SUPREME COURT OF THE UNITED STATES

Hawaii Hous. Auth. v. Midkiff

467 U.S. 229 (1984) - No. No. 83-141 - Decided May 30, 1984

SUMMARY

The Supreme Court held that Hawaii's Land Reform Act did not violate the Public Use Clause of the

Fifth Amendment by authorizing condemnation of residential leasehold interests and transfer of fee

simple titles to lessees. The Court deferred to the legislature's determination that concentrated land

ownership impaired the residential land market and concluded that the taking was rationally related to

a legitimate public purpose. The Court also rejected abstention, due process, and Contract Clause

arguments.
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Appeal from the United States Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit
after the Court of Appeals reversed the District Court's judgment
upholding the constitutionality of Hawaii's Land Reform Act under the
Public Use Clause.

The Court applied highly deferential review to the legislature's public-
use determination, asking whether the taking was rationally related to
a conceivable public purpose and whether the use was palpably
without reasonable foundation. It also reviewed the abstention issue

under Pullman and Younger abstention principles.

Hawaii Housing Authority, Portlock Community Association
(Maunalua Beach), Kahala Community Association v. Midkiff, Other
appellees

1. Whether the federal district court was required to abstain under Pullman abstention principles because

state-law interpretation might avoid the federal constitutional issue.



2. Whether the federal district court was required to abstain under Younger abstention principles because

related state administrative or judicial proceedings existed or could exist.

3. Whether Hawaii's Land Reform Act violated the Public Use Clause by authorizing the compensated

condemnation of lessors' property and transfer of the fee-simple interests to existing lessees.
4. Whether the Act violated due process by allowing lessees to initiate the condemnation process.

5. Whether the Act violated the Contracts Clause.

HOLDINGS

1. Pullman abstention was not required because the Hawaii statute presented no uncertain state-law
question and was not reasonably susceptible to a limiting construction that would avoid the federal

constitutional issue.

2. Younger abstention was not required because no state judicial proceedings had been initiated before
substantial proceedings occurred in federal court, and the Housing Authority's administrative

proceedings were not judicial proceedings under the Act.

3. The Land Reform Act did not violate the Public Use Clause because condemnation rationally related to
correcting a land oligopoly and improving the functioning of Hawaii's residential land market constitutes

a public use, even though the condemned property was transferred directly to private lessees.
4. The Act's authorization of lessees to initiate the condemnation process did not violate due process.

5. The Contracts Clause did not prohibit Hawaii's exercise of eminent domain under the Land Reform Act.

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Hawaii's legislature found that a small number of private landowners controlled a large portion of the State's
residential fee-simple land, producing a land oligopoly that inflated prices and forced many homeowners to lease
rather than own the land beneath their homes. The Land Reform Act of 1967 authorized the Hawaii Housing
Authority, upon applications by qualified lessees and a public-purpose finding, to condemn residential fee-
simple interests from lessors and transfer them to lessees for just compensation. Appellees' negotiations with
lessees failed, and the Housing Authority ordered compulsory arbitration under the original version of the

statute. Appellees then filed a federal constitutional challenge.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Appellees challenged Hawaii's Land Reform Act in the United States District Court, seeking a declaration that
the Act was unconstitutional and an injunction against its enforcement. The District Court declared the Act's
original compulsory-arbitration and compensation-formula provisions unconstitutional but later granted
appellants partial summary judgment, holding the remaining provisions constitutional under the Public Use
Clause. The Ninth Circuit reversed, concluding that the Act authorized a taking for private use and that the
legislature's public-purpose determination was not entitled to substantial deference. The Supreme Court noted
probable jurisdiction, reversed, and remanded.
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