
 
SPONSOR TESTIMONY 

Senate Bill 651 
Real Property – Transfer on Death Deed – Establishment 

Chairman Smith, Vice Chair Waldstreicher, and Members of the Committee: 

For the record, I am Shaneka Henson, representing District 30 in Anne Arundel County and 
a member of the JPR Committee. I am here today to urge a favorable report on Senate Bill 
651 – Real Property – Transfer on Death Deed – Establishment. 

The intent of this legislation is to establish a “Transfer on Death Deed” in Maryland law so 
that real estate transfers occur automatically upon a property owner's death—without the 
hassles of probate and without some transfer taxes. It allows a homeowner to name a 
beneficiary who automatically receives the property upon death, thereby bypassing the 
probate process. I would like to share why this bill is so important to Marylanders and to all 
our constituents. 

Estate planning is especially underutilized in Black communities. A major barrier to smooth 
property transfer across generations is the lack of understanding and awareness about 
basic estate planning tools. 

A Consumer Reports survey found that about 77 percent of Black adults lacked any will or 
estate plan—far higher than national averages. A 2021 Gallup poll similarly showed that 
roughly 70 percent of non-white adults do not have a will. Without formal planning, 
property often passes through intestacy and probate, which can be unnecessarily costly 
and complex. 

Wealth is transferred down generations largely through two channels: 

• Home equity transfers – where real property forms the backbone of middle-class 
wealth passed to children, helping with down payments, education, and long-term 
financial stability. 



• Estate and transfer planning – without clear tools like wills, trusts, or TOD deeds, 
property can be lost in probate or result in fractured ownership that reduces value or 
liquidity. 

According to a 2024 Office of Legislative Oversight report, the typical Maryland white 
household has approximately 8.4 times more wealth than the typical Black household 
($413K vs. $49K). Put differently, the median Black household in Maryland holds about 12 
cents for every $1 of wealth held by the median white household. 

Research into racial, ethnic, and income disparities in homeownership and wealth transfer 
shows systemic patterns: Black families and other families of color are more likely to 
experience complications in passing on property. Older Black, Brown, and multi-ethnic 
homeowners are less likely than white homeowners to have wills or trusts and more likely 
to have multiple heirs, increasing the risk of tangled titles—unclear ownership 
documentation that prevents heirs from selling, refinancing, or even maintaining family 
property. 

Loss of housing wealth is also linked to a cycle in which unpaid property taxes of prior 
owners leave family heirs vulnerable to pressure to sell at low prices—often contributing to 
neighborhood instability. 

Homeownership is a core vehicle for building family wealth. Yet the barriers facing Black 
homeowners and others—compared with the smoother intergenerational transfers 
experienced by many white homeowners—continue to widen the racial wealth gap. 

“Transfer on Death Deeds” are widely recognized as cost-effective, accessible 
estate-planning tools that reduce probate costs and complexity, particularly for 
modest-value properties. 

TOD deeds are authorized in nearly 34 states—including the District of Columbia, 
California, Texas, Florida, Illinois, Michigan, Arizona, Arkansas, Virginia, and West Virginia—
and that number continues to grow. 

Our expert witnesses today include: 

• Jane Sterneck, Uniform Law Commission 

• Megan Good, Maryland Volunteer Lawyers Service 

I especially welcome Vanessa Brooks, Chief of Staff to Delegate Scott Phillips, who will 
share her personal story.  After hearing from our experts today, I urge the committee to 
issue a favorable report for this legislation. 

Shaneka Henson 


