


Advancing the policy and practice study of America’s public lands counties

Today’s Agenda: 
• Overview of the Center 

• Public Lands History 101 

• Findings from: A Split Story: Economic Trends in Public Lands Counties





Mission
Advance the policy and practice study for America’s public lands counties

Imperative
Elevate the long-term policy and practice research, capacity and knowledge exchange of elected 
and appointed leaders from America’s public lands counties, including with federal and state 
policymakers, key influencers, the media and the public

Objectives
Enhance intergovernmental policymakers' grasp of unique challenges faced by county officials in 
areas with federal lands

Conduct research, case studies, public forums and facilitate networks to inform policies and 
practices impacting public lands counties 

Foster dialogue between federal, state, tribal and local governments on key issues including 
landscape health, wildfire mitigation and economic development in public land counties



NCPLC’s Resources and Curriculum 
• Published Reports

• A Split Story: Economic Trends in Public Lands Counties

• Primer for Counties: Payments in Lieu of Taxes (PILT) and 
Secure Rural Schools (SRS) Programs

• Public Lands History 101 Slide Deck

• Knowledge Hub Repository
• Access a Library of Resources

• Curriculum Videos

• Examples of Resource Management Plans and MOUS to 
share with fellow officials

• Ask Questions and Share Challenges and Opportunities

Join the NCPLC 
Knowledge Hub 



Public Lands History 101: A History of Public Lands, 
Acquisitions, Dispositions and the Coalescence of the 

Management Paradigm,1776–1946



Public Lands History 
The History of Public Lands – Defined by Three Intersecting Periods

• Acquisition 
• Disposal
• Management

Acquisition – The United States Acquires 1.8 Billion Acres
• Period of Original Colony Cessions: 1780s
• War: 1775 – 1898
• Treaties: 1783 – 1848
• Purchases: 1800 – 1867

Disposal – The United States Sells, Grants, or Reserves 1.2 Billion Acres
• Sales to Individuals: 1785 - 1976
• Land Grants: 1776 - 1986

• Methods include:
• Grants to Individuals 
• Grants to Railroads
• Grants to Schools
• Conveyances for Native Americans
• Conveyances to States

Management – The United States Manages Nearly 
640 Million Acres

• 1891 – 1947: Formation of Federal Land 
Management Agencies 

- USFS, NPS, FWS, BLM and DOD

Native Nations Cede Land to New 
Territorial Governments 

Contributing to the United States 

Source: West, Benjamin., “Penn's Treaty with the Indians, 1771–1772,” Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine 
Arts. Available https://www.pafa.org/museum/collection/item/penns-treaty-Indian ( February 14, 2025).

https://www.pafa.org/museum/collection/item/penns-treaty-Indian
https://www.pafa.org/museum/collection/item/penns-treaty-Indian
https://www.pafa.org/museum/collection/item/penns-treaty-Indian
https://www.pafa.org/museum/collection/item/penns-treaty-Indian
https://www.pafa.org/museum/collection/item/penns-treaty-Indian


Public Lands 101: A History of Public Lands, Acquisitions



Period of Acquisition
• The period of acquisition begins with the Nation’s independence

• 7 of 13 Original colonies cede their western land claims to the 
new national government, creating unity and cooperation

• The Constitution authorizes ownership of land in common

• The ceded land is owned in common by the people of the United 
States

• Congress approves land purchases to develop the Nation

• The United States uses methods of war, treaty and purchase to 
expand the public lands base

Treaty of Paris, September 9, 1783

Source: "Treaty of Paris (1783)," Milestone 
Documents, National Archives, accessed 
February 14, 2025, 
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-
documents/treaty-of-paris.

https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/treaty-of-paris
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/treaty-of-paris
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/treaty-of-paris
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/treaty-of-paris
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/treaty-of-paris
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/treaty-of-paris
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/treaty-of-paris


Land Ceded as the Early 
Colonies Agreed to Cooperate

Source: Paul W. Gates, History of Public Land Law Development (Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1968), chap. 1, accessed May 1, 2025, 
https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/blm/history/chap1.htm.

https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/blm/history/chap1.htm


Source: Netchev, Simeon. "United States Expansion after the Treaty 
of Paris in 1783." World History Encyclopedia. Last modified January 
16, 2023. https://www.worldhistory.org/image/16880/united-states-
expansion-after-the-treaty-of-paris/.



