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INTRODUCTION
I am grateful for the opportunity to address the important issue of the impact of eminent
domain on racial and ethnic minorities. I would like to thank Chairman Castro, Vice Chair
Thernstrom, and the other commissioners for their interest in this vital question.
As President Barack Obama aptly put it, “[o]ur Constitution places the ownership of private
property at the very heart of our system of liberty.”1 The protection of property rights was
one of the main purposes for which the Constitution was originally adopted.2 Unfortunately,
the Supreme Court has often relegated property rights to second class status, giving them far
less protection than that accorded to other constitutional rights.3 And state and local
governments have often violated those rights when it seemed politically advantageous to do
so.
Americans of all racial and ethnic backgrounds have suffered from government violations of
constitutional property rights. But minority groups have often been disproportionately
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victimized, sometimes out of racial prejudice and at other times because of their relative
political weakness. Minorities are especially likely to be victimized by private to private
condemnations that test the limits of the Public Use Clause of the Fifth Amendment, which
requires that property can only be condemned for a “public use.” These include takings
allegedly justified by the need to alleviate “blight” and promote “economic development.”
Part I of my testimony briefly surveys the constitutional law of eminent domain and public
use. It documents the extent to which the Supreme Court has given condemning authorities a
near-blank check to take property for whatever purposes they want.
Part II examines the impact of blight and economic development condemnations on minority
groups. Both types of takings often victimize racial and ethnic minorities. Although such
condemnations are defended on the grounds that they are needed to promote economic
growth in poor communities, they often destroy far more wealth than they create. Economic
development can be better promoted by other, less destructive means. African-Americans
and Hispanics are targeted more often than other groups in large part because of their relative
political weakness and comparatively high poverty rates. While, certainly, not all members of
these groups are poor or politically weak, a disproportionately large number are.
Finally, in Part III I explain why the problem of abusive takings persists despite the wave of
state reform laws adopted in response to the Supreme Court’s unpopular decision upholding
economic development takings in Kelo v. City of New London.4 Many of the new laws
actually impose little or no constraint on economic development takings. Even those that do
impose meaningful restrictions usually still allow private-to-private condemnations in the
types of “blighted” areas where many poor minorities live. Although post-Kelo reforms are a
step in the right direction, much remains to be done before the property rights of poor
minorities are anywhere close to fully protected.

I. THE CONSTITUTIONAL LAW OF PUBLIC USE.
The Fifth Amendment requires that property can only be condemned for a “public use.”5
Traditional public uses include those where the condemned land is actually “used” by the
public, either by building a government-owned structure on it (such as a road or a bridge), or
by constructing a privately owned facility that the owner is legally required to allow the
general public to use, such as a public utility.
In Kelo v. City of New London, the Supreme Court ruled that the condemnation of private
property for transfer to another private party in order to promote “economic development”
was a permissible “public use”; indeed, it ruled that virtually any potential benefit to the
public benefit or “public purpose” counts as a “public use.”6 The Court upheld the
condemnation of land in New London for transfer to a private party despite the fact that the
4
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condemned property would not be owned by the government, the general public would have
no right of access to it, and there was no legal requirement that the new private owners
actually produce the promised “economic development” that supposedly justified the takings
in the first place.
Kelo was largely consistent with two previous Supreme Court decisions that defined “public
use” very broadly.7 In the 1954 case of Berman v. Parker, the Court upheld the
condemnation of “blighted” property for transfer to private developers and concluded that
that the legislature has “well-nigh conclusive” power to define public use as it sees fit.8
Berman’s highly permissive approach was reaffirmed in Hawaii Housing Authority v. Midkiff
in 1984.9
Whatever its basis in precedent, Kelo was at odds with the text and original meaning of the
Fifth Amendment, which do not conflate “public use” with potential “public benefit,” instead
limiting “public use” to cases of actual government ownership of condemned property or at
least a legal right of access by the public (as in the case of public utilities).10 Kelo also placed
undue faith in the willingness of government officials to protect the constitutional property
rights of the poor and politically weak. As historian and law professor James W. Ely, Jr. has
written, “among all the guarantees of the Bill of Rights, only the public use limitation is
singled out for heavy [judicial] deference” to the very government officials whose abuses of
power it is meant to constrain.11 There is little sense in recognizing a constitutional right for
the purpose of curbing abuses of government power, and then leaving the definition of that
right up to the discretion of the very officials whose power the right is supposed to restrict.
