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Homeowner & Heir Defense: Safeguarding Property
Deeds and Preventing Title Hijacking

Executive Summary: The Invisible Home Theft

Deed fraud—often referred to as house stealing or title theft—occurs when criminals forge ownership transfer
documents (most commonly a quitclaim deed or warranty deed), file them with the county register of deeds, and
falsely transfer title to real estate into their own names or fraudulent shell LL.Cs. Once recorded, the fraudsters

attempt to mortgage the home for quick cash or sell it to unsuspecting buyers.

Unlike burglary, deed theft happens entirely on paper. The legitimate homeowner or heir may continue living in
the home or paying utility bills, completely unaware that county records show someone else owns their property
until a foreclosure notice arrives from a predatory private lender, or a stranger knocks on the front door claiming
they purchased the house.

Recent landmark prosecutions—such as the New York Attorney General's indictment of 18 co-conspirators in an
intricate Harlem brownstone deed theft ring, and recent Midwest cases involving synthetic identities generated to
hijack unencumbered properties—demonstrate that deed theft is an organized, high-yield cybercrime.

This handbook details the operational playbook used by deed theft rings, the four categories of homes most at
risk, how to legally expunge a fraudulent "wild deed," and the concrete steps every property owner must take to

protect their chain of title.

Section 1: The Anatomy of a Deed Hijack

To defend your home, you must understand how criminals exploit the county recording system:



1. Target Identification (The Vulnerability Audit): Criminal syndicates search public land records for
properties with four specific characteristics:

o Unencumbered (No Mortgage): The home is owned free and clear. With no active bank mortgage,
there is no loan servicer sending monthly statements or monitoring title changes.

o Senior or Deceased Owners: Elderly homeowners living in long-term care facilities or estates
where the owner has passed away and probate has not been completed.

o Vacant or Distressed Properties: Homes undergoing deferred maintenance or tax delinquency.

o Absentee or Out-of-Area Owners: Property held by out-of-state heirs or investors.

2. Manufacture of Counterfeit Conveyance Documents:

o Scammers draft a fraudulent deed (frequently a Quitclaim Deed for nominal consideration like $1.00
or $10.00).

o They forge the true owner's signature.

o They apply a counterfeit notary public acknowledgment stamp, frequently using the stolen
credentials of a legitimate notary or manufacturing a fictitious notary seal.

3. Exploiting the Ministerial Nature of County Recording:

o A critical legal reality: County registers of deeds and clerks of court are ministerial recording
offices, not forensic investigative agencies.

o By law, recording clerks must record any document that meets basic statutory formatting
requirements (correct margins, legal description, signature, and notary block) upon payment of
recording fees. Clerks do not verify whether signatures are genuine or whether the notary actually
witnessed the transaction.

4. The Monetization Phase:

o Option A (The Equity Cash-Out): The scammer takes the recorded deed to an unvetted private
"hard money" lender, pledges the home as collateral, secures a $150,000 to $500,000 cash loan, and
vanishes. When no payments are made, the private lender initiates foreclosure against the property.

o Option B (The Fire-Sale Liquidation): The scammer lists the property on the open market at a
steep discount, selling it to an unsuspecting buyer who unwittingly purchases clouded title.

Section 2: The 5 Non-Negotiable Shields for Property Owners

Implement these safeguards immediately to protect your property title:
Shield 1: Enroll in Free County Property Fraud Alerts

o Nearly every county register of deeds or recorder of deeds in Michigan and across the nation offers an
automated notification registry.

» When you register your name, legal entity, and property parcel number (PIN / APN), the county's system
sends an immediate email or SMS alert whenever any document (deed, mortgage, lien, lis pendens) is
recorded against your name or property.

e Action Step: Go to your local county recorder’s official website. Search for "Property Fraud Alert" or
"Deed Notification." Enrollment is 100% free. Never pay commercial "title lock" companies for what your

county provides at zero cost.



Shield 2: Protect Family Estates and Complete Probate Promptly

o Homes left in the name of deceased parents or grandparents are the single largest target for deed fraud
rings.

e The Protocol: When a family member passes away, open formal probate proceedings promptly. Work with
a probate attorney to issue Letters of Authority and record an official Personal Representative’s Deed (or
Executor's Deed) conveying the property to the rightful heirs or family trust. Do not let property languish in
a deceased relative's name for years.

Shield 3: Maintain an Owner's Policy of Title Insurance

» A standard lender’s title policy only protects the mortgage company and expires when the mortgage is paid
off.

» An Owner’s Policy of Title Insurance protects the homeowner for as long as they or their heirs own the
property.

» Enhanced Coverage: Ensure your policy is an ALTA Homeowner’s Policy (Enhanced Policy), which
includes post-closing forgery and deed fraud coverage. If an impostor records a forged deed, your title

insurer provides complete legal defense to quiet title and reimburses covered losses.
Shield 4: Conduct an Annual Tax and Title Check

» Every 6 to 12 months, log into your county treasurer and register of deeds online portals.

» Confirm that your mailing address is accurate and that your property tax bills are arriving on schedule. If
you stop receiving property tax statements or water bills, contact the county immediately—fraudsters
frequently submit change-of-address forms to intercept warning notices.

 Verify that the most recent recorded deed in the public index is your authentic deed of purchase.

Shield 5: Consider a Revocable Living Trust or LL.C

o Transferring real estate into a properly structured Revocable Living Trust or family LL.C creates an
additional layer of verification. Fraudsters attempting to deed trust property must manufacture trustee

certifications and trust agreements, substantially increasing transaction friction.

Section 3: Legal Remedies — What to Do If a Wild Deed Is Recorded

If you discover an unauthorized deed recorded against your home:

1. Understand Legal Reality: A Forged Deed Is Void Ab Initio:

o Under real estate law in Michigan and virtually all jurisdictions, a forged deed is void from its
inception (void ab initio). It conveys zero legal title, even if subsequently sold to an innocent third
party. However, because the wild deed appears in the public chain of title, it creates a cloud that
prevents sale, refinancing, or clear inheritance until legally expunged.

2. File a Criminal Police Report Immediately:



o File an official complaint with your local police department and the county sheriff’s financial crimes

unit. Obtain the police incident report number.
3. Notify the County Register of Deeds:

o Request that the county recorder flag the parcel index with a fraud alert to notify future examiners of
the disputed recording.

4. Retain a Real Estate Litigation Attorney to File a Quiet Title Action:

o To remove the fraudulent deed from the public record, your attorney must file a Quiet Title Lawsuit
in circuit court.

o Record a formal Notice of Lis Pendens (notice of pending lawsuit) in the county land records
immediately. This legally freezes the title and prevents private lenders or buyers from claiming bona
fide purchaser status.

5. Submit Federal Cybercrime Reports:

o Report the incident to the Federal Trade Commission at reportfraud.ftc.gov and the FBI Internet

Crime Complaint Center at ic3.gov.
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