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Among those making the decisions about what
should be sold were Edwin Meese, counselor to
the president, David Stockman, director of the
Office of Management and Budget, and Murray
Weidenbaum, former chairman of the Council of
Economic Advisers. No representatives of any
federal land management agencies were asked to
join. The administration would like to sell $2
billion in surplus properties in fiscal year 1983.
By selling about thirty-five million acres, or up to
5 percent of the total federal lands each year after
that, another $4 billion in sales is projected every
year through 1987.

“The mission of the board will be to initiate an
active disposition program designed to identity
federal holdings which are not being put to the
highest and best use and to expedite disposal of
these properties,” said David Stockman the day
the Property Review Board was announced.
“Our general direction will be to achieve the
objectives of reversing the past decade’s policy of
tederal {land} acquisition.” Support for the ad-
ministration’s intentions comes from predictable
places. Nevada Senator Paul Laxalt, a relentless
warrior against federal land management, was no
doubt gleeful to note, “We're talking about sell-
ing off a lot of Bureau of Land Management
lands. . . .” In some accounts Laxalt has stated
that he would like to start by selling about one
hundred million acres of BLM lands containing
oil, gas, and hard-rock minerals. Then there is
the National Association of Realtors, which de-
signed its Release of Essential and Excessive
Property program specifically to encourage the
use of the brokerage, sales, appraisal, and man-
agement skills of its 640,000 members to identi-
ty hot federal properties. Appropriately, the
NAR calls this program REEP, for short.

More hesitant, but still approving, is the lead-
ing “Sagebrush Rebel,” Nevada rancher Dean
Rhoads. “We’ve shifted positions drastically,” he
acknowledged of the Rebels former clamor for
federal lands to be turned over gratis to the states
in which they lie. “We had to face the hard fact
that the federal government was not going to
give one-third of America to the states for noth-
ing in return.” Rhoads said the full support of the
Sagebrush Rebels depends on whether tradi-
tional users of the land, such as ranchers, will be
protected from wealthier buyers, such as oil
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companies and Arabs.

Not all those in the West, where most of the
federal land is, are pleased with this opportunity.
In a speech he gave to law students, Colorado’s
Governor Richard Lamm labeled the sale of pub-
lic land to balance the federa] budget “a shocking
proposal.” And Wyoming Governor Ed
Herschler, reacting to exuberant claims that mas-
sive land sales would reduce the deficit, lower
interest rates, curtail bureaucratic abuse, and
spur community expansion, observed that “the
all inclusive nature of this proposal should cause
a rational man to step back, take a breath, and
count both his money and his fingers.”

ast spring, when the Honorable Ken
Kramer, congressman from Colorado,
testified in favor of a “full-scale disposal
program” before the Senate Energy and
Natural Resources Committee, he derived sup-
port for his position by recalling some American
history. In the past, he said, the federal govern-
ment had disposed of excess property “quite
successfully,” and thatif ithadn’t been foraseries
of Indian wars the national debt of President
Andrew Jackson’s time would have been nearly
paid off. But Congressman Kramer did not read
our history fully. If he had, he would realize that
much of the public domain, chiefly the lands
attached to the Louisiana Purchase in 1803 and
the purchase of Alaska in 1867, were bought
from nations desperate for a quick fix of cash.
Neither Napoleon nor Czarist Russia retained
its majesty for long after those sales. Their emer-
gency real estate transactions did not keep them
solvent. Such hand-to-mouth measures are in-
dicative of tottering powers in any age.
Moreover, the government’s disposition plan
was successful insofar as it gave land away, but
that success crumpled when there was nothing
good left to give. Even when the sale of land for
revenue was the chief goal of the new, struggling
United States of America, a mere pittance came
in. Between 1796 and 1820, when the govern-
ments need for money was particularly severe,
only about 328 million was raised. At their
height, land sales accounted for less than 10
percent of the nation’s revenue. “Sale of land for







attempted conventional farming with inadequate
water soon saw his patch of earth dry up and blow
away, dust in the hard winds.

Disposition of the public domain became a
“modern miracle of the loaves and fishes,” ac-
cording to Clawson. “In each decade we gave
away or sold the best land available, but that
which was left at the end of the decade was as
valuable, acre for acre, as that available at the
beginning of the decade.” As long as some fron-
tier existed, there was always land at the margin
of acceptability. But in short time the marginal
lands, put to misapplied husbandry, turned
worse. The forces of settlement became more
monopolistic. Big business in the form of corpo-
rations and cattle empires moved into areas re-
served by law for homesteaders. The census of

. 1880 revealed this startling fact to a nation that

; considered itself a democracy composed of small
‘landowners. About 26 percent of America’s
. farmers were not owners, but tenants of the land
| they worked. Landlords, most of them absent

! from the land, dictated the course of settlement.
. With its different climate and geography, produc-

tion in the West depended on vast lands and
complex irrigation schemes. Large tracts of land
were needed to ensure a profit, and the astonish-
ing growth of technological inventions favored
those with enough capital to put them to use.

In the West, failures continued to exceed suc-
cesses, and land held by railroads or illegally by
stockmen often reverted to the federal govern-
ment, in far worse condition than it had been
before. “Conviction that the federal government
had been all too generous in its disposition of
favors during the period between 1850 and 1870
produced a reaction in the form of an ant-
monopoly movement which demanded legisla-
tion to restore the public domain,” wrote histo-
rian Roy M. Robbins. In 1872, the National Park
System was created. Congress still continued to
pass laws that were unsuitable to the West, but in
the General Revision Act of 1891, a fortuitous
provision slipped through. This provision en-
abled the president to set aside forest reserves
without going to Congress for approval. Here
was a seedling of the idea of retention of re-
sources for the future. Under Theodore Roose-
velt (who may have angered more people than he
pleased by wielding his powers of reservation),
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the National Forest System flourished and grew
to contain more than 150 million acres of feder-
ally managed timber.

