
Welcome



Introductions

• Assistant A.G. Amber Villa
• Private practice Sally & Fitch and Dechert LLP
• AGO for 17 years
• Chief of the Neighborhood Renewal Division
• Works with municipalities around the state on receivership cases

• Professor Thomas W. Mitchell
• Robert F. Drinan, S.J. Endowed Chair at BC Law 
• Director of the Initiative on Land, Housing & Property Rights
• 2020 MacArthur Fellowship award (a.k.a. Genius Grant) recipient
• 2021 Howard University Award for Distinguished Postgraduate 

Achievement
• 2022, American Bar Association's Jefferson B. Fordham 

Advocacy Award
• Principal drafter of a uniform real property act named the 

Uniform Partition of Heirs Property Act (UPHPA)
• April 2026, appointed by Governor Healey to be 1 of 5 Uniform 

Law Commissioners for Massachusetts
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Heirs’ Property and Tangled Titles:

An Overview of Some Heirs’ Property and Tangled Title 
Problems and Some Interventions to Address These Problems

Thomas W. Mitchell, 
MacArthur Fellow, Professor & Founding Director,

Initiative on Land, Housing & Property Rights
Boston College Law School



Recent Empirical Studies Documenting
Prevalence of Heirs’ Property

Detroit: 5,525 properties worth 

at least $268 million

New York City: A significant 
percentage of 45,000 

properties worth $34.7 billion

Philadelphia: 10,407 properties 
valued at over $1.1 billion

Ryan Thomson at Auburn 

University, $425 Billion

Housing Assistance 
Council/Fannie Mae, $32 Billion

U.S. Forest Service’s Southern 
Research Station, $42 Billion

National Local



Heirs’ Property Ownership Challenges 

Unstable & Insecure Ownership

Rendering owners ineligible to use their 

property to secure loans with commercial 
lenders or to participate in government 
programs at various levels of government

Lack of Clear Title/Tangled Title

“Gridlocked” Ownership

Negative Impacts

• Property Loss
• Displacement
• Suboptimal Use and 

Management
• Cut off From Resources for: 

⚬  Asset Preservation &
⚬  Wealth Building

•Neighborhood Decline
•Increases Racial Wealth Gap

Vulnerable to court-ordered partition sales, and 

to other forced transfers such a property tax 
sales because owners are “property rich and cash 
poor,” making them vulnerable

Problem with unanimity requirement 

undermining rational management 
and valuable uses, locking families into 
disfavored ownership structure

Boxed Out From Property Laws Designed 
To Make Ownership More Affordable
 

E.g., Homestead exemptions



Uniform Partition of Heirs Property Act (UPHPA):
Hierarchy of Remedies

Pillar 1 Pillar 2 Pillar 3

Buyout Provisions 

For Cotenants 

Opposing Sale 

Request

Adds Substance 

to Preference for 
Partition in Kind:

Replaces 

Economics-Only 
Test with Totality 

of Circumstances 

Test

Restructured 

Sales Procedure 
to Protect Family, 

Generational 

Wealth



UPHPA Enactments

As of May 20, 2026



Addressing and Resolving Heirs’ Property/Tangled Title
 Challenges Requires a Multiplicity of Strategies

Problems

• Gridlocked 
Ownership

• Lack of Clear Title 
  

• Legislative

⚬ Tenancy-in Common Default Reforms

• Private Ordering: Modified TIC Agreements

• Multiple Strategies

⚬ Preventive
￭ Community Legal Education
￭ Wills Clinics: Law School-Based & Nonprofits

⚬ Curative in Terms of Work to Clear Title
￭ Funding/In-Kind Services
￭ Government, Private Market, and Universities

⚬ Adaptive
￭ Legislative: 2018 Farm Bill
￭ Private Market: New Loan Products

Type of Intervention



Preventing the Formation of Heirs’ Property Through 
Proactive Estate Planning and Community Engagement



Addressing Complex Problems Requires Holistic, 
Multi-Pronged Interventions: Washington, D.C. As Case Study

• Enacted UPHPA Into Law in 2023

• Washington, D.C. Established Heirs’ Property Assistance Program in 2023
⚬ Department of Housing and Community Development has provided 

funding for legal assistance to:
￭ AARP Legal Counsel for the Elderly (LCE)
￭ D.C. Affordable Law Firm (DCALF)

• Probate Legal Assistance Network (PLAN)
⚬ Collaboration between LCE, DCALF, and the DC Bar Pro Bono Center
⚬ Enhance the D.C. Superior Court Probate Division’s Self-Help Center by 

offering to DC residents educational probate materials, as well as limited, 
general legal assistance for straightforward matters.