It should also be noted that the need to protect property rights against abusive state and local
governments was one of the main reasons why the framers of the Fourteenth Amendment
sought to apply the Bill of Rights to the states. Congressional supporters of the Amendment
feared that southern state governments would threaten the property rights of AfricanAmericans and those whites who had supported the Union against the Confederacy during
the Civil War.12 This objective cannot easily be reconciled with allowing those very same
state governments to determine what qualifies as a public use, thereby giving them a blank
check to expropriate the property of both African-Americans and white loyalists. The right to
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private property was a central component of the “civil rights” that the framers of the
Fourteenth Amendment sought to protect.13
Whether or not Kelo and Berman were correctly decided, their effect has been to eviscerate
most federal judicial oversight of the use of eminent domain. Even after Kelo, federal courts
may strike down “pretextual” condemnations whose official rationale is a mere pretext “for
the purpose of conferring a private benefit on a particular private party.”14 For the last
several years, state and federal courts have struggled over the question of what qualifies as a
“pretextual” taking.15 But this restriction is unlikely to greatly constrain the use of eminent
domain in the long run, since, under Kelo, a state or local government can still condemn
property for virtually any “public purpose” that might potentially create some sort of
benefit.16 Courts are not even allowed to consider whether the claimed benefits will actually
materialize or not.17 Even a relatively robust pretextual takings doctrine is therefore unlikely
to give property owners more than marginal protection against abusive condemnations.18
Some state courts have taken a more restrictive approach in interpreting the public use
clauses of their state constitutions than the federal Supreme Court has in regards to the Fifth
Amendment. Eleven state supreme courts currently forbid Kelo-like economic development
takings.19 Nonetheless, most states permit a wide range of private-to-private
condemnations.20
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Overall, there is currently very little federal judicial oversight of private-to-private
condemnations. While some states have imposed more restrictive rules, the majority have
not. Therefore, property rights in most of the country remain vulnerable to takings that
transfer property from the politically weak to influential interest groups.

II. THE DISPLACEMENT OF MINORITIES BY EMINENT DOMAIN.
Private to private condemnations are often used for the benefit of the politically powerful at
the expense of the politically weak.21 For most of American history, African-Americans and
other minority groups have fallen into the latter category. As a result, they have often been
victimized by the use of eminent domain for “blight” and economic development takings.

A. The Historic Impact of Blight Condemnations.
Beginning in the 1930s, many states adopted laws and constitutional amendments allowing
the condemnation of “blighted” property for transfer to private parties in order to alleviate
“slum-like” conditions.22 Over the next fifty years, as many as several million Americans
were expelled from their homes as a result of blight and urban renewal condemnations.23
Numerous businesses, churches, and other community institutions were also destroyed.