Another 140 million acres of depleted grass-
lands were rounded up and branded with federal
management under the Taylor Grazing Act of
1934, referred to as the Magna Carta of conser-

vation. These were the lands that nobody had—

wanted to buy or care for, but everybody wanted

L0 use as long s grass grew on them. The Taylor
Grazing Act is probably the first act in which

Congress openly acknowledged that portions of

_unsupervised use. The agency that came to over-

see the Taylor grazing lands is today’s Bureau of
Land Management, a child of the old General
Land Office and the subsequent Grazing Ser-
vice.

“The day on which the president signed the
Taylor Act,” wrote historian Rexford G. Tugwell
in Scribners magazine, “[he} virtually closed the
public domain to further settlement and laid in
its grave a land policy which had long since been
dead and which walked abroad only as a trouble-
some ghost within the living world.” The passage
of the Taylor Grazing Act should also be cele-
brated as the day when enormous chunks of the
public domain would no longer be turned over to
private enterprise; not for a price, and certainly
not for free.

n 1949, when the Federal Property and
Administrative Services Act was passed,
the government acquired the means to
dispose of those federal property hold-
ings which agencies no longer needed to support
their programs. Under this act the General Ser-
vices Administration can prescribe procedures
for designating property as surplus, and it can
dispose of this property outside the federal gov-
ernment. The only other agency with consider-
able statutory authority to transfer land out of
the federal sector is the BLM, but this authority
has never been interpreted as one which would
turn an agency of Jand management into one of
land sales. Nor has the motivation behind any
such sales been first and foremost for profirt.
Reagan’s Property Review Board is, to be sure,
far more interested in the market value of public







market value of $1.3 billion. At least 186 parcels
have been on the market for more than two
years, which suggests they are not really wanted.
Since the GSA already has the statutory authori-
ty to sell these properties, perhaps its energy
should be spent in selling them rather than in
drawing up lists of more properties that ought to
be sold. No one is saying that federal real estate
management can’t be improved. But it can’t be
improved if the federal agencies in charge of
these matters are instructed not to manage, but
to sell. Often, when properties have been trans-
ferred, the government chalks up a poor record.
A 1978 survey by the General Accounting Of-
fice looked at sixty-two pieces of property do-
nated for the public benefit. Of these, twenty-
seven had not been developed as intended by the
grant, and thirty-one had been only partially
completed as prescribed.

The Air Force, for example, donated four
thousand acres to the town of Sparks, Nevada for
a public park. The site now contains a J.C. Pen-
ney’s catalog outlet, a warehouse, and an indus-
trial park. The answer, it seems, is not to get rid
of more land, but to charge “a fair price for public
resources,” as California’s Secretary of Resources
Huey D. Johnson suggested. “The solution is
clear and obvious. Hold public lands in trust for
the future. Meanwhile, lease the lands resources
at a fair market price. Let’s end the subsidies to
water developers, cattlemen, and loggers,” said
Johnson. “Let’s end the virtual giveaway of our
energy resources. The public deserves a fair re-
turn and a trust in the land to be shared with the
future,” he said. Furthermore, it wouldn’t be
necessary to “bail out a mismanaged federal bud-
get if the public were receiving a fair value from
the public resource wealth of these lands,” he
concluded. An indication of what these lands are
capable of yielding under proper management is
given in figures supplied by the BLM for fiscal
1981. Gross receipts from the sale, lease, and use
of BLM lands came to $13 billion, of which more
than $10 billion was returned to the United
States Treasury. The remainder was divided
among state treasuries for payments in lieu of
taxes, reclamation funds, and the land manage-
ment agencies. For every dollar appropriated for
land management, according to bureau statistics,
twenty-three dollars were collected from users.
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ith the Property Review Board’s

emphasis on the market value of

lands to be sold, and the simul-

taneous operation of Interior Sec-
retary James Watts Good Neighbor giveaway
program for the states, the Reagan administra-
tionis in a peculiar spot. Land management agen-
cies will have trouble deciding what should be
given to friends and what should be sold. In fact,
some of the abuses in land transfers were dis-
covered during a recent audit of Watt’s selected
Good Neighbor lands. But one of the biggest
obstacles faced by Reagan’s and Percy’s land sales
proposals is a deep sense of public mistrust, all of
it deserved. In speeches by advocates of large-
scale property sales, lip service was paid to the
sanctity of wilderness areas, national parks, and
wildlife refuges. Senator Percy emphasized that
the first pieces of real estate to be sold would be
mostly unused office buildings and small lots in
eastern urban areas. But less frequently men-
tioned are the orders that have gone out to the
National Forest Service, the BLM, and other
tederal agencies to inventory their own stock for
possible disposition. Government documents
obtained by Californias Huey Johnson contra-
dict the public pronouncements. In one memo
he quoted from during Senate hearings last
spring, officials also expect “a review of the exist-
ing National Forest System, the National Park
System, Wildlife Refuge System, Wild and Sce-
nic Rivers [System}, Wilderness Areas, and Bu-
reau of Land Management lands to determine if
all elements of a system should be treated simi-
larly and if different systems should have differ-
ent criteria for disposal.”

In a speech last February, Stockman spoke of
the Property Review Board’s mission in terms of
land more often than in terms of buildings and
scrawny urban lots. Referring to Forest Service
and BLM lands, he called the situation “com-
plex,” but said, “We are proposing that this phase
of the initiative not be introduced until fiscal
year 1984. We do believe a substantial array of
properties should be considered for sale.” And
in Denver, Secretary Watt spoke of his hope
to “liquidate, sell, or privatize” considerable
amounts of land.

continued on page 16

11