• Howard University School of Law
⚬ Estate Planning and Heirs’ Property Clinic
⚬ Professor Keeva Terry’s Policy Work



Initiative on Land, Housing & Property Rights

Initiative on Land, Housing & Property Rights

(ILHPR)



Some Relevant Publications

• Heirs' Property and the Uniform Partition of Heirs Property 
Act (A.B.A. Book)

• The Heirs’ Property Field: Moving From the Shadows to the 
Light to Enlightened, Evidence-Based Solutions

⚬ https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=6233499

https://www.americanbar.org/products/inv/book/422849297/
https://www.americanbar.org/products/inv/book/422849297/
https://www.americanbar.org/products/inv/book/422849297/
https://9bqv58ebb.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001fpZN4KrJD-iufSihUg5uwvwHEhbMIBkr7oH4kO2ZZjDkJHAY3OG0jOBcRdJ6Hk-_VH8KRlaIyl-OwF-clAUlX0Ll4tzdrC9W6S31hMM-NkNC7MnA7YcQ8-xrgLd41yDnZX_5cx154GP8Vv7lmrufstGlscQfFeCIVV9bm1XDU4ClZmEeJNvpsjgDSvS2z6J_fFBwqvgbeXBBPqNrSDFrVA==&c=A3JSeWy5BwtVmVTs9Tj6kmM9dHUUJbl2LZxtsO3VJSUsrmaDR3yhRQ==&ch=wMc4NKsXGQQlEgPkcrrVNd5bsOGetGVl-Et_EMmyWeZteHDl1awCfg==
https://9bqv58ebb.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001fpZN4KrJD-iufSihUg5uwvwHEhbMIBkr7oH4kO2ZZjDkJHAY3OG0jOBcRdJ6Hk-_VH8KRlaIyl-OwF-clAUlX0Ll4tzdrC9W6S31hMM-NkNC7MnA7YcQ8-xrgLd41yDnZX_5cx154GP8Vv7lmrufstGlscQfFeCIVV9bm1XDU4ClZmEeJNvpsjgDSvS2z6J_fFBwqvgbeXBBPqNrSDFrVA==&c=A3JSeWy5BwtVmVTs9Tj6kmM9dHUUJbl2LZxtsO3VJSUsrmaDR3yhRQ==&ch=wMc4NKsXGQQlEgPkcrrVNd5bsOGetGVl-Et_EMmyWeZteHDl1awCfg==
https://9bqv58ebb.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001fpZN4KrJD-iufSihUg5uwvwHEhbMIBkr7oH4kO2ZZjDkJHAY3OG0jOBcRdJ6Hk-_VH8KRlaIyl-OwF-clAUlX0Ll4tzdrC9W6S31hMM-NkNC7MnA7YcQ8-xrgLd41yDnZX_5cx154GP8Vv7lmrufstGlscQfFeCIVV9bm1XDU4ClZmEeJNvpsjgDSvS2z6J_fFBwqvgbeXBBPqNrSDFrVA==&c=A3JSeWy5BwtVmVTs9Tj6kmM9dHUUJbl2LZxtsO3VJSUsrmaDR3yhRQ==&ch=wMc4NKsXGQQlEgPkcrrVNd5bsOGetGVl-Et_EMmyWeZteHDl1awCfg==
https://9bqv58ebb.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001fpZN4KrJD-iufSihUg5uwvwHEhbMIBkr7oH4kO2ZZjDkJHAY3OG0jOBcRdJ6Hk-_VH8KRlaIyl-OwF-clAUlX0Ll4tzdrC9W6S31hMM-NkNC7MnA7YcQ8-xrgLd41yDnZX_5cx154GP8Vv7lmrufstGlscQfFeCIVV9bm1XDU4ClZmEeJNvpsjgDSvS2z6J_fFBwqvgbeXBBPqNrSDFrVA==&c=A3JSeWy5BwtVmVTs9Tj6kmM9dHUUJbl2LZxtsO3VJSUsrmaDR3yhRQ==&ch=wMc4NKsXGQQlEgPkcrrVNd5bsOGetGVl-Et_EMmyWeZteHDl1awCfg==
https://9bqv58ebb.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001fpZN4KrJD-iufSihUg5uwvwHEhbMIBkr7oH4kO2ZZjDkJHAY3OG0jOBcRdJ6Hk-_VH8KRlaIyl-OwF-clAUlX0Ll4tzdrC9W6S31hMM-NkNC7MnA7YcQ8-xrgLd41yDnZX_5cx154GP8Vv7lmrufstGlscQfFeCIVV9bm1XDU4ClZmEeJNvpsjgDSvS2z6J_fFBwqvgbeXBBPqNrSDFrVA==&c=A3JSeWy5BwtVmVTs9Tj6kmM9dHUUJbl2LZxtsO3VJSUsrmaDR3yhRQ==&ch=wMc4NKsXGQQlEgPkcrrVNd5bsOGetGVl-Et_EMmyWeZteHDl1awCfg==


Neighborhood 
Renewal Division

Mission: to ensure safer neighborhoods 
by working with municipalities to 
rehabilitate homes in violation of the 
State Sanitary Code into safe, habitable 
homes. 



