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The Office of the Secretary of State manages and sells land forfeited to the state 
for non-payment of local property taxes. For those sixty-nine counties for which the 
Secretary of State has cm'l'ent computer records, the number of land tracts available for 
sale totals 7,776. Although the office advertises individual parcels and maintains lists 
of such properties accessible to the public, the office does not aggressively market the 
lands; does not have a formal procedure to define how long the office works with 
delinquent owners before offering lands to the highest bidders; and, while offering 
certain "blighted" properties at a reduced price, the office has not defined the term 
"blighted." 

Counties have been lax in reporting market values and record owners of such 
lands, and no state agency regularly inspects these lands for trespass or waste. While 
many persons have disputed the revenue-generating capacity of tax-forfeited land sales, 
the Secretary of State estimates that approximately $500,000 per year (up to a 
cumulative total of $5 million) in new revenue could be generated, based on parcel 
values of $13 million. 

The Secretary of State should strengthen sales and management of public lands 
and consider privatizing the function to a real estate firm, or the Legislature could, by 
statute, allow lands to be sold or managed by the counties. 
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PEER: THE MISSISSIPPI LEGISLATURE'S OVERSIGHT AGENCY 

The Mississippi Legislature created the Joint Legislative Committee on 
Performance Evaluation and Expenditure Review (PEER Committee) by 
statute in 1973. A standing joint committee, the PEER Committee is 
composed of five members of the House of Representatives appointed by the 
Speaker and five members of the Senate appointed by the Lieutenant 
Governor. Appointments are made for four-year terms with one Senator 
and one Representative appointed from each of the U. S. Congressional 
Districts. Committee officers are elected by the membership with officers 
alternating annually between the two houses. All Committee actions by 
statute require a majority vote of three Representatives and three Senators 
voting in the affirmative. 

An extension of the Mississippi Legislature's constitutional prerogative 
to conduct examinations and investigations, PEER is authorized by law to 
review any entity, including contractors supported in whole or in part by 
public funds, and to address any issues which may require legislative 
action. PEER has statutory access to all state and local records and has 
subpoena power to compel testimony or the production of documents. 

As an integral part of the Legislature, PEER provides a variety of 
services, including program evaluations, economy and efficiency reviews, 
financial audits, limited scope evaluations, fiscal notes, special 
investigations, briefings to individual legislators, testimony, and other 
governmental research and assistance. The Committee identifies 
inefficiency or ineffectiveness or a failure to accomplish legislative 
objectives, and makes recommendations for redefinition, redirection, 
redistribution and/or restructuring of Mississippi government. As directed 
by and subject to the prior approval of the PEER Committee, the 
Committee's professional staff executes audit and evaluation projects 
obtaining information and developing options for consideration by the 
Committee. The PEER Committee releases reports to the Legislature, 
Governor, Lieutenant Governor, and agency examined. 

The Committee assigns top priority to written requests from individual 
legislators and legislative committees. The Committee also considers 
PEER staff proposals and written requests from state officials and others . 
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Appendix 

Proposed Legislation C01werning Management of Tax-Forfeited Lands

Mississippi Legislature Regular Session, 1993 

BY; 

BILL 

AN ACT TO AMEND SECTION 7-11-15, MISSISSIPPI CODE OF 1972, TO 
REQUIRE THAT CHANCERY CLERKS REPORT CERTAIN 
INFORMATION REGARDING TAX-FORFEITED LANDS TO THE 
SECRETARY OF STATE; TO AMEND SECTION 49-4-9, MISSISSIPPI 
CODE OF 1972, TO REQUIRE THAT THE DEPARTMENT OF WILDLIFE, 
FISHERIES, AND PARKS INSPECT STATE-OWNED LAND UNDER THE 
JURISIDICTION OF THE SECRETARY OF STATE FOR EVIDENCE OF 
WASTE OR TRESPASS, AND TO PROVIDE INFORMATION TO THE 
SECRETARY OF STATE NECESSARY TO PREVENT SUCH WASTE OR 
TRESPASS; AND FOR RELATED PURPOSES. 

BE IT ENACTED BY THE LEGISLATURE OF THE STATE OF 
MISSISSIPPI: 

Section 1. Section 7-11-15, Mississippi Code of 1972, is amended as follows: 

§ 7'-11-15.
The secretary of state shall secure a sufficient number of suitable and well

bound books for each county, so that the lands now or hereafter owned by 
the state may be complied therein. The books, in addition to the necessary 
columns on which to list all necessary information with reference to the 
lands owned, shall contain a column on which to number all patents or 
contracts issued and any other information. The order of arrangement and 
all other matters pertaining thereto are hereby specifically left to the 
discretion of the secretary of state. 

