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“...a wise and frugal 
government, which shall
restrain men from injuring
one another, shall leave

them otherwise free to regulate their own pursuits
of industry and improvement, and shall not take
from the mouth of labor the bread it has earned.
This is the sum of good government...”

President Thomas Jefferson, March 1, 1801
First Inaugural Address
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“What do we want of this vast, 
w o rthless area? This region of savages

and wild beasts, of deserts, shifting
sands and whirlwinds of dust, of cactus

and prairie dogs?”
DA N I E L WE B S T E R, 1838

UNITED STATES PUBLIC LANDS
It is a su rpri s i n gly difficult figure on wh i ch to find gen eral agree-
m en t , but the Un i ted States is va s t ly more “p u bl i cly ” own ed than
most Am ericans re a l i ze . Even the noted liberal econ om i s t , Jo h n
Ken n eth Galbra i t h , was stu n n ed to discover in the 1970s the ex ten t
of govern m ent own ership in the Un i ted States that he recogn i zed as
exceed i n g,“the com bi n ed areas of G erm a ny, Fra n ce , It a ly, Bel giu m ,
Ho ll a n d , Swi t zerl a n d , Den m a rk and Al b a n i a .Wh ere soc i a l i zed
own ership of land is con cern ed ,” he wro te ,“on ly the USSR and
China can claim com p a ny with the Un i ted State s .” He wro te that
pri or to the co llapse of the Sovi et Un i on .

The ex tent of federal own ership seems to va ry by acco u n ti n g
m et h ods used in different ad m i n i s tra ti on s , but it is gen era lly agreed
to ex tend over abo ut one mill i on squ a re miles, n e a rly a third of t h e
total U. S . land mass, with by far the largest federal holdings in the
We s t . Toget h er with state , co u n ty, and Indian trust lands it is esti-
m a ted that 42 percent of a ll the land in the Un i ted States is own ed
and con tro ll ed by govern m en t .

Nowh ere is that more evi dent than in the West wh ere federa l
a ut h ori ty over lands is divi ded among four agencies (in ro u n ded
f i g u re s ) :

■ The U. S . Bu reau of Land Ma n a gem ent (Dep a rtm ent of
In teri or) with 268 mill i on ac res (an area larger than the
ori ginal 13 co l on i e s ) ;

■ The U. S . Forest Servi ce (Dep a rtm ent of Agri c u l tu re) wi t h
191 mill i on ac re s ;

■ The U. S . Pa rk Servi ce (Dep a rtm ent of In teri or) wi t h
77 mill i on ac re s ;

■ The U. S . Fish & Wi l dl i fe Servi ce (Dep a rtm ent of In teri or )
with 87 mill i on ac re s .

More than 700 mill i on ac res in all ,t wo - t h i rds of it covering the 
we s tern state s . In several we s tern state s , federal own ership amounts
to the majori ty of the state land mass. Nevada is 87 percent federa l
l a n d , for ex a m p l e .Alaska is more than 65 percent federa lly own ed ,

and com bi n ed with state lands, 95 percent govern m en t - own ed .
By con tra s t , the states of New York , Ma s s achu s et t s , Ill i n oi s ,

Ka n s a s , and Texas all have less than 2 percent federal land.
All owed uses of these lands held by the federal govern m ent va ry

a m ong the agencies directed to overs ee them , but unlike the devel-
opm ent of priva te property in the East from sale and hom e s te ad i n g
of the public dom a i n , we s tern lands fo ll owing the Civil War proved
to be too arid and infertile to provi de su s ten a n ce for a family on a
6 4 0 - ac re hom e s te ad .

O f fering more land favored more tro u bl e . In a com prom i s e
meant to bring more order to we s t w a rd ex p a n s i on there were
e s t a bl i s h ed mu ch larger com munal pastu re lands on wh i ch perm i t s
for use would be gra n ted and managed by the federal govern m en t .
The bi rth of federal aut h ori ty over the West was inten ded as a
dem oc ra tic means of d i s tri buting its we a l t h .

Un til 1976, with the passage of the Federal Lands Po l i c y
Ma n a gem ent Act (FLPMA), it was unders tood that fees for use of
these com munal pastu re lands would be on ly inten ded to cover
costs of federal overs i gh t . FLPMA dem a n ded the fees be ti ed to “f a i r
m a rket va lu e” of the land itsel f , and at the same time directed that
the govern m ent not “devo lve ,” or sell to priva te own ership any of
these lands. In ef fect , priva te own ership of lands in the West has
been re s tri cted since the 1870s as a means of en co u ra ging coopera-
tive produ cti on , and now is all but pro h i bi ted on remaining publ i c
lands as a means of retaining federal con tro l .

Federal own ership or ex p a n s i on of a ut h ori ty over ad d i ti on a l
lands in the West has con ti nu ed over the last dec ade at a ra te of
a bo ut one mill i on ac res a ye a r. The Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on pro-
po s ed measu res in the last year that would provi de $900 mill i on
a n nu a lly for govern m ent acqu i s i ti on of m ore land from “ wi ll i n g
s ell ers .” S h ort of con gre s s i onal approval for that, ad m i n i s tra tive and
exec utive aut h ori ty con ti nues to be used in the West to acqu i re
m ore public land, s om etimes in a guise of p u rchase by a group su ch
as The Na tu re Con s erva n c y, wh i ch then tu rns the land over to the
govern m en t ,u su a lly at a profit to the “n on - prof i t” s pon s or.

From su ch circ u m s t a n ce s ,t h en , it may be easier to perceive the
d i f feren ces of op i n i on tow a rd federal managem ent bet ween those 
who live in the East and those who live in the We s t . And yet , even
m ore dra m a tic disti n cti ons have been establ i s h ed in the last 30
ye a rs since the passage in 1964 of the Na ti onal Wi l derness Act .

“IN THE UNITED STATES, THERE IS MORE SPACE WHERE NOBODY IS THAN
WHERE ANYBODY IS. THIS IS WHAT MAKES AMERICA WHAT IT IS.”

GE RT R U D E ST E I N, 1936

Th ere has alw ays been a west in Am eri c a ,a lw ays and sti ll beyond the last re ach of a highw ay or a house with no nei gh bors ,
t h ere has been a west that warms and promises of wi l derness and opportu n i ty.

The “We s t” as our gen era ti on has come to know it is perhaps sti ll def i n ed as it was at the end of our nati on’s first cen-
tu ry in 1876, wh en the vast majori ty of the pop u l a ti on , with six or more people per squ a re mile, could be co u n ted east of
the 98th meri d i a n . Beyond wh ere that imagi n a ry line slices down thro u gh the Dakotas west of the Mi s s i s s i ppi and out
the horn of Texas thro u gh the final re aches of the Rio Gra n de was said then to be The We s t .

Some say now it doe s n’t begin until you cross the great divi de of the Rock i e s . Some say it doe s n’t exist at all , except as
an expanse of l e s s er- s et t l ed space bet ween the coastal regi on s . The West is less a locale or a regi on in Am erica tod ay than
it is an ide a , an image coming to mind of s om ewh ere sti ll presiding over the natu ral heri t a ge bel on ging to us all .
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“An ethical obligation on the part 
of the private owner is the only viable

remedy to these situations.”
AL D O LE O P O L D, “TH E LA N D ET H I C,” A SA N D CO U N T Y AL M A N A C

AN EXPANDING WILDERNESS
Propell ed in part by a nascent envi ron m ental movem ent that did
not trust federal agencies to pro tect wi l dlands thro u gh ad m i n i s tra-
tive acti on , the U. S . Con gress in 1964 passed the Na ti on a l

Wi l derness Act ,e s t a blishing a Na ti onal Wi l derness Pre s erva ti on
Sys tem and re s erving to Con gress the aut h ori ty to de s i gn a te are a s
su gge s ted for their wi l derness po ten ti a l .F i f ty - four areas coveri n g
nine mill i on ac res of U. S . Forest Servi ce land were immed i a tely set
a s i de .

By 1968, with the impetus of “l egac y ” lands deriving from po l i t-
ical spon s ors h i p, Con gress began expanding the Wi l derness Sys tem ,
bri n ging it to 631 areas covering nearly 144 mill i on ac res by 1994,
m ore than 10 times the amount of de s i gn a ted wi l derness known to
Leopold in his ti m e .

“THESE WILD THINGS, I ADMIT, HAD LITTLE HUMAN VALUE UNTIL 
M E C H A N I Z ATION ASSURED US OF A GOOD BREAKFA S T, AND UNTIL SCIENCE

DISCLOSED THE DRAMA OF WHERE THEY CAME FROM AND HOW THEY LIVE.”
AL D O LE O P O L D, A SA N D CO U N T Y AL M A N A C, 1948

In our ti m e s , Al do Leopold and his “Al m a n ac” is more frequ en t ly qu o ted by envi ron m entalists than Hen ry Davi d
Th oreau or even John Mu i r. Leopold had been both a farm er and a forest ra n ger. It was in large part thro u gh his ef fort s
that porti ons of the Gila Na ti onal Forest in New Mex i co were de s i gn a ted as the nati on’s first wi l derness area by ad m i n i s-
tra tive acti on of the U. S . Forest Servi ce in 1924. Th ere were similar ad m i n i s tra tive acts that would expand wi l derness and
pri m i tive areas to abo ut 15 mill i on ac res by the time the Un i ted States was en tering its post World War II econ om i c
ex p a n s i on . It was just abo ut then , in 1948, and short ly after his death figh ting a grass fire in Wi s con s i n , that Leopo l d ’s
on ly publ i s h ed work , the “Al m a n ac ,”was produ ced . It became an epistle for pre s erva ti on that would inspire cre a ti on of
the Wi l derness Soc i ety and ad h erents to a bel i ef in pre s erving the wild all over the worl d . Yet as mu ch as he in his work
bl a m ed econ omic ex p a n s i on and “ Hen ry Ford ” for de s tru cti on of the wi l d , Leopold and others of his time held no illu-
s i ons abo ut thei rs being a spiri tu a lly inspiri n g, but little practi ced , de s i re for a retu rn to the pri m i tive . Least of a ll did he
ex pect the govern m ent to take on a task,“too large , too com p l ex , or too wi dely dispers ed ” in dividing the land bet ween its
n a tu ral pre s en ce and its ulti m a te use.

Percentage 
of Federal

Ownership in
Western States
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Cu rrent su gge s ti ons and proposals by federal agencies and spe-
cial interest groups propose ex p a n s i on of the Wi l derness Sys tem by
at least another 90 mill i on ac re s ,t hus incorpora ting more than 25
percent of a ll federal lands and nearly 10 percent of a ll land in the
Un i ted States as wi l dern e s s .

Alaska would contain most of these propo s ed wi l derness lands
(up to 55 percent) and the gre a test areas of wi l derness would be in
the we s tern state s .O n ly the states of Con n ecti c ut , Iow a , Kansas and
Rh ode Island have no lands de s i gn a ted or recom m en ded as wi l der-
n e s s .

From the beginning of d i s c u s s i on s , the most difficult aspect has
been in defining what con s ti tutes “ wi l dern e s s .” E s pec i a lly from
1970 wh en the Forest Servi ce began its Roadless Area Revi ew and
Eva lu a ti on (RARE I), ch a ll en ges were pre s en ted by the states and
o t h er intere s t s . It was not until a com promise was re ach ed in 1984,

wh en Con gress en acted new laws establishing wi l derness coveri n g
n e a rly nine mill i on ac res in 21 state s , that the Act re a lly took hold.