1783 – Treaty of Paris Lands
• The Northwest Territory and the land between the 

Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi River 
were acquired by the federal government

1803 – Louisiana Purchase 
• Provided transportation access to the Port of New 

Orleans
• Doubled the size of the Nation

1818 – Treaty with Britain 
• The British ceded land to the United States south 

of the 49th Parallel

• Parts of North Dakota and Michigan’s Upper 
Peninsula

1819 – Adams-Onís Treaty 
• Defined the Western Boundary of the Louisiana 

Purchase

• Acquisition of Florida and part of Colorado

• Spain relinquishes claim to Pacific Northwest

1836 – Texas Independence

1846 – Treaty with Great Britain
• Oregon Territory below the 49th 

Parallel

1848 – Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo

• Mexico cedes California and the 
Southwest

• Mexico recognizes Texas

1850 – Compromise
• Texas cedes northern and western 

claims

1853 – Gadsden Purchase

1867 – Alaskan Purchase

1898 – U.S. Annexes Hawaii

Source: A New Map of Texas, Oregon, and 
California (Philadelphia: S. Augustus 
Mitchell, 1846), map, University of Texas at 
Arlington Libraries, accessed February 14, 
2025, 
https://libraries.uta.edu/usmexicowar/nod
e/6319.

https://libraries.uta.edu/usmexicowar/node/6319
https://libraries.uta.edu/usmexicowar/node/6319


Source: U.S. Department of the 
Interior, Bureau of Land 
Management, Public Land 
Statistics 2013 (Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Government Printing Office, 
2014), accessed February 14, 
2025, 
https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.go
v/files/pls2013.pdf.

https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/pls2013.pdf
https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/pls2013.pdf


Public Lands 101: A History of Public Lands, Dispositions



Overview of the Period of Disposal
• The first land disposals occurred during the Revolutionary War, 

with military bounty-land warrants granted for military service

• Congress passed initial acts to survey and sell land and 
provide a process to admit “Northwest Territory” states

• Congress passed regulations to discourage squatters and 
provide for the disposal of public land through the General 
Land Office

• Congress enacted polices to incentivize the settlement and 
use of public lands

• Congress passed legislation to admit Western States, 
providing land grants to states while limiting future 
interference

Andrew Ferguson, Revolutionary 
Bounty-Land Certificate

Source: "Revolutionary War Bounty Land Certificate," Finding 
Freedom: Andrew, Museum of the American Revolution, accessed 
February 14, 2025, 
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-
freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate.

https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate
https://www.amrevmuseum.org/virtualexhibits/finding-freedom/pages/andrew-revolutionary-war-bounty-land-certificate


1775 – 1855: Bounty-Land Warrants for Military Service

1784 – Land Ordinance

1785 – Land Ordinance

1796 – Land Law

1800 – Land Act

1807 – Intrusion Act

1812 – General Land Office Act of 1812

1820 – Land Act

1841 – Preemption Act

1850 – Donation Land Claim Act

1850 – 1872: Railroad Acts 

1862 – Homestead Act

1862 – Morrill Land-Grant Act

1872 – The General Mining Act 

1873 – The Timber Culture Act 

1878 – Timber and Stone Act 

1877 – Desert Lands Entry Act

1890 – Second Morrill Land-Grant Act

1891 – 1904: Court of Private Land Claims

U. S. Land Office Building, Main & Green Streets, 
Bodie, Mono County, CA

Source: Historic American Buildings Survey, Creator, and John N Dehaas, 
Partridge, Ronald, photographer. U. S. Land Office Building, Main & Green 
Streets, Bodie, Mono County, CA. Bodie Mono County California, 1933. 
Documentation Compiled After. Photograph. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/ca0360

Examples of Public Lands Entering Private or State Ownership



Congress Admits Western States with Disclaimer

U. S. Land Office Building, Main & Green Streets, 
Bodie, Mono County, CA

Colorado: Enabling Act of 1875

North & South Dakota, Montana and 
Washington : Enabling Act of 1889

Wyoming: Act of Admission of 1890:

Utah: Enabling Act of 1894: 



U. S. Land Office Building, Main & Green Streets, 
Bodie, Mono County, CA

1868  Homestead Certificate

Source: "Bureau of Land Management, General Land Office Book (U.S. Department of the Interior, 
2013), accessed February 14, 2025, https://www.blm.gov/or/landsrealty/glo200/files/glo-book.pdf

https://www.blm.gov/or/landsrealty/glo200/files/glo-book.pdf
https://www.blm.gov/or/landsrealty/glo200/files/glo-book.pdf
https://www.blm.gov/or/landsrealty/glo200/files/glo-book.pdf


Public Lands 101: A History of Public Lands, 
Coalescence of the Land Management Paradigm, The Big 4



Overview of the Land Management Paradigm
• Challenges develop due to fraud and speculation associated 

with disposal policies

• As eastern lands were settled, remaining western landscapes 
demanded new strategies due to limited water resources

• Congress acknowledges the importance of managing timber 
and protecting historic sites, artifacts, wildlife, fish habitats 
and other natural resources

• Congress recognizes the connection between the economic 
value of birds and mammals to agricultural practices

• Congress recognizes the need to manage public lands grazing 
in response to range wars and land disputes Circa 1897 Map of the Black Hills Forest Reserve 

and Surrounding Counties
Source: Geological Survey, U.S, and Edward Morehouse Douglas. Map of the Black Hills Forest Reserve and 
adjacent region. [?, 1897] Map. https://www.loc.gov/item/2007633701/. 



