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SUMMARY

The California Court of Appeal reviews an eminent domain action in which Mendocino Railway

sought to acquire a 20-acre parcel owned by John Meyer for railroad facilities. The trial court held that

Mendocino Railway was not a public utility with eminent-domain authority and, alternatively, had not

satisfied the statutory requirements for a public use. The Court of Appeal concluded that the trial court

erred in interpreting the applicable law and applying the facts, and reversed.
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Mendocino Railway appealed after a bench-trial judgment rejecting its
claim that it was a public utility authorized to exercise eminent domain
and, alternatively, finding that it had not satisfied the statutory
requirements for the proposed taking.

Questions of law and predominantly legal mixed questions of law and
fact are reviewed independently; historical or physical factual findings
are reviewed for substantial evidence. Whether the facts legally
establish satisfaction of eminent-domain requirements is reviewed de
novo. The condemnor bears the burden of proving by a preponderance
of the evidence that it is a common-carrier public utility and that the
statutory requirements for eminent domain are satisfied.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Mendocino Railway established by a preponderance of the evidence that it was a common-

carrier public utility entitled to exercise eminent domain.

2. Whether services provided directly or indirectly through affiliated entities can support public-utility
status under California law.

3. Whether the proposed acquisition satisfied the statutory requirements that the public interest and
necessity require the project, that the project be planned and located compatibly with the greatest public

good and least private injury, and that the property be necessary for the project.

4. Whether incidental private benefits or the fact that excursion services generated most of Mendocino

Railway's revenue defeated the public-use requirement.

HOLDINGS

1. Mendocino Railway proved by a preponderance of the evidence that it was a common-carrier public

utility entitled to exercise eminent domain.

2. The proposed acquisition of the property for construction and maintenance of railroad-related facilities

was a public use under California's eminent-domain statutes.

3. Mendocino Railway established by a preponderance of the evidence that the project was planned and
located compatibly with the greatest public good and least private injury and that Meyer's property was

necessary for the project.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The test . . . is whether the public has a legal right to the use, which cannot be gainsaid, or denied, or

withdrawn at the pleasure of the owner.” (17)

“The essential feature of a public use is that it is not confined to privileged individuals, but is open to the
indefinite public.” (18-19)

“Rather, what is required is a showing of the public’s unconditional right to use the CWR.” (20)

“It is the character of the use, not its extent, which determines whether it is public.” (25)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Mendocino Railway owns and operates the California Western Railroad line between Fort Bragg and Willits and
provides, directly or through affiliated entities, passenger and freight services in addition to excursion services. It

sought to acquire Meyer's approximately 20-acre undeveloped parcel near Willits for maintenance and repair



facilities, storage and yard space, transloading facilities, and a passenger depot. The trial court found that
Mendocino Railway was not a public utility and had not shown that the proposed acquisition served a public use,
was properly located, or was necessary, but the Court of Appeal concluded that the record and governing law

supported each required element.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Mendocino Railway filed an eminent-domain action in Mendocino County Superior Court to acquire a 20-acre
parcel owned by John Meyer for railroad-related facilities. After a multi-day bench trial, the superior court
entered judgment for Meyer, awarded related attorney fees, and denied Mendocino Railway's requests to reopen
the trial to introduce additional Railroad Retirement Board material. The Court of Appeal reversed the judgment

and attorney-fee award and remanded for proceedings concerning compensation.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Reverse the judgment in favor of Meyer and the related attorney-fees award. Remand for further proceedings

regarding the amount of compensation to be paid to Meyer for the taking of his property.
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