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What is a circuit breaker?
● Not a new concept in the United States (or in Colorado)
● Program to provide relief from property taxes directly to 

property owners based upon the property owner’s income
● Programs vary considerably in size, scope, and 

administrative detail



Nature of the Problem
● Because property taxes are based upon property values, 

they are not as strongly connected to an ability to pay as the 
income tax

● This can be particularly burdensome when income changes 
as a result of job loss, divorce, illness, or retirement.

● As a result, property taxes tend to be regressive







What is a circuit breaker?
● Threshold: Property taxes must exceed certain portion of income 

before any tax relief is available
● Sliding Scale: Defined income brackets; All claimants within an 

income bracket qualify for the same percentage reduction in tax
● Other Approaches

○ In Colorado, the Property Tax, Rent, & Heat Rebate is similar. 
Program is not based on the amount of property tax relative to 
income, but strictly on income

https://tax.colorado.gov/PTC-rebate


What is a circuit breaker?
● In 2007, there were at least 18 states with true circuit 

breaker programs (CBPP Count)
● Lincoln Institute counts 14 threshold and 10 sliding scale 

states as of 2008
● 2023 ITEP report counts 17 threshold and 12 “other” circuit 

breakers





Other Eligibility Criteria
● States have different programs with different parameters
● Some common criteria include:

○ Homeowners only, renters only (Oregon), or both
○ Age requirements
○ Individuals with a disability
○ Veterans 



How are the programs administered?



How are the programs administered?



How are the programs administered?

States typically administer a circuit breaker program in one of 
three ways:
● direct rebate check
● income tax credit
● credit for future property tax bills

States usually bear the costs of circuit breaker programs, 
funding them out of the general fund. 





What are potential administrative challenges to overcome?

● Linking property taxes (assessed locally at parcel based on 
deeded ownership) to income (assessed centrally to 
individuals)

● Simplicity/lack of information on Colorado income taxes 
relative to other state income taxes

● Policy decisions regarding availability of budget
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Questions? 

Contact Us:

Amber Egbert - Director of Research & Legislative Services
amber.egbert@state.co.us

Josh Pens - Director of Tax Policy
josh.pens@state.co.us
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