Nu m erous exem pti ons for uses su ch as loggi n g, grazing and
mining were provi ded and implem en ted in the 88 sep a ra te wi l der-
ness laws en acted by Con gress up to 1994, l e aving the con clu s i on
that wi l derness is def i n ed as wh a tever Con gress says it is.

Nevert h el e s s , the standard def i n i ti on held by envi ron m en t a l i s t
groups is that of “a reas wh ere the earth is untra m m el ed by man,
wh ere man himsel f is a vi s i tor who does not rem a i n .”

The most radical proposal of The Wi l dlands Proj ect put for-
w a rd in 1992 by David Foreman of E a rth First! and others su gge s t s
that up to 50 percent of the con ti n ental Un i ted States (most of it in
the West) should be re s tored to a con d i ti on dom i n a ted by pred a-
tors and rep l i c a ting the Plei s tocene era ,m ore than 12,000 ye a rs ago.
Al t h o u gh seeming incred i ble in its su gge s ti ons to limit hu m a n
h a bi t a ti on to perm i t ted zones within and around the wi l dern e s s ,
the Wi l dlands Proj ect is reported to have found favora ble su pport
within the Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on .

Si n ce re aching a peak soon after the establ i s h m ent of
Wi l derness Areas with limited acce s s , recorded vi s i tor use has
rem a i n ed stable or shown a decline in every ye a r, even taking into
account ad d i ti onal de s i gn a ted are a s . The rei n trodu cti on of pred a-
tors ,i n cluding wo lve s , gri z z ly be a rs and other carn ivores has
i n c re a s ed .

“ B u rn down your cities and leave
our farms, and your cities will spring up

again as if by magic, but destroy 
our farms and the grass will grow in

e v e ry city in the country. ”
WI L L I A M JE N N I N G S BR Y A N, 1896

As a dem ogra phic regi on of the Un i ted State s , the West con ti nu e s
to grow at a ra te faster than the East, and has cert a i n ly establ i s h ed a
pop u l a ti on base de s erving at least of equal con s i dera ti on to the tra-
d i ti on a lly held po l i tical aut h ori ty of the ori ginal co l on i e s . But pop-
u l a ti on alone is a deceiving figure . Even though the con cen tra ti on
of people on the coasts shows signs tod ay of s h i f ting into less pop u-
l a ted areas inland, the limitati on of ava i l a ble priva te land in the
West cre a tes zones of u rb a n i zed devel opm ent in con cen tra ted
pockets su ch as Las Vega s , Nev. It is not pop u l a ti on growth but
pop u l a ti on shift that is ch a ll en ging the We s t . Th ere is, in short , a
bi gger differen ce than ever tod ay in the new we s tern er who is “a ll
h a t , and no cows .”

Those who sti ll gain their livel i h ood from ru ral are a s , wh et h er
t h ey be farm er, ra n ch er, h a rdw a re salesman or barber, recogn i ze the
ch a n ge being bro u ght upon them by tech n o l ogy and spen d a bl e
we a l t h . The cultu ral sign i f i c a n ce of a gra rian Am eri c a ,e s pec i a lly in
the We s t , and not for the first ti m e , is at a cro s s road .

“As the urban areas continue to gro w
and the rural areas continue to shrink, I
think small communities are going to sell

less barbed wire and more espre s s o . ”
AN D Y KE R R, OR E G O N NA T U R A L RE S O U R C E S CO U N C I L, 1996

■ The goal of the Wildlands
Project is to set aside approxi-
mately 50 percent of the North
American continent (Turtle
Island) as “wild land” for the
preservation of biological 
d i v e r s i t y .
■ The project seeks to do this by
creating “reserve networks”
across the continent. Reserves are
made up of the following:

■ Cores, created from public 
lands such as National Forests 
and Parks.
■ Buffers, often created from 
private land adjoining the 
cores to provide additional 
p r o t e c t i o n .
■ Corridors, a mix of public 
and private lands usually
following along rivers and 
wildlife migration routes.

■ The primary characteristics of
core areas are that they are large
(100,000 to 25 million acres), and
allow for little, if any, human use.
■ The primary characteristics of
buffers are that they allow for
limited human use so long as
they are “managed with native
biodiversity as a preeminent con-
c e r n . ”
■ Moral and ethical guidelines

for the Wildlands Project are
based on the philosophy of Deep
E c o l o g y .
■ The eight point platform of
Deep Ecology can be summa-
rized as follows:

■ All life (human and non-
human) has equal value.
■ Resource consumption 
above what is needed to supply
“vital” human needs is
i m m o r a l .
■ Human population must

be reduced.
■ Western civilization must 
radically change present eco-
nomic, technological and ide-
ological structures.
■ Believers have an obliga-
tion to try to implement the 
necessary changes.

■ The Wildlands Project itself is
supported by hundreds of groups
working towards its long-term
implementation. Implementation
may take 100 years or more.
■ The Wildlands Project has
received millions of dollars in
support from wealthy private and
corporate foundations such as
the Turner Foundation, Pata-
gonia, W. Alton Jones Founda-
tion, Lyndhurst Foundation, etc.

Note from RANGE
This summary, taken from the web site of the Wildlands Project, is 
actually meant to alarm and even frighten. A “big lie” such as 
setting aside 50 percent of the continent and reducing human 
population has served the purpose of tyrants before in gaining a fraction
of what they threatened to take. None of us should be so deceived again,
even if there are those in Washington who believe it will work.

The Wildlands Project
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O f the more than 268 mill i on Am ericans alive tod ay, it is no su r-
prise that fewer than four mill i on , or 1.6 percen t ,l ive on ru ra l
f a rm s . Not all of t h em are farm ers . Nevert h el e s s , federal cen sus fig-
u res indicate that nearly 25 percent of the pop u l a ti on lives in ru ra l
a reas with fewer than 2,500 re s i den t s .

Com p a re that to 1940, wh en the U. S .h ad less than half its pre-
s ent pop u l a ti on , but 43 percent of Am ericans were con s i dered to
l ive in ru ral areas and nearly 23 percent of t h em on ru ral farm s .

That fewer actual farm ers must be producing more to feed a
growing nati on is one con clu s i on to be drawn . An o t h er is that
s te ad i ly more non - f a rm ers dom i n a te ru ral social and econ om i c
fo u n d a ti on s .“ Ru ra l ,” in fact , is not of f i c i a lly ru ral at all any more ,
but referred in govern m ent terms as “n on m etro,” meaning that the
regi on is unattach ed to a city of 50,000 or more .

It is in that vague idea of our ru ral regi ons that pop u l a ti on is
reported to have grown bet ween 1990 and 1996 at a pace do u bl e
that of the en ti re 1980s. In part , this is due to increasing life
ex pectancy among the “b a by boom” gen era ti on born du ring and
a f ter World War II and leading now to more older citi zens “reti ri n g”
to the co u n trys i de . This has re su l ted in an increase in the nu m ber
of el derly in “n on m etro” or ru ral are a s .

A con clu s i on from su ch stati s tics is that the Am erican agri c u l-

tu ra l i s t , or family reliant on farm i n g, ra n ch i n g, l ogging or mining,
is part of an aging and dwi n dling class of s oc i ety that retains land in
amounts disproporti on a te to their pop u l a ti on . Th ey are being over-
t a ken , in some vi ews , by the “s prawl ”of expanding urban we a l t h .

Even more evi den t ,h owever, is the ste ad i ly rising cost of re a l
e s t a te in favored coastal areas espec i a lly, causing ex p a n s i on into
m ore afford a ble regi ons that were on ce ru ra l . Two - ac re “f a rm s” a n d
“ vi ew ” ra n ches are rep l acing margi n a lly produ ctive agri c u l tu ra l
opera ti on s .

As ton i s h i n gly, one re s e a rch er at the Un ivers i ty of Ca l i fornia at
D avi s ,S teven C. Bl a n k , produ ced a paper in 1999 su gge s ting that,
“The U. S . econ omy no lon ger needs agri c u l t u re and is ra p i dly out-
growing it.” ( Bl a n k , The Futu ri s t , “The End of the Am eri c a n
Fa rm ? ”Apri l ,1 9 9 9 . )

In gen era l ,m ore Am ericans with more opti ons provi ded by
tech n o l ogy and tra n s port a ti on are ch oosing to make their homes in
ru ral regi on s , and in most cases wi t h o ut intending to do so, a re
a l tering the econ omic and social de s c ri pti on of ru ral Am eri c a . No t
that they aren’t wel com e , but because so many misu n ders t a n d , vi t a l
el em ents of our futu re are being put at risk by casting aside wh a t
has been learn ed from the past.

“No Farms. No Food”
BUMPER SLOGAN OF AMERICAN FARMLAND TRUST

As an occ u p a ti on in Am eri c a ,f a rming has been declining since the
beginning of the 20th cen tu ry. But if the Am erican farm er is ever
m ore ra re , he or she is sti ll ever more stu d i ed .

The federal govern m ent defines a farm as any establ i s h m en t
f rom wh i ch $1,000 or more in agri c u l tu ral produ cts would norm a l-
ly be sold in a ye a r. L a test govern m ent reports indicate there are
s l i gh t ly fewer than two mill i on farms in the U. S . , covering abo ut
968 mill i on ac re s , a decline of a bo ut 7 percent in nu m bers of f a rm s
s i n ce 1987 and abo ut 3.1 percent in land use. The avera ge size of a
f a rm incre a s ed over that peri od from 451 ac res in 1987 to 471 ac re s
in 1997.

Even so, the vast majori ty of f a rms in the Un i ted State s , 86 per-
cen t , remain “f a m i ly ”f a rm s . Th ree - qu a rters of those farms are

rega rded by govern m ent stati s tics as “n on - com m erc i a l ”or “h obby ”
f a rms with gross sales under $50,000 a ye a r, requ i ring some form of
n on - f a rm income to su pport the family.

Produ cti on of f a rm s ,h owever, has incre a s ed at a ra te of 2 per-
cent a year since 1948, according to federal stati s ti c s , due to the use
of ferti l i zers and improved tech n o l ogi e s .

Su ch produ cti on stati s tics may be mislead i n g. U. S .a gri c u l tu ra l
o utp ut did show rem a rk a ble gains after World War II, re aching a
growth in essen tial grain produ cti on alone in the 1970s of 2.3 per-
cen t , but the ra te of growth since then has been declining to on ly
0.5 percent in the 1990s, l e ading some analysts to con clu de that U. S .
a gri c u l tu ral produ cti on is near its limit from ex i s ting farm lands.