The vast majority of those uprooted from their homes have been poor minorities, primarily
African-Americans.24 The use of eminent domain to evict poor blacks during the post-World
plan to use eminent domain to build retail shopping, where purpose was not elimination of blight); Owensboro v
McCormick, 581 SW2d 3, 8 (Ky. 1979) (“No ‘public use’ is involved where the land of A is condemned merely
to enable B to build a factory”); Karesh v City of Charleston, 247 S.E. 2d 342, 345 (S.C. 1978) (striking down
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(private economic development project not a public use); Hogue v Port of Seattle, 341 P.2d 171, 181–191
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a higher and better economic use,”); Opinion of the Justices, 131 A. 2d 904, 905–06 (Me. 1957) (condemnation
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War II era was so common that many, including famed African-American writer James
Baldwin, referred to urban renewal as “Negro removal.”25 Similarly, “slum clearance” was
sometimes dubbed “Negro clearance.”26 Between 1949 and 1973, some two-thirds of the
over one million people displaced under takings sponsored by the Urban Renewal Act of
1949 were African-American.27 This figure understates the total impact of blight takings on
blacks, because many blight condemnations were also undertaken by state and local
government without federal backing.28 Hispanic groups, such as Puerto Ricans, were also
commonly targeted.29
In many cases, the disproportionate impact on African-Americans was not merely an
accidental byproduct of efforts to “clean up” bad neighborhoods. It was deliberately intended
by local officials.30 Local governments sometimes sought to rid themselves of what they
called “niggertowns.”31 In most cases, those displaced by blight condemnations ended up
worse off than they were before, and were not fully compensated for their losses.32
In 1954, the Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of blight condemnations in Berman
v. Parker.33 Significantly, Berman upheld a blight condemnation that was part of a project
that forcibly displaced over 5000 people in a poor Washington, D.C. neighborhood.34 Some
97.5% of them were African-American.35 Only about 300 of the 5900 housing units
constructed on the site after the takings were affordable to the former residents of the area,
most of whom ended up in worse conditions elsewhere.36 By the 1960s, the neighborhood in
question was majority white.37
As prominent legal scholar Wendell Pritchett points out, “[t]he irony is that, at the same time
it was deciding Berman, the Court was deciding Brown [v. Board of Education], which
reflects a distrust of government (particularly local government) to protect the interests of
minority groups and to treat all citizens equally.”38 Unfortunately, the Supreme Court and
most other legal elites failed to grasp the contradiction between aggressive judicial oversight
25
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of school segregation on the one hand and giving local governments a blank check to use
eminent domain to forcibly displace African-Americans on the other. For many years,
Berman’s permissive approach to blight takings set the pattern for both state and federal
judicial decisions.

B. Recent Developments.
In more recent years, minority property rights continue to be threatened by blight and
economic development takings, even though modern condemnations rarely approach the
biggest ones of the 1950s in scale. The risk faced by property owners has been exacerbated
by the advent of extremely broad definitions of blight that enable virtually any area to be
declared blighted and condemned.
Originally, “blight” condemnations were limited to areas that fit the layperson’s definition of
the term: dilapidated, slum-like neighborhoods. For example, the 1938 amendment to the
New York state Constitution that authorized blight condemnations was intended to limit them
to “slums.”39 Over time, however, most states expanded the definition of “blight” to include
virtually any area that might be considered underdeveloped in some way.40
State courts have ruled that even such areas as downtown Las Vegas and Times Square in
New York can be declared “blighted” and condemned.41 In two recent decisions, the New
York Court of Appeals has upheld major blight condemnations based on a combination of
extremely broad definitions of blight and a willingness to overlook flagrant possible bias on
the part of condemning authorities in favor of powerful interest groups to which the
condemned property was transferred.42 Some states also permit pure “economic
development” condemnations of the sort upheld in Kelo v. City of New London, where no
showing of blight at all is needed.43
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Expansive definitions of blight and pure economic development takings put a wider range of
properties at risk of condemnation than before, and further imperil politically weak property
owners, including minorities.44
Today, blight and economic development takings are not as common as in the era of largescale urban renewal projects in the 1950s and 1960s. But they nonetheless continue to
disproportionately victimize the minority poor. Recent studies show that areas populated by
poor minorities are far more likely to be targeted for condemnation than other
neighborhoods.45 These patterns led the NAACP and the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference to file an amicus brief urging the Supreme Court to forbid economic
development takings in Kelo.46 The brief emphasized that economic development takings
disproportionately target the minority poor, and cited a number of recent examples.47
In a particularly egregious 2010 case, the New York Court of Appeals allowed the use of
eminent domain to transfer a large amount of property to Columbia University in the
