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Dan Hoffman: 

Hello and welcome to the Rouss Review, the City Works portion of the show where we talk about how 
local government works. 

Today we're going to be inviting in Fred Pearson, who is a property tax assessor. In fact, he's our 
property tax assessor. And he's been that for about a decade now. And he also has been doing this for a 
very long time. He is easily an expert on the topic. So without any further ado, welcome Fred. 

Hi. 

Fred Pearson: 

Happy to be here. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Thank you. Normally, the folks we have on this podcast are City staff. We talk about how local 
government works, try to inform and educate folks about some of the different processes that are very 
complex. You're not City staff, but I like to think you've done so much work with the City for so long 
that- 

Fred Pearson: 

10 years. 

Dan Hoffman: 

You are, 10 years. So you're kind of de facto staff at this point. And I know the team over in the finance 
department loves working with you. So you're part of the family, in my eyes. 

Fred Pearson: 

Everybody's excellent to work with at the City of Winchester. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Awesome. But what you do for us is you determine the value of all the homes in Winchester. 

Fred Pearson: 

All the properties. 

Dan Hoffman: 

All the properties. Not just homes. 

Fred Pearson: 

Not just homes. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Good point. Homes, businesses. 

Fred Pearson: 
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Yes. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Warehouses. 

Fred Pearson: 

Yes. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Even, well, do you do cemeteries? No? We don't really, those don't change in value of those. 

Fred Pearson: 

Also those are not assets. 

Dan Hoffman: 

But there is a value. 

Fred Pearson: 

Yes. 

Dan Hoffman: 

They're not taxable, so we don't really focus on them but even cemeteries have a value to them. They 
just don't pay taxes. You do that for us. And we do that every two years? 

Fred Pearson: 

Yes. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Right. First off, talk about what does it mean to be an assessor and how, well, I'm curious how'd you get 
into this? 

Fred Pearson: 

Well, I got into this by, my brother was doing it, a friend of his was doing assessment work and he was a 
school teacher and he wanted to do something a little different. And when I got out of college, I worked 
for Firestone Tire and Rubber Company, excellent company to work for. Gave me a lot of promotions. I 
just didn't like working in a plant. And he introduced me to some state people. And I started working 
with the Commonwealth of Virginia doing tax assessment work. 

Dan Hoffman: 

And when was that? 

Fred Pearson: 

This was back in 1978. 
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Dan Hoffman: 

1978. I was one year old. 

Amy Simmons: 

Me too. 

Dan Hoffman: 

And actually Ms. Simmons over here was one as well, right? 

Amy Simmons: 

Yes. 

Dan Hoffman: 

You were also one year old. 

Amy Simmons: 

I'm a few days older than him. 

Dan Hoffman: 

You've been doing this for over, well over 40 years. 

Fred Pearson: 

Yes. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Got it. So you started doing it for the state and pretty soon you? 

Fred Pearson: 

Well, the state did not think it was good for them to be in that kind of business. So they were getting out 
of it. And we had to either contract or get a job working with a county. And we started contracting, and 
we incorporated in Virginia, North Carolina, that's the two states we basically work in, we do work for 
Delaware too. 

Dan Hoffman: 

You do this work for how many different municipalities around? 

Fred Pearson: 

At one time? Probably 22. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Okay. That's a lot. 

Fred Pearson: 
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In Delaware, we have contracts that we do work for towns and cities, and it's just general maintenance, 
new construction handling appeals for them. That's just excellent people to work with. 

Dan Hoffman: 

For pretty much as long as I've been alive, you've been doing this work across multiple states and 
multiple jurisdictions. So to me, I would define that as someone who has expertise. You are an expert in 
this area, and we're lucky to have an expert doing this work for us. 

Fred Pearson: 

I do the best job I can. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Absolutely. 

Fred Pearson: 

I take and review property sales, put them in different categories, and try to make sure everybody has a 
fair assessment on their property. We send out notices to let everybody know what their near assess 
values are. We appreciate it when they come in. And if I make a mistake, I want to be the first one to 
correct it. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Absolutely. So let's start from the beginning of the process. So we do ours every two years. So that time 
rolls around, Celeste calls up Fred, or she doesn't even have to because it's coming, and says, "Let's get 
started." What happens on day one? 

Fred Pearson: 

On day one, we start getting things set up to do our fieldwork. We go by and visually review each 
property. We do not go on the property. We do take new photos of the property. We do look at the 
condition of the property to see if anything's changed on it from last time or if any additions- 

Dan Hoffman: 

So, you look, you put eyes on every property? 

Fred Pearson: 

Yes. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Fred's not sitting in front of a computer. 

Amy Simmons: 

Google Maps. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Google Maps. He's not sitting on the beach on a laptop, just kind of deciding that- 
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Fred Pearson: 

Well, that does sound like a good idea, but- 

Dan Hoffman: 

It does. <Laughs> But you go the extra step. You or one of your team actually look at everyon's house. 