Given anti c i p a ted gl obal pop u l a ti on and income growt h , food
demand is expected to increase by at least 64 percent over the next
25 ye a r s . In its most dire pred i cti on , the Am erican Fa rmland Tru s t
forecasts that if the ra te of f a rmland being lost con ti nu e s ,t h e

“THE BEST BUSINESS YOU CAN GO INTO YOU WILL FIND ON YOUR FAT H E R ’ S
FARM OR IN HIS WORKSHOP. IF YOU HAVE NO FA M I LY OR FRIENDS TO AID
YOU, AND NO PROSPECT OPENED TO YOU THERE, TURN YOUR FACE TO THE

G R E AT WEST, AND THERE BUILD YOUR HOME AND FORT U N E . ”
HO R A C E GR E E L E Y, 1855

Not as pithy and mem ora ble as “Go We s t , young man,”but more acc u ra te of Greel ey ’s “Advi ce to As p i ring Young Men ,” i t
was a su gge s ti on fo ll owed by many who sought their fortunes in the We s t , as well as by others who rem a i n ed “on the farm .”
But a cen tu ry - a n d - a - h a l f m a kes a big differen ce , both in farms and fortu n e s . On the web site of the Am erican Fa rm l a n d
Trust in 1999, t h ere was a con s t a n t ly ch a n ging figure on the amount of f a rmland in Am erica being lost. It ro ll ed on ste ad i ly
at a ra te of n e a rly an ac re a minute , but it tu rn ed out it was going too slow. A report in Decem ber 1999 by the Dep a rtm en t
of Agri c u l tu re con clu ded that farmland was being lost to devel opm ent at an ever faster ra te in the 1990s—more than 16
m i ll i on ac res bet ween 1992 and 1997, 3.2 mill i on ac res a ye a r. Most of those losses were of the most produ ctive pri m e
f a rmland near urban cen ters . The losses con ti nue at a ra te of over 50 ac res an hour.
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Un i ted States would be forced to go from a food exporting nati on
to a food importing nati on by the middle of this cen t u ry.

THE FA R M E R S
Fewer than 10 percent of Am erican farm opera tors are under the
a ge of 3 5 . Abo ut half the farm opera tors are under 55. But the
nu m ber of opera tors 65 or older exceeds that of the 35 or yo u n ger
pop u l a ti on by three to on e .( Al t h o u gh those oldest farm opera tors
con trol abo ut the same share of f a rm l a n d ,t h ey avera ge less than
h a l f the sales and income per farm than yo u n ger opera tors . Th ey
also reported less than on e - t h i rd of l en der debt than the yo u n ge s t
opera tors.) 

On farms wh ere the opera tors reported farming as their major
j ob, occ u pying more than half t h eir working hours , avera ge gro s s
i n come was $132,550 a ye a r. However, less than half the farm ers
su rveyed by USDA reported farming to be their major occ u p a ti on .
Ot h ers reported a gross income avera ging less than $16,000 a ye a r.

Fa rms with full - time opera tors con trol more than 70 percent of
f a rmland ac re a ge and 79 percent of f a rm incom e , but the dispari-
ties are som etimes en orm o u s :o ut of t wo mill i on farm s , on ly abo ut
1 2 3 , 0 0 0 , or less than 7 percen t , receive the majori ty of f a rm
recei pt s . This som etimes leads to the f a l se con clu s i ons that the larg-
er farms produ ce most of the nati on’s food su pp ly (they do not) or
that large-scale opera ti ons are more ef f i c i en t , wh en in fact stu d i e s
h ave shown that mega - f a rms produ ce a “d i s econ omy of s c a l e ,”bo t h
in produ cti on and gen eral va lues of f a rm econ om i e s .

Ne a rly 80 percent of a ll farm ers have at least a high sch ool edu-
c a ti on , and half of those at least some co ll ege edu c a ti on . Those wi t h
the highest edu c a ti on reported on avera ge the highest gro s s
i n com e .

So it appe a rs that if i t’s not qu i te “gra n d p a’s” f a rm any more ,
f a m i ly farming remains the most vital el em ent of Am erican agri-
c u l tu re , de s p i te the fact that gra n d s ons and gra n d d a u gh ters seem
less and less intere s ted . Those farming the most land, and app a ren t-
ly making the most mon ey, a re full - time farm ers bet ween the age s
of 44 and 54.

“Corpora te” f a rm s , or those with gross recei pts over $250,000 a
ye a r, amount to abo ut 6 percent of total farms but account for
n e a rly 60 percent of total farm incom e .

“ Fa m i ly ”f a rms are difficult to def i n e ,s i n ce many families have
i n corpora ted their intere s t s , and since the avera ging in of a ll family
f a rms distorts the stati s ti c s . However, f a m i ly - own ed farm opera-
ti ons in the Un i ted States earning less than a gross of $250,000 a
year sti ll account for abo ut 94 percent of total farm s .

Th eir va lue cannot be def i n ed in farm recei pts alon e ,s i n ce the
va lue of f a m i ly farms in ru ral areas is ref l ected in goods and servi ce s
produ ced and farm con tri buti ons to com mu n i ty we a l t h ,i n clu d i n g
s ch ools and infra s tru ctu re , as well as stew a rdship of the land.

One index of what has occ u rred in the Un i ted State s ,h owever,
is the ste ady shift in profit from food produ cti on to proce s s ors and
p ack a gers . Bet ween 1910 and 1990, the share of a gri c u l tu ral prof i t
to the farm er has been redu ced from 21 percent to 5 percen t .

“TO WASTE, TO DESTROY, OUR NATURAL RESOURCES, TO SKIN AND
EXHAUST THE LAND INSTEAD OF USING IT TO INCREASE ITS USEFULNESS,
WILL RESULT IN UNDERMINING IN THE DAYS OF OUR CHILDREN THE VERY

PROSPERITY WHICH WE OUGHT BY RIGHT TO HAND DOWN TO THEM
AMPLIFIED AND DEVELOPED.”
PR E S I D E N T TH E O D O R E RO O S E V E L T A D D R E S S I N G CO N G R E S S I N 1 9 0 7

They were the words of a con s erva ti onist who in his ad m i n i s tra ti on wi t h d rew more than 200 mill i on ac res of p u bl i c
domain from sale to priva te intere s t s . Yet they were also the words of a ra n ch er, “old four eye s” as he was on ce call ed ,
who cred i ted his own spirit to his time on the ra n ge . The heart of the con troversy over ra n geland tod ay is con t a i n ed in
that seeming con trad i cti on , for while a large porti on of the public is being led to bel i eve that grazing is incom p a ti bl e
with the pre s erva ti on of we s tern public lands, it is the ra n ch er who has con s erved those lands for gen era ti ons fore s een
by Roo s evel t .

“The greatest thing that agriculture 
f u rnished this country is not food or fiber,

but a set of children with a work ethic 
and a good set of values.”
RO N MA C H E R, E D I T O R O F “ SM A L L FA R M TO D A Y,” 

I N T E S T I M O N Y T O T H E USDA, 1997

The beef cattle herd in the Un i ted States tod ay stands at abo ut 98.5
m i ll i on head , a rel a tively stable figure over the cen tu ry ’s last dec ade ,
but repre s en t a tive of s ome increases in the East along with similar
declines in herds west of the Rock i e s .O f that to t a l , fewer than 25
percent of ra n ch ers in the 11 we s tern states uti l i ze grazing perm i t s
on federal land to provi de abo ut a qu a rter of t h eir total fora ge .Yet

because federal own ership so dom i n a tes we s tern land, an esti m a ted
60 percent of cattle bro u ght to market from the West can be traced
to some grazing on “p u bl i c” l a n d s .

In many we s tern state s ,t h ere has been an alarming decline in
the use of p riv a te lands for agri c u l t u ral and live s tock raising pur-
po s e s . The state of Mon t a n a , for example, e x peri en ced the loss of
1,000 cattle-producing opera ti ons a year bet ween 1995 and 1998.
Most of those losses were to non - a gri c u l t u ral purpo s e s .

Grazing fees for use of p u blic land were first impo s ed with the
su gge s ti ons and help of ra n ch ers them s elves on Forest Servi ce lands
in 1906 to aid in ad m i n i s tra tive costs for maintaining those lands
and pro tecting the ri ghts of permit holders . In 1936, t wo ye a rs after
p a s s a ge of the Tayl or Grazing Act , wh i ch also had the su pport of
ra n ch ers , fees were impo s ed on lands gen era lly in the publ i c
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domain and now ad m i n i s tered by the Bu reau of L a n d
Ma n a gem en t . Those earliest fees amounted to five cents per An i m a l
Unit Mon t h — for the amount of fora ge su f f i c i ent to sustain a cow
and a calf or five sheep for a mon t h . Paym ents to the govern m en t
for AUMs amounted to over $10 mill i on in 1998.

As i de from envi ron m ental issues discussed el s ewh ere in this
report , at the heart of a r g u m ents abo ut grazing on public lands is
the qu e s ti on of a “su b s i dy ” provi ded to federal permit holders wh o,
in theory, would have to pay more to gra ze on priva te lands.

The federal govern m ent has attem pted to ad d ress that qu e s ti on
in nu m erous acti on s , beginning with the In depen dent Office s
Appropri a ti on Act of 1 9 5 2 , wh i ch requ i red fair market va lue for
federal lands leased or sold, and culminating most recen t ly in the
Dep a rtm ent of In teri or ’s Ra n geland Reform of 1 9 9 4 , wh i ch
a t tem pted to tie grazing costs to su ppo s ed envi ron m ental damage .

However, t wo laws are the key to federal grazing fee s : t h e
Federal Land Policy Ma n a gem ent Act (FLPMA) of 1 9 7 6 , and the
Pu blic Ra n gelands Im provem ent Act (PRIA) of 1 9 7 8 , both of
wh i ch attem pted to tie fees to the va lue of the land and the va lue of
what it annu a lly produ ce s .

Un der PRIA in 1980, grazing fees re ach ed their highest point in
h i s tory of $2.36 per AUM on BLM land and $2.41 on Forest Servi ce
l a n d . The fees proved to be unre a l i s ti c a lly high in rel a ti on to produ c-
ti on and gradu a lly fell back to $1.35 per AUM on all public land,
wh ere they stood in 1999, while legal ch a ll en ges con ti nue over
Ra n geland Reform .

IS IT A SUBSIDY?
In a va ri ety of w ays ,f rom irri ga ti on to pri ce su pport s , the federa l
govern m ent is said to su b s i d i ze mu ch of Am erican agri c u l tu re .
G overn m ent subsidies in one form or another, in fact ,a re com m on
in most agri c u l tu ra lly producing nati on s , and en co u ra ged by inter-
n a ti onal trade agreem en t s .

Fa rm “su b s i d i e s” a re unden i a bly essen tial in the fundamen t a l
econ omic value of the cost of food , wh i ch in the Un i ted States is
the lowest of a ll indu s tri a l i zed nati on s .

One argument over public grazing is that arti f i c i a lly low gra z i n g
fees amount to a net loss for the govern m ent and ben efit on ly a
s m a ll nu m ber of permit holders ,s ome of wh om repre s ent we a l t hy
corpora ti ons in their own ri gh t .

Com bi n ed losses of the BLM and Forest Servi ce on revenu e s
ver sus costs of p u blic grazing were reported from 1994 to 1996 to
h ave been $66 mill i on . In the same peri od , the govern m en t
reported losses of $355 mill i on on rec re a ti on and $290 mill i on
on ti m ber.

One re a s on may be found in the fact that the federal agen c i e s
a re overwei ght in ad m i n i s tra ti on , requ i ring 78 em p l oyees per mil-
l i on AU M s , com p a red to 20 em p l oyees per mill i on AUMs on state
grazing land.

