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ADVANCING LIBERTY WITH RESPONSIBILITY 
BY PROMOTING MARKET SOLUTIONS 

FOR MISSOURI PUBLIC POLICY

TO THE HONORABLE 
MEMBERS OF THE 
COMMITTEE

Ladies and gentlemen of the 
committee, thank you for the 
opportunity to testify today. My name 
is David Stokes, and I am Director 
of Municipal Policy at the Show-Me 
Institute, a nonprofit, nonpartisan 
Missouri-based think tank that 
supports free-market solutions for 
state policy. The ideas presented 
here are my own. This testimony is 
intended to summarize research that 
the Show-Me Institute has conducted 
and reviewed regarding local land 
banks in Missouri.

St. Louis is home to the oldest land 
bank in the United States. The St. 
Louis land bank, also known as the 
Land Reutilization Authority, has 
been in existence for five decades. 
It owns more than 7,500 parcels, 
making it the largest landholder in 
the City of St. Louis. Late last year, 
the Kansas City Star released an 

investigative report on the myriad 
of failures with the Kansas City land 
bank.1 I hope that you consider the 
very poor track records of the existing 
land banks before expanding the 
ability to create land banks to most 
cities and counties in Missouri. 

Proponents argue that land banking 
can help a city assemble large swaths 
of land. This can involve keeping 
land vacant for years in the hope that 
one day the city will be remade with 
massive development projects. 

However, as we have seen in St. Louis, 
these large-scale development projects 
frequently fail to materialize, and 
people who want to purchase property 
(to build a small business, for 
example, or rehab a home) are often 
turned away. The same problems have 
occurred in Kansas City. 

Show-Me Institute researchers spent 
a great deal of time several years ago 
researching the St. Louis land bank.2 
Given that provisions of this bill are 
very similar to the state statutes that 
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authorize the other land banks, I think that you can view 
the failures of the St. Louis and Kansas City land banks 
as the future for the rest of the state if this legislation is 
passed.

SERIOUS PROBLEMS AT THE KANSAS 
CITY LAND BANK

The Kansas City Star published a story on the Kansas City 
land bank in December of 2021. The Star documented 
a history of questionable decisions by the land bank, 
including frequent decisions in recent years to reject 
offers to purchase property by qualified individuals and 
groups with no explanation given. According to the Star 
(emphasis added)3:

At its July meeting, the board rejected 31 of the 
33 purchase offers without explanation beyond a 
rote recitation that they were deemed insufficient, 
the commissioners felt the buyer didn’t have the 
resources to carry through with their plan, or both. 

“This is not an agency that is interested in selling 
properties, it’s more interested in regulating 
who gets them and under what circumstances,” 
development lawyer and former city councilman 
Mark Bryant told the Star after an offer from him 
and his partners at Onyx Development Corp. was 
rejected at a recent Land Bank meeting. 

The non-profit that Bryant, barbecue baron Ollie 
Gates and former Research Medical Center public 
affairs director Will McCarther operate wanted to 
add to their holdings around the 4900 block of 
Montgall Avenue by buying eight Land Bank lots 
at a deep discount to potentially build an assisted 
living center.

[…] Lecturing the board, Bryant said it was 
wrongheaded to reject the offer when no one 
else has been interested in buying the lots since 
they became part of the Land Bank portfolio 
four years ago. 

He finds it absurd that the Land Bank won’t sell 
the land to a willing buyer when no one else  
wants it.

The rejection of offers to purchase property by the Kansas 
City land bank continues an unfortunate trend that Show-
Me Institute researchers previously documented at the 
St. Louis land bank. The desire for large-scale “miracles” 
impedes the more realistic—and commendable—aims of 
neighborhood residents and groups who want to improve 
their communities a few parcels at a time. Other examples 
in the Star report include a neighborhood group that 
wanted to buy a few properties to build a small park. They 
were rejected by the land bank, as were residents who 
simply wanted to acquire adjoining properties to expand 
their own yards. Expanding one’s yard, as simple as that 
may be, has the multiple benefits of putting the land back 
on the tax rolls, removing it from city mowing expenses, 
and helping a family invest in their own neighborhood. 
But the Kansas City land bank is consistently rejecting 
those offers. This is not the type of policy solution we need 
to expand to the rest of Missouri.

FREQUENT REJECTIONS OF LEGITIMATE 
OFFERS TO PURCHASE VACANT 
PROPERTY IN ST. LOUIS

Show-Me Institute research found that for eight years, 
from 2003 through 2010, the St. Louis land bank rejected 
almost half of all formal offers to purchase its property. 
The most frequent reason for rejection was that the 
property was being “held for future development.”  

