income ceiling 
remain frozen 
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Chart I provides a chronology of major program statistics, including 
benefits and participation and annual changes in per claim and total 
benefits since program inception. 
 
CHART I:         

Circuit Breaker Statistics and History 
  Approved Claimants:    Benefits Paid and Changes in Benefits:    Eligibility: 

    Percent  
Average 

$ Percent   Percent Maximum Maximum 

Year Number 
change 
from  per 

Change in 
per Total 

Change 
in  Income Benefit 

(Calendar)   prior year Claimant Claim $ 
($ 

Millions) 
Total 
Costs ($) ($) 

1974 15,924  #N/A 117.43 #N/A 1.87 #N/A 5,000            200 
1975 13,912  -12.6% 116.45 -0.8% 1.62 -13.4% 5,000            200 
1976 14,336  3.0% 117.19 0.6% 1.68 3.7% 5,500            200 
1977 13,322  -7.1% 119.35 1.8% 1.59 -5.4% 5,500            200 
1978 15,786  18.5% 184.34 54.5% 2.91 83.0% 7,500            400 
1979 15,467  -2.0% 185.56 0.7% 2.87 -1.4% 7,500            400 
1980 15,650  1.2% 174.44 -6.0% 2.73 -4.9% 8,750            400 
1981 17,160  9.6% 174.83 0.2% 3.00 9.9% 10,000            400 
1982 17,633  2.8% 182.61 4.5% 3.22 7.3% 11,100            400 
1983 17,649  0.1% 177.35 -2.9% 3.13 -2.8% 11,900            400 
1984 17,417  -1.3% 181.43 2.3% 3.16 1.0% 11,900            400 
1985 17,347  -0.4% 188.51 3.9% 3.27 3.5% 12,300            400 
1986 17,605  1.5% 199.94 6.1% 3.52 7.6% 12,730            400 
1987 18,757  6.5% 206.32 3.2% 3.87 9.9% 13,120            400 
1988 19,725  5.2% 210.90 2.2% 4.16 7.5% 13,320            400 
1989 20,073  1.8% 214.22 1.6% 4.30 3.4% 13,860            400 
1990 20,777  3.5% 216.10 0.9% 4.49 4.4% 14,410            400 
1991 21,026  1.2% 218.30 1.0% 4.59 2.2% 15,100            400 
1992 21,222  0.9% 284.14 30.2% 6.03 31.4% 15,920            600 
1993 22,324  5.2% 336.04 18.3% 7.50 24.4% 16,510            800 
1994 23,012  3.1% 358.13 6.6% 8.24 9.9% 16,990            800 
1995 24,254  5.4% 363.04 1.4% 8.81 6.8% 17,430            800 
1996 24,185  -0.3% 397.27 9.4% 9.61 9.1% 17,910            900 
1997 24,629  1.8% 419.29 5.5% 10.33 7.5% 18,380         1,000 
1998 24,431  -0.8% 445.75 6.3% 10.89 5.5% 18,920         1,100 
1999 24,331  -0.4% 471.42 5.8% 11.47 5.3% 19,310         1,200 
2000 24,209  -0.5% 483.29 2.5% 11.70 2.0% 19,570         1,200 
2001 24,175  -0.1% 496.38 2.7% 12.00 2.6% 20,050         1,200 
2002 24,684  2.1% 517.34 4.2% 12.77 6.4% 20,750         1,200 
2003 26,031  5.5% 540.78 4.5% 14.08 10.3% 21,290         1,200 
2004 26,493  1.8% 564.93 4.5% 14.97 6.3% 21,580         1,200 
2005 26,656  0.6% 579.46 2.6% 15.45 3.2% 22,040         1,200 
2006 28,737  7.8% 534.09 -7.8% 15.35 -0.6% 28,000         1,320 
2007 28,202 -1.9% 543.12 1.7% 15.32 -0.2% 28,000         1,320 
2008 27,831 -1.3% 554.43 2.1% 15.43 0.7% 28,000        1,320 
2009 27,920 0.3% 561.40 1.3% 15.67 1.6% 28,000        1,320 

Totals 762,892         356.00   271.59       
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To put these increases in perspective, the Consumer Price Index 
increased by 228% between July 1978 and July 2009.  However, 
inflation adjusted current program costs are only 64% higher than 
1978 program costs.  During this same period, the number of 
claimants increased by 77%. The inflation adjusted benefit per 
claimant is equivalent to 93% of the 1978 amount. 
 