In teri or Sec ret a ry Bru ce Ba bbitt has led envi ron m ental argu-
m ents that grazing permits ben efit fewer than 27,000 ra n ch ers and
less than 5 percent of n a ti onal beef produ cti on . This may be more
true as a re sult of con ti nu ed federal pre s su re on small opera tors , but
even so, 80 percent of ra n ch ers using federal lands make a net
i n come of less than $30,000 a ye a r, and the BLM itsel f e s ti m a tes that
20 percent of c a lves shipped to feeder lots come of f the public ra n ge .

The rel a tively small nu m ber of ra n ch ers ben ef i ting from gra z-
ing permits is indicative of the historic natu re of the cattle indu s try
in the West espec i a lly, in wh i ch rel a tively few major produ cers
( i n cluding Ba bbi t t’s own family) con trol large herd s . One of t h e
n a ti on’s largest federal grazing permits in Rock Spri n gs , Wyo. ,i s
h eld by the Rock Spri n gs Grazing As s oc i a ti on , wh i ch actu a lly repre-
s ents nearly 50 indivi dual ra n ch ers .

As a re sult not on ly of s t a gnant cattle pri ce s , but increasing reg-
u l a ti on s , the nu m ber of active permits on public land has decl i n ed
s i n ce 1988 by abo ut 20 percen t . Redu cti on in all owed AUMs on
s ome permits have decl i n ed in this dec ade by as mu ch as 50 per-
cen t . That the total nu m ber of cattle remains ro u gh ly the same
ref l ects the pre s su re on small er opera tors , not the larger on e s .

■ Hi s tori c a lly, the purpose of permits on public land was to aid
in or ga n i zed devel opm ent of the West and its set t l em en t s ,
s om ething that was accom p l i s h ed . Permit holders were ex pect-
ed to opera te from their own deeded land near to the perm i t-
ted ra n ge . This is sti ll tru e .

■ Im provem ents on grazing perm i t s ,i n cluding fen ce s ,w a ter
and spring improvem ents and pro tecti on of ri p a rian are a s
a re the re s pon s i bi l i ty of the live s tock opera tor and done at
su b s t a n tial cost to the perm i t tee .

■ Fair market va lue for grazing fees on priva te lands has been
e s ti m a ted to be from nearly $6 per AUM to more than $17,
with an avera ge esti m a te of $9.80 per AUM in 17 we s tern
s t a te s . However, u n l i ke federal leases, a priva te own er, not the
lease holder, is re s pon s i ble for all improvem ents and care of
the cattle as well as the ra n ge .

Popular 
environmentalism
is threatening not
only parts of our
culture, but our
ability to feed,
clothe and house 
ourselves.

Percent of income spent on at-home food consumption (including alcohol).
Source: Economic Research Service. Computed by Brigit Mead, ERS, from data
provided by the UN System of National Accounts.
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■ Almost by def i n i ti on ,p u blic grazing lands in the West are not
as produ ctive of fora ge as are priva te pastu res and thu s
requ i re more re s tri ctive care by the permit holder.

Taking into account the total costs to the permit holder, i n de-
pen dent ac ademic re s e a rch has con clu ded that the total cost to
ra n ch ers grazing on public lands is abo ut $16.17 per AU M
( i n cluding the federal grazing fee ) , com p a red to an avera ge to t a l
cost of $15.31 on priv a te land.

The fact is that it would be ch e a per for the ra n ch er to gra ze his
cattle on priva te land in the We s t — i f that land were ava i l a bl e .

According to indu s try report s ,s i n ce 1989, a bo ut 50 percent of
federal jobs in direct land managem ent staff, i n cluding ra n ge con-
s erva ti on of f i cers ,h ave been el i m i n a ted . This has com pre s s ed feder-
al managem ent of p u blic lands into an incre a s i n gly ad m i n i s tra tive
c a p ac i ty wi t h o ut direct invo lvem ent on the ra n ge except to impo s e
n ew reg u l a ti on s .

At the same ti m e , the va lue to ru ral com mu n i ties in em p l oy-
m en t ,s ervi ces and goods from perm i t tee ra n ch ers com m on ly
accounts for the most stable and significant share of the local econ-
omy in ra n ching are a s .

In a 1996 su rvey that asked ra n ch ers what they would do if
grazing were pro h i bi ted on public land, 21 percent said they wo u l d
reti re , 16 percent said they would find a new occ u p a ti on , 21 percen t
said they would sell their priva te land for devel opm en t . The majori-
ty, 57 percen t , said they would redu ce the size of t h eir opera ti on .

THE RANCHERS
Mu ch as is the case in all Am erican agri c u l tu re ,c a t t l e - ra i s ers tend to
be middl e - a ged or older, with ra n ch ers under the age of 35 repre-
s en ting the least percen t a ge with the heaviest debt .

O f ra n ch ers su rveyed ,most said that bet ween 25 and 50 percen t
of f a m i ly income is produ ced from an of f - ra n ch source .

L i ke farm ers ,i n depen dent ra n ch ers in Am erica tod ay find it dif-
f i c u l t , but not impo s s i bl e , to make a living from the ra n ch alon e .
The ten dency to larger corpora te opera ti ons in ra n ching is nothing
n ew in the We s t , but the cost of doing business has ri s en sign i f i-
c a n t ly in legal fees and the requ i rem ents to meet new reg u l a ti on s .

As with farm ers ,s h a rp dispari ties are evi dent in produ cti on and
prof i t : A med iu m - s i zed feedlot gen era lly east of the Rock i e s , for
ex a m p l e , avera ges abo ut 10,000 head of c a t t l e , while the avera ge
cow - c a l f opera ti on is 49 head . In the We s t , wh ere there are fewer
feedl o t s , a vi a ble cow - c a l f opera ti on is con s i dered to be around 300
h e ad .

Al t h o u gh herds are cl e a rly larger in the We s t ,s m a ll er opera ti on s
a re more jeop a rd i zed by flat pri ces and ad d i ti onal reg u l a ti on s . Ca l f
produ cti on in the 1990s re ach ed its lowest point since 1952. Th e
re sult has been that while ra n ching remains an allu ring occ u p a ti on
for many, econ omic and reg u l a tory pre s su res have forced others to
s ell their deeded land, t hus con tri buting to urb a n i zed devel opm en t
and the con cen tra ti on of produ cti on into fewer large opera ti on s .

While the federal agencies ack n owl ed ge they have an “ i n ade-
qu a te data base” in public lands gra z i n g, s everal we s tern states have
begun analyzing ef fects of recent federal policy on local econ om i e s .

In Nev ad a , the most heavi ly federa l i zed state , a study of s i x
co u n ties doc u m en ted a loss of p u blic grazing by over 340,000
AUMs since 1980. The a n nual m on et a ry loss to local econ omies in
this regi on was esti m a ted by the Un iver s i ty of Nev ad a , Reno to be
$12.3 mill i on a ye a r, and a on e - time loss to the affected ra n ch i n g
opera ti ons of $12.8 mill i on . At least 167 full - time jobs were also
el i m i n a ted .

The true va lue and cost of p u blic grazing is thus left to be
def i n ed by govern m ent managem ent in con text with the ef fect on
l ocal cultu ral and econ omic va lu e s .

Grazing: Federal Costs High, Revenue Low
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“ Too much light often blinds 
gentlemen of this sort. They cannot see 

the forest for the tre e s . ”
CHRISTOPH MARTIN WIELAND, 1768

The probl em , in fact , is not too few tree s , but too many, s om et h i n g
most Am ericans cannot grasp amid a pre s su re - l aden campaign
a gainst the U. S . ti m ber indu s try.

In 1900, forest growth and regen era ti on was a fracti on of
a n nual harve s t . Tod ay, h owever, growth exceeds harvest by more
than 33 percen t . This is not merely a factor of n ew po l i c y. Net
a n nual growth of the forest has incre a s ed 55 percent since 1952,
and growth per ac re has incre a s ed 62 percen t ,l a r gely due to new
tech n o l ogies and managem ent by the indu s try itsel f .

■ Ne a rly 60 percent of U. S . forest is sti ll on priva te land.
■ Ha rve s ting on public land tod ay is practi c a lly nil, but even

at the beginning of the dec ade , wh en harvest from publ i c
land acco u n ted for less than 10 percent of produ cti on ,
growth in Na ti onal Forests exceeded harvest by more than
60 percen t .

■ For every tree harve s ted ,s even are planted .
■ O f the 6.2 mill i on ac res of i den ti f i ed old growth ti m ber in

Na ti onal Forests in Oregon and Wa s h i n g ton , vi rtu a lly all of i t
is now set aside in areas forbi d den to harve s t . An o t h er on e
m i ll i on ac res is in Na ti onal Pa rks wh ere harve s ting has alw ays
been pro h i bi ted .

Cu rren t ly propo s ed roadless policies on public land would cut
of f access to bet ween 40 and 60 mill i on ac res of fore s ted land. T h e
re sult is a staggering growth of f u el - l oaded forests exceeding 30 mil-
l i on ac res that even the U. S . Forest Servi ce admits is at extreme dan-
ger from wi l d f i res of p revi o u s ly unheard of p roporti on s .At the
same ti m e , the Forest Servi ce ack n owl ed ges that even dom e s ti c
demand for wood fiber wi ll increase by at least 50 percent in the
next 20 ye a r s .

Wood con su m pti on in the U. S . ,m e a su red in ton s ,c u rren t ly
accounts for 47 percent of a ll pri m a ry indu s trial raw materials con-
su m ed , ro u gh ly equ iva l ent in wei ght to all met a l s ,p l a s tics and
cem ent com bi n ed .

Al t h o u gh the Un i ted States is the worl d ’s leader in importi n g
o t h er raw materi a l s , most of the wood con su m ed in this nati on is
produ ced and manu f actu red here—so far.

USE IT OR LOSE IT?
Spanish ex p l orers in the 16th cen tu ry reported they were unable to
a pproach the Pacific Coast of this con ti n ent at times because of t h e
h e avy smoke and ash bl owing out to sea from hu ge forest fire s
prob a bly set by native inhabitants as a reg u l a rly used met h od for
cl e a ring the fore s t .

It is on ly in the last qu a rter cen tu ry that re s e a rch ers have beg u n
to apprec i a te the ex tent by wh i ch Indians all over the Nort h
Am erican con ti n ent used fire in com bi n a ti on with other met h od s
to harvest the forest re s o u rce .A “pri m eva l ” forest prob a bly no
l on ger ex i s ted after thousands of ye a rs of devel opm ent of n a tive
c ivi l i z a ti ons pri or to the arrival of Eu rope a n s . In fact ,e a rly set t l ers
f requ en t ly com m en ted on the “p a rk - l i ke” forests with open sava n-
nahs and easily travel ed tra i l s . Re s e a rch indicates that over growth of
these forests may have been due to the ex tra ord i n a ry loss of pop u-
l a ti on among natives su s cepti ble to diseases bro u ght by early
Eu ropean ex p l orers and set t l ers , and in even gre a ter measu re to
federal re s erva ti on policies that rem oved tri bes from their native
l a n d s .

In 1910, the con d i ti on of the largely unten ded forest of n ort h-
ern Idaho and we s tern Montana that fore s ters call ed ,“the high
l on e s om e ,” was that of an old growth forest unmanaged in any way.
Th ere was a dro u gh t ,s h a t tered in two terri ble August nights wh en
wind and ligh tning set of f perhaps the largest fire ever known . It
ra ged like an open blast furn ace ac ross three mill i on ac re s ,k i ll i n g
86 peop l e , and leading to the establ i s h m ent of Forest Servi ce po l i-
cies on fire su ppre s s i on . Recovery of the forest in “the high lon e-
s om e”was said to have requ i red at least 40 ye a rs .

