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COMMUNITY AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM AT THE ATLANTA FED

MISSION

To activate 
financial, 
human, and 
social capital to 
foster the 
conditions that 
support 
economic 
growth in the 
southeast, 
especially in 
disinvested 
communities.

SMALL BUSINESS 
AND 

ENTREPRENEUR-
SHIP:

Compare credit 
appetite and access 

for district small 
businesses to other 
parts of the country, 
identify solutions to 

gaps

HOUSING & 
NEIGHBORHOOD 
REVITALIZATION:

Foster equitable 
housing 

opportunities for 
low- and moderate-
income households 

and the 
revitalization of 

distressed 
neighborhoods

 

WORKFORCE 
AND HUMAN 

CAPITAL 
DEVELOPMENT:

Define and support 
the long and short 

term human 
capital 

interventions that 
encourage local 
economic growth 

and mobility

COMMUNITY 
DEVELOPMENT 

FINANCE: 

Build the scale and 
scope of the 
investment 

opportunity to 
improve 

economically 
distressed 

communities



WHAT IS HEIRS’ 
PROPERTY?
• Inherited intestate 

(without a will)
• Heirs are joint owners 

with undivided interest
• No clear, marketable title
• Vulnerable to disputes 

and predatory land deals

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?
• Heirs cannot access 

grants or loans for 
property improvements

• May lead to blight, health 
and safety concerns, loss 
of tax revenue, and lower 
property values

• Disproportionately high 
among racial and ethnic 
minority groups and low-
income households

HEIRS’ PROPERTY OVERVIEW



HEIRS’ PROPERTY EXAMPLE

• Anna lives with kids in mother’s house
• Mother dies without will
• Anna continues to live in heirs’ property without clear title
• Anna can’t sell home for market value

(Louisiana Appleseed, 2011)



• 80% of black-owned land lost 
since 1910 is due to heirs’ 
property

• Heirs’ property estimates 
vary widely
– As high as 30% of all rural land
– Highest in rural areas, also 

found in small towns and urban 
areas

– Probably in range of 10-15% of 
all properties in the southeast

• 72% of black adults do not 
have a will in place
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EARLY DATA
Salamon et al, 1976

• 1976 data collection on 
black-owned land 
uncovered issues with 
intestate estates, heirs’ 
properties, and partition 
sales that lead to land loss

• 15 million acres acquired 
by black land owners from 
1865-1910

• Reduced to 5.5 million 
acres by 1969



• From CoreLogic 
residential real estate 
data, the range of 
known heirs’ properties 
is as high as 11.4% of 
residential land in some 
rural areas in the Atlanta 
Fed’s district

• Roughly tracks with 
previous map of black-
owned land

RECENT REGIONAL DATA



• Heirs’ property ownership trends follow black-
owned property trends
– Loss of black-owned land and wealth accumulation
– Associated out-migration 

• Joint owners may be unable to access equity to 
obtain loans or mortgages

• Lack of clear title required to sell the land or apply 
for local, state, federal aid

• Higher likelihood of tax default
• Higher likelihood of forced partition actions

INDIVIDUAL/FAMILY SOCIAL & ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES



• Need to preserve sensitive land, prevent sprawl
• Absentee ownership often leads to blighted 

conditions, health and safety issues, loss of tax 
revenue, and depletion of property values

• Land owners tend to be more independent, likely 
to vote and run for office, generally to participate in 
civic and public life 

• Complicates disaster recovery and redevelopment
• Difficult to track and gauge the scope of the issue

COMMUNITY-WIDE SOCIAL & ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES



• Disappearing ancestral Gullah-Geechee 
Nation land

• Large tax increases on coastal land, 
such as 540% increase on Sapelo 
Island in 2012 (NYT)

• In Beaufort County, SC, 40 heirs’ 
properties were included in an October 
2015 delinquent tax sale (The Island 
Packet)

• 19% of properties in McIntosh County 
are potential heirs’ properties with a 
value of $173M

EXAMPLE: COASTAL HERITAGE LAND AT RISK



EXAMPLE: BLIGHT IN ATLANTA

• Westside neighborhoods 
near the new football 
stadium

• Blighted area with high 
absentee ownership, 
heirs’ properties

• Cost of blight to City of 
Atlanta: up to $6 million 
per year on police, fire, 
code enforcement, and 
clean-up

Picture source: Creative Loafing



• Legal services to resolve title issues
• Education on estate planning and use of 

wills
• Land protection and sustainable utilization
• Probate court reform
• Quiet title action
• Data collection

MITIGATION STRATEGIES



• Meant to 
prevent forced 
partition 
actions, 
ensure fair 
market value, 
and preserve 
the family 
property

PARTITION OF HEIRS PROPERTY ACT

http://www.uniformlaws.org



ATLANTA FED HEIRS’ PROPERTY RESOURCES

• Infographic
• Podcast
• Articles
• Conference 

proceedings 
forthcoming

https://www.frbatlanta.org/community-development/events.aspx 



Thanks!
Ann Carpenter

ann.carpenter@atl.frb.org

Learn More: Partners Update, Partners Update Digest, 
Discussion Papers, and Additional Resources. https://
www.frbatlanta.org/commdev.aspx

Follow us on Twitter 
@AtlFedComDev
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