predominantly black Manhattanville neighborhood.48 The condemnation went through
despite the fact that the firm that conducted the “blight” study that justified the condemnation
had been on Columbia’s payroll, and much of the blight used to justify the takings was
actually on land that Columbia already owned, thereby making it likely that Columbia itself
had created the “blight” that justified the use of eminent domain.49
As in earlier decades, blight and economic development takings often destroy far more
economic value than they create, thereby actually undermining their professed goals and
inflicting serious long-term harm on the communities where they occur.50 In the Kelo case,
for example, nothing has been built on the site of the condemned property even six years
after the end of litigation, and it is not clear whether anything will be built in the foreseeable
future.51
Prior to Kelo, the most famous economic development taking in American history was the
1981 Poletown case, in which the Michigan Supreme Court upheld a condemnation that
displaced some 4000 people in Detroit for the purpose of transferring the land to General

44
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Motors for the construction of a new factory.52 In that case, too, the new use of the
condemned property produced no more than a fraction of the promised economic growth –
not enough to offset the losses caused by the destruction of numerous homes, businesses and
schools, and the expenditure of some $250 million in public funds.53
The negative impact of eminent domain on minorities is partially offset by compensation
payments. However, compensation often falls far short of fully making up for all the losses
suffered by victims of eminent domain. Many studies find that property owners often do not
even get the “fair market value”54 compensation required by the Supreme Court.55
Undercompensation is particularly likely in the case of “low value” properties of the kind
often occupied by poor minority group members.56 Even when fair market value
compensation is paid, owners still are not compensated for the loss of the “subjective value”
they attach to their property over and above its market valuation. 57 Subjective value includes
such elements as community ties and business good will that are often lost when victims of
eminent domain are forced to move their homes or businesses.
Today, the disproportionate targeting of minorities is less likely to be caused by oldfashioned racial prejudice than in the urban renewal era, and more likely to be the result of
the political weakness of these groups.58 That weakness is exacerbated by relatively high
poverty rates. Some 25.8% of blacks and 25.3% of Hispanics have incomes below the
poverty line, compared to 9.4% of whites and 12.5% of Asian-Americans.59 Social science
confirms the common sense view that the poor, on average, have far less political influence
than more affluent citizens.60
Racial prejudice may still be at work in so far as public opinion is less inclined to oppose
takings that harm people of different racial or ethnic groups. Ethnocentric bias influences
public opinion on a variety of issues, and often affects the views of people who are not
actively hostile to minorities but merely less concerned about their welfare than that of
members of their own group.61 There is a need for more research on the extent to which such
“ethnocentrism” influences public opinion and policy on eminent domain. Even if present
52
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racial bias plays relatively little role in selecting targets for condemnation, past racial
injustice is undeniably one of the causes of the poverty and political weakness that make
blacks and some other minorities vulnerable to takings.

C. Minorities and the Holdout Rationale for Eminent Domain.
Some scholars argue that the use of eminent domain is essential for the promotion of
economic development in minority neighborhoods. They claim that it is needed to facilitate
development projects that would otherwise be blocked by holdout problems.62 If a developer
needs to acquire property from many different owners in order to build his or her project,
holdouts can potentially block it by refusing to sell unless they are paid a price so high as to
make it unprofitable to proceed with the project.63
Holdouts are a genuine danger for some development projects. Fortunately, however, market
participants have tools for preventing holdouts without resorting to the use of eminent
domain. The most commonly used is secret assembly, under which developers purchase the
property they need without revealing their purpose. This prevents potential strategic holdouts
from realizing that there is a big development project that they can hold up in hopes of
getting a payoff.
As a tool for preventing holdouts, secret assembly has two major advantages over eminent
domain.64 First, it incentivizes property owners to reveal their true valuation of the land they
own, agreeing to sell to the would-be developer if they value the land less than he does and
refusing to sell if they value it more. In this way, secret assembly helps sift out those projects
that are genuinely more valuable than the preexisting uses of the property developers seek to
acquire, from those that are not. If current owners value the land more than the developer
does, the project will not go through, which is the correct outcome from the standpoint of
economic efficiency. Even if the sole objective of public policy is to maximize economic
development, it is still preferable to block projects that replace higher-value land uses with
less valuable ones. By contrast, when the government uses eminent domain to acquire
property, it has no way of determining whether its planned uses are more valuable than those
of the current owners. Officials have no reliable means of estimating the subjective value the
property has for its present users.