Un der the Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on ,h owever, the Forest Servi ce
has pre s en ted an unclear policy largely favoring “n a tu ra l ”c a u s e s ,
i n cluding wi l d f i re s , to occ u r. Ma ny form er Forest Servi ce em p l oy-
ees say it is an invi t a ti on to disaster. Not su rpri s i n gly, the ti m ber
i n du s try has recom m en ded that harve s ting of the forest for ben ef i-
cial use would serve best for managing against su ch wi l d f i re s . Yet
permits for salva ging even de ad trees on Forest Servi ce land have
been ste ad i ly redu ced du ring the Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on and in
s ome places in the So ut hwest el i m i n a ted altoget h er.

THE TIMBER PEOPLE
As with other forms of a gri c u l tu re , the nu m bers of people direct ly
i nvo lved in logging or harve s ting of the forests are on ly repre s en t a-
tive of a larger indu s try that invo lves tru ck i n g, m i ll s ,f i n i s h ed pro-

“THIS IS THE FOREST PRIMEVAL. THE MURMURING PINES AND THE 
H E M L O C K S . . . S TAND LIKE DRUIDS OF OLD.”

HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW, “EVANGELINE,” 1847

Fewer Am ericans ex peri en ce them tod ay, except from the passing wi n dow of an airplane or a car, yet even after the 
cen tu ry - a n d - a - h a l f s i n ce Lon gfell ow ’s poem , Am erican forests sti ll stand as vast as they did then . In fact , even with all the
h a rve s ting and their convers i on in parts to mill i ons of ac res of f a rm land, and even with losses to natu ral causes, t h e
n a ti on’s forest land is sti ll abo ut two - t h i rds the size it was before Pilgrims landed in 1620.

The heart of the bi t ter arguments tod ay is in that rom a n tic noti on of a “pri m eva l ” old growth forest unto u ch ed by
m a n — s om ething that prob a bly didn’t exist even in Lon gfell ow ’s ti m e . It is in the last cen tu ry, and espec i a lly in the last
dec ade , that federal policy has pro h i bi ted uses of the forest that were preva l ent even among Na tive Am ericans five cen-
tu ries ago, t hus “pre s ervi n g”a ren ew a ble re s o u rce that federal policy may end up de s troyi n g.
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du cti on and a myri ad of s ervi ces and goods provi ded by nearby
com mu n i ti e s .

No other indu s try has been more dra m a ti c a lly affected by fed-
eral policy ch a n ge s .

An esti m a ted 132,000 jobs were lost or el i m i n a ted within five
years of acti on , or inacti on ,t a ken by the Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on
a f ter listing of the spo t ted owl as an en d a n gered species in 1990.
Standing econ omies in several nort hwe s tern towns co ll a p s ed and
were not rep l aced by promises of to u rism or tech n o l ogy tra i n i n g .
In Ca l i forn i a ,O regon , Wa s h i n g ton , Id a h o, and Montana alon e ,
318 wood mills were cl o s ed bet ween 1989 and 1999. Ne a rly all of
t h em were in small towns depen dent on the mills for their econ o-
my. The direct loss in jobs was over 35,000. The indirect losses to
the local econ omies has not been calculated .

Perhaps most import a n t ly, h owever, m ore than four bi ll i on
boa rd feet of a com p l etely ren ew a ble re s o u rce was wi t h h eld from
produ cti on , re su l ting in con ti nu ed over growt h ,f u el loading and
i n s ect infe s t a ti on in the fore s t s , and indirect ly leading to
i n c re a s ed harvests in Th i rd World nati ons wh ere met h ods of
refore s t a ti on are ei t h er not uti l i zed or unknown . Un ren ew a bl e
ra i n forests on far less stable ground are sti ll being de s troyed in
re s ponse to gl obal demand for wood . As su ch land is cl e a red , it is
u s ed for grazing to meet other gl obal dem a n d s , su gge s ting envi-
ron m ental losses that are unnece s s a ry and uninten ded by
Am erican produ cers .

Because the loss of jobs in the timber industry had its great-
est impact on skilled middle-aged workers, even a return to
harvesting levels of 1990 would require a substantial period of

retraining the work force.
An eco l ogical disaster of worl dwi de proporti ons awaits in the

m e a n ti m e .
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Forests still cover about two-thirds of the area that was forested when the Pilgrims
landed at Plymouth Rock in 1620. About 307 million acres of forest land have been
converted to other uses since 1630 – mainly to agricultural use. More than 75 percent 
of this conversion took place in the 19th century. After 1920, agricultural production
increased per acre, cropland area stabilized, and so did forest land area.

“ I t ’s not a custom with me to keep 
money to look at.”

GEORGE WASHINGTON, 1780

Al t h o u gh the West tod ay sti ll lu res pro s pectors , mining opera ti on s
exist in all 50 state s , producing materials from sand to exo tic iso-
tope s , so mu ch in su ch va ri ety that it is difficult to calculate .

The va lue of n on - f u el mining in the Un i ted States in 1997 was
e s ti m a ted at $39.5 bi ll i on , with the highest va lue in produ cts used for
con s tru cti on ,a gri c u l tu re and manu f actu ring totaling $27.1 bi ll i on .
Total produ cti on of m et a llic minerals su ch as go l d ,z i n c ,i ron ore ,
and copper was va lu ed at $12.4 bi ll i on in that ye a r. Coal produ cti on
was nearly $20 bi ll i on .

As with all produ cti on from natu ral re s o u rce s , the actual va lu e s
of mining are spre ad thro u gh o ut the econ omy, producing abo ut
$525 bi ll i on a year according to the indu s try, or abo ut 7 percent of

the nati on’s Gross Dom e s tic Produ ct (GDP).
So obvious that it is frequ en t ly ign ored ,m i n ed produ cts are

e s s en tial to vi rtu a lly every other part of the econ omy, f rom agri c u l-
tu re to cyber- s p ace . Yet miners are tod ay sad dl ed with envi ron m en-
tal and govern m ent su s p i c i ons of being loo ters of the public we a l t h .

Th ere are nearly 40 sep a ra te laws and reg u l a ti ons governing fed-
eral con trol of m i n i n g.

THE MINERS
As of 1 9 9 7 ,t h ere were 355,000 Am ericans reported to be direct ly
em p l oyed in mining. Th ey were among the highest wage - e a rn ers in
U. S .i n du s try, avera ging $44,000 a ye a r. In du s try esti m a tes are that
an ad d i ti onal five mill i on Am eri c a n s ,i n cluding govern m en t
em p l oyee s ,e a rn their income from mining produ cti on . The ra te of
occ u p a ti onal inju ry among miners is lower than that of em p l oyee s
in hospitals, h o tel s , or retail out l et s .

“I HAVE FALLEN IN LOVE WITH AMERICAN NAMES, THE SHARP NAMES
T H AT NEVER GET FAT. THE SNAKESKIN TITLES OF MINING CLAIMS, 

THE PLUMED WAR BONNET OF MEDICINE HAT, TUCSON 
AND DEADWOOD AND LOST MILE FLAT. . . ”

STEPHEN VINCENT BENET, 1927

What was ra i s ed from the land in the West frequ en t ly went to feed those who were ex tracting what was rega rded as its
gre a test we a l t h . Am erica found a vault of tre a su re waiting there as the indu s trial age bega n . Mu ch more than most
Am ericans re a l i ze is sti ll there , and sti ll being produ ced by an indu s try as essen tial to the next cen tu ry as it was to the last.
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Al t h o u gh large corpora ti ons con trol most produ cti on , the lu re
to indivi duals of finding a stri ke is as evi dent in mining as in other
re s o u rce devel opm en t . In the mining state of Nevad a , for ex a m p l e ,
n e a rly 80 percent of a ll claimants hold bet ween one and 20 cl a i m s ,
as oppo s ed to the 36,000 claims held by nine large com p a n i e s .

It can sound, as it so of ten has in Am erican history, l i ke a get
ri ch qu i ck ide a , but mining in Am erica tod ay is cert a i n ly no less
be s et with ob s t acles to indivi dual en terprise than other indu s tri e s ,
and in some ways is the most thre a ten ed of t h em all . That is parti c-
u l a rly true on public land, wh ere the Mining Act of 1872 sti ll of fers
the last remaining opportu n i ty of converting federal property into
priva te use.

Deep mounds of reg u l a ti ons and requ i rem ents piled up over
ye a rs stand in the way of opening a new hole in the public eart h
tod ay, but mining opera tors have found their way thro u gh most of
t h em in the past 25 ye a rs to produ ce a record of regen era ti on and
ren ewal of mining lands. Tens of m i ll i ons more in do ll a rs have
been inve s ted by the indu s try in vo lu n t a ry re s tora ti on of a b a n-
don ed mines.

Un l i ke other re s o u rces on federal lands,mining actu a lly pro-
du ces a po s i tive retu rn to the govern m ent of $6 for every do ll a r
bu d geted for managem en t .( Nine state govern m en t s ,h owever,
reported retu rns of $35 per do llar spent on state - m a n a ged minera l
lands.) Even so, n ewer envi ron m ental reg u l a ti on s , and even inter-
n a ti onal accord s ,h ave been em p l oyed in the last dec ade to del ay or
halt new mining opera ti ons or ex p l ora ti ons in the Un i ted State s .
One su ch ad m i n i s tra tive acti on recom m en ded by the Dep a rtm en t
of the In teri or would halt lead mining in southeast Mi s s o u ri , ef fec-
tively term i n a ting 85 percent of l e ad produ cti on in the U. S .

Ot h er Dep a rtm ent of In teri or acti on s ,h owever,h ave con cen-
tra ted on imposing re s tri cti ons to mining claims in the West and
demanding high er roya l ties from ex i s ting mines. Both acti on s
would overri de aspects of the 1872 Mining Law with exec utive
a ut h ori ty not su bj ect to con gre s s i onal approva l . This is in con tra s t
to acti ons taken by other nati on s ,i n cluding em er ging Th i rd Worl d
co u n tri e s , to el i m i n a te barri ers to ex p l ora ti on and produ cti on of
t h eir mineral re s o u rce s .

Wh en the Grand Staircase Escalante regi on of Utah was
decl a red a Na ti onal Heri t a ge Si te in 1996 by Pre s i dent Cl i n ton ,
access was pro h i bi ted to an esti m a ted $2 bi ll i on in excepti on a lly
h i gh grade coa l . The need for su ch coal requ i red U. S .i n du s try to
begin importing it from In don e s i a .

In just the last ye a r, the federal govern m ent issu ed 52 noti ces of
land wi t h d rawal covering 2.3 mill i on ac res of the West that were
cl o s ed to mining ex p l ora ti on .

Even with the stri ctest envi ron m ental reg u l a ti ons and con tro l s
in the worl d , the Un i ted States is esti m a ted to contain a large per-
cent of the worl d ’s re s o u rces for mineral produ ct s ,m et a llic miner-
als and fuel re s erve s . Coal re s erves alone are esti m a ted to con t a i n
400 ye a rs of f u el en er gy.

