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Heirs’ Property

Real property passed to family 

members by inheritance, usually 

without a will, or without an 

estate plan in place. 

The most unstable form of 

property ownership. 
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“Intestate” & “clouded title”

Land targeted for forced 

partition and tax sales.

Judge discretion involving 

“best use”.

Millions of acres lost via 

legal mechanisms (Wigfall v 

Mobley)

5

Heirs’ Property



Heirs’ Property

Title to homes and land is 

“clouded” rather than “clear” 

because multiple owners have 

undivided, varying shares in 

the property.

Over generations, potentially 

100’s of heirs. 
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50 Years of Research
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https://www.atlantafed.org/-/media/documents/news/conferences/2017/0615-heirs-property-in-the-south/infographic.pdf 

Looking at an 
Example





“Let’s call it what it is –
  LEGAL LAND THEFT.”







Impact of Heirs’ Property:
On the Household

Perpetuates 
intergenerational 

poverty

Encourages 
Relational conflict 

and emotional 
stress 

Hindering 
insuring property

Blocking access 
to some federal 

programs



Affects how 
land is 

managed

Land cannot 
be developed 

to full 
potential

Community 
loses taxes

Lost 
opportunities 

for 
improvements

Impact of Heirs’ Property:
On the Community



Disadvantages of Heirs’ Property

Deteriorates housing stock, decreases property values. 

Traps intergenerational wealth, perpetuates poverty.

HP is Dead Capital. No access to loans or liquidity.

Not eligible for most government programs.  

Difficult to locate. No standard tax nomenclature to 

identify properties.



Secondary Data

Citizen Access, County 

Records, ReGrid, CoreLogic

- Remove Non-Starter Properties

Corporations, Churches, Govt 
Buildings, Trusts

Look for certain features such as 
ownership rights classifications, 
old sales, 

22



Acres
Thomson and Bailey (2023)
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Birmingham, AL













The Middle Neighborhoods Hypothesis

Last summer, NCST visited with our team in Birmingham. Chris 
Garland, Jordan Backstrom, and Christopher Tyson. Kriss Hoff 
shared data.

A focus on residential areas that are neither clearly thriving nor 
deeply distressed, but instead sit in a fragile middle position 
where modest, targeted intervention can stabilize 
homeownership, preserve housing stock, and prevent 
neighborhood decline.















Holding Onto Home Triage Framework 

Risk Tier 
Local Market Dynamics 

& Asset Condition 

Generational 

Vulnerability (65+) 

Strategic Municipal 

Intervention 

Tier 1:  

Stable 

Asset Premium: Property 

values exceed the city 

median. Generational 

properties are well-

maintained by families using 

out-of-pocket cash, acting as 

Wealth Anchors for the 

block. 

Moderate: Aging in place 

is occurring, but 

neighborhood wealth 

buffers and market 

stability provide some 

insulation against sudden 

transitions. 

Wealth Preservation: 

Deploy free probate clinics 

to formalize titles. Focus is 

strictly on helping resilient 

families unlock the equity 

they have already protected. 

Tier 2: 

Vulnerable 

Emerging Deficit: Values 

hover near the city median. 

Early signs of deferred 

maintenance are visible as 

families struggle to access 

traditional credit/HELOCs 

for major repairs. 

Imminent: A significant 

wave of senior transitions 

is approaching. If 

properties pass without 

wills, the neighborhood 

can slip into Tier 3 

conditions. 

Preventive Legal Triage: 

Proactive, targeted 

deployment of wills, estate 

planning, and municipal 

micro-repair grants before 

the senior homeowner 

transitions. 

Tier 3: 

Stressed 

Equity Erosion: Values are 

slipping significantly below 

the median. Structural 

deterioration is accelerating, 

and the lack of access to 

capital is actively 

depreciating adjacent clear-

title homes. 

Severe: Senior 

homeowners in 

depreciating assets with 

limited exit options. The 

wealth transfer is being 

actively stalled by legal 

barriers and a lack of 

repair capital. 

Structural Stabilization: 

Intervene with clouded-title 

resolution, targeted tax relief, 

and significant rehab 

subsidies to arrest further 

decline and keep families 

housed. 

Tier 4: 

Tipping 

Market Contagion: Severe, 

localized equity collapse. 

Concentrated vacancy, 

structural abandonment, and 

blight pressure on 

surrounding blocks. 

Critical Intervention 

Required: The 

generational wealth 

transfer is failing. 

Properties have likely 

been abandoned by heirs 

due to insurmountable tax 

or repair burdens. 

Aggressive Mitigation: 

Land bank acquisition, 

clearing deeply encumbered 

titles, and strict code 

enforcement on predatory 

speculators to prevent 

speculative displacement and 

protect distressed assets. 

Methodology Note: ‘Middle Neighborhoods’ are author-defined census tracts with median household 

incomes between 60–120% of the City Median Income (CMI). The income band was derived through 

original analysis informed by consultation with NCST’s Middle Neighborhoods Initiative; NCST’s 

classification system was not applied. 

 



HP Intervention Costs and Returns  

 Problem  Investment  Projected Return  

Risk Tier HP 

Wealth 

Trapped 

Wealth 

at Risk  

Title 

Clearance  

Cost  

5-Year 

Recoverable 

Tax Base 

Total 

Community 

Return 

ROI 

Ratio 

Tier 1: Stable 147 $17,073,173 $29,400 
 

$955,500 
 

$639,662 $17,712,835 18.5x 

Tier 2: 

Vulnerable 
759 $69,874,769 $2,201,100 

 
$4,933,500 

 
$2,791,468 $72,666,237 14.7x 

Tier 3: 

Stressed 
1,145 $93,241,227 $1,946,500 

 
$7,442,500 

 
$3,557,076 $96,798,303 13.0x 

Tier 4: 

Tipping 
181 $10,420,768 $651,600 

 
$1,176,500 

 
$414,566 $10,835,334 9.2x 

Grand Total 2,232 $190,609,937 $4,828,600 
 

$14,508,000 
 

$7,402,772 $198,012,709 13.6x 
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Heirs Property Practitioner Network 
(HPPN)

A community of dedicated attorneys working to support heirs' property owners 

in navigating the complexities of generational real estate ownership.



List the team. 



Thank  You
Dr. Ryan Thomson

rwt0012@auburn.edu

aers.auburn.edu
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