Setting Aside the Nation’s Forest Reserves
1879 – 1883: Public Lands Commission

• Undertook a comprehensive study of public lands
• Evaluated existing policy focused on land resource disposal
• Concerned with fraud and speculation 
• Recognized arid western lands posed challenges compared to eastern lands
• Focused on reforms to effectuate equitable land and resource distribution
• Proposed set-aside of timber-rich public lands

1891 – General Land Law Revision Act of 1891 
(Forest Reserve Act or Creative Act) 

• Repealed 1873 Timber Culture Act 
• Section 24: Authorized the president to set aside forest reserves from public lands

• President Benjamin Harrison (1889–93) – 13 million acres
• President Grover Cleveland (1893–97) – 26 million acres
• President William McKinley (1897–1901) – 7 million acres
• President Theodore Roosevelt (1901–07) – 150 million acres

• Provided no management direction, creating future challenges

1898 Map of Washington State Forest 
Reserve, Showing Timber Species



Formation of United States Forest Service
1905 – Transfer Act 

• Transferred the reserves from DOI to USDA’s Bureau of Forestry (56 million acres) 
• After passage, the Bureau of Forestry was administratively renamed the Forest 

Service
• Gifford Pinchot appointed as first USFS Chief

1906 – Appropriations Act 
• Established 10% timber receipt payments for county schools and roads

1907 – Appropriations Act continued 10% payments
• Fulton Amendment: Codified USFS but would prohibit the president from 

establishing reserves in 6 Western States – Wash., Ore., Idaho, Mont., Wyo., Colo.
• Prior to signing, President Theodore Roosevelt designated 17 new or combined 

reserves
• Known as the “Midnight Reserves”
• After declaring the reserves, President Roosevelt signed the Act, removing 

authority

1908 – Appropriations Act 
• Increased county 10% payments to 25%

National Forest 
System Management

Map of 1908 National Forests

Source: U.S. Forest Service, 1908 National Forests (Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, 1908), map, accessed February 14, 2025, 
https://www.fs.usda.gov/greatestgood/images/gallery/maps/Maps/phot
os/photo1.shtml.

https://www.fs.usda.gov/greatestgood/images/gallery/maps/Maps/photos/photo1.shtml
https://www.fs.usda.gov/greatestgood/images/gallery/maps/Maps/photos/photo1.shtml


National Monument Authority
1906 – Antiquities Act

• Authorized the president to declare historic landmarks, historic and prehistoric 
structures and other objects of historic or scientific interest on public lands as 
national monuments

• Responded to the 1800s unregulated excavation of sites and removal of artifacts by 
worldwide treasure hunters

• Designed to limit looting and vandalism of sites
• Authorized punishment for anyone who appropriates, excavates, injures, or 

destroys any historic or prehistoric ruin or monument or any object of antiquities on 
public land

• Does not specify the effect of monument designation on use, objects or land within 
the monument

• Provides executive authority to issue permits for the examination or excavation of 
sites

Congressional Action to Limit Antiquities Act Authority
• 1950 – Wyoming limitation, unless Congress consents
• 1980 – Alaskan limitation of withdrawals greater than 5,000 acres, unless Congress 

approves 

National Forest 
System Management

Devil’s Tower, S.D. 
First National Monument

Antiquities Act History and National 
Monuments



Establishing the National Park Service
1916 – Organic Act

• Created the NPS under the Department of the Interior
• Established dual mandate (often conflicting):

• Conservation of scenery, objects and wildlife
• Unimpeded enjoyment of areas unimpaired for future generations

• Authorized cooperation between USDA and DOI Secretaries for National 
Monuments contiguous to National Forests

• Authorized administrative authority for rule-making and regulation development for 
use and management
• Authorized punishment for violations 

• Permitted selling of timber to control insects, prevent disease or conservation of 
scenery

• Permitted leasing authority for the accommodation of visitors
• Permitted rules and regulations for grazing so long as not detrimental to the primary 

purpose, except for Yellowstone National Park
National Forest 
System Management

Crater Lake from the Sparrow Trail, 1917
Crater Lake National Park was Created in 

1902

Brief History of 
The Park Service



Establishing the Fish and Wildlife Service
Late 1800s – Agency Formation to Study and Manage Wildlife 
Resources

• 1891 – Division of Ornithology and Mammalogy 
• 1896 – Division of Biological Survey
• 1903 – Fish Commission became Bureau of Fisheries

Conservation Efforts of President T. Roosevelt 
• 1903 – First wildlife conservation area, Florida’s Pelican Island National Bird 

