
 
 

FRAUDULENT CLAIMS & GROSS MISCONDUCT BY  
THE SAN DIEGO COUNTY TAX ASSESSOR REGARDING PROPOSITION 15 

 
This document supplements the complaint filed against the San Diego County Tax 
Assessor/Recorder/Clerk Ernest J. Dronenburg (“Assessor”) for misappropriation of government 
resources for the purpose of illegally campaigning against Prop 15. It lays out the fraudulent 
claims and gross misconduct of the Assessor’s Office in the course of its illegal activity. 
 
A. FRAUDULENT CLAIMS 
 
On multiple occasions, the Tax Assessor and the staff he directs have made false and 
misleading claims to the voters about Prop 15, most notably that it will affect homeowners, 
home-based businesses, and small businesses, despite clear ballot language and evidence to 
the contrary as well as a judge’s order finding these kinds of statements false and misleading. 
Below are several examples of statements made at one or more of the following events:  
 

● August 25, 2020 presentation to North San Diego County Association of Realtors 
● September 15, 2020 presentation to San Diego County Board of Supervisors 
● October 3, 2020 presentation at Politifest hosted by Voice of San Diego 

 
1. Fraudulent claim — “homeowners taxes will increase” — not true. 
 
In his August 25, 2020 presentation, the Assessor’s Taxpayer Advocate, Mr. Jordan Marks 
showed a slide at the 41:00 minute mark asserting that homeowner taxes will increase under 
Prop 15. This is false. The opposition attempted to make this same claim in the ballot argument, 
and a judge struck the language, finding it “false or misleading” and citing the fact that Prop 15 
explicitly states that homeowners are exempt and the measure only applies to taxable 
commercial and industrial property. Despite the judge’s decision, Mr. Marks made the claim. 
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At the October 3, 2020 presentation, Assessor Dronenburg reiterated these claims at the 27:49 
minute mark, stating, “We are taking a step backwards with Prop 15. That is the same system 
will cause homeowners and businesses to lose their properties.” At the 29:17 minute mark, he 
stated, “this thing will kill new housing if it goes into effect.” At the 29:30 time mark, he further 
stated, “the proponents have also said, ‘this is the first step and we’re gonna go after housing 
next.’” All of these statements are unfounded and directly contradicted by the plain language of 
Prop 15 and the judge’s order finding such statements false and misleading.  
 
2. Fraudulent claim — “residential housing will be impacted” — not true. 
 
The Assessor and Mr. Marks have repeatedly stated residential housing will be impacted, which 
is simply not true. In their presentations, they share a slide with incorrect information. For 
example, see the August 25, 2020 presentation at the 43:05 time mark and the September 15, 
2020 presentation at the 6:44:22 time mark. In the slide, the Assessor makes three false or 
misleading claims about Prop 15.  
 
First, the Assessor asserts in his slide that mixed commercial use property would affect 
residential housing. It does not. As stated in the measure, Prop 15 only affects the commercial 
portion of any mixed-use property and only then if it amounts to more than 75% of the property. 
Second, the Assessor asserts that “raw land” used for residential purposes could be affected. 
This is fiction. The term “raw land” does not exist in Prop 15 and is not a zoning designation. 
Prop 15 explicitly states that only commercial and industrial properties will be affected and 
exempts all residential property. That would include “vacant land” zoned for residential use. 
Third, he asserts that residential property used for commercial use will be reassessed. This is 

2 
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also not true. There is no exception to the exemption of all residential properties in Prop 15. If a 
property is classified as residential, then it will be exempt. Period.  
 

 
 
3. Fraudulent claim — “home-based businesses will be affected” -- not true. 
 
In the August 25, 2020 presentation, the Assessor’s Taxpayer Advocate, Mr. Marks showed a 
slide at the 58:00 minute mark and stated, “if you use a larger square footage for your 
home-based business than your residence, we would expect that we’re going to reassess that.” 
In so stating, Mr. Marks asserted that home-based businesses would be affected when they 
would explicitly be exempted in Prop 15, which provides that “home offices, home-based 
businesses or short-term rentals, shall be classified as residential.” When the opposition tried to 
assert that home-based businesses would be affected in the ballot argument, a judge struck the 
language, finding it “false and/or misleading.”  
 
