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EMINENT DOMAIN & RIGHT OF WAY 
ACQUISITION EXPLAINED 

Eminent Domain Explained: A Guide to Right of Way Acquisition & Property Rights  
Eminent domain is a powerful tool that shapes the infrastructure we rely on every day—from 
highways and utilities to schools and public parks. But what happens when the government needs 
your property for a public project? Understanding your rights as a landowner is crucial to ensuring 
fair treatment and just compensation. In this guide, we’ll break down the complexities of eminent 
domain and right of way acquisition, providing you with the knowledge to navigate this process 
confidently. Whether you’re a property owner facing acquisition or a developer planning a project, 
this article will equip you with expert insights to protect your interests.
At ORC, we specialize in navigating the complexities of eminent domain and right of way acquisition. 
Our team of professionals nationwide ensures regulatory compliance, transparent communication, 
and timely project completion.

Key Definitions: Understanding Eminent Domain & Related Terms 
Before diving into the process, let’s clarify the terminology commonly used in right of way and 
eminent domain discussions:  
Eminent Domain: The legal power of government agencies or authorized entities to acquire private 
property for public use, provided fair compensation is paid.  
Condemnation: The legal process through which eminent domain is exercised. It involves filing 
a lawsuit to take ownership of the property when negotiations fail. For example, if a city needs to 
build a new road and the landowner refuses to sell, the city might file a condemnation lawsuit to 
acquire the property.
Expropriation: A term often used interchangeably with eminent domain, particularly in international 
or Canadian contexts. It refers to the government taking private property for public use.  
Appropriation: The act of setting aside property for a specific public use, often through eminent 
domain.  
Right of Way (ROW): The legal right to pass through or use a portion of land for infrastructure 
projects like roads, utilities, or pipelines.  
Just Compensation: The fair market value paid to landowners for their property, as required by 
the Fifth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution.  
Due Process: A constitutional guarantee that the government must follow fair and transparent 
procedures before depriving someone of life, liberty, or property. In eminent domain, this includes 
proper notice, hearings, and opportunities for landowners to contest the taking.  
Fifth Amendment: The constitutional basis for eminent domain in the United States. The relevant 
portion states:  
  “No person shall be… deprived of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor shall 
private property be taken for public use, without just compensation.” 
This clause ensures that property owners are treated fairly and compensated when their land is 
acquired for public purposes.  

https://orcolan.com/
https://orcolan.com/right-of-way-glossary-guide/
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Who Has the Power of Eminent Domain?  
Eminent domain is a power tied to **sovereignty**, meaning it inherently exists for governments 
and does not require constitutional authority. Here’s a breakdown of entities with condemnation 
power:  
1. Federal Government: The U.S. federal government has broad eminent domain authority 

for projects of national importance, such as interstate highways, national parks, and military 
installations.  

2. State Governments: Each state has its own eminent domain power, often used for state 
infrastructure projects like highways, schools, and public buildings.  

3. Delegated Entities: Sovereign governments (federal and state) can delegate eminent domain 
authority to other entities, including:  

• Cities and Municipalities: For local projects like roads, parks, and public facilities. 
• School Districts: To acquire land for new schools or expansions. 
• Redevelopment Authorities: For urban renewal and economic development projects.  
• Public Utilities: For infrastructure like power lines, water systems, and pipelines.  
• Transportation Agencies: For highways, railways, and airports.  

Conditions and Restrictions:  
While these entities can exercise eminent domain, they must adhere to restrictions set by the 
granting authority, such as:  

• Proving the project serves a public purpose.  
• Following due process and providing just compensation.  
• Complying with state and federal laws, including environmental regulations.  

In addition to federal regulations, state laws can impose additional conditions and restrictions 
on the exercise of eminent domain. These state-specifics laws can vary significantly, influencing 
procedural requirements such as timelines, appraisal methods, and the definition of “public use”. 
For example, some states have enacted legislation to prevent the use of eminent domain for 
economic purposes, ensuring property can only be taken for truly public projects like highways or 
schools. Other states may require more stringent environmental reviews or offer greater protections 
for homeowners and small businesses. Understanding these state-specific nuances is crucial for 
landowners and developers alike, as they can impact the overall process and outcomes of right of 
way acquisition.

What Is Eminent Domain in Right of Way Acquisition?  
Eminent domain grants government agencies or authorized entities the legal authority to acquire 
private property for public use, provided fair compensation is paid. In right of way (ROW) projects—
such as roads, utilities, or pipelines, this power ensures essential infrastructure can proceed.  
Key Legal Foundations:  

• Fifth Amendment (U.S. Constitution): Requires “just compensation” and “due process” for 
seized property.  

• State-Specific Laws: Vary in procedural requirements (e.g., timelines, appraisal methods).  

How Does the Eminent Domain Process Work for ROW Projects?  
1. Public Need Determination: Agencies must prove the project serves a public purpose (e.g., 

highway expansion, renewable energy infrastructure).  
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2. Appraisal & Fair Market Value: Certified appraisers assess property value, factoring in land 
use, zoning, and market trends. Disputes often arise here—landowners can hire independent 
appraisers.  

