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The following information is provided in response to a question raised by Mr. Fisette at 
the General Government work session on February 27, 2014, regarding the legality of 
and best practices surrounding retroactive real estate assessments. 

Legally, Arlington County does retain the right to correct real estate assessments 
retroactively.  Virginia Code allows for the correction of errors that may have caused a 
property to be over-assessed or under-assessed, for such reasons as clerical and 
factual errors.  The time period allowed by state code is the current year plus three.1  By 
law, the County cannot retroactively adjust an assessment due to an error in valuation 
judgment. 

While Arlington County does have the right to retroactive assessments, it is not 
standard practice for the Department of Real Estate Assessments (DREA).  On the rare 
occasions in which DREA determines that new construction has been either overlooked 
or not appraised in a timely manner, it is usually considered to be an omission or 
oversight and therefore the property is appraised as of the current date or current year 
and assessed forward.  If the error resulted from DREA missing the occupancy permit 
and the property owner is not at fault in any way, then it is not appropriate to go 
backward and assess for prior years. Arlington County practices as described are 
similar to other jurisdictions in Virginia regarding building permits.  Typically errors in 
favor of the owner, in which a property had been over-assessed and the owner is 
seeking a refund, are the circumstances under which a jurisdiction makes a retroactive 
correction.   
 
With the reduction in overall active permits (from 3400 in CY 2010 to the current rate of 
1600 in CY 2014, with a goal of 1200 to 1500 by CY 2015) and the reorganization of 
DREA as of January 2014, time management and appraiser focus will be improved, 
allowing for appraisers to visit permits much closer to the time of completion. 
 
 
 

                                            
1 See Virginia Code 58.1-3290 through 58.1-3292.1, which applies to the assessment of new buildings as 
well as additions, repairs, or other improvements, and Virginia Code 58.1-3980 through 58.1-3983, which 
applies to the correction of assessments. 
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