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This presentation will demonstrate:

• Who wants to wrestle control of federal public 

lands

• What motivates proponents of land transfer

• Where the nation’s public lands are located

• Continued…



This presentation will demonstrate (continued):

• Why our public lands are unique and important

• How state control of federal public lands could 

play out

• How horsemen can take action to ensure “public 

lands remain in public hands”



As citizens, you are partial 

owner of this…

Bob Wick, BLMU.S Dept. of Interior Photo



U.S. Constitution (Article IV, Section 3, 

Clause 2), the “Property Clause”



U.S. Constitution (Article IV, Section 3, 

Clause 2), the “Property Clause”

The Congress shall have power to dispose of and 

make all needful Rules and Regulations 

respecting the Territory or other Property 

belonging to the United States; and nothing in this 

Constitution shall be so construed as to Prejudice 

any Claims of the United States, or of any 

particular State.







The U.S. Supreme Court ruled, as early as 1872, that:

“[w]ith respect to the public domain, the Constitution vests 

in Congress the power of disposition and of making all 

needful rules and regulations. That power is subject to no 

limitations. Congress has the absolute right to prescribe 

the times, the conditions, and the mode of transferring this 

property, or any part of it, and to designate the persons to 

whom the transfer shall be made. 

Continued…



The U.S. Supreme Court ruled, as early as 1872, that (continued):

“No State legislation can interfere with this right or 

embarrass its exercise; and to prevent the possibility of any 

attempted interference with it, a provision has been usually 

inserted in the compacts by which new States have been 

admitted to the Union, that such interference with the 

primary disposal of the soil of the United States shall never 

be made.” 

Gibson v. Chouteau, 80 U.S. 92 (1872)



• 1862 Homestead Act – gave individuals the opportunity to claim free 

government land. During the homesteading era tens-of-thousands of 

people claimed and settled more than 270 million acres.

• 1891 – forested public domain lands set aside by presidential 

proclamation in order to reduce destructive logging and preserve 

watersheds.

• 1911 Weeks Act – created national forests, in part, to rehab. forest 

lands destroyed by unsustainable private sector practices. 

• 1934 Taylor Grazing Act – to remedy deterioration of the range on 

remaining public lands; implicitly began the shift toward ending 

disposals and retaining lands in federal ownership.

• 1937 – Depression and Dust Bowl led to the establishment of the 

National Grasslands.





Public lands today total about 

640 million acres (28% of the 

land in the entire U.S.)



U.S. public lands today







U.S. public lands today



Benefits of Multiple-

Use Public Lands

All activities on lands 

managed by the Depart-

ment of the Interior were 

associated with about:

$200 billion in value added, 

$360 billion in economic 

output, and

An estimated 2 million jobs.

https://www.doi.gov/sites/doi.gov/fil

es/uploads/FY2014%20Econ%20R

eport%20_06_23_2015%20%281%

29.pdf

https://www.doi.gov/sites/doi.gov/files/uploads/FY2014 Econ Report _06_23_2015 (1).pdf


U.S Forest Service 

Budget Overview 

FY 2015

www.fs.fed.us/aboutus/budget/2015

/FY15-FS-Budget-Overview.pdf

http://www.fs.fed.us/aboutus/budget/2015/FY15-FS-Budget-Overview.pdf


Outdoor Recreation Economy Recreation Spending is HUGE

Outdoor Industry Association, 2012

https://outdoorindustry.org/research

-tools/outdoor-recreation-economy/

https://outdoorindustry.org/research-tools/outdoor-recreation-economy/


Outdoor Industry 

Association, 2012
https://outdoorindustry.org

/research-tools/outdoor-

recreation-economy/

https://outdoorindustry.org/research-tools/outdoor-recreation-economy/


OIA 2012
https://outdoorindust

ry.org/research-

tools/outdoor-

recreation-economy/

https://outdoorindustry.org/research-tools/outdoor-recreation-economy/


Recent efforts to transfer public lands



*As adopted by the Republican National Committee on January 24, 2014.
https://cdn.gop.com/docs/RESOLUTION-IN-SUPPORT-OF-WESTERN-STATES-TAKING-BACK-PUBLIC-LANDS.pdf

https://cdn.gop.com/docs/RESOLUTION-IN-SUPPORT-OF-WESTERN-STATES-TAKING-BACK-PUBLIC-LANDS.pdf




2016 House Budget 2016 Senate Budget



Federal Land Action Group

April 2015, Rep. Chris Stewart (UT-2) 

and Chairman Rob Bishop (UT-1) 

launched the Federal Land Action 

Group, a congressional team that will 

develop a legislative framework for 

transferring public lands to local 

ownership and control.