Benefits have been fully state funded through a continuous 
appropriation from the sales tax account since 1987, and in all but 
the following years: 
 

1974: State paid $1.5 million, which represented 80% of 
total approved benefits; 

 
1982: State paid $2.93 million or 90.9%; 

 
1983: State paid $2.799 million or 89.5% in Dec. 1983, with 

remainder paid in April 1984 after supplemental 
appropriation; 

 
1984: State paid $2.935 million or 93.0%; 

 
1985: State paid $3.106 million or 94.9%; 

 
1986: State paid $3.186 million or 90.6%. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
The following charts demonstrate 2009 circuit breaker benefits and 
remaining taxes for claimants at various income levels: 
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The typical claimant in 2009 had income of about $15,500 (up from 
$14,900 in 2008), while average per claimant property taxes were 
about $715 (a decrease of about 4% since 2008), of which circuit 
breaker benefits typically cover all but $155 (22%).  For claimants 



 6

with incomes greater than the median, there is a sharp drop off in 
the percent of taxes paid by the program.  
 
The charts attached to this report include detailed 2009 statistics 
and show changes in benefits since the early years of the circuit 
breaker program.  The impact of doubling maximum individual benefits 
in 1978 and increasing these benefits by another 50% in 1992, 33% in 
1993, 12.5% in 1996, 11.1% in 1997, 10% in 1998, 9% in 1999, and 10% 
in 2006 is readily apparent on several of these charts.  Prior to 
2006, maximum benefits had not changed in several years.  The effect 
of the current freeze in benefits and income brackets is less 
obvious this year.  The effect of other major program changes is 
described in the following sections. 
 
Cost of Living Adjustments: 
 
From 1982 through 2006, factors were applied annually (except 1983-
1984) to adjust income brackets so that claimants were not penalized 
by inflation compensation paid by Social Security. As has been 
noted, this principle changed as a result of legislation in 2006 
that raised the income ceiling, but tied future increases to a 
formula based on federal poverty guidelines.  Because the current 
income ceiling exceeds these guidelines there was no adjustment in 
the income ceiling in 2007, 2008, or 2009 and none is expected for 
at least the next year or two.  Although this diminished program 
participation in 2007 and 2008, this trend did not continue in 2009.   
 
By grouping 2009 applicants according to income, it is evident that 
the vast majority of applicants are in the lowest income brackets.  
The median household income for claimants this year was $15,500. 



 

       
 
Medical Expense Deduction: 
 
The average medical expense deduction increased 12.8% from $3,372 in 
2008 to $3,802 in 2009.  This follows an 11% increase in 2008.  This 
year, 89% of all applicants utilized this provision.  Since 
applicants typically receive about 58.4% of the maximum benefits for 
which they are eligible, this deduction translates into about $152 
per claim or $4.2 million in overall benefits.  Allowance of this 
deduction, therefore, increases program costs by about 37%. 
 
Allowance of Benefits for Widows and Disabled Persons: 
 
The vast majority of all program beneficiaries are senior citizens 
over age 65.  Categorization of all applicants follows: 
 

     
 
The proportion of widows and widowers grew in 2009, while the 
proportion of disabled veterans dropped significantly.  However, 
this decrease appears to be due to changes in reporting information  

 7



 8

and compilation of statistics and should not be considered 
meaningful.  There was also an increase in the proportion of 
claimants with Social Security disabilities.    
 
State Audit of Claims: 
 
In its annual audit of applications, the tax commission attempts to 
determine the validity of all claims submitted.  Since the inception 
of this audit process in 1977, net savings of $4,344,986 have been 
realized.  Audit savings related to 2009 claims remain very high at 
$394,863.  In addition, during calendar year 2009, re-audit of prior 
year claims using additional data not originally available resulted 
in deficiency notices in the amount of $296,480, of which 67% has 
been collected to date.   
 
Alan S. Dornfest 
Property Tax Policy Supervisor 
January 30, 2010 
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