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Theft of the City

• Greatest case of municipal fraud

• The scam: 

– Bureaucratic lobbying for illegitimate tax breaks

• The loss: 

– $40 million a year

– Unfunded public services



The Property Tax

• The property tax is the city’s single largest and most stable source of revenue. 



The Property Tax

• DOF is responsible for 
collecting taxes on a 
rapidly growing 
number of properties 
in New York City.



Property Tax Assessors

• DOF’s 119 property tax assessors

• Limited supervision & legalese

• “The most corrupt of urban functions” (Paul 
1975).

• Examples beyond NY:

– Los Angeles, CA

– Providence, RA

– Cayahoga County, OH

– Cook County, IL.



Property Tax Assessors

Source: Class 1 and Class 2 property tax guides, NYC Department of Finance



Property Tax Assessors

• Corruption presents a particular risk in December and April, 
right before the publication of the tentative and final tax rolls. 



Property Tax Assessors

• Tax consultants:

– Their pay

– Questionable methods

– Bureaucratic lobbyists

Bureaucrat & Sowing Machine, Salvador Dalí



The Scandal

• Enter Albert Schussler



The Scandal

• Lower Manhattan
• Upper East Side
• Harlem
• Between West 41st Street 

and West 96th Street
• West of Eighth Avenue
• Central Park West



The Scandal

• The bribes

• The back and fort

• The results



Schussler’s Gang

• Joseph Iovino
• Vatchara Vachiraprapun
• Howard Habler



Schussler’s Gang

• The higher the position, the greater the bribes.



Beyond the Scandal

• Schussler’s death

• 20 prosecuted:

– Joseph Marino

– Alan Edelstein

– Nancy Sidaross

– Stephen E. McArdle

• Recovered funds

• Latent risk



A Worthy Collaboration

• Persistence of corruption hazards, an 
opportunity for research

• A previous RCT:

– Official review of building permits

– Random assignment

– Study’s contribution



A Worthy Collaboration

• Three research questions:

1. Does monitoring help ensure that property 
assessments are conducted with integrity?

2. What forms of monitoring are most 
effective?

3. Which is more effective between proactive 
and reactive monitoring in ensuring that 
property assessments are performed in an 
honest manner?



Thank you…and stay tuned!



A Previous Scandal

• Before Schussler there was Tooke