4. Fraudulent claim -- “most small businesses will face a tax increase” — not true.  
 
In their presentations on August 25, September 15, and October 3, 2020, the Assessor and his 
staff asserted that most small businesses will be affected by Prop 15 and face a tax increase. 
They incorrectly asserted that most commercial properties are valued over $3 million and would 
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thus be affected. But they used the “average” instead of the “median” price of properties, which 
is bad math and is discussed below in Section C as gross misconduct and/or negligence. We 
know as a matter of fact from a study by the University of Southern California, which looked at 
all commercial and industrial properties in the state, that 90% are valued under $3 million.  
 
The Assessor and his staff also claim that even if small businesses are not directly affected, 
“most” will be impacted because they are renters, and they use the example of four renters in 
the Hillcrest neighborhood in their slides. See for example the September 15, 2020 meeting of 
the Board of Supervisors at the 6:42:25 time mark.  
 

 
 
In his comments on this slide, Mr. Marks stated, “On your left you’ll see four business renters in 
Hillcrest [that will be] hit with a $22,000 increase, a 56% increase.” But the Assessor’s own 
records indicate that the property 1253-1255 University Avenue (which is one parcel identified 
by the physical address 1253 University) already has an assessed value of $3,201,355. It was 
recently purchased in January of 2016 and is already at or near current market value, and 
paying taxes based on that value. A recent sales comp shows the property’s market value to be 
$3,220,000, which is virtually the same as its current assessed value. See below. Any increase 
in valuation would be nominal -- the difference between the new and old value is less than 
$20,000, which would amount to roughly $200 more in annual property taxes, a fraction of what 
the Assessor asserts. 
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Even if a reassessment resulted in an increase in property taxes (which would be nominal), that 
does not mean that the business renters would assume the costs. A recent study by Beacon 
Economics of 12,000 business renters in California confirms what a market-driven economy 
demonstrates -- that the market drives rental rates, not property taxes. The Assessor and his 
staff provide no basis for their claim. Their example does not support the claim, nor does the 
research, and it is inappropriate for them to assert this false and/or misleading claim. 
 
B. GROSS MISCONDUCT AND/OR INCOMPETENCE 
 
The Assessor and the staff he directs have also repeatedly demonstrated gross misconduct 
and/or incompetence by misusing math terms, miscalculating market values and projected tax 
increases, and stating an intention to reassess exempt home-based businesses and other 
properties. 
 
1. Misuse of math terms 
 
As mentioned above, in the August 25, 2020 presentation, at the 45:25 minute mark, the 
Assessor’s Taxpayer Advocate Mr. Marks stated that Prop 15 would affect more than 50% of 
properties, relying on the fact that the average commercial value of property is just over $3 
million, the threshold for reassessment under Prop 15.  
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In his presentation at the September 15, 2020 meeting of the Board of Supervisors, Mr. Marks 
also used the average value to indicate that a majority of businesses would be affected. See the 
6:41:00 time mark.  
 
But the halfway point in a set of numbers is not the average -- it is the median. Mr. Marks did not 
disclose what the median value is in San Diego County. But we know from a study by the 
University of Southern California that evaluated all of the commercial and industrial properties in 
the state, that 90% of commercial and industrial properties are valued under $3 million. The 
Assessor’s substitution of the average for the median is not only false and misleading, it 
potentially demonstrates incompetence in math.  
 
2. Miscalculating market values 
 
In his September 15, 2020 presentation to the Board of Supervisors, Mr. Marks uses a number 
of examples to argue that small businesses, especially minority owned businesses will be 
affected by Prop 15 and face a tax increase. But the published market values of property do not 
justify his statement. At the 6:43:45 time mark, he shares a slide that states that, “Proposition 
will impact neighborhoods where residential and commercial are close together.” That has no 
basis in fact, given that residential properties are exempt and only commercial and industrial 
properties over $3 million will be affected.  
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In the slides shared from the Assessor’s office, four properties are identified, all of which are 
valued far below $3 million. Mr. Marks stated, “In communities like Barrio Logan where you see 
residential and commercial intermixed, we are going to see gentrification take place,” and 
asserts that the properties in the picture will be reassessed. But the bottom left property is a 
residential property (which he admits) and the other three -- Las Cuatro Milpas, Ponderosa 
Market, and Baja Produce -- all sit on property that is valued under $1 million.  
 
