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Blair v. Commissioner, 63 T. C. 744 (1975)

The State retains an interest in real estate tax liens even when it does not assess
taxes itself.

Summary

In Blair v. Commissioner, the U. S. Tax Court addressed whether the State of Illinois
had an interest in a tax lien on property despite not assessing state-level real estate
taxes since 1932. The Blairs claimed they donated property to a university but
argued the county collector’s involvement in the condemnation suit was invalid due
to sovereign immunity. The court held that under Illinois law, the State’s interest in
the tax lien remained intact, regardless of whether it assessed taxes, as the county
collector  acted  as  the  State’s  agent.  This  decision  reaffirmed the  State’s  legal
position in tax liens and clarified the application of sovereign immunity in such
cases.

Facts

The Blairs claimed to have donated lot 22 to a university but sought reconsideration
of the court’s prior ruling that they never acquired title to the lot. They argued the
county collector should not have been barred from the university’s condemnation
suit due to sovereign immunity, submitting an affidavit that the State of Illinois had
not assessed real estate taxes since 1932. However, the court found this did not
affect the State’s statutory lien interest in the property.

Procedural History

The Blairs filed a motion for reconsideration of the U. S. Tax Court’s decision on
November 18, 1974, asserting the county collector should have been a party to the
university’s condemnation suit. The court reviewed the motion and supplemental
evidence,  ultimately  denying  the  reconsideration  and  reaffirming  its  original
opinion.

Issue(s)

1. Whether the State of Illinois retains an interest in a tax lien on property when it
does not assess real estate taxes itself.

Holding

1. Yes, because under Illinois law, the State’s interest in the tax lien is not affected
by its non-assessment of taxes, as the county collector acts as the State’s agent in
collecting taxes for various taxing authorities.

Court’s Reasoning
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The court applied Illinois statutory law, which establishes that the State retains an
interest in real estate tax liens regardless of whether it assesses taxes. The court
referenced Ill. Ann. Stat. ch. 120, secs. 697 and 727, which outline the State’s role in
tax liens and the county collector’s agency relationship. The decision in People v.
City of St. Louis was cited to support that the State remains a real and substantial
party  to  tax  lien actions  even when only  county  taxes  are  involved.  The court
rejected the Blairs’ argument that the lack of State tax assessment negated the
State’s  interest,  emphasizing  the  statutory  framework  over  the  Blairs’
interpretation. The court also noted that the county collector’s role as a stakeholder
in the condemnation proceedings provided adequate protection for tax collection
interests, further supporting the non-necessity of the collector’s inclusion as a party
in the suit.

Practical Implications

This decision clarifies that the State’s interest  in tax liens remains valid under
statutory authority, even if it does not assess taxes itself. Legal practitioners should
consider this ruling when dealing with tax liens and condemnation proceedings,
ensuring they account for the State’s legal interest. This case impacts how attorneys
approach tax lien enforcement and condemnation actions, emphasizing the need to
address the State’s  statutory rights.  Businesses and property owners should be
aware that tax liens remain enforceable against properties, even in the absence of
direct State taxation. Subsequent cases may reference Blair v. Commissioner when
distinguishing between nominal and substantial State interests in tax-related legal
actions.