The Un i ted States is sti ll the worl d ’s second largest produ cer of
go l d ,n ext on ly to So uth Af ri c a . Both gold and silver produ cti on in
the U. S . re ach ed record levels in 1997.Yet by all acco u n t s ,m i n i n g
has to u ch ed less than on e - qu a rter percent of a ll U. S .l a n d .

By figures of the govern m ent itsel f ,e ach Am erican relies on
46,000 pounds of n ew mined materi a l s ,i n cluding 7,500 pounds of
coal en ergy, e ach ye a r.

“ P resident Clinton is acting more like
King William, and it should send chills up

the spines of everyone 
who uses public lands.”

SENATOR LARRY CRAIG (R-ID) IN A 1999 STATEMENT

ON U.S. FOREST SERVICE ROAD CLOSURES

John Muir would su rely be app a ll ed at how “l oved ” is his Yo s em i te
Va ll ey tod ay. He might be alarm ed as well by the distu rb a n ce of
m o tori zed veh i cles finding their way deeper and deeper into the
fore s t s . But it’s an open qu e s ti on abo ut wh et h er even Muir wo u l d
f avor “l ocking up” m ore than 40 mill i on ac res of p u blic land in the
West from use by any except those who come on foo t , and then ,
on ly by perm i s s i on .

“THE RESULT WOULD BE THE IMPROVEMENT OF THE VALLEY AND 
N ATIONAL PARK BY THE CONSTRUCTION OF ROADS, BRIDGES, AND

TRAILS.... THE TOLL ROAD SYSTEM WOULD BE ABOLISHED AND IN ALL
PROBABILITY A SPLENDID BOULEVARD CONSTRUCTED UP THE MERCED
CANYON, WHICH WOULD REDUCE THE TIME AND EXPENSE OF TRAVEL 

ONE HALF AND GREAT LY INCREASE THE COMFORT. . . ”
SIERRA CLUB STATEMENT FAVORING FEDERAL CONTROL

OF YOSEMITE VALLEY, 1905

As a natu re - l oving clu b, l ong before it became a pre s su re gro u p, John Mu i r ’s Si erra Club bel i eved that the more
Am ericans who could parti c i p a te in the en j oym ent of n a tu re , the bet ter the ch a n ces for pre s erving it from other uses. A
S t a n l ey Ste a m er made it into Yo s em i te Va ll ey in 1900, the first of what has since become an overwh elming flood of
m o tori zed vi s i tors to the park . In recent ye a rs ,o t h ers have sought more solitary ex peri en ces with natu re on roads and
trails su i t a ble to of f - road veh i cles (ORVs) and motori zed bi ke s . Th ey too have a club in the half-a-mill i on - m em ber Blu e
Ri bbon Coa l i ti on , but thei rs is so far a losing battle to federal acti ons that have litera lly dug tank-trap tren ches thro u gh
previ o u s ly travel ed forest road s ,c ut ting of f a ll wh eel ed acce s s .
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For the most part , the Forest Servi ce built the road s — s om e
380,000 miles of t h em—not for vi s i tor use, but to make po s s i bl e
the managem ent and harve s ting of forest lands. Si n ce ti m ber har-
ve s ting has been gre a t ly redu ced or el i m i n a ted , the Forest Servi ce
has lost mill i ons in revenue and has less and less in its bu d get for
maintaining roads and tra i l s .

THE RECREAT I O N I S T S
In a way, s hut ting of f roads to vehicular use is, l i ke the spo t ted owl ,
a n o t h er su rroga te met h od of preven ting logging and, as is fre-
qu en t ly argued ,c re a ting d ef a ctowi l derness wi t h o ut going to the
tro u ble of con gre s s i onal approva l .

Yet rec re a ti on groups like the Blue Ri bbon Coa l i ti on have been
wi lling to aid in road mainten a n ce and improving tra i l s , and thei r
nu m bers alone would indicate some po s s i bi l i ty for the Fore s t
Servi ce to ad d ress its bu d get probl ems in another way.

Un clear figures indicate that before major road cl o su re s , of f -
road veh i cles acco u n ted for more than 90 mill i on vi s i tor days a ye a r
in the Na ti onal Fore s t s , with the figure ste ad i ly growi n g. The nu m-
bers could pre s ent some po s s i bi l i ty for opportu n i ty or, as has actu-
a lly happen ed , for con f ron t a ti on .

With roads cl o s ed , the Forest Servi ce now con ten d s ,O RV oper-
a tors cut fen ces and make their own road s ,t hus leading to more
d a m a ge in the forest and to inevi t a ble con f ron t a ti ons with aut h ori-
ty.Yet assoc i a ti ons and indu s try groups have repe a tedly of fered
h elp and “adopt a tra i l ”a s s i s t a n ce to federal aut h ori ties and have
s tre s s ed envi ron m ental con cerns to their mem bers h i p s .

The Na ti onal Off Hi ghw ay Veh i cle Con s erva ti on Council or ga-
n i zed in 1990 now has mem bers in 40 states and con du cted a su r-
vey of of f - road users in 1998 that determ i n ed : the avera ge age of
OHV users is 39; n e a rly 60 percent are marri ed with family; a n d
on e - t h i rd are em p l oyed as profe s s i onals and more than half h ave
a t ten ded co ll ege .Avera ge income was placed at $44,000 a ye a r.

Not on ly are they not likely to de s troy ex i s ting roads and tra i l s ,
po lls among OHV users have indicated su pport for paying fees for
u s e , so long as those fees were directed to actual mainten a n ce .

As with other aspects in the issue of p u blic lands, the argumen t
over roads has simply been inflamed by what seem to be arbi tra ry

acti ons of the federal ad m i n i s tra ti on on beh a l f of a single envi ron-
m ental agenda that favors non - m a n a gem ent of the forest and put s
a s i de the inve s tm ents of the past.

■   The net work of Forest Servi ce roads repre s ents a distance
ei ght times lon ger than the inters t a te highw ay sys tem .

■   Ma ny of the roads were built to accom m od a te heavy tru ck
tra f f i c , and thus easily handle autom obiles and rec re a ti onal veh i cl e s
on wee kend vi s i t s . Rec re a ti onal use is esti m a ted to account for 98
percent of tra f f i c .

■   The Forest Servi ce reported avera ge cost for one mile of su ch
a road in 1997 as $64,000. (This is an ex treme figure wh en com-
p a red , for ex a m p l e , to Mon t a n a’s esti m a ted cost of a state - built ti m-
ber road of $5,000 a mile.)

■   The mainten a n ce back l og for road repair by the Fore s t
Servi ce is curren t ly over $10 bi ll i on .

Di gging tank traps and closing access to up to 60 mill i on ac re s
of forest doe s n’t seem a likely soluti on , but it is so far the policy of
the Forest Servi ce .

“ We must identify our enemies 
and drive them into oblivion.”

BRUCE BABBITT IN HIS FIRST MESSAGE AS PRESIDENT OF
THE LEAGUE OF CONSERVATION VOTERS, 1991

Bru ce Ba bbitt bro u ght his atti tu de with him wh en he moved from
the League of Con s erva ti on Vo ters into the top job at the
Dep a rtm ent of In teri or. The form er Ari zona govern or had aspired
to be Pre s i dent of the Un i ted State s , and short of that to become a
Ju s ti ce of the U. S . Su preme Co u rt , but wh en Bi ll Cl i n ton named
him as Sec ret a ry of the In teri or, it was with the urging of po l i ti c a lly
powerful envi ron m ental intere s t s . Th ey con s i dered Ba bbitt to be
t h eir heavy hitter, “our Ba be Rut h” as one of t h em put it. From the
begi n n i n g, Ba bbitt did not disappoint them , naming no less than
20 exec utives from their own non - profit ranks to key posts in the
n a ti on’s land-managing aut h ori ty, i n cluding Geor ge Fra m pton of
the Wi l derness Soc i ety to become Assistant Sec ret a ry for Fish &
Wi l dl i fe .

In teri or had long been rega rded as the most thankless Ca bi n et
po s t , and the least likely to prom o te a futu re career. It carri ed the
b a gga ge of i n evi t a ble con troversies over managem ent of t h e
n a ti on’s en ormous public lands, and of wren ching dec i s i ons to be
m ade bet ween com peting intere s t s . De s p i te his well - k n own arro-
ga n ce , Bru ce Ba bbitt rega rded himsel f as a pe acem a ker. He has
pre s i ded over the last ei ght ye a rs in perhaps the most con ten ti o u s
peri od in the history of the dep a rtm en t .

W H AT ARE WE FIGHTING OVER?
Am ericans are not at war with each other. More than ever tod ay, we
a re more alike than we are apart in our bel i efs ,a m bi ti on s , and ide-
o l ogy. Cl e a rly the most powerful and ri chest nati on on the planet ,
we are at on ce its gre a test con su m ers and its most ardent pro tector,
a seeming con trad i cti on of o u rs elve s .

Most Am ericans tod ay say they rega rd them s elves as “envi ron-
m en t a l i s t ,” because to say otherwise would deny some of the most
evi dent truths abo ut abuses caused by human beh avi or in the past.
S ti ll ,s aving the whales or pro tecting the rain forest or finding sim-
ple truth in the beh avi or of pred a tors misleads many of us in an
a t tem pt to iden tify our advers a ri e s . In order to sec u re the planet for
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f utu re gen era ti on s , we are to l d , we must overcome a va g u ely -
def i n ed vi llain among ours elve s , a force that, i fl eft unch ecked , wi ll
de s troy the futu re .

“We have found the en emy,” said Pogo,“and he is us.”
The battleground may seem to be the envi ron m en t , but the

obj ective is re a lly power.

CONDITIONS IN GENERAL
Mu ch of what urban Am erica imagines abo ut the West in parti c u-
lar tod ay is simply not tru e .

■   The forests have not been de s troyed by logger s . If a nyt h i n g,
forest lands as vast as any known by our ance s tors are in far gre a ter
d a n ger tod ay from the absen ce of h a rvest and managem en t .

■   The ra n geland is not being gra zed into de s ert . To the con-
tra ry, the public ra n ge in particular is tod ay rega rded to be in bet ter
con d i ti on than at any time in the last cen tu ry, thanks mostly to
a greem ents sought by ra n ch ers them s elve s , but also to incre a s i n g
k n owl ed ge on con s erva ti on provi ded by envi ron m en t a lly aw a re
s c i en ti s t s . If the futu re of the ra n ge may be limited from what it
on ce was, it is because ra n ch ers them s elves have more re s pect and
u n derstanding of its natu ral cycles than ever before .

■   We have not “m i n ed out”our natural re s o u rces in fuel and
m i n era l s , and face no risk of doing so in the fore s ee a ble fut u re .
What is at stake is our understanding of h ow to use the knowl ed ge
we have in making the best and most ben eficial use of the re s o u rce s
that ex i s t .

■   Mankind alone is not re s pon s i ble for all natural catastro-
ph e s . Humans have alw ays had an ef fect on the envi ron m en t ,n o
less than buffalo or wo lves or pra i rie dogs , but in many cases no
m ore than other spec i e s . The obvious differen ce is in our under-
standing of h ow we affect the envi ron m en t . The grasp we have of
that comes from edu c a ti on and knowl ed ge far more than from
re s tri ctive en forcem ent and thre a ten ed punishmen t .

