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Through the Wire  
What public lands 

could look like if 
transferred to states. 

THE FUTURE OF HUNTING  
AND FISHING IS UNDER 
ATTACK. STATES ARE TRYING 
TO WRENCH CONTROL OF 
PUBLIC LANDS FROM THE 
FEDERAL GOVERNMENT IN 
ORDER TO DRILL, MINE, SELL 
OFF, AND—ULTIMATELY— 
STEAL OUR NATIONAL 
SPORTING HERITAGE. HERE’S 
WHY PUBLIC LANDS MUST  
REMAIN IN PUBLIC HANDS THIS LAND      WA S  YOUR LAND

by hal herring and jr sullivan, 

with t.  edward nickens and josh parks 

photo illustrations by eric heintz 
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THE FEDS ONCE  
MANAGED EVERY THING. 
Through the Louisiana Pur-
chase, the Mexican Cession, 

and other such agreements, the fed-
eral government acquired all U.S. 
Western territory, totaling about 
1.8 billion acres. The feds manage 
what remains of this land for multiple 
use, balancing recreation, industry, 
and wildlife and resource protection.

STATES LIMIT 
ACCESS. 
Western states—
unlike the feds, 

who also lease property for gas 
and oil development—do not 
have to manage their lands for 
multiple use, which means they 
can boot you, and often do. If 
states do permit access, they 
often charge fees and restrict 
hunting. (See “Ground Rules.”)

UPKEEP IS TOO 

EXPENSIVE. 
When lands are 

no longer profitable, states 
can’t or won’t cover the costs of 
managing them. And if indus-
tries go bust, states must bear 
the land-reclamation costs, an-
other incentive to cash out. 

THEN THE FEDS GAVE LANDS 

TO STATES. As Western states 
entered the Union, the federal 
government granted them 

lands to help finance public schools and 
institutions. These lands are held in pub-
lic trusts and must generate revenue for 
the states. States make a profit off these 
lands in one of two ways:

WILDLIFE IS AT RISK. 
Development can 
displace wildlife. Parcels 

sold in recent years have included 
choice elk, pronghorn, mule deer, 
and upland bird habitat. 

LANDS LOSE VALUE. 
The energy, mineral, 
and timber industries 

are all subject to boom-and-
bust cycles. When demand 
drops, the lands lose leasing 
potential. These industries can 
also impact resource quality, 
making lands undesirable for 
future leasing or development. 

ACCESS DENIED!
Once sold, lands are off-limits, and if they’re 
leased, hunting and fishing is often restricted. 
Legislators have touted the trust model’s 
success, so there’s little reason to think states 
wouldn’t cash in on our national lands.  —J.R.S.

in october 2016, Utah’s Trust Lands Adminis-
tration put 3,700 acres of state property on 
the auction block. With no mineral or energy 
opportunities, the lands had little leasing 
potential; the state knew, however, that sell-
ing the tracts could generate a hefty sum. The 
lands included prime parcels, like a scenic 
200-acre Cave Valley tract adjoining Zion Na-
tional Park. That plot, called “the best of the 
best” by auctioneers, brought $1.74 million, 
with Under Canvas, a resort-style “glamping” 
company, losing a bidding war to the Lyman 
Family Farm, a corporation owned by Utah 
entrepreneur Joe Hunt. 

Other tracts that sold included 1,240 acres 
on Diamond Mountain, home to  Uintah 
County’s best big-game hunting, and a 390- 
acre parcel on San Juan County’s Comb 
Ridge, a popular public-land access point and 
through which runs the Hole in the Rock Trail, 
a historic route of Mormon pioneers. Hunt’s 
“family farm” also bought the Comb Ridge 
property and quickly gated the access road. 
Local communities and conservation groups 
protested the Comb Ridge sale, but there was 
nothing they could do. If states can generate 
more revenue through selling property than 
by retaining and leasing it, then that’s what 
they will do.

All told, the state netted $5.52 million from 
the auction, with the Lyman Family Farm buy-
ing seven of the 12 parcels. Since its incorpo-
ration in 2014, the company has purchased 
roughly half of the Utah tracts up for auction, 
19 of which had significant archaeological, 
hunting, or scenic value, or provided access to 
federal public lands. None of the parcels had 
agricultural potential, so no one knows the rea-
son for the purchases. What is clear, however, 
is that there’s no shortage of buyers happy to 
take public lands off of our hands.  —H.H.

transfer proponents have claimed that the fed-
eral government lacks the constitutional authority to 
own public lands. Professor Mark Squillace, the direc-
tor of the University of Colorado Natural Resources 
Law Center, makes clear, however, that the Constitu-
tion’s Property Clause affords Congress full authority 
to do just that. He also notes that, upon entering the 
Union, Western territories agreed to acts relinquishing 
their right to claim public lands not set aside for them 
at statehood. “The notion that the states should have 
the authority to essentially have those lands revert to 
them is not anywhere in these enabling acts,” he says. 
So, in short, ignore what the Bundys say: Without a con-
gressional decision, the federal government has full au-
thority to retain public lands, for all people.  —J.P.

case study

banned behavior Arizona, Montana, 
New Mexico, and 

Washington charge 
access fees on state 

trust lands; sportsmen 
enjoy federal BLM and 
Forest Service lands at 

no cost. —J.R.S.