In addition to the foregoing records, the secretary of state shall provide 
and cause to be kept a separate register of the several different classes of 
lands, with appropriate references to other records or documents for infor­
mation concerning the whole class, and of each parcel, if need be. He may 
cause correct township maps to be prepared from the field notes of original 
surveys, with all errors in the location of natural objects, if any there be, 
corrected, which maps may be supplied to the several counties at reasonable· 
prices; and he may, in like manner, have maps and plats ·lithographed and 
sold. 
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The secretary of state shall procure a sufficient number of forms of 
certificates which shall be used by the chancery clerks of each of the various 
counties in certifying to the secretary of state's office lands sold to the state 
for unpaid taxes in his county, and the secretary of state shall provide such 
certificates in such form that they may be bond by him and used as a part 
of the permanent records of his office. The said chancery clerks shall use 
only such forms of certificates in certifying said lands to the secretary of 

state's office, and failure to do so shall subject such chancery clerk so 
refusing or failing to do so, and his bondsman, to a penalty of five hundred 
dollars ($500.00), which penalty shall be collected by the attorney general in 
a suit therefor filed in the name of the State of Mississippi. Such certificates, 
before being filed by the secretary of state, shall be examined by the 
attorney general. The secretary of state, with the approval of the attorney 
general, shall strike from such certificates all lands which, by reason of 
insufficient description or other cause, in the opinion of the attorney general 
are not the property of the state; and the title of the state to such lands as 
may be thus stricken off shall be thereby relinquished. 

In addition to any other record or document which the Chancery Clerks. 
Tax Collectors. or Tax Assessors provide to the Secretary of State. the 

· Chancery Clerk·shall annually report to the Secretary of State whether or 
not any person has conveyed. devised. bequeathed. or otherwise transferred 
to any other person by any deed or other instrument. any interest in land 
stricken to the state, This shall apply to all lands stricken to the state for a 
period going back twenty-five years from the date the original owner's 
period of redemption expired. and the state acquired a right to possess the 
land. The Chancery Clerk shall annually obtain from the Tax Assessor a 
market value for all land which has been struck to the state over a period of 
twenty-five (25) years. and report same to the Secretary of State each year. 
All reports required under this sub-section shall include a description of 
the land being valued. and/or the land in which an interest has been 
transferred. All information required under this sub-section shall be 
reported to the Secretary of State no more than ten (10) days after the report 
required under Section 27-41-81 is to be made to the Chancery Clerk by the 
Tax Collector. 
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Section 2. Section 49-4-9, Mississippi Code of 1972, is amended as follows: 

§49-4-9.

Effective July 1, 1979, the Department of Wildlife, Fisheries and Parks
shall have the following powers and duties: 

(a) To formulate the policy of the department regarding wildlife and
fisheries within the jurisdiction of the department;

(b) To apply for, receive and expend any federal or state funds or
contributions, gifts, devises, bequests or funds from any other
source;

(c) To commission or conduct studies designed to determine alternative
methods of managing and conserving the wildlife and fisheries
resources of this state in a manner to insure efficiency and sus-
tained productivity; 

(d) To receive the advice and counsel of the advisory committees created
for the Division of Parks and Recreation · and the Division of
Wildlife and Fisheries; and 

(e) To discharge such other duties, responsibilities and powers as are
      necessary to implement the provisions of this chapter.
(f) To inspect all state-owned property under the management and control of the 
Secretary of State, and to report to the Secretary of State any occurrence of any 
waste or trespass against such land. In furtherance of this duty, employees of the 
Department of Wildlife, Fisheries, and Parks shall have the authority to arrest 
such persons who commit any trespass against state lands in violation of law, and 
may collect any such information necessary to the Secretary of State to maintain 
any action, civil or criminal, against any trespasser, or any person who commits 
waste upon state-owned lands.

Section 3. This act shall take effect and be in force from and after July 1 
ms. 
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DICK MOLPUS 

SECRETARY OF STATE 

Mr. James Barber 

STATE OF MISSISSIPPI 

SECRETARY OF STATE 

POST OFFICE BOX 136 
JACKSON, MISSISSIPPI 39205 

TELEPHONE (601) 359-1350 

November 12, 1992 

Chief Analyst-Operations Division 
PEER Committee 
Post Office Box 1204 
Jackson MS 39215-1204 

Dear James: 

JAMES 0. NELSON, II 

ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF STATE 

PUBLIC LANDS 

4-

RECEIVED 

NOV f 2 1992 

PEER 
COMMITTEE 
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As the Committee's original draft of the report dated October 
19, 1992 has been revised, please allow us this opportunity to 
likewise revise our previous response of the same date. 

The latest draft report adds a new section which discusses a 
major public policy change--the transfer of tax-forfeited lands 
management to the individual counties. We were surprised that this 
section was added and the strengths and weaknesses of such a major 
policy change discussed without any additional research or study 
being done by PEER. 

The focus of PEER's original investigation was clearly the 
operations of the Public Lands Division; not the feasibility of 
such a change. In our previous response, we recommended that an 
in-depth study be made of other states' practices and our state's 
current county management relating to these lands before such a 
change could be seriously considered. We believe such a study is 
a prerequisite to any discussion of state policy in this field. 

Based upon our years of experience in administering state law 
on tax-forfeited lands, we have identified at least four (4) 
critical weaknesses which should be considered prior to 
transferring this responsibility to the counties: 

1) Such a transfer would be fiscally unsound;

2) such a transfer would be counter-productive to
efficient marketing of the tax-forfeited lands;
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