We are ,h owever, s qu a n dering our own natu ral wealth and the
well - being of the planet itsel f in all owing the de s tru cti on of
f a rm s ,m a n a ged fore s t s , ra n gel a n d s , and other means of n a tu ra l ,
regen era tive produ cti on in favor of what we are misg u i ded to
bel i eve is an answer in gl obal tech n o l ogy no lon ger reliant on nat-
u ral re s o u rce s .

Our need for food and for raw materials wi ll not be served by
the In tern et alon e , and cannot be met by a po l i tical policy that is
s h ort - s i gh ted and guided by special intere s t s . “ Pre s erv a ti on” of
p rodu ctive and gen era lly ren ew a ble re s o u rces in the Un i ted
S t a tes in favor of i m port a ti on of food and raw materials from
em erging nati ons poses threats not on ly to nati onal sec u ri ty,
but to gl obal su rviv a l . Su ch policy seems not on ly reck l e s s , but
to t a lly unnece s s a ry.

THE “SIDES”
The ex p a n s i on of federal con trol and aut h ori ty in the past 10 ye a rs
e s pec i a lly is simply too obvious to be rega rded as merely the evo lv-
ing process of our govern m en t . Ma ny in the West see what they
su s pect is a sinister move to socialism behind it all . In deed ,s evera l
of the key fo u n ders of what has become the envi ron m en t a l i s t
m ovem ent were in fact sel f - procl a i m ed socialists or ack n owl ed ged
t h eir interest in the theory. That inclu des Al do Leopold and Bob
Ma rs h a ll , a dem oc ra tic socialist who insti ga ted the form a ti on of t h e
Wi l derness Soc i ety in 1935.

Yet for the most part , even though some point to the “Green
Cro s s” role of form er Sovi et Prem i er Mikhail Gorb ach ev in the
m ovem en t , envi ron m entalists are not “Com mu n i s t s” or even dog-
m a ti s t s . On their side ,t h ere is equ a lly deep su s p i c i on that those
who use the land and its re s o u rces are directed by ri ch and greedy
capitalists who would carel e s s ly ex p l oit all public wealth for them-
s elves if l eft unch ecked .

On the battleground for public op i n i on , those sep a ra te assu m p-
ti ons seem to underlie the con tending messages bet ween reg u l a ti on
and free en terpri s e . At ti t u des and preju d i ce have been form ed
a m ong the public in a way similar to po l i tical campaign s , and as is
com m on to su ch campaign s , op i n i ons have been form ed based
less on truth than em o ti on .

It is a com m on ly held assu m pti on , for ex a m p l e , that agri c u l tu re
in gen eral is repre s en ted by powerful po l i tical lobbyist groups and
or ga n i z a ti ons wh i ch som etimes act against the public good in order
to pre s erve their trad i ti onal adva n t a ge s .

Su ch long-standing assoc i a ti ons repre s en ting farm ers , ra n ch ers ,
l oggers ,m i n ers and rec re a ti onists do exist in a com p l ex , and som e-
times con f l i cti n g, a s s ortm ent of po l i ti c a lly atten tive of f i ce s .Yet there
is also a body of equ a lly com p l ex envi ron m ental or ga n i z a ti ons wi t h
po l i tical bases in Wa s h i n g ton , D. C . , that cert a i n ly exert no less
power and influ en ce .

The differen ce for more than a qu a rter cen tu ry has been that
a gri c u l tu ral groups have found them s elves disarrayed in acti on s
com m on ly directed at a specific issue or regi on , while large envi-
ron m ental interest groups have em p l oyed hu ge sums of t h eir non -
profit holdings in attem pting to shape gen eral public po l i c y.

No pre s i dent or po l i tician would ever say they are against farm s ,
for ex a m p l e , yet it invo lves a more po l i ti c a lly pop u l a r, and of ten
m ore prof i t a bl e ,s t a n ce to decl a re them s elves “pro - envi ron m en t ,”
even though that po s i ti on may carry hidden bagga ge .

Some idea of what that’s worth may be seen from the financial
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h o l d i n gs of m a j or non - profit envi ron m ental or ga n i z a ti on s : Th e
Na tu re Con s ervancy is the most outstanding example and reported
n on - profit revenues of $1.6 bi ll i on last ye a r. No other single envi-
ron m ental group can come close to TNC’s holdings , wh i ch also
i n clu de over a mill i on ac res of l a n d . Recent practi ce has been for
activist groups to form coa l i ti ons with shared funding targeted at a
p a rticular cause, su ch as halting logging in the So ut hwe s t , wi t h
financial cof fers com m on ly totaling half a mill i on do ll a rs a year on
e ach issu e . It is spent on influ en ce , both on po l i ticians and in the
p u blic med i a .

By con tra s t , the total bu d get for lobbying activi ties of t h e
Na ti onal Ca t t l em en’s and Beef As s oc i a ti on is abo ut $2 mill i on a
ye a r, i n cluding salaries and co s t s .Yet these funds, derived from a
mu ch small er base of the pop u l a ti on , must be devo ted to a nu m ber
of i s sues and even indivi dual cases. Even if a gri c u l tu ral gro u p s
could com bine their assets in the way that envi ron m entalist gro u p s
do under shel ter of fo u n d a ti on s , the strain on a limited pool of
ru ral con tri butors would itsel f t h re a ten the con ti nu ed ex i s ten ce of
m a ny of t h em . The bi t ter ch oi ce among those in agri c u l tu re is in
wh et h er they can afford to just stay even with a “m ovem en t” t h a t
en j oys en o u gh funding to ex pend more and more in soliciti n g
financial su pport from the cities and su bu rb s .

■     ■     ■

The public pop u l a ri ty of “s avi n g” the envi ron m ent is by itsel f s o
po tent that som etimes little special interest pre s su re at all is nece s-
s a ry to tri gger ad m i n i s tra tive acti on that is not even of fered for
p u blic deb a te . The outstanding ex a m p l e ,t h o u gh not the on ly on e ,
was the 1996 campaign de s i gn a ti on of the Grand Stairc a s e
E s c a l a n te in Utah as a Na ti onal Heri t a ge Si te , su rprising even the
en ti re Utah con gre s s i onal del ega ti on .

In deed , what has ch a racteri zed the Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on is
ev a s i on of p u blic deb a te , even in Con gre s s , by using ad m i n i s tra-
tive orders and reg u l a ti ons to carry out major policy ch a n ges on
p u blic lands.

Sec ret a ry Ba bbitt has frequ en t ly ex pre s s ed his fru s tra ti on wi t h
con gre s s i onal relu ct a n ce to approve his propo s a l s . Not for the firs t
ti m e , Ba bbitt infuri a ted some in Con gress recen t ly by telling the
Na tional Jou rn a l—“We’ve swi tch ed the rules of the ga m e . We’re
not going to do anything legi s l a tively.”

It’s that kind of blu s ter, a l ong with previous acti on s , that has
h el ped stir oppo s i ti on to the ad m i n i s tra ti on . Yet even mild po l i ti c a l
d i s s ent to su ch aut h ori ty has been bra n ded as “a n ti - govern m en t” i n
the heated issue of p u blic lands.

Oppon ents to envi ron m ental initi a tives by the ad m i n i s tra ti on
a re frequ en t ly label ed as du pes or tools of powerful corpora ti on s
su ch as oil com p a n i e s . Iron i c a lly, h owever, a hu ge amount of
wealth em p l oyed by the leading envi ron m ental or ga n i z a ti ons can
be traced to grants from fortunes made in the 20th cen tu ry from
corpora te ex p l oi t a ti on of n a tu ral re s o u rce s . This inclu des Th e
Rockefell er Fa m i ly Fo u n d a ti on (Standard Oil), The Pew
Ch a ri t a ble Trusts (Sun Oil), The Ford Fo u n d a ti on , and a long list
of o t h er well - k n own corpora te titles with ch a ri t a ble fo u n d a ti on s
that don a te hu n d reds of m i ll i ons of do ll a rs a year to envi ron m en-
tal gro u p s . Wh en it comes to funding, t h ere is no do u bt that the
“bi g” m on ey is in green hands.

■     ■     ■

The idea persists among many we s tern ers that it is some kind of
i n tern a ti onal con s p i racy invo lving a plan to tu rn over large parts of

the Un i ted States to the Un i ted Na ti on s . Th ere are 47 “ Bi o s ph ere
Re s erve s” and 27 “World Heri t a ge” s i tes in the Un i ted States cover-
ing as mu ch as 70 percent of n a ti onal parks and monu m ents wh i ch
a re in theory pro tected under intern a ti onal agreem ent with the
Un i ted Na ti on s .

That does not mean those lands are con tro ll ed by the U. N . , but
what is less unders tood is the power aw a rded in settling dispute s
over these lands to the influ en ce of n a ti on a lly and intern a ti on a lly
recogn i zed “ Non Govern m ent Orga n i z a ti on s”(NGOs) su ch as Th e
Na tu re Con s erva n c y.

Su ch po l i ti c a lly - wei gh ted “ i n tern a ti onal aut h ori ty ” has also
been used by the Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on to avoid a nati onal deb a te
( n o t a bly in bl ocking the New World Mine near the border of
Yell ows tone Na ti onal Pa rk ) .

Sec ret a ry Ba bbitt is cert a i n ly aw a re of the appe a ra n ce of dem a-
gog u ery in his ad m i n i s tra ti on and has initi a ted other measu re s
su ch as Re s o u rce Advi s ory Councils (RACs) to provi de what som e
argue is on ly an appe a ra n ce of dem oc ra tic parti c i p a ti on amon g
ra n ch ers , rec re a ti on i s t s , ac adem i c i a n s , envi ron m entalists and loc a l
govern m ent in deciding use of p u blic lands.

In what they say is an attem pt to re ach con s en sus on su ch issu e s
as mu l tiple land use, federal aut h ori ties have establ i s h ed tra i n i n g
programs for land managem ent staff in “f ac i l i t a ted ”m eeti n gs now
com m on ly ex peri en ced by many we s tern ers . Th ey are recogn i z a bl e
in their sign a tu re directi on by a “f ac i l i t a tor ” wri ting the vi ews of
p a rticipants on easel - s i zed tabl ets of wh i te butch er paper.

That the met h odo l ogy is so com m on is no acc i den t . Bre a k i n g
p a rticipants into small groups gen era lly unfamiliar with each other
is inten ded not on ly to produ ce a va ri ety of t h o u gh t , but to dis-
co u ra ge disagreem ent in a po l i tely uncertain social set ti n g.
Tra n s l a ting their vi ews into simple statem ents listed on the paper
m a kes their differen ces seem even less sign i f i c a n t . What comes of i t ,
according to cri tics of this “ Del ph i ”m et h od , is the a ppe a ra n ce of
a greem ent on a pre - p l a n n ed soluti on . The cri tics say parti c i p a n t s
a re simply manipulated into thinking they have found con s en su s .
Wh et h er or not the cri tics are ri ght abo ut that, su ch “f ac i l i t a ted ”
m et h ods appear to be taking the place of s ocial and scien ti f i c
deb a te . Those with particular ex pertise and knowl ed ge in the fiel d ,
in fact ,a re ch a racteri s ti c a lly exclu ded from the con s en sus proce s s .

