Our Public Estate:tc "Our Public Estate\:"
Under Attack – Again!
“Its rarely a good idea to sell off assets to pay normal operating expenses. It’s an even worse idea when the assets are chunks of national forest (our public lands). But that’s exactly what the Bush administration wants to do.” –New York Times, Selling the Forests—Editorial, March 25, 2006. 

  By now most people who have an interest in outdoor recreation, wildlife and hunting or fishing have heard about the most recent push to sell off about 300,000 acres of National Forest lands in 41 states in order to offset the impending loss of funding for the Secure Rural Schools and Counties Self Determination Act of 2000. 

  Throughout February and March, lawmakers, retired Forest Service Supervisors, hunters, anglers, outdoor enthusiasts, outdoor product manufacturer’s and Governors from both parties challenged the backdoor approach at diminishing our public estate. Montana Governor Brian Schweitzer blasted the proposal saying it is a, “wrong-headed” idea proposed by a “U.S. government that is living beyond its means.”  Former Interior Secretary and Idaho Governor Cecil Adrus said that this is so important that he would oppose Governor Dirk Kempthorne’s appointment as Interior Secretary unless Kempthorne opposed the proposal. 

  Montana’s congressional delegation, Senators Burns and Baucus and Representative Rehberg, all took aim at the proposal after hunters and anglers made their opinions clear. “Public lands in Montana have proven to support some of the most sustainable sectors of our economy,” said MWF president, Chris Marchion in a Billings Gazette Op-ed and a MWF letter submitted to the congressmen. “Revenues from activities like hunting, fishing, wildlife viewing, sustainable and responsible timber harvest, public land outfitting, grazing and eco-tourism are all important pieces of an ever growing economy in Montana, added Marchion. “To allow private or commercial interests to chip away at this ever important piece of our economic future is nothing short of the worst kind of public estate management practice thinkable.”

  The L.A. Times reported that the proposal would be the largest public land sale since President Theodore Roosevelt created the National Forest System in 1905. 

  On March 30, while many conservation minded citizens and organizations of hunters and anglers were focusing on the slated end of a comment period for the public land sale proposal, other national groups were heralding a win based on reports from Washington reconnaissance that there would be no such language coming from the House Resource Committee in the budget bill. At the same time Undersecretary of Agriculture Mark Rey, still on a different track, announced that the comment period would be extended 30-days, until May 1. Rey added that the comment deadline extension shouldn’t affect the proposal’s progress…Congress already has all the information it needs to make a decision, Rey said. The only thing lacking is a final list of tracts that would be for sale, “which is what the comment period is all about.”

  In Montana, the sale would include nearly 14,000 acres, a smaller quantity than was proposed late in 2005, by Rep Richard Pombo who recommended selling public lands as a means to reconcile a growing national debt. Thereto, sportsmen and sportswomen, outdoor and wildlife enthusiasts, politicians and Montanans said, get your priorities straight – our public domain, our estate is not available as a band-aid for poor management decisions. The Pombo amendment failed.

  It was President Roosevelt who said, “The Nation behaves well if it treats the natural resources as assets which it must turn over to the next generation increased, not impaired in value.” He didn’t say we should sell them to private entities for short-term profits or as budget band-aids. Roosevelt understood that solid leaders promote sound stewardship of the public’s estate for the benefit of future generations. 
  While everyone has been focusing a great deal of attention on Forest Service lands – there is more! There is the same kind of push to sell Bureau of Land Management (BLM) lands in order to pay down the national debt which has not received as much attention – many believe this diverted attention approach intentional. 

  The idea behind the Forest Service land sale plan is to use the proceeds to fund the rural schools program for a five year period - which would leave the program after five years, once again out of funding, in addition to the public having lost thousands of acres of our public lands. That deserves a recap – think about the financial prudence of this: the program in need of funding now, will in five years be in need of funding again and the public will have forever lost an invaluable asset. Assets making up our public estate  - assets we value as open space, wildlife incubators, the heart of our hunting and angling opportunities and vital to our recreational heritage  - assets that could be a sustainable source of revenue. Nearly as importantly, these lands could be used as bargaining chips to acquire other lands that would add to the public estate, consolidation of isolated public holdings would create increased wildlife habitat and enhanced public recreation opportunities – larger, long-term sources of revenue.

  Its no wonder that only a handful of politicians and political appointees are in favor of such a ridiculous and short sighted funding scenario. Rational minds understand that the school and community resources that the program keeps afloat should be funded through more sustainable sources of revenue and not through the outright, short-sighted sale of our public lands.
  The second public lands sale idea, that of selling BLM lands to pay down the national debt, a similar scheme as the Pombo amendment, has not been reported in the media as extensively but is equally as disturbing. 

  The proposal would allow the outright sale of BLM lands with the proceeds going straight into the federal treasury with no stipulations as to who could buy the land and for what purpose. In addition, the proposal would redirect funds, stealing money away from current efforts to increase public access, and send it straight to the federal government’s pockets to help pay down our growing national debt.

  Its been reported that the land grab plan, which is contained in the administration’s 2007 budget proposal, would auction off nearly $200 million worth of BLM lands over the next five years and more than $350 million worth over the next decade. 

  To bring this into perspective requires a quick glimpse at our national debt. As of April 5, 2006 our national debt was a mind boggling $8,385,113,562,275 and some change. That’s eight trillion with a T – at least its not eight quadrillion with a Q.

  According to a nonpartisan national debt watchdog group, the national debt has been increasing an average of $2.42 billion per day since September 30, 2005. The estimated population of the United States is 298,969,911 – leaving  each citizen with a $28,046.68 share of this debt.

  It was reported by Reuters that if a person spent a million dollars a day for a million days or 2,739 years, they would hit $1 trillion. To spend $1 trillion in the average American life span of 77 years, you’d have to be on a lifetime spending spree of about $35,580,857 every day from birth.

  Since 2002 the federal government has been on a spending spree and Congress has had to raise the Treasury Department’s debt limit four times, for a total of more than $3 trillion.

  The latest increase was signed into law on March 20 with very little media coverage – the debt ceiling was raised to nearly $9 trillion.

  The measure allowed the government to borrow an additional $781 billion preventing a first-ever default on Treasury notes. Most experts agree that an additional increase in the debt limit will be required next year.

  So what difference does $200 million over five years or $350 million over ten years make?  Not much – and the public looses a 100 year old legacy of public lands remaining in public hands – they would be gone forever!

  Selling public lands is a one-time, shot in the arm funding measure that is not sustainable and in the long run will not help rural public schools or alleviate our national debt.

  We are already loosing too much ground. The Economist reported in February that every year America looses 1.5 million acres of wildlife habitat and 1 million acres of farm and ranch land to development and sprawl – wildlife and farming interests do have a lot in common.

  Public lands and the wildlife habitat they contain is the core of our American wildlife heritage and our hunting and angling legacy. They make Montana –Montana! To allow them to be sold in broad, short-sighted fashion as economic relief, to privatize them - should be unacceptable.

  Dr. Thomas Power, Chair of the Economics Department at the University of Montana said on a April 3, 2006 public radio commentary, “…it would represent a tragic reversal of a century-old conservation effort aimed at preserving a significant part of the natural landscapes that have defined this nation’s history, culture and values.”

  Contact our congressional delegation and let them know what you think and remind them: “You fish, you hunt and you vote!” tc "Under Attack – Again!"