A search of the Assessor’s public records shows that the current assessed property value of 
Las Cuatro Milpas is $270,08, of Ponderosa Market is $295,611, and of Baja Produce is 
$860,795. The market value of these properties would be higher, but they would still not meet 
the $3 million threshold to trigger a property tax reassessment. Using Las Cuatro Milpas’ 
property as an example, a comp search shows that it’s market rate valuation would be 
$1,436,034. See below. The other properties would be similar. The median price of commercial 
property, based on 2019-20 sales in the Barrio Logan neighborhood, is only $1 million, well 
under the $3 million threshold.  
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In another example of miscalculated market values, the Assessor’s office has used the example 
of a shopping complex in San Marcos on Rancho Santa Fe Road, and asserted that under Prop 
15, property taxes for the property would increase astronomically and be passed on to the 
business renters through triple-net leases. At the Board of Supervisors meeting on September 
15, at the 6:42:01 time mark, the Assessor’s Taxpayer Advocate Mr. Marks stated, “These 
dozen or so small businesses as you can see here in San Marcos will see their taxes go from 
$6,000 to $51,000 dollars, that is a 720% increase.” This is unsubstantiated and false. 
 

 
 
The property that is located at 273 S. Rancho Santa Fe Road is a large shopping complex that 
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also includes 277 S. Rancho Santa Fe Road and 295 S. Rancho Santa Fe Road. The 3 parcels 
are currently listed for sale at $4.6 million on LoopNet, and will be reassessed upon sale, 
regardless of Prop 15. The outcome of the election will not affect that because a transfer of 
ownership automatically triggers a reassessment under Prop 13. Thus, for this property, there is 
no Prop 13 versus Prop 15 treatment for next year’s taxes.  
 
There is also no impact of a triple-net lease, because it appears that the current owner does not 
use them. Notably, the listing itself shows that most tenants are month to month, and thus are 
not subject to a triple-net lease. See below.  
 

 
 
The sale price for the property would not yield a 720% increase in property taxes. The current 
assessed value of the property is $3,423,532. If the property sold for $4,600,000, that would be 
an increased valuation of $1,176,468, which amounts to a 134% increase in value, which would 
be reflected in the property taxes. At that growth rate, property taxes would grow from $6,223 a 
year to $8,339, an increase of $2,116, which is a far cry from the alleged increase of $44,837.  
 
The claim that property taxes would grow 720% is egregious and unsubstantiated. Moreover, 
the claim that the additional taxes would be borne out by the tenants is also unfounded, given 
both their flexibility in month-to-month leases and the market-driven axiom confirmed by the 
Beacon Economics study -- that markets set the rental rates, not property taxes.  

 
3. Intention to reassess exempt properties 
 

9 

https://www.loopnet.com/Listing/273-S-Rancho-Santa-Fe-Rd-San-Marcos-CA/20488014/
https://www.siliconvalleycf.org/sites/default/files/documents/scf/SVCF_Beacon_Prop_15_Analysis_9_2020.pdf


 
In the August 25, 2020 presentation, at the 58:00 minute mark, Mr. Marks expressed that it was 
the intention of the Assessor’s office to reassess home-based businesses if the square footage 
they used was greater than the square footage used for the residence. But there is no basis or 
authority for this in Prop 15. As stated above, the initiative explicitly classifies home-based 
businesses as residences, which are exempt from reassessment. Moreover, a judge has found 
opponent’s claims that any home-based business would be affected is “false and/or misleading.” 
In light of this, Mr. Mark’s assertion that home-based businesses would be reassessed is at best 
a scare tactic, and at worst a stated intention to act with gross misconduct and/or incompetence. 
 
Mr. Marks has also stated repeatedly that residential properties will be affected if they are “raw 
lands.” This was stated at the September 15, 2020, Board of Supervisors meeting at the 6:44:22 
time mark and also at the August 25, 2020 presentation at the 43:05 minute mark. In both 
instances, he used this slide below:  
 

 
 
As discussed above, there is no “raw lands” zoning designation. There is only vacant land and if 
it is zoned for residential use, then it is exempt from regular reassessments under Prop 15. The 
Assessor’s indication that his Office would reassess vacant land for residential use is another 
scare tactic at best, and at worst a stated intention to act with gross misconduct and/or 
incompetence. 
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In light of the above allegations, we call on the appropriate oversight authorities to hold the 
Assessor and the staff he directs accountable for their inappropriate government activity and 
abuse of power.  
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