Rep. Bishop, Chairman of the House 

Natural Resources Committee, said, “This 

group will explore legal and historical 

background in order to determine the best 

congressional action needed to return 

these lands to the rightful owners…”
http://stewart.house.gov/flag

U.S. Representative Chris Stewart:

“Why are huge tracks of Utah owned 

by the federal government? Many of 

these public lands could be – and 

should be – administered by the 

state. States should be allowed to sell 

these defederalized lands to private 

entities.” 

On The Issues (2012). “Chris Stewart on Energy 

& Oil.” Last accessed June 29, 2016: 
http://www.ontheissues.org/House/Chris_Stewart_Energy_+_Oil.htm

http://stewart.house.gov/flag
http://www.ontheissues.org/House/Chris_Stewart_Energy_+_Oil.htm


• Rep. Chris Stewart (R-Utah) - Chairman of 

the Federal Land Action Group

• Rep. Rob Bishop (R-Utah) - Chairman of 

the House Natural Resources Committee

• Representative Mark Amodei (R-Nev.)

• Representative Diane Black (R-Tenn.)

• Representative Jeff Duncan (R-SC)

• Representative Cresent Hardy (R-Nev.)

• Representative Cynthia Lummis (R-WY)

• Representative Raul Labrador (R-Idaho)

Federal Land 

Action Group 

Members of the 

group include:
http://stewart.house.gov/flag

http://stewart.house.gov/flag




Transfer or sell? 

The two are really the same. Here’s why:

• Most state trust lands are manage solely for maximum 

profit;

• Public access can be prohibited if it might interfere with 

the state’s ability to generate maximum revenue;

• Camping, hunting, horseback riding are prohibited on 

many state lands across the West;

• Continued…



Transfer or sell? 

The two are really the same. Here’s why (continued):

• The costs of public land management would break most 

state budgets, including:

– fighting wildland fires, 

– proactive management to reduce wildfire risk, 

– abandoned and toxic mine clean up, 

– maintaining roads and trails, 

– treating noxious weeds, etc.;

• The financial realities would force states to sell off public 

lands to generate revenue and pay the bills.



States Have a Poor Record

Many western states have 

sold off the vast majority of 

state-owned lands, granted 

by the federal government 

as a condition of statehood.

For example: 

Of the 2.7 million acres granted 

Nevada, only 3,000 acres remain 

today in state ownership.

Utah sold over half of its original 

land grant. 

Scrubbing out public land transfer myths

www.sportsmensaccess.org

http://www.sportsmensaccess.org/


• Billionaires and global corporations who may 

neither understand nor value America’s outdoor 

heritage would be the ones to buy them.

• Once formerly public lands are privatized, the 

lands usually become off-limits to the public.

• The loss would be felt by all Americans who 

once had unfettered access to some of the 

world’s finest landscapes.

First bullet taken from www.sportsmensaccess.org

http://www.sportsmensaccess.org/


Randal O’Toole, the Cato Institute 

(1997): 

• “Transferring federal lands to 

the states…does not 

automatically mean, however, 

that the lands will be managed 

with more fiscal responsibility, 

with more environmental 

sensitivity, or with less 

interference by politicians.”

• “Land management by ballot 

measure is likely to be no 

better, and could be far 

worse, than land management 

by the federal courts.”
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What Can You Do to

“Keep Public Lands in Public Hands?”

Speak up. If enough of us rally together, 

we can put an end to these proposals and 

protect the incredible landscapes that we 

love.



protectourpublicland.org

Outdoor businesses

and recreation groups



protectourpublicland.org

Outdoor businesses

and recreation groups



From his 1st Address to 

Congress (1901):

“The forest reserves should 

be set apart forever for the 

use and benefit of our 

people as a whole and not 

sacrificed to the short-

sighted greed of the few.”



Questions?

Contact:

Randy Rasmussen
WildernessAdvisor@bcha.org



Wallace Stegner Center White Papers at:

• A Legal Analysis of the Transfer of Public Lands Movement

• The Transfer of Public Lands Movement: Taking the ‘Public’ Out of 

Public Lands

• When Winning Means Losing: Why a State Takeover of Public 

Lands May Leave the States Without the Minerals They Covet

• Alternatives to the Transfer of Public Lands Act

http://law.utah.edu/projects/stegner-research-fellows-program/




