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Welcome
If you are considering buying a home in the Greater Palm Springs area, you have likely come
across the term “lease land” — and you may have questions. This guide is designed to give you
a clear, honest, and complete picture of what Indian lease land is, how it works, and what it
means for you as a buyer.

Palm Springs is one of the most unique real estate markets in the United States, and lease land
is a significant part of what makes it that way. With the right knowledge, it can be one of the
smartest real estate decisions you ever make.

What Is Indian Lease Land?
In the late 19th century, the federal government divided the Coachella Valley into a
checkerboard pattern. Every other square mile was allocated to the Agua Caliente Band of
Cahuilla Indians, while the alternating squares were given to the Southern Pacific Railroad
(which later sold its parcels into private ownership).

Today, a significant portion of Palm Springs — including some of its most prestigious and
sought-after neighborhoods — sits on this tribal land.

When you buy a home on lease land, you own the physical structure outright. However,
you lease the land beneath it from the tribe or individual tribal allottees.

This arrangement is formalized through a long-term ground lease, typically administered with
oversight from the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA).



A Brief History

Era What Happened

1870s Federal government creates the “checkerboard” — alternating parcels for the
Agua Caliente tribe and Southern Pacific Railroad

1930s–
1950s

Palm Springs becomes a Hollywood retreat; mid-century modern architecture
fills both lease and fee land

1959 Congress authorizes 99-year leases on Agua Caliente land, enabling
residential development and mortgage financing

1970s–
1990s

Lease land neighborhoods mature; first lease renewals negotiated
successfully

Today Lease land is a well-understood, active market segment valued for
affordability and prime locations

The Financial Advantage
The primary reason buyers choose lease land is affordability and value.

Lower Purchase Price

Homes on lease land typically sell for 15% to 30% less than comparable homes on fee simple
(fully owned) land. This price differential allows buyers to:

Purchase a larger home in a more desirable neighborhood

Access iconic mid-century modern architecture at a more attainable price point

Invest the savings elsewhere

Property Tax Savings

In many cases, property taxes are assessed only on the value of the structure — not the land.
Since land value can represent 20–40% of a property’s total value, this can translate into
thousands of dollars in annual tax savings.



Comparable Appreciation

Historical data from the Palm Springs market consistently shows that lease land homes
appreciate at rates similar to fee simple properties. The lower entry price, combined with similar
appreciation, often results in a strong return on investment over time.

Understanding Your Lease
Every lease land property comes with a ground lease — a legal document that defines the terms
of your land use. Before purchasing, it is essential to review and understand the following key
elements:

What to Review in Every Lease

Element What to Ask

Remaining Term How many years are left on the lease?

Annual Payment What is the current annual or monthly lease fee?

Payment Schedule Is it paid monthly, quarterly, or annually?

Escalation Clause When and how does the payment increase?

CPI Adjustments Are increases tied to the Consumer Price Index?

Transfer Fees Are there fees to transfer the lease to a new owner?

Renewal History Has this neighborhood successfully renewed before?

Typical Lease Payment Ranges

Annual lease fees in Palm Springs generally range from approximately 8,000 per
year, depending on the property size, location, and specific lease terms. Many leases include
scheduled adjustments every 5 years based on the Consumer Price Index.

Financing on Lease Land
Most conventional lenders will finance lease land properties, but with specific requirements:
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The remaining lease term must typically extend at least 5 years beyond the loan maturity
date

For a standard 30-year mortgage, you generally need at least 35 years remaining on the
lease

FHA and VA loans are available on qualifying lease land properties

As a lease approaches expiration, financing options narrow — which also affects your future
resale market

Pro Tip: Always verify the remaining lease term before making an offer. A lease with fewer than
35 years remaining can significantly limit your financing options and buyer pool when you sell.

What Happens When a Lease Expires?
This is the most common — and most important — question buyers ask. Here is a complete and
honest answer.

The Legal Reality

At the expiration of the lease, the land and all improvements — including the home — legally
revert to the landowner. The homeowner has no automatic right to remain on the property
without a new lease agreement.

The Practical Reality

In the entire history of residential lease land in Palm Springs, a mass non-renewal resulting in
homeowners losing their properties has virtually never occurred. Here is why:

1. Economic Incentive: The lease income represents significant, ongoing revenue for the
landowners. Allowing leases to expire without renewal would eliminate that income stream
entirely.

2. Organized Negotiation: Homeowners in lease land neighborhoods typically organize as a
group — often through their HOA — to negotiate lease extensions collectively. This gives
them significant negotiating leverage.

3. Advance Planning: Renewal negotiations routinely begin 10 to 20 years before expiration,
giving homeowners ample time to secure new terms or explore land purchase options.

4. BIA Oversight: The Bureau of Indian Affairs provides a regulatory framework that
encourages fair and stable lease arrangements.



What Buyers Should Do

Know the exact expiration date of the lease before purchasing

Research whether the neighborhood has successfully renewed in the past

Understand the estimated cost of a future renewal or land purchase

Work with a real estate agent who specializes in Palm Springs lease land

Lease Land vs. Fee Simple: A Quick Comparison

Factor Lease Land Fee Simple

Purchase Price 15–30% lower Full market value

Land Ownership Leased from tribe You own the land

Annual Lease Fee 8,000+/yr None

Property Taxes Structure only (typically) Land + structure

Appreciation Comparable Comparable

Financing Available (with conditions) Standard

Expiration Risk Exists (historically managed) None

Popular Lease Land Neighborhoods
Some of Palm Springs’ most celebrated neighborhoods are on lease land, including:

Vista Las Palmas — Iconic mid-century modern architecture, celebrity history

Twin Palms — Frank Sinatra’s former neighborhood; stunning mountain views

Indian Canyons — Spacious lots, resort-style living, close to hiking

Racquet Club Estates — Classic Palm Springs character, strong community

Deepwell Estates — Quiet, lush, and architecturally rich
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Your Buyer’s Checklist
Before purchasing a lease land home, confirm you have reviewed:

 Current annual lease payment amount

 Payment schedule (monthly, quarterly, or annual)

 Exact lease expiration date

 Renewal terms and any scheduled increases

 Transfer fees upon sale

 Remaining years vs. your intended mortgage term

 Neighborhood HOA and renewal history

 Lender pre-approval that accounts for lease land

Ready to Take the Next Step?
Lease land is a unique and rewarding segment of the Palm Springs market — but navigating it
successfully requires an experienced guide. Scott and Jason Eckhoff have helped buyers across
California and the Coachella Valley understand, evaluate, and purchase lease land homes with
confidence.

We are here to answer every question, review every lease, and help you find the right
home.

Scott & Jason Eckhoff Your Palm Springs Real Estate Experts

📞 (562) 669-2127 ✉️ TheEckhoffs@yourrealestatebrokers.com

This guide is provided for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal or financial
advice. Consult with qualified legal and financial advisors before making any real estate
decisions.