In a paper published in 1975 by Team Four, Inc., for the 
City of St. Louis, the company noted that the powers 
awarded to the St. Louis land bank could allow the city 
to “assemble a large inventory of property.”4 While Team 
Four’s plan was never officially adopted by the city, the 
intention to assemble and hold large amounts of property 
for future sale and redevelopment certainly influenced the 
St. Louis land bank. As to whether this strategy has been 
beneficial to the city, consider the fact that the St. Louis 
land bank now still owns substantial amounts of property. 

Some may fear that vacant property in poorer areas of a 
city will not attract buyers. One of the main findings of 
the Show-Me Institute’s study5 was that people wanted to 
buy property in both North and South St. Louis City—
it was not true that there were no buyers for land bank 
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property in areas beset by vacancy. However, it was true 
that offers were turned down throughout the city. A very 
similar trend has been experienced in Kansas City with its 
land bank. 

In just the eight years examined, the St. Louis land bank 
received offers to purchase more than 5,300 different 
parcels—more than half of what it owned. It rejected 
offers to purchase more than 2,200 of those properties, 
and it rejected multiple offers to purchase at least 550 
properties. 

Indeed, eight different offers to purchase 1252 Academy, 
just a little north of St. Louis City’s bustling Central West 
End, were rejected. In 2001, the St. Louis land bank said 
“no” the first time because the property was being held for 
future development. In 2010, the St. Louis land bank said 
no for the eighth time, because the property was being 
held as part of a larger development site. Ten years, and no 
development. 

Consider the cost of having a city maintain a vacant 
property for years instead of allowing someone to purchase 
it to start a business, own a home, or even just mow the 
grass. When you turn down an offer to purchase property 
today in the hopes of a better development tomorrow, 
you are turning down a certain offer (and property tax 
revenues), in the hopes that a future offer will materialize. 
In this economy, such a bet is ill-advised.

It is true that private actors often turn down offers to 
purchase property in the hopes of attracting a better 
offer in the future. But when the government makes 
such decisions, it is not subject to the disciplines of a free 
market. As St. Louis proves, economic efficiency—profit 
and loss—does not drive decisions, political clout does. 
Government should not be “picking winners and losers.” 
At best, the process results in inefficiency; at worst, it is 
corrupt.

The legislation you are considering today would give most 
cities and counties in Missouri the ability to create a land 
bank and thereby the power to arbitrarily choose who to 
sell property to—in other words, to make development 
bets. Under this legislation, land banks throughout 
Missouri could be formed to essentially become 
government-owed real estate speculators. That is not a 
future that should inspire confidence or hope. 

THE NATIONAL GEOSPATIAL-
INTELLIGENCE AGENCY

Supporters of land banks will likely argue that the St. 
Louis land bank was an important part in the National 
Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (NGIA) project in North 
St. Louis. That is incorrect. While the NGIA project will 
be beneficial, and the St. Louis land bank did transfer 
many city-owed properties to it, this was a government 
project that did not need the St. Louis Land Bank to do 
anything. Both the Federal6 and St. Louis city governments 
had the legal authority to use eminent domain for this 
project. Indeed, the City of St. Louis used condemnations, 
eminent domain, and lawsuits to acquire a few dozen acres 
of land for this project,7 The St. Louis land bank was not 
needed for the NGIA project to move forward.  

THE POLITICAL NATURE OF LAND BANKS

Unfortunately, the operations of the Kansas City and 
St. Louis land banks appear to be somewhat political. 
Our area aldermen can sometimes effectively kill a sale 
just by neglecting to provide a letter of support in favor 
of the sale—no explicit, written “rejection” is required. 
As former St. Louis land bank commissioner Howard 
Hayes told a would-be buyer, “We put a lot of weight 
on that judgment.”8 In Kansas City, the extended family 
of an influential elected official was given a special deal 
for a group of properties. The family did not redevelop 
the properties as they promised. They simply “flipped” 
many of them to another purchaser, using the special deal 
they received from the land bank to increase their profit 
margin.9

While the study regarding the St. Louis land bank is 
several years old, these problems continue in St. Louis. 
They have also been repeated in Kansas City, just as 
Institute writers predicted when they opposed the creation 
of the Kansas City land bank in 2012. 

I could go on about the policy failures we have seen in St. 
Louis and Kansas City. Indeed, I hope that both sides of 
our state can learn from each other’s policy successes and 
failures. 

Passing legislation to allow the creation of a land bank in 
almost every city and county will allow local government 
to hold land for future development. And in doing so, the 



local government will be betting against the very residents 
it is supposed to help.

Why authorize cities and counties to create new agencies 
similar to those that have failed in St. Louis and Kansas 
City? Why pin development hopes and dreams on large-
scale developers who have yet to materialize instead 
of trusting the small business owner, the longtime 
community resident, or someone—in a case we have seen 
again and again—who sees a property as his or her first 
chance to own a home? 

Land banks have failed in St. Louis and Kansas City, 
and are in the process of failing in St. Joseph. The rest of 
Missouri will not benefit from land banks.  

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. 
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