Reservation 
• Precursor to National Wildlife Refuge System

• 1905 – Bureau of Biological Survey established in USDA
• Roosevelt’s Administration established 51 Federal Bird Reserves using the 

Antiquities Act

1940 – Creation of the Fish and Wildlife Service after the merger 
of the Bureau of Biological Survey and the Bureau of Fisheries

National Forest 
System Management

History of The 
Fish and 
Wildlife Service



1800s Origins of the Bureau of Land Management

1812 – An Act for the Establishment of a General Land Office in 
the Department of the Treasury

• Established to oversee the survey and sales of public lands

1800s and early 1900s – Grazing is Largely Unregulated on 
Public Lands

• Conflict between ranchers, large cattle owners 
• Example: Johnson County, Wyo. Range War, 1892

• Overgrazing and environmental concerns
National Forest 
System Management

History of The 
Fish and 
Wildlife Service

The “invaders” of Johnson County, Wyo. in 
custody at Ft. D.A. Russell in Cheyenne, Spring 
1892. All Charges Against Them Were 
Eventually Dismissed. 



The U.S. Grazing Services Merges with The General Land Office
1934 Act – 80 Million Acres for Grazing Districts

1936 Act – Grazing Expanded to 142 Million Acres

1939 – Division of Grazing Renamed Grazing Service
• Evolved into 59 grazing districts, with approximately 170 million acres of federal land and 100 

million acres of private and state land

1946 – President Truman’s “Reorganization Plan 3” 
• Promoted increased efficiency – Merger of the General Land Office and the U.S. Grazing Service

• July 16, 1946, creation of the BLM
• Transferred mining and mineral leasing jurisdiction for USDA Forest Service lands to the DOI

1954 – Act of May 28
• Removed the 142 million-acre limitation

The Logo of the 
U.S. Grazing 

Service

The BLM’s 
First Logo



The County Connection to Land Management



Percent of County Acreage Managed by the Five Major Public Land Managing Agencies, 2023

                    

                   



The County Nexus with Public Lands History 101 
Counties Influenced by Evolving Congressional and 
Administrative Public Lands Policy Direction

• Public lands policy shapes the county landscape across the 
intergovernmental system

Formation of Federal Land Management Agencies Impacts County 
Jurisdictions, Changing Local Economies

• Multiple uses and sustained yields

Revenue Limitations Impact County Officials
• Increasing service provision demands

Fluctuating County Payments
• 1976 – Payment in Lieu of Taxes (PILT)
• 1908 – 25% payments
• 1937 – O&C payments
• 2000 – Secure Rural Schools (SRS) Carbon County, Wyo. Natural 

Resource Management Plan, Federal 
Mineral Ownership



The County Role in Federal Public Land Management

Coordination with 
Federal and 
Intergovernmental 
Partners

Resource 
Management and 
Economic Health

Manage Federal 
Land Payments

The NCPLC uplifts investment and 
coordination by:
• Forging intergovernmental and multi-sector 

partnerships

• Telling the county story

• Collecting and disseminating evidence-based 
practices

• Building solution-oriented peer networks to assist 
new county officials



Economic Trends in
Public Lands Counties



High Share (85%+)
Medium Share (25-84%)
Low Share (24% or Less)
No Public Land

Different thresholds can impact role 
with federal public land management



Three Key Takeaways

1. Public lands counties facing record growth of population see challenges in 
affordability and service delivery. 

2. Public lands counties facing decline in population are challenged by public 
land constraints when trying to rebound the local economy. 

3. Structural challenges restrict all public lands counties from making up for lost 
revenue. 



Population

Population inmedium share 
counties has grown more 
frequently and declined less 
frequently than non-public lands 
counties

High share counties see the most 
frequentpopulation decline



Home Values

Home values in counties 
with more than a 25% share of 
public lands have grown 
exponentially

Home value in highshare 
counties was 40% higherthan 
national figures



GDP

Medium share counties have 
fastest growth in economic 
output 

High share counties have slowest 
growth in economic output 



Structural Challenges
Nearly all of the states where 25% or more of the land is federally 
owned face two or more property tax caps 

Local expenditures for community service delivery in counties 
increased 25% while PILT payments increased 18%



High Share Public Lands Counties 
Diversify Tax Revenue

Property taxes make up only 36% of 
total county-generated revenue







In all public lands counties, challenges persist as county service 
demands grow and outstrip county resources. 
Due to the complex picture of public lands counties in the U.S., 
analyzing economic trends and spotlighting county responses 
can help to share the public lands county story. 

Conclusion 



Thank you!
READ THE 

FULL REPORT
JOIN THE NCPLC 

KNOWLEDGE HUB

CONTACT THE NCPLC: NCPLC@NACO.ORG
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