SANTA CLARA COUNTY

Somelimes you don't have to pray for a tax break

Groups from Anglicans to Zoroastrians _ : |
get to claim religious tax exemptions : :

By Leonardo Castafieda
leastanceda@bayareanew sgroup.com

Choosing a religion is a matter of the spirit, but
finding a place to worship is very much a matter
of this world — and in Silicon Valley, that means
contending with a notoriously brutal real estate
market that can tax even churches’ coffers.

But religious groups that own or lease land —
everyone from Anglicans to Zoroastrians — get
a significant break: They don't have to pay prop-
erty taxes. In the valley, those groups got more "
than $1.4 billion in tax exemptions for 838 par- . 1S ey B '
cels of land in 2019, according to the most cur- ARIC CRABB — STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER
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Assessor’s Office.

Still, tax breaks for reli-
gious groups are tiny, rep-
resenting about 5% of all
the exemptions approved in
fiscal year 2018-2019. Other
top exemptions include $3.9
billion for hospitals and
$12.7 billion for nonprofit
colleges. That includes
Stanford University, which
owns $19.7 billion of prop-
erty in Santa Clara County,
of which almost $13.8 bil-
lion — including property
categorized as hospitals,
housing and more — is tax
exempt. The findings come
from an analysis of records
from the county assessor's
office by a collaboration of
local and national media,
including this news orga-
nization.

But the exemptions, reli-
gious leaders say, are cru-
cial for churches and tem-
ples to survive,

Thanks to donations
from members and some
savvy land deals, a Sikh
group in San Jose pur-
chased a 40-acre plot of
land in easternmost San

Jose in 1996 for about $2.5
million on which they built
a temple that today is as-
sessed at almost $27 mil-
lion, according to Bhupin-
der “Bob” Dhillon, president
of the Sikh Gurdwara. The
gurdwara received a nearly
$25.4 million tax exemption
in 2019, until recently the
largest property tax break
for a religious organization
in Santa Clara County.

“(The tax exemption)
does help,” Dhillon, a for-
mer San Jose planning com-
missioner, said. “If your ex-
penses go up, you need
more donations.”

The gurdwara, the larg-
est of its kind in North
America, is one of the most
awe-inspiring religious
structures in the Bay Area,
with a view that encom-
passes much of San Jose.
It includes a prayer hall
that sees some 10,000 devw-
otees on Sundays, two com-
mercial kitchens that serve
thousands of free daily veg-
etarian meals and even a
700-student school on Sun-
days, a free health clinic
and basketball courts. The
grand opening, in 2011, was
attended by then-Gov. Jerry
Brown and then-Mayor
Chuck Reed.
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“This place is just amaz-
ing, you feel at home,” said
Pushpinder Singh, principal
of the gurdwara's school.

It's a far sight from the
community center the gurd-
wara rented in the mid-
1980s, and much bigger
than the 5-acre property it
later owned in east San Jo-
se’s Quimby Road. Through
it all, having a place to
come together has been in-
valuable, Singh said, add-
ing that her kids grew up
attending the gurdwara's
school and eventually mar-
ried there.

“Itbrings the commmnity
together,” Dhillon said.

The gurdwara is perhaps
the most visible recipient of
a religious tax exemption,
but an analysis of data from
the county assessor's office
found that the majority of
exemptions — more than
$1.2 billion — went to Chris-
tian groups. About $175.7
million in breaks were for
Catholic properties, includ-
ing a roughly $17.3 million
exemption for the head-
quarters of the Daughters
of Charity of St. Vincent de
Paul in Los Altos Hills, and
$4.1 million for the Cathe-
dral Basilica of St. Joseph in
downtown San Jose.
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The largest exemption in
the county is a nearly $33.4
million break for the River
of Life Christian Church
in Santa Clara, which in
late 2018 opened a new
30,000-square-foot facility
and an outdoor plaza.

Toby Eurth, who works
with recently estab-
lished Christian churches
throughout the Bay Area,
said though the tax exemp-
tions are a benefit they are
not enough to keep a church
afloat. Many have started
finding creative ways to
make ends meet, like run-
ning preschools or renting
out space to smaller, less-es-
tablished churches.

“In places where prop-
erty price is an issue, you
have to think about prop-
erty in a more mmltifaceted
way,” he said.

Those creative ways
still have to follow the law,
though. The law regard-
ing religious exemptions
is broad as far as what is
considered a religion and
focuses on how the prop-
erty is used — to bring to-
gether people who share a
common belief. That be-
lief doesn't have to include
a deity.

Occasionally, churches

will operate marijuana dis-
pensaries on-site. The as-
sessor's office can't weigh
in on whether that's a legit-
imate means of reaching a
higher power, but the sale of
cannabis makes the church
property commercial doal-
use and therefore ineligi-
ble for a break. A church
in Sunnyvale once rented a
room out for Weight Watch-
ers meetings, which made
that portion of the church
ineligible for a tax break,
according to Santa Clara
County Assessor Larry
Stone,

“People will try to claim
that their home is a church
and we've had to say, ‘Show
us how,'” said Deputy As-
sessor David Ginsborg. “And
when they don't, we don't
give them the exemption.”

Stone said his is one of
just a few assessor’s offices
in the state with full-time
investigators that do spot-
checks to ensure proper-
ties receiving tax breaks
meet the required criteria.
Years ago, his investigators
found a church in South
County that was also run-
ning a bar, an interpreta-
tion of serving the spirits
that does not qualify for a
tax break,

The criteria for religious
exemptions was established
by a 1950s Bay Area lawsuit.
In that case, the Oakland
Fellowship of Humanity
sued Alameda County, ar-
guing they were entitled to
the same tax exemptions as
Christian churches, A state
appellate court ruled in the
humanists’ favor and cre-
ated the legal standard the
county assessor uses to de-
termine what is a religion:

“Religion simply in-
cludes: (1) a belief, not nec-
essarily referring to super-
natural powers; (2) a cult,
involving a gregarious as-
sociation openly expressing
the belief; (3) a system of
moral practice directly re-
sulting from an adherence
to the belief; and (4) an or-
ganization within the cult
designed to observe the te-
nets of belief. The content of
the belief is of no moment.”

For Kurth, tax breaks
for religious groups are no
different than those given
to nonreligious nonprofits
and are intended to foster
groups seen as beneficial to
the commmunity.

“It's a broad thing that
we, as a nation, decided to
do that's good for a plural
society,” Kurth said.



