Puldic Land BExchanges
Net Loss for the Public?

by Sandy Lonsdale

fter 50 years of federd
stewardship of public
land, way little dd
gronth forest remains. Mst of

wiat isleft ggons a high d eva
tion, onstegp ad fragle sals. Edogcd
consi derations restrict tinber sdes in
these forests but do not restrict ex-
changes. Because tinber conpanies
depleted their hodings, nost of the
renining od growth forests stand on
pdic land. Hence extractive industries
trade their supus, lovvdue lads for
hi ghrval ue pudlic land.

The federal governnent owns nore
than half of Qegon. Each year, thw-
sands of acres are traded between public
and private interests: tinper, raching,
nmining and devel opnent corporations, or
subsidiaries that have been created
so ely to enabl e an exchange. In the past
five years, nowe than 17 nillion acres
have been traded and deal s on another
two nillion are pending Trading away
sudwrs o dfficdt to nanege lad to
private interests consolidates owership
into bl ocks nore easily nanaged by the
Forest Service.
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B g Tinber and devel opnent nega- cor -
poraios do not thirk in terns of pudic
benefit, ecosystem nanagenent, or mul -
tiple uses. Wen public | ands becone pri -
vate property, widife hedtat, recregtion
public huting and fishing rues and | avs
change the mnute that deeds are si gned.
Fences and locked gates hoasting No
Trespassing signs quickly fdlow.

Iraicdly, the best vay to nenitor |and
exchanges is aready witteninto the | aws
governing trades of public land. The
Federal Land Policy and Managenent
Act (ALPMN) of 1976 strengthened | aws
enacted 90 years ago by declaring that
dl federd lands shdl remain in pdic
owership except where disposal of a
certan parcd wll serve the nationd
ineest. It futhe staed thet ay pldic
land trades nust be based on equal
val ues of land to be traded. The Nitiona
Bwironmental Policy At (NEPA em
povers citizens to participate in deci sions
concerning land trades.

Despite NEPA and ALPVA the public
still loses vdue in these swaps. Federd
agecies do nat fuly infomthe pdic
when exchanges are proposed and keep
secret the appraisals until an exchange i s
conpleted. Qly then do we see that
these agencies dd nat fuly eva uate the
productivity of soils nor the needs o
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widife species. Uder rues governing
pidic lad exchanges, intaghbes like
scenic v ues ad fish widife hebitat are
not considered. Yet private tinber conpa-
nes are granted d scounts to cover costs
and risks they nay incur such as locating
endangered species on acquired land or
declines in vorld comodi ty prices.

Sone appraisals value old growh
forests the sane per acre as industria
stunp-1ands. They count roads as assets
vihen they are on private land yet as lia-
bilities wen they cone into pudic omn-
ership. Though necessary for extraction,
roads nay have little oo no vdue for
hikers and widife The public nay pay
twce for roads: first vinen they are over -
val ued and again when they are brought
up to federal standards or deconmis-
sioned to neet federal |innts on road den-
sity on pldic hddngs.

Wen valuable mnerals are |ocated
beneat h public forests currently zoned for
forest use, the pudlic gives anay the nin-
eds for freeinatrade wth private com
panies. The public collects val ue based
ony on the curent narket price of the
trees growng on the surface. The private
conpany realizes a wndfall when the
mnera s are nined and sold, or wen the
land is up-zoned o sdd to a third perty
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In Gentral Oegon, conmercia | oggi ng
activity has reduced the 1L.2-mllion acre
Deschutes National Forest to a nere
skdeton of its foner day, just three to
five percent is odd growh Wildife
species relying on o d grovth have been
pushed into snaller and smaller plats.
Qd Ponderosa pine faests, the Ineia
Gl unbi a Basi n Eco- system
Managenent Project has det ernined,
are anong the nost threatened environ-
nents in the nation.

We traded these forest remmants in a
65, 000-acre exchange wth Cown
Pacific, a tiner and devel oprent com
pany. The public gave up about 31,000
acres of prine forestland around Bend for
about 34,000 acres of corporate tinfber -
lands far south and east of Bend. Qur
stevards traded away priceless o d-
gonh pine forests, viewproperty in one
of Oegon s hottest red estate narkets,
mllions of ddlars worth of ninerds,
higway frontage and nore, for an
average assessed value of just under
$1,200 an acre. Qonparable real estate
vduesinths aead thetine of the trade
vere $20-30,000 an acre. If public lands
vwere valued a their true narket price as
rea estate, the pldic woud receive far
nare for the lad it sdls o trades.

