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Compensating NC’s Eugenics Victims
Five Ways North Carolina Can Help Right the Wrong
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• North Carolina forcibly sterilized approximately

7,600 individuals in the 20th Century as part of its eugenics program.
• Many eugenics victims are still alive in North Carolina. Recent state estimates have ranged from 2,944 living victims to a total of about 1,500–2,000
individuals.
• Victims should be compensated (the harm imposed on them is clear), but
there is no quicker way to undermine the idea of compensating the victims
than attempting to compensate descendants of the victims (where the harm
is speculative at best).
• There are five ways that North Carolina should compensate the victims:

1. Pay each living victim $20,000 from the General Fund. The same
amount was provided to the living victims of the Japanese internment
camps.

for Truth
2. Offer a $3 checkbox on state tax returns. It would be similar to the
state’s taxpayer-supported campaign-finance program for appellate court
judges.

3. Use the $7 million in the Judicial Campaign Finance Fund. The
legislature should end the judicial taxpayer campaign finance system in
light of a U.S. Supreme Court opinion that held that the matching-funds
provision central to such systems is unconstitutional.
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4. Excuse victims from paying the state income tax. Offer victims a refundable tax credit of about $1,000 (the average amount of annual personal income tax paid).
5. Offer eugenics license plates. They would generate revenue for the victims as well as educate the public.

• These recommendations would provide victims more than $20,000 each

and would trigger compensation immediately, before it is too late for many
of the victims.
more >>
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orth Carolina forcibly sterilized approximately 7,600 individuals in the 20th Century.1 These sterilizations
were based on the practice of “negative eugenics,” which attempts to discourage reproduction by individuals
deemed to have undesirable traits.2