Arizona and Oregon 
prohibit target shoot­

ing on state lands.

Montana forbids 
camping for more than 
two straight days and 
all campfires on state 
lands. Moreover, the 

state leases 92 percent 
of its trust lands for 

agriculture or grazing. 

Colorado bans recrea­
tion on all 2.8 million 

acres of state trust 
lands, with the excep­
tion of 490,000 acres 
the state leases from 

itself for limited 
 public access.

THE RAW DEAL
KICKED OUT

A RECENT EXAMPLE OF HOW STATES CASH  
IN AND SPORTSMEN LOSE OUT

WHY SHOULDN’T STATES TAKE CONTROL OF FEDERAL PUBLIC LANDS? 
THIS CHART SHOWS HOW STATES ALREADY BOOT SPORTSMEN OFF AREAS THEY 
MANAGE. NO ONE KNOWS THE TERMS OF FUTURE TRANSFERS, BUT IF THE PAST 

IS A GUIDE, PUBLIC HUNTING AND FISHING ACCESS WILL BE LOST

LAW OF THE LAND
legal counsel

GROUND RULES
SPORTSMEN SELDOM ENJOY THE SAME FREEDOMS  

ON STATE LANDS AS THEY DO ON FEDERAL PROPERTY. 
HERE’S HOW SOME STATES LIMIT YOUR USE
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SOLD! Today, large 
corporations are 
buy ing up much of 

the available public-trust lands, 
uprooting wildlife and cutting 
off sportsmen and the public.

I l l u s t ra t i o n s  b y  M I K E Y  B U RTO N

New Mexico bans 
camping, campfires, 
and discharging fire­

arms on all  public­ 
trust lands.

T H I S  L A N D  WA S  Y O U R  L A N D

STATES 
LEASE THE 
LANDS.  
Timber, min-

ing, livestock, oil, 
and gas companies 
pay for the rights to 
use public-trust 
lands, generating 
money for states. 
Though still in the 
public trust, leased 
lands create prob-
lems for animals, 
the environment, 
and sportsmen.

STATES LIQUIDATE THE LAND. 
Selling land outright affords 
states a fast way to make money. 
States auction certain parcels for 

many reasons, including  perceived buyer 
interest, but it all comes down to cash. 
What does this mean for sportsmen?

by the numbers

TOTAL ACRES OF FEDERAL LAND THAT WERE  
ENTRUSTED TO THE 48 CONTIGUOUS STATES

ACRES OF FEDERAL LAND ENTRUSTED TO WESTERN STATES

ACRES OF THOSE PUBLIC-TRUST LANDS SOLD BY WESTERN STATES 

ACRES OF PUBLIC LAND MANAGED BY THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

ACRES OF THOSE PUBLIC-TRUST LANDS THAT 
STATES HAVE SOLD—OR 70%

70 0
0

ESTIMATED YEARLY COST OF MANAGING FEDERAL PUBLIC 
LANDS IN UTAH ALONE 

UTAH’S 2016 WILDLIFE-RESOURCES BUDGET
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our country is at a crossroads mo-
ment. If we let federal public lands be trans-
ferred to the states, most of them will be 
sold; there is just too much evidence to be-
lieve otherwise. But as it stands, every 
American hunter and fisherman can dream 
of someday adventuring West to experi-
ence the magnificence of our country, and 
do it on a shoestring if necessary, with kids 
in sleeping bags and ramen noodles on the 
campfire. This dream exists only because 
our public lands belong to every American, 
whether you  live on a thousand acres or in a 
rented room. We are all—every U.S. citi-
zen—invested in this, the very dirt of our na-

tion. These lands are a bedrock institution 
of our country, as crucial as the Bill of Rights.

The enemies of our public lands have fo-
cused tirelessly on the conflicts over their 
management, never admitting that we who 
live in this country hold the greatest gift 
ever bestowed upon a people. 