Fred Pearson: 

Yes, and we take a new photo of each house too, or each property. 

Dan Hoffman: 

So I should let the weeds and vines grow on my house right around assessment time. Just to, but you 
guys are smart enough to not be tricked by that, I bet. 

Fred Pearson: 

<Laughs> Most people do a good job of keeping their property up. But there again too, properties 
change. Some people get older, they may not do as much maintenance on the property. And the 
condition of a house does make a difference in the value. 

Amy Simmons: 

Well, how can you assess it, though, from the street? 

Fred Pearson: 

We look at it, and we just do the look at the condition of the property to see if it looks like it's changed 
any or not. You're 100% correct. We do not make interior inspections of the property. That's just not 
really feasible to do. But that's another reason why we have the hearings. That's when we send out 
notices, and we appreciate people coming in and let us know what the condition of their home is. I had 
one gentleman come in and he's taking care of his brother's estate. He was 80-something years old 
when he passed away. And he had pictures of the house and the house was in poor condition. On the 
outside, you may say, "Well, it needs some repairs." But I would assume that it's been fairly well 
maintained on the inside. But no, the ceilings had started falling out, he had pictures to show all that, 
made a big difference in his assessed value. 

But that's the type of things we do. 

Dan Hoffman: 

After you've, you've gone out, you've done your fieldwork, you've taken a look at all the properties, 
what happens then? 

Fred Pearson: 

Then we start looking at property sales, and we have access to MLS. So we can not just have the sale 
price, but we have all the information on what went in behind the sale. We look at that, we analyze that, 
and we compare it to the assessed value. And we increase the rates in the system to reflect the market 
value. And this is not just residential. We also, for commercial, we do the same thing. I have access to 
CoStar, which is the largest database of commercial information that we use. That's good. And 
commercial is you're looking at the building itself. But you also can consider the income approach, 
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especially on apartments. And we do that quite a bit. And CoStar gives us a lot of information to work 
with on that. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Yeah. And once you've gathered data from all these sources, you've looked at what the market's doing, 
you send out a letter with the value. What happens then? If someone, we've referenced the hearings, 
let's say I get it, so my house was up 22%. I think it's too high. What do I do? 

Fred Pearson: 

I think I might need to raise your house. 

Dan Hoffman: 

No, no. I got 30% the last assessment. So my house is- 

Fred Pearson: 

<Laughs> Okay. 

Dan Hoffman: 

No, I am in the same boat with everybody else. So let's say, and I'm, I'm not going to challenge mine 
because I know that values have gone up significantly. It's also I think important for at least if you're 
Winchester or if, regardless of where you live, if they assess your property every other year, and you get 
an increase, like say mine, mine was 20, about 22%. It didn't go up 22% just last year. It's two years. So it 
went up about 10, 11% each year. Which I mean that reflects what's happening in the housing market 
right now. There is no supply. 

Fred Pearson: 

Well, the average increase for an average quality home in Winchester's, about 35%. It's significant. 

Dan Hoffman: 

It is significant. So they get that letter. They don't like that it has increased, or they feel that the number 
is wrong. Now I will tell residents, if you don't like the number, but you agree and you understand that 
it's that much, don't appeal, because the appeal is meant to correct the number if it's inaccurate. If you 
just don't like that it went up and you want lower property taxes, that's a conversation you need to have 
with City Council. But if you feel the number is actually wrong, that's when what happens? 

Fred Pearson: 

They need to come in and go over their property and let me know what factors may affect the value of 
their property. They may have comparable sales in the neighborhood. I have them all, but they may 
have some that's closer to their property. There could be some physical things I need to know about, 
some information on the property record card. So when they come in, the first thing I say is, "What can I 
do to help you?" And then we'll go through and look at the property record card, see what we've got, 
see if there's anything wrong there. Look at comparable sales and just try to make sure they get a fair 
and equitable assessment. 

Amy Simmons: 
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And there's a time that we do that every two years, right? They can't just do that anytime? 

Fred Pearson: 

Yes. Now's the time. And I'm the first line of appeals. After I finish, the City will have a Board of 
Equalization. They will also be available to address concerns from property owners too. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Got it. And the Board of Equalization are other city residents. So these are your neighbors. 

Fred Pearson: 

Probably, three or five. Yeah, yeah. City residents here. 

Dan Hoffman: 

What kind of things? Let's talk a little bit about the calculation of value itself because we've gotten some 
questions about, well there's this information, or there was only this comparable. When you're looking 
at those different databases and you've seen the property, tell me a little bit about the thought process 
or the equation that runs through your mind. 

Fred Pearson: 

In the past we've had, we have certain neighborhoods. I think there's 40 some neighborhoods in the 
city. We look at each one and make an adjustment on those. You've got new software this time around 
and all the data was converted over. We had to check and make sure the data came across properly. But 
we got that. And we looked at, I just looked at 2022 sales. I looked at their assessed values. And on 
average quality homes, it showed about a 35% increase. On your better quality homes it only showed 
about a 22% increase. And we select, that's what we did. And we send out notices. And like I said, when 
we hold our hearings, it could be some properties that they may have some more comparables that's 
closer to their property. And we make an adjustment for that. 