Second, unlike eminent domain, secret assembly cannot be “captured” by powerful interest
groups for the purpose of acquiring property for themselves at the expense of the politically
weak. In real-world politics, the use of eminent domain is more likely to be determined by
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the relative power of the opposing interests than by the presence or absence of genuine
holdout problems.
Secret assembly may not work well as a tool for acquiring land for government-owned
projects. When government funds are spent, there is a strong case for transparency in order to
facilitate public debate.65 But it is generally effective for privately owned development
projects of the sort at issue in Kelo and most other blight and economic development takings.

III. WHY POST-KELO EMINENT DOMAIN REFORM IS NOT ENOUGH.
The Supreme Court’s controversial decision in Kelo v. City of New London generated a
massive political backlash that some believe has greatly diminished the problem of eminent
domain abuse. Kelo was one of the most unpopular Supreme Court decisions in history, with
polls showing that over 80 percent of the public opposing the ruling.66 As a result, forty-three
states and the federal government enacted legislation intended to curb economic development
takings in the years since Kelo.67
Unfortunately, the majority of the new reform laws are likely to be ineffective, imposing few
or no meaningful constraints on the use of eminent domain.68 Many of them forbid takings
that transfer property to private parties for “economic development,” but allow virtually
identical condemnations to continue under other names. For example, numerous states
continue to allow “blight” condemnations under definitions of blight so broad that virtually
any area qualifies.69
Many of the states that have enacted ineffective post-Kelo reforms or no reforms at all are
among those that make the most extensive use of eminent domain for the benefit of private
interests.70 They include such large states as California, New York, New Jersey, and Texas.71
The ineffectiveness of many post-Kelo reforms is in part caused by public ignorance. Survey
data shows that only about 13% of Americans know whether their state has enacted a postKelo eminent domain reform law and whether that law is likely to be effective or not.72
Public ignorance enables state legislators to satisfy public demand for action on eminent
65
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domain without adopting laws that genuinely constrain blight and economic development
takings.
Some real progress has been made as a result of the Kelo backlash. Four states - most notably
Florida - now forbid both “blight” and economic development condemnations completely,
and about fifteen others have banned economic development takings and defined blight
narrowly.73 These are important gains. But they do not go far enough. Poor minorities are
still vulnerable to eminent domain abuse in most states.
This is most clearly the case in those states where post-Kelo reform laws impose no
meaningful constraints on the range of properties that can be condemned. But even those
reform laws that define “blight” narrowly still leave many of the minority poor at risk. Even
a narrow definition of blight – one that encompasses only areas with conditions that pose a
genuine threat to public health or safety – would still encompass many inner city
neighborhoods. And such areas are disproportionately inhabited by the minority poor.
Professor David Beito’s testimony at this hearing gives an indication of the sorts of abuses
that can occur even in a state that has enacted a relatively strong post-Kelo reform law.74
The alleviation of genuine blight is a proper objective of public policy. But, in most cases, it
does not require the use of eminent domain. We need not destroy blighted neighborhoods in
order to save them. A much better approach is the use of nuisance law or targeted public
health regulations to eliminate dangerous conditions without expelling the people who live in
the area.75 In the long run, the best solution to urban blight is economic growth. And such
growth is more likely to occur if the authorities respect the property rights of the poor,
thereby incentivizing productive investment.76 Growth is unlikely to flourish in
neighborhoods where residents live in fear of condemnation.

CONCLUSION.
For decades, eminent domain has been used and abused in ways that victimize minority
groups, especially the minority poor. In recent years, state court decisions and eminent
domain reform laws have partially addressed this longstanding problem. Nonetheless, much
remains to be done before the property rights of minorities – and all Americans – are fully
secure. Stronger eminent domain reform laws are needed at both the state and federal levels.
For their part, the courts must give property rights protection equal to that afforded other
constitutional rights.
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