We can decide whether to keep the last, 
most powerful bastion of public hunting 
and fishing in the world, or to take the well-
beaten path to make our country more like 
the nations of Europe, where hunting and 
fishing  are reserved for the wealthy and the 
well connected. The time for deciding is 
now, before it’s too late. —H.H.  FS

the alone-star state 
Texas has only 3 million acres of 
federal land, and has sold 41 mil-
lion acres, or 98 percent, of the 
state land set aside for the public.

COLORADO

LAY OF  
THE LAND

NEVADA

CALIFORNIA

OREGON

UTAH

WHAT’S AT STAKE IN THE 
 PUBLIC-LANDS BATTLE? HERE’S 
A BREAKDOWN OF ALL THE 
 FEDERAL LAND LEFT IN THE U.S., 
NEARLY ALL OF WHICH COULD  
BE SOLD OFF IF TRANSFERRED, 
AND THE PERCENTAGE THAT IT 
COMPOSES OF EACH STATE

OF ALL WESTERN 
STATES, THESE FIVE 

HAVE SOLD THE HIGHEST 
PERCENTAGE OF THE 
LAND ENTRUSTED TO 
THEM AT STATEHOOD

this is your fight. Don’t be fooled. If you live 
outside the West, don’t assume that the efforts 
to transfer, and inevitably sell, our vast public 
lands isn’t any of your business. What happens 
in Vegas, this time around, won’t stay in Vegas. 
This crazy idea to transfer public lands will gain 
traction in the Midwest, and the East, and the 
North, from sea to shining sea. 

The federal government owns only 4 percent 
of lands east of the Mississippi River, but that 4 
percent includes, for starters, 1.25 million acres 
of national forest in North Carolina and another 
1.2 million acres in Florida. But such limited 
federal ownership makes the fight in the East all 
the more critical. Already, state legislators in at 
least four Eastern states—Arkansas, Georgia, 
Tennessee, and Virginia—have put forth resolu-
tions favoring the public-lands transfer. The 
Everglades, the Ozarks, the Southern Appala-
chians—it’s all up for grabs.

This is your fight if public land anywhere, of 
any size, matters to you. This is the time to draw 
the line in the very dirt you own. Don’t give up 
a single Arkansas riverbottom, West Virginia 
mountain holler, or South Carolina marsh. 
Because if we do, we will never get it back. And 
America will never be the same.  —T.E.N.

domino effect

EAST OF EDEN
A LANDS TRANSFER ISN’T JUST A WESTERN PROBLEM

Blown Off 
States don’t have to per-

mit hunting on energy- 
development sites.

  sellouts

parting shot

GAME OVERHEROES & VILLAINS 
name check

WHAT COULD HUNTING AND FISHING LOOK LIKE SHOULD OUR PUBLIC LANDS  
FALL UNDER STATE CONTROL? TURN TO EUROPEHEROES

sen. martin heinrich 
(D-New Mexico)
Heinrich is an outspoken 
public-land defender, with 
the voting record to back it 
up. “Selling off America’s 
treasured lands to the 
highest bidder would re-
sult in a proliferation of 
no- trespassing signs.” 
rep. dave reichert 
(R-Washington) 
The  former sheriff has 
proved unafraid to break 
rank to protect public lands: 
“It is all of our responsibility 
to keep public lands public.” 

VILLAINS 
rep. rob bishop 
(R-Utah)
As chairman of the House 
Committee on Natural Re-
sources,  Bishop has spear-
headed the transfer move-
ment. He’s now asking for 
$50 million in taxpayer dol-
lars to facilitate the takeover 
of federal lands.
rep. jason chaffetz 
(R-Utah)
Chaffetz has repeatedly in-
troduced bills calling for the 
sale of public land. Now he 
wants to strip the BLM of its 
law enforcement functions.

FINGERS CROSSED…
president  
donald j. trump 
In January 2016, Trump, 
then the GOP frontrunner, 
told FIELD & STREAM that he 
doesn’t like the idea of 
transferring public lands to 
states. “You don’t know 
what the state is going to 
do,” he said. “I mean, are 
they going to sell if they get 
into a little bit of trouble? 
And I don’t think it’s some-
thing that should be sold.” 
But will the commander in 
chief stick to his word? We 
certainly hope so.  —J.R.S.
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the holdout 
Montana has largely op-
posed a federal-lands 
transfer and retains 88 
percent of its public-
trust land—more than 
any other state.

the all-in state
Nevada stands to gain the most from a 
lands transfer, since federal land com-
poses 85 percent of the state. What’s 
more, Nevada has liquidated 99 per-
cent of the lands granted to it at state-
hood, the worst record in the nation. 
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crowd pleaser
Pennsylvania has a 
whopping 970,000 
hunting- license hold-
ers. A transfer could 
boot them from the 
state’s mere 617,000 
acres of federal public 
land. —J.R.S.
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