Dan Hoffman: 

We mentioned earlier that, you do this work, your team does this work in many other jurisdictions? 

Fred Pearson: 

Yes. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Are we unique, or is it just Winchester? 

Fred Pearson: 

Everywhere I'm working now. I just did King William County, Virginia. And it's 42-45% increase. I just did 
Warren County. They were 42% increase. Warren County, I think it's on a four-year cycle, you're on a 
two-year cycle. And I asked, we have to look at just 2022 sales to set the values. I have looked at some 
sales in 2023. We're still below, when we look at the total sale price and total as assess value, we're still 
below a hundred percent of market value. Just trying to see what the market's doing. And I've talked to 
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a realtor this morning, came in to talk about her assessment and she says she thinks that the real estate 
market's going to level off. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Everything I'm hearing from state economists and other reliable sources is that it's going to cool. I'm 
sure that when we're sitting down and chatting two years from now, that we'll be talking about 
decreases in assessed value, most likely. 

Fred Pearson: 

Well, you've got inflation. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Yeah. 

Fred Pearson: 

7-8% a year, you got inflation, that means you're buying power is getting less each year. We just have to 
see what the market shows. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Anything else that we missed? Anything else about the process? What should people know? 

Fred Pearson: 

No, I only thing I would say, if anybody has any concerns, now's the time to address it. And if you do 
miss talking with me, go ahead and set up something with Board of Equalization. We just want to listen 
to people, address their concerns and if we've got something wrong, we want to get it corrected. 

Amy Simmons: 

And to set that up, you have to go through Celeste, right? 

Fred Pearson: 

That's correct. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Yeah. Folks who go to the City website to get more information, WinchesterVA.gov/finance. And we're 
not the only jurisdiction with a Board of Equalization, that's required. 

Fred Pearson: 

It's required. 

Dan Hoffman: 

It's required across the state. So even if you're not, even though if you don't live in the city limits of 
Winchester, if you live somewhere else in the state, this is also applies to you as well. 

Fred Pearson: 
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Yes. 

Dan Hoffman: 

All right, Fred, thank you very much for coming in. 

Fred Pearson: 

My pleasure. Thank you so much. 

Dan Hoffman: 

You're doing a lot of work this year and I know we've tasked you heavily, especially with new systems in 
place, so we appreciate all effort your team's putting in. 

Fred Pearson: 

City of Winchester has been excellent to work with. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Happy to hear it. 

Fred Pearson: 

Thanks so much. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Thanks Fred. 

And there goes one of the nicest human beings you'll ever meet, Fred Pearson. 

Amy Simmons: 

So nice. So knowledgeable. 

Dan Hoffman: 

So knowledgeable. Again, recapping. If you are interested in lowering your assessment, which is the 
value of your property, not the tax rate, two different things. But if you're looking to lower your 
assessed value because you believe it is inaccurate, please, now is the time to contact us. 

So go to the finance page of our website, WinchesterVA.gov. Or if you're not in Winchester, just go to 
your local jurisdictions' website. I'm sure it's in there somewhere. But everybody has a Board of 
Equalization. This process, if this is an assessment year for your locality, then yeah, there is a process to 
challenge it. And we do this, there are dozens of people who have already called us up and said, "I'd like 
an adjustment because I feel it's inaccurate." We spend the time to work with them. 

Amy Simmons: 

I love how he says, "How can I help you?" 

Dan Hoffman: 

Yeah. 
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Amy Simmons: 

It's not like you're talking to a wall. He wants to help. 

Dan Hoffman: 

Fred's, yeah, they will absolutely listen. And all I think that we ask is that you respect that this is 
somebody that is doing a job, that this is somebody that has no vested interest in your properties being 
higher or lower. He gets paid the exact same amount no matter how your property gets assessed. 

So come to the table, ask your questions if you feel like it's an error. Now, if you just don't like that it's 
higher, but you understand it, again, like I said earlier, then show up at Council. Say you want to lower 
rate, that's your avenue that you should pursue. 

And with that, we will wrap up part two. Thanks everybody for listening. Next time we're going to 
talk...I've got an idea. 

Amy Simmons: 

Oh gosh. 

Dan Hoffman: 

I've got an idea. 

Amy Simmons: 

Because we don't have anything scheduled. What are we doing? 

Dan Hoffman: 

Oh, I've got one, but I need to confirm something first. 

Amy Simmons: 

Okay. 

Dan Hoffman: 

It's going to be a good one. So it's going to be a little bit of a battle maybe, we'll see. 

Amy Simmons: 

Oh. Okay. 

Dan Hoffman: 

I know it'll be a fun one. So stay tuned. Check out the website for what the next one will be. It'll be in a 
couple of weeks. And until then we hope to see you in City Hall. 
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