To say there is a con s p i racy or some sort of grand plan for a
s ocialist takeover of the West distorts the re a l i ty of a va s t ly more
com p l ex (not to men ti on more capitalist funded) envi ron m en t a l
“m ovem en t” that has captu red the en t husiasm of young people in
p a rticular thro u gh a public media campaign that pre s ents an
opportu n i ty for redem pti on of s ome mutu a lly held social guilt. If
it distorts re a l i ty and ign ores its own re s pon s i bi l i ty for the cre a ti on
of s ocial and even envi ron m ental cri s e s , it has evo lved less as a
con s p i racy than as a po l i tical agenda wh i ch yet requ i res an
edu c a ted re s pon s e .

SPECIES ENDANGERED—IS IT THE
OWLS? OR IS IT US?
From the very beginning of t h eir campaign in 1989, the Si erra Clu b
m ade no sec ret of the fact that the spo t ted owl was vi rtu a lly inven t-
ed from qu e s ti on a ble re s e a rch as a “su rroga te” u s eful to halting all
old growth forest harve s ting in the Nort hwe s t .

An dy Stahl of the Si erra Club was del i gh ted in com p a ring the
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owl to “ Ba m bi ”as a sym bol of the Clu b’s inten ti on s . It worked even
beyond Si erra Club ex pect a ti ons and hope s , in a rapid few ye a rs
s hut ting down vi rtu a lly all logging on public land. This even
t h o u gh the owl ’s su ppo s ed rel i a n ce on old growth ti m ber was put
i n to serious qu e s ti on by hu n d reds of nests found in second growt h
forests and one even discovered in a K-Ma rt sign .

Th ere are 1,197 species of plants and animals in the Un i ted
S t a tes listed as thre a ten ed or en d a n gered . Si n ce final passage of t h e
E n d a n gered Species Act in 1973, 11 species have been del i s ted as a
re sult of t h eir recovery; s even species have been decl a red ex ti n ct ;
and nine other species have been del i s ted after finding the ori gi n a l
data was incorrect .

O f the 10 to 30 mill i on species esti m a ted to exist on the planet
tod ay, s c i en tists esti m a te that 17,000 become ex ti n ct every ye a r.
That is not an alarming figure . Most of the species that ever ex i s ted
a re tod ay ex ti n ct from natu ral proce s s e s .

Th o u gh scien ce deb a tes how mu ch govern m ent actu a lly had
to do with it, the Endangered Species Act (ESA) can cert a i n ly
flaunt its po s ter su ccesses in the bald eagle or the peregrine fal-
con , even while ign oring that it was the el i m i n a ti on of pe s ti-
c i des su ch as DDT, and the work of the priva te Peregrine Fu n d ,
that de s erve the cred i t .

But the key to understanding the ESA tod ay is in that “su rro-
ga te”i s su e . Most of the species listed are con s i dered in danger
because of h a bitat loss, and the most frequ en t ly “l o s t” h a bi t a t
i nvo lves fresh water.

Wh i ch bri n gs us to what has alw ays been the bo t tom line in the
We s t . If the West had been bl e s s ed with nearly the same gen eral dis-
tri buti on of rivers and waterw ays found east of the Mi s s i s s i pp i ,t h i s
would su rely be a different nati on , and no su ch disputes over “p u b-
lic land” could po s s i bly have en du red over more than a cen tu ry. In
the We s t , as Ma rk Twain ob s erved ,“Wh i s key is for dri n k i n g.Wa ter
is for figh ti n g.”

Ad m i n i s tra ti on of the Endangered Species Act tod ay is largely
the re s pon s i bi l i ty of the U. S . Fish & Wi l dl i fe Servi ce ,h e aded by
G eor ge Fra m pton . If w a ter is what wi ll unlock the door to spec i e s
su rviva l , Fra m pton holds the key. An d , as in other parts of In teri or
Dep a rtm ent po l i c y, it is sel dom a matter of repre s en t a tive deb a te
a bo ut the outcom e .

Wa ter tra n s form ed the de s ert in some areas of the We s t ,m a k-
ing it “bl oom” as Th eodore Roo s evelt prom i s ed in new farms that
were meant to feed indu s trial ex p a n s i on to the coa s t . Su ch prom i s-
es of w a ter for irri ga ti on bro u ght people West at the begi n n i n g
of the 20th cen tu ry. Prob a bly the most com m on issue at the
h e a rt of most disputes in the West tod ay are over ri ghts sti ll hel d
to that water. In an ever- growing West it is ever more the most
va lu a ble com m od i ty. Wa ter is power.

More than the land, the govern m ent wants the water.
That is the bo t tom line.

THERE WILL NEVER BE MORE, 
AND THERE IS NEVER ENOUGH 
Never like the East, of co u rs e ,w a ter in the West has alw ays been
m ore scarce and more at issue over who should con trol its use.
Ra i n f a ll in the 17 we s tern states is typ i c a lly 30 to 50 percent of wh a t
it is in the East.

In the East, gen eral water doctrine is based on “ri p a rian ri gh t s”

of e ach landholder ad jacent to a stream sharing equ a lly in its “re a-
s on a bl e” u s e .

In the We s t ,w a ter law fo ll ows a doctrine of “pri or appropri a-
ti on ,”a ll owing the first water user to take what is needed for “ben e-
f i c i a l ”u s e . In a dro u gh t ,s en i or ri ghts are met firs t , the basic ru l e
bei n g,“use it or lose it.”

Agri c u l tu ral users in the West have gen era lly been losing it in
the last 20 ye a rs due to new claims by federal aut h ori ties over wh a t
is “ben ef i c i a l ”use and “pri or ” ri gh t s . In large part , this is bec a u s e
federal doctrine that on ce left the matter of “pri or appropri a ti on”
to the states and to noti on of a ll owing the West to “bl oom” f rom
i rri ga ti on , has been “rei nven ted ” in the last dec ade with more and
m ore claims of federal ri gh t s .

Those pri ori ties have ch a n ged since federal recl a m a ti on po l i c y
at the beginning of the 20th cen tu ry en co u ra ged families to settle in
an arid West made to “bl oom” f rom the cre a ti on of d a m s , re s er-
voi rs and irri ga ti on sys tem s .

Tod ay, s ome 31 mill i on people in the West rely in one way or
a n o t h er on the more than 300 dams and re s ervoi rs built by the
Bu reau of Recl a m a ti on to provi de water to more than nine mill i on
ac res of f a rmland since 1902.

De s p i te promises made to those ori ginal set t l ers ,h owever,
i n c reasing demand for water from growing urban areas and newly
e s t a bl i s h ed wi l dl i fe habitats has re su l ted in major altera ti ons in the
policy and mission of federal agencies su ch as the Bu reau of
Recl a m a ti on . And although federal aut h ori ty stems from the
Recl a m a ti on Act of 1 9 0 2 ,s i n ce then assu m ed and actual federa l
a ut h ori ty over water re s o u rces has been fra gm en ted into mu l ti p l e
a gen c i e s .

No less than 12 standing com m i t tees in Con gress have ju ri s d i c-
ti on over “federa l ”w a ter, yet no com preh en s ive plan on federa l
w a ter re s o u rces has been introdu ced since the 1965 Wa ter
Re s o u rces Planning Act gen era lly providing for an assessment of
the re s o u rce .

Si n ce then ,a l t h o u gh states are ack n owl ed ged to gen era lly have
con trol over their own water re s o u rce s , mu l tiple federal agen c i e s
i n cluding the BLM, the Forest Servi ce , U. S . Fish & Wi l dl i fe Servi ce ,
the Bu reau of Recl a m a ti on and the Envi ron m ental Pro tecti on
Agency have cl a i m ed pri or ri ghts for the all oc a ti on of we s tern
w a ter.

The com p l ex issue of w a ter ri ghts is ex pected to be argued in
one or more cases before the U. S . Su preme Co u rt in this dec ade . In
the meanti m e ,h owever, losses of f a rmland due to el i m i n a ti on of
i rri ga ti on or grazing ri ghts by federal aut h ori ties amount to mil-
l i ons of ac res and con ti nue to be cen tral to the issue in the We s t .

“ N a t u re teaches more than she 
p reaches. There are no sermons 

in stone. It is easier to get a spark out 
of a stone than a moral.”

JO H N BU R R O U G H S, C A. 1900

More so than we would like , RA N G E is acc u s ed of “pre aching to
the ch oi r ” by reminding those in the ru ral West of what they
a l re ady know. But nei t h er we nor those re aders closest to us want to
be rega rded as mission a ries or advers a ries in causes that need not
d ivi de the nati on or the people of the West as mu ch as they have in



recent ye a rs . John Muir is a hero to us, too.Al do Leopold co u l d
h ave wri t ten for RANGE m a ga z i n e . Con tem pora ry envi ron m en t a l-
i s t s , even if t h eir vi ews are as radical as those of D avid Foreman and
Reed No s s ,a re part of our intere s t . But every trend de s erves to be
ex a m i n ed for its trut h .

These things we think are tru e .
■   The honest produ cti on of food ,f i ber, and raw materials in

the West is no less nece s s a ry tod ay than ever.
■   If the nu m bers of f a rms and the vi a bi l i ty of f a rming con ti n-

ues to decline in the Un i ted State s , the least re sult wi ll be a seri o u s
i n c rease in the cost of food for all of u s .

■   If the decline in legi ti m a te live s tock grazing con ti nues at a
ra te of 20 percent each dec ade , the re sult wi ll be not on ly high er
costs for pro tei n , but lower qu a l i ty and even qu e s ti on a ble su pp l i e s .

■   If ti m ber produ cti on , redu ced by 70 percent in the last
dec ade , remains at su ch level s , con su m er costs for an incred i bl e
va ri ety of produ cts wi ll ri s e , while the forests wi ll be in ever gre a ter
d a n ger of c a t a s trophic wi l d f i re s .

■   If the produ cti on of f u el and minerals in the Un i ted States is
even more limited than it is tod ay, this con suming nati on wi ll sti ll
acqu i re the nece s s a ry raw materials from import s ,t hus not on ly
com promising nati onal sec u ri ty, but con tri buting to envi ron m en-
tal de s tru cti on in other co u n tri e s .

■   If the nati onal heri t a ge con t a i n ed in our public lands is set
a s i de as a pre s erva ti on of a mythical past, our futu re as a nati on and
as free people wi ll be in dire do u bt , and the balance of n a tu re
t h ro u gh o ut the planet wi ll be thre a ten ed .

■   If the trend of federal reg u l a ti on and con trol con ti nu e s , pro-
du cti on of food ,f i ber and raw materials in the Un i ted States wi ll be
d i rected into the holdings of l a r ger and more powerful corpora te

en terprises that wi ll have influ en ce over su pp ly, demand and pri ce s .
In calculating all of it in the last two dec ade s , it is not the man-

a gem ent of n a tu ral re s o u rce s , but the attem pt to manage and con-
trol human beh avi or and aspira ti on that is at the heart of the issu e
in the We s t .

We bel i eve , as people in the West have alw ays bel i eved , that we
h ave a ri ght to parti c i p a te in shaping our own de s ti ny. That is noth-
ing more than what is prom i s ed to us all as free peop l e . ■
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Note: 1994-96 average, in 1996 dollars. State Trust figures are based 
on the average figures for state-managed lands, including Arizona, Colorado, 
Idaho, Montana, Nebraska, New Mexico, Oregon, South Dakota, Utah and
W a s h i n g t o n .
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