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Understandlng Prlvate Property

This series of
economic briefs
explores funda-
mental concepts in
economics and
community and
economic devel-
opment.

aperson owns aset of rights
use that are recog-
by law and

for exclusive
nized and sanctioned

enforced

Piae popety s fundamen
tal to amarket economy. In-
ty there would be nothing to
buy andsel in amarket econ+
omy. But what s property?
Agreat manypersons have a
noton of property as some-
thng absoue.  The Saement
‘By dam its myproperty and
M dowih it asl| dang wel
please” represents  awide-
spread, but mistaken under-
sandng o what popetty B
Aproper understanding  of

by govermment.

property must focus on two

dbes o d poal.

1) Tote edent tat thee
aypopety M, t B an
edae g, ta 5 a
gt © edude. There &
no point to owning some-
thng if anyone whowants
D uet candosoa WM

2 Atue popety gt must
be enforceable  at law.
What one holds and pos-
sesses only by his or her
omnsgrength  is not prop-
ay, te deff o te po
ice must be avaide 1
defend one’s rights ona

Fudareﬂy, popety I+
voes te legd gt O uea
thing for one or more benefi

cdal puposes adto cal  upon
the poner of the state to ex-
cdude oters from using that
tng for those puposss Wih
out lw, there s no property.

Wihout govemment, there is
o proper.

Soit folons that aperson
does nat ownating isef  but
raher omsasat of igts  for
edsve useta ae recog
nzed and sanc-
tioned by law
ad enforced by
government.

Te ¢ d g6

might  be quite
boe &t B
te feesmpe

ownership  of
bnd, o vy smal, asin te
case of atranst  easement
acoss afeld  Yet in nocase
does tat set of ighs  exerd
sofar aso ene  apoperty

owner o dothings with prop-
ety that tresten the pubic

hedh  and safy.
Whe d popaty s ae
edse rmopoety Mt B

absolute.  The owner of prop-
ay hesigts © uxet n o
tain ways, but does not have
the igt O uset n awyways
tet tresen phic hedh ad
sy Jg wha tredes  te
pubic health and safety de-

pends upon crcumstances  and
s dfen opento debate. Plac-
ing apig pen behind one’s
house or keeping chickens
might not treaten the pubic
hedh adsdey f aebes n
arural area without close
neghbors.  But these  acions
might threaten the public
heath andsaely afer negh
boing land s subdvided and
B wh fares

Restrictions on property
owners to protect  the publc
health and safety donot de-
prive those owners of their
popety s shoe ey nev
er had the rights to threaten
pbic hedh adsdey n te
it poce . Onte aher hand,
te US. Consiiution forbids
govemments to take private
property for publc beneft
without  due process and just
oompensatm The key phrase

cause publc harm, and the
property owners are not due
any compensation because
they never had the right to
cause pubic ham. But f gow
enment wanis o ceae  apub-
ic beneit ke ahgway o a
pak t &5 adfeet  mater.

Then owners of property  used
in creatng the beneft  must
receve ful andfar compen
sdion because somehing that

they once hadis being taken.
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