After World War II and the lessons learned from Nazi Germany’s use of eugenics, most states in the country
stopped forcibly sterilizing its citizens.3 North Carolina, however, ramped up its forced-sterilization program. In fact,
77 percent of all the individuals forcibly sterilized in North Carolina were sterilized after World War II.4 Some of the
sterilizations occurred as late as the 1970s.5
As a result of this recent forced sterilization, there are many eugenics victims who are still alive in North Carolina.
Recent state estimates have ranged from 2,944 living victims to a total of about 1,500–2,000 individuals.6 In fairness,
capturing an accurate number is difficult.
This Spotlight report is not about whether these victims should be compensated but how they should be compensated. It will discuss who should receive compensations and then outline ways to provide compensation in a timely
manner.
Compensate the Victims Only
Recent reports indicate that there may be an interest in compensating the descendants of the victims. One member of Governor Perdue’s Eugenics Compensation Task Force expressed a willingness to give $20,000 “to the estates of
any verified victims who die before legislation is passed.”7
There is no quicker way to undermine the idea of compensating the victims than attempting to compensate descendants of the victims (many sterilization victims did have children prior to being sterilized). The harm imposed
on the victims is clear, direct, and not speculative. Any harm to descendants is based on conjecture. The distinction
is not unlike the concept of standing in court, in which plaintiffs must show that they have personally suffered clear
injuries.8
Compensating the descendants also would hurt the victims. Less money would be provided to the victims. If money
were to go to the descendants, the fear of opening the door to slavery reparations or reparations to the descendants of
World War II internment camps would be justified. The bright-line distinction between compensating living victims as
opposed to descendants should not be crossed.
How to Compensate the Victims
Victim compensation should be kept in perspective. There is no feasible way that the victims will be made whole
through any compensation scheme. North Carolina can, however, take a serious step to righting a wrong by providing
meaningful compensation to victims. Further, it is by actions, not words, that the state can demonstrate it is trying to
make things right.
Complicating matters even more are the state’s budget woes. Nevertheless, the compensation program should be
a priority. The state should not drag its feet, because the number of living victims will only decline.
The following five recommendations are designed to complement each other, not replace each other. For example,
$20,000 should be provided to victims but so too should other forms of compensation.
1) Pay Each Living Victim $20,000 from the General Fund
In 1988, the federal Civil Liberties Act of 1988 provided the living victims of the Japanese internment camps
$20,000 in compensation.9 While more than two decades have passed since passage of that law, the $20,000 figure is
a good starting point.
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A reasonable concern is the potential cost for such a program. There is no clear idea of how many living victims
there are. If the number of victims were on the high end of estimates, such as about 2,900 victims, the total cost would
be $58 million.
That estimated total cost is not a realistic number for two key reasons. First, the number of living victims is likely
lower. Secondly, many victims likely would never come forward and request the money possibly because of shame or
to protect their privacy.
Coming up with some definite number is impossible. To help mitigate the financial impact, whatever it may be, the
money could be provided in increments. A possible solution would be to provide the money in two-year increments of
$10,000 each.
There also would need to be some statute of limitations on providing compensation. If a victim did not request the
money within, e.g., five years upon the effective date of the law, then compensation would no longer be available. There
would be a reasonable five-year window of opportunity for victims to request compensation.
2) Offer a $3 Checkbox on State Tax Returns
The state should implement a program similar to the state’s taxpayer-supported campaign-finance program for
appellate court judges whereby taxpayers would be able to check a box on their state tax return that would help compensate the victims. By checking the box, taxpayers would allocate $3 of their taxes to a fund that would compensate
the sterilization victims.
3) Use the $7 Million in the Judicial Campaign Finance Fund
North Carolina has a judicial campaign-finance system, funded through multiple sources, that currently, has about
$7 million.10 A central component of this system, matching funds, is unconstitutional. The legislature is likely to remove that provision from the law.11
Matching funds are an attempt to entice candidates to participate in taxpayer-financing systems by giving tax
dollars to subsidized candidates to ensure they are not outspent by candidates who choose not to participate in the
program. Without such a mechanism, taxpayer-financing systems are not appealing to candidates.12
Ironically, the judicial fund was started in part by taking money from a failed partial campaign-finance program
for governor,13 for which taxpayers could divert some of their tax money. The gubernatorial program had little support,
however.14
A legislative research division memo explains, “It never generated enough money to support the program, and the
General Assembly finally repealed the statute in 2002, pouring over the accumulated add-on proceeds into the Public
Campaign Fund for appellate judges.”15
Especially now that the United States Supreme Court has held matching funds to be unconstitutional,16 the legislature should repeal the taxpayer-financing systems that exist in the state, including the judicial program. The money
in the fund, instead of going to the General Fund, could go directly to the eugenics compensation fund. The $7 million
would make an immediate difference in the lives of the victims without the legislature having to appropriate any additional money.
4) Excuse Victims from Paying the State Income Tax
The victims should not be required to pay state income taxes ever again—they should not have to fund the state
that committed such a wrong upon them.
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There may be various ways to make this work. The average individual income tax paid in North Carolina was
$1,019 in fiscal year 2009.17 One possible way to secure tax relief is to create a nonrefundable or refundable tax credit
based on the average income tax bill. The number could be adjusted based on the latest data.
A nonrefundable tax credit would allow taxpayers to reduce their tax obligation by the amount of the credit. For
taxpayers who do not owe any taxes, they would not receive a benefit.
To make this a benefit for victims without regard to income, a refundable tax credit would be preferable. The taxpayer who does not owe any taxes would receive the amount of the credit as well.
5) Offer Eugenics License Plates
There are numerous specialized licensed plates that North Carolina drivers can purchase for an additional fee.
These additional fees range from $15 to $30.18
As both a means to generate some revenue and to educate the public, a new specialized license plate should be
created, the purchase of which would support the sterilization victims.
Normally, a portion of the extra money for the plates goes to an account called the Special Registration Plate Account.19 Some of that money goes to the Department of Transportation.20 No money for the sterilization compensation
plates should go to the state, however, unless it could be shown that the underlying fee for a regular license plate would
not cover the costs for the special license plate.
The number of specialized licensed plates that would be sold is unclear. There were 277,573 specialized license
plates active as of November 2011.21 Some of those plates have built-in markets (e.g., alumni of postsecondary institutions) and would sell more than a sterilization compensation plate. To estimate from the sales of comparable plates,
the sale of eugenics plates would likely be in the hundreds or low thousands.22 As a result, the amount of revenue per
year would be modest, but the money certainly would help, and the plate’s educational benefits should not be ignored.
The license plate should have an appealing and informative message to a broad audience. One recommendation
is for it to include an image of the North Carolina Justice for Sterilization Victims Foundation logo and to use the last
line of the Pledge of Allegiance, “Liberty and Justice for All.” Furthermore, and though it may sound trivial, the color
scheme and design are also very important and should be created in a manner to increase sales.
Conclusion
The clock is ticking on the living victims of North Carolina’s sterilization program. The legislature should take
immediate action to provide them compensation. Until such action is taken, those victims will likely not come forward,
nor will they receive a real apology backed up by action, not words.
The recommendations in this paper would provide victims more than $20,000 each and would trigger compensation immediately, before it is too late for many of the victims. North Carolina should be ashamed for its past deeds,
but taking action now to compensate its forced-sterilization victims would demonstrate that the state owns up to its
terrible mistakes. That would be something the state could be proud of.
Daren Bakst, J.D., LL.M., is Director of Legal and Regulatory Studies at the John Locke Foundation.
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