National Environmental
Act

The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)
applies to all major federal land actions. It provides a
structure for citizens to participate in decisions con-
cerning land trades and other actions affecting the
environment. It created the Council on Environmental
Quality, which promulgates regulations for imple-
menting NEPA. Most agencies base their own regula-
tions and guidelines for implementing NEPA on CEQ
regulations.

NEPA requires agencies to assess projects that
may affect the environment. If the assessment deter-
mines that a project will impact the environment, the
agency must develop an Environmental Impact
Statement (EIS) through a process called “scoping”.
The agency identifies the need for and the purpose of
a proposed action. In the draft EIS it explains and
analyses the project’s effects on the environment.The
draft is published in the Federal Register and
announcements are sent to interested parties. The
public is given 30 days to submit comments on the EIS
draft before the final EIS is issued. The final EIS
addresses public concerns and selects an alternative
or action.

A record of decision (ROD) accompanies this
process. The ROD includes a rationale for proceeding
with an approach to a specific project. The public is
allowed 45 days from the date of the ROD to appeal
the decision to regional and national authorities.

The Land and Water
Conservation Fund

Besides private/public land exchanges, the govern-
ment also consolidates land for public benefit by uti-
lizing the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF).
This visionary statute was created in 1964 by Congress
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The Forest Service is not dloved to
sdl ay d itspdichddngs, fadngit to
rdy sddy on trades to dspose of |lad
deened to be surplus. The Bureau of
Land Minagenent can sell public |and,
but it nost gve the receipts to the LB
Treasury. Neither type of transaction
encourages agencies to bargain for the
highest price for pdic lad

How can we fix these probl ens? Gven
incetives to pratect the pldic interest,
publ i ¢ agenci es shoul d:

evduate plic land a red narket
prices, the vay & of najor corpora-
tias eva uate the hadngs of their com
pari es;

fuly disclose gpraised vdues in the
early stages of the process;

pl ace restrictions on deeds before | ands
are traded that woul d oblige new onners
to adhere to certain nanagenent objec-
tives, i.e maintanng o inroing dd
goth forests; and

be enpovered to sell surplus land to the
highest bidder. Wile buyers might build
on the fornerly pristine, they do now
anyway and the exchange gets us
nthing for it. Afarer sde nretting nore
noney, woul d enabl e the Land and Wi &
Gonservation Fund to acquire nore pri -
vae land

Royaties flowinto the Land and Ve
onservation Fund (LVIF, see sidebar)
fromleases of pudlic of fshore ol and net -
ud ges fidds. eraiode fo creaing
the fund vas to mitigate the ecdogica
danage that might result fromthis com
nercid activity by acquiring or protecting
land for open spaces, parks, ad widife
helitat.

M average of $00 nllion goes into
this fuddanudly, adinthe past 30 years
nore than seven million acres of lad

Foreground: Crown Pacific trade to public (surrounding
land remains Deschutes National Forest).

have been acquired or otherwse pro-
tected De to pditicd irfigting
ngress has failed to appropriate noney
fromthe LV@F for its intended purposes.
Instead, the fund has been used as a
slush account, as Sociad Security funds
are used to bal ance federal operating bud-
s

Inthe past ten years an annual average
of only $233 nil lion vas appropriated from
the LWCF, adnat dl o thet ves actudly
spent to preserve or acouire land. Rerhaps
due to increased pudic pressure, in 1997
nearly $700 nillion was appropriated from
the LWCF, wth nore then hdf dlocated
for bigticket itens such as purchesing the
Hadwat ers Forest in North-ern Glifornia
and the New Wrld Mre which was
threatening Yellowstone Nationa PRark.
However, vhile the trend seens to be
tovard increasing the appropriation,
actual spending on needed projects has
been ddayed by aher legslaive priari -
ties. This year the Qinton administration
set the stage for fuly guorgriaing the
LV ween it launched its one billion
ddlar Land Legecy Initiative

To rehabilitate and inprove species
vigility ad theresiliecy o naurd hebi -
tats, federal agencies nmust recogni ze
thet the living vdue o pudic resources
exceeds their commercial value. For
nany surplus lands, the highest and
best Lseis nonwse It isintheinerest o
the peogpl e of the Lhited Sates that gov-
ernnent of ficids uderstand this befare
nore wld habitat is traded anay for
stunps and low diversity tree farns.

Sandy Lonsdale, a freelance writer-photogra-
pher based in Bend, is an activist for the Sierra
Club and other grassroots organizations.To
learn more about public land exchanges see
the web site of the Western Land Exchange
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