Evolution of 
Neighborhood 

Renewal 
Division 1995–2008

Abandoned Housing 
Task Force

2009–2011

Abandoned Housing 
Initiative funded through 
NSP Funds

2011–2020

Abandoned Housing 
Initiative works as subset 
of AG’s Trial Division

2020-Present

Neighborhood Renewal 
Division



Program Growth

2009

2025



NRD 
Snapshot

169

Number of municipal partners

205+
Active properties

54+
Cases in active litigation

$714,226
Municipal back taxes & fees recovered (FY2025)



Sources of Referrals to NRD

Foreclosed properties

Failed/incomplete foreclosures

• Financial reasons
• Health issues, including mental health issues, such as hoarding disorder

Owner incapable of or refuses to make repairs

Unprobated estates

• 31% of current referrals



Data 

New Bedford

• 729 residential properties 
• deceased person's name and address matches a current assessor 

owner field and address

Springfield

• Over 2200 properties with no water over 12 months

MassINC Research



Civil Justice 
System 

Responses

Preventative and remedial

Roles for:
• Pro bono
• Legal Aid
• Law Schools
• Social Service Agencies
• Tech



Pro Bono 
Programs

• Pro Bono Institute
• 2024 “Breaking the Cycle:  The Power of Pro 

Bono in Addressing Racial Wealth Disparities 
Through Heirs’ Property” describes programs 
around the country

• Philadelphia VIP
• “The hub of Pro Bono in Philadelphia”
• Administers “Tangled Title Fund”

• Grants to low-income persons seeking to 
clear legal title to their homes. 
• Cover administrative, legal, and other 

costs that may arise in resolving a 
homeownership issue. 

• Primary funder  is the City of 
Philadelphia

• Owner/occupants



Legal Aid 
Programs

• LISC – Local Initiative Support Corporation
• Heirs’ Property Initiative in 8 markets
• Program Design and Implementation 

Playbook
• Jacksonville

• resolved 186 cases, protecting over $11.5 million in 
housing market value 

• Legal Aid Society of Greater Cincinnati and 
Pro Seniors
• Probate litigation and estate planning services
• January 2025. In the first 7 months, 22 probate 

cases were closed, ensuring the title to the home is 
in the rightful heirs’ name. The initiative also 
provided estate plans to 53 homeowners. The 
average household income for homeowners 
receiving probate and estate planning support is 
less than $30,000,



Law School Programs

• ILHPR partners with Legal Services Center of HLS and Massachusetts Affordable Homeownership Alliance (MAHA)
• https://legalservicescenter.org/students-clinics/estate-planning/

Boston College Law School

• Internship program with New Bedford

UMass Law School

• Housed within the Environmental Law & Policy Clinic, the Heirs' Property Project helps North Carolina property owners 
preserve their ancestral land.

• https://law.wfu.edu/academics/experiential/clinics/environmental/heirs-property/

Wake Forest University School of Law

• The Heirs' Property Clinic helps low-income residents in Alachua County navigate probate and secure clear titles to 
inherited property.

• https://news.ufl.edu/2025/10/heirs-property-clinic/

University of Florida Levin College of Law



Law School Programs (continued)

• Through its Civil/Consumer Clinic, the Homestead Preservation Project helps Dallas-area families resolve 
title issues to keep and protect their homes.

• https://www.smu.edu/news/latest/how-smu-law-students-help-dallas-families-keep-ancestral-homes

SMU Dedman School of Law

• The Community Economic Development Clinic (CEDC) partners with civil rights organizations to assist low-
income landowners with securing their property titles.

• https://news.law.fordham.edu/blog/2020/10/13/community-economic-development-clinic-works-to-
promote-black-land-ownership/

Fordham Law School

• The Estate Planning and Heirs' Property Clinic works to protect generational real estate wealth.
• https://law.howard.edu/academics/clinical-law-center/estate-planning-and-heirs-property-clinic

Howard University School of Law



Social Service 
Agencies

CHAPA (Citizens’ Housing and Planning 
Association)
• Estate Planning for Certified First-Time Homebuyer 

Counseling Programs

MAHA (Massachusetts Affordable Homeownership 
Alliance)
• Through the Homeownership Estate Planning Project, hosts 

educational classes about heirs’ property, about creating wills 
and simple trusts in partnership with ILHPR

• https://mahahome.org/estate_planning?page=1

Centro de Apoyo Familiar

• $150,000 grant from the Wells Fargo Foundation to fund 
outreach and legal referrals for Latino and low-income heirs 
property owners



Technology

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vef
DO1_S9hY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vefDO1_S9hY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vefDO1_S9hY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vefDO1_S9hY


Next Steps

Conference at WNEU Law 
School

What more do you want to 
know?

What can your organization 
contribute?



Discussion
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