3. Negotiation & Good-Faith Offers: ROW agents must negotiate with landowners transparently. 
If agreements fail, agencies may file condemnation lawsuits.  

4. Condemnation Proceedings: In many states, the condemnation process begins with a more 
informal procedure where three disinterested residents are appointed to form a panel, often 
referred to as court=appointed appraisers or commissioners. This panel is responsible for 
determining the value of the property interests to be acquired. Their goal is to provide an 
impartial assessment of fair compensation. If either the property owner or the acquiring entity 
is dissatisfied with the panel’s evaluation, they have the right to appeal the decision. This 
appeal can lead to a jury trial. However, it’s important to note that most cases are settled before 
reaching the trial stage, as both parties often prefer to avoid the lengthy and costly litigation 
process. 

Due Process in Action:  
Throughout the process, landowners are entitled to due process, including:  

• Notice: Written notification of the intent to acquire the property.  
• Hearings: Opportunities to present evidence or contest the taking.  
• Legal Representation: The right to hire an attorney to advocate for their interests.  

Common Reasons for Proceeding to Condemnation  
While many ROW acquisitions are resolved through negotiation, some cases proceed to 
condemnation. Here are the most common reasons:  
Just Compensation Disagreement: Landowners may reject the agency’s offer if they believe it 
doesn’t reflect the property’s fair market value.  
Title Disputes: Unclear ownership or conflicting claims to the property can delay negotiations.  
Marital Disputes: Divorce or inheritance issues may complicate the sale of jointly owned property.  
Liens or Encumbrances: Outstanding debts, tax liens, mortgages, or legal claims against the 
property can stall negotiations.  
Friendly Condemnation: In some cases, landowners and agencies agree to use condemnation as 
a streamlined way to resolve legal or financial complexities.  
Emotional or Sentimental Attachments: Landowners may resist selling property with personal or 
family significance, even if the offer is fair.  
Public Benefit Challenges: Landowners may contest whether the project truly serves a public 
purpose.  

Balancing Public Progress & Property Rights: Ethical Considerations  
Eminent domain is a topic that sometimes draws strong opinions, as it prioritizes community benefit 
over individual ownership. Ethical ROW practices include:  

• Transparent Communication: Explain project impacts upfront.  
• Fair Compensation: Ensure properties with unique features (e.g., agricultural land) are 

accurately valued.
• Alternative Solutions: Explore rerouting or minimizing land take where possible.  
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Common Challenges in Eminent Domain for ROW  
• Disputed Property Valuation: Landowners often contest appraisals.  
• Emotional Attachments: Sentimental value complicates negotiations.  
• Regulatory Delays: Environmental reviews or zoning laws slow timelines.  

**Pro Tip: ** Partner with experienced ORC consultants to navigate legal complexities and advocate 
for fair outcomes that will help your project stay on track.  

FAQs About Eminent Domain & Right of Way  
Question:Can I refuse to sell my property for a ROW project?  
Answer: Yes, you can refuse to voluntarily sell your property for a ROW project, but if the entity 
has the power of eminent domain, you will likely have to negotiate compensation or challenge the 
taking in court if public benefit is unclear.  
Question: What If only part of my land Is acquired?  
Answer: You’re entitled to compensation for the portion taken and damages to the remaining 
property’s value (e.g., access limitations).  
Question: How long does the process take?  
Answer: Timelines vary, but acquisitions can take 3–18 months, depending on disputes and 
regulatory hurdles. 
Question: What happens if I disagree with the appraisal?
Answer: If you disagree with the appraisal, you can hire an independent appraiser, negotiate with 
the agency, or seek legal advice to challenge the valuation. In some cases, the dispute may go to 
court, where a judge or jury will determine the fair market value.
Question: Can I negotiate for more than just compensation?
Answer: Yes, you may negotiate for additional compensation, damages to remaining property, 
or compensation for unique features. However, emotional, or sentimental value is typically not 
compensable under the law.
Question: Can eminent domain be used for private development?
Answer: While eminent domain is primarily intended for public use projects, it can sometimes be 
used for private development if the project serves a public benefit, such as economic development 
or job creation. However, this practice is controversial and subject to state-specific regulations.
Question: Can eminent domain be used for environmental conservation?
Answer: Yes, eminent domain can be used for environmental projects, such as creating public 
parks, wildlife reserves, or protecting natural resources. These projects must still meet the criteria 
of serving a public use and providing just compensation.
Question: How does eminent domain impact businesses operating on the acquired property?
Answer: Businesses operating on the acquired property may be entitled to compensation for the 
value of their leasehold interests, relocation costs, and the potential loss of business. The specifics 
depend on state laws and the terms of the business’ lease agreement. 
 
Conclusion:
At ORC, we specialize in providing tailored solutions to ensure fair outcomes and seamless project 
execution. Contact ORC today to speak with our experts and advance your project with confidence.

https://orcolan.com/
https://orcolan.com/contact/

