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House bill proposes selling federal lands, including Cleveland National Forest

By THOR KAMBAN BIBERMAN

A House bill introduced late last month proposes selling a percentage of national forests and other
federally owned lands in the United States, including the vast Cleveland National Forest in San Diego
County.

Under H.R. 3855 by Rep. Tom Tancredo, R-Colo., 15 percent of the nation’s federally owned lands
outside of national parks and Indian reservations would be subject to sale by the secretaries of
Agriculture and Interior.

Tancredo would use whatever funds collected from these sales to pay for Katrina damage and other
future disasters.

States where the federal government owns more than 15 percent of the land would be assigned top
priority. This takes in much of the western states, including California where 45 percent of the state’s
estimated 101 million acres is federally owned. In San Diego County, the federal government owns
about 51 percent of the land.

The Cleveland National Forest, which was established in 1911, reportedly has 1.9 million acres in
San Diego, Orange and Riverside counties. That makes it more than half the size of San Diego
County’s estimated 2.71-million-acre total.

According to the geographic information system chief of the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, about
287,648 acres is under U.S. Forest Service control in this county. The Forest Service is operated by
the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

Tancredo’s bill doesn’t differentiate between lands that are owned by the military and those that may
have been set aside for conservation or limited logging.

The Marine Corps, for example, holds more than 125,000 acres in Camp Pendleton. The
congressman strongly suggests, however, that because there are such vast tracts military land
wouldn’t be needed.

“The federal government may be cash-poor, but it is land-rich. There is demand for farm and
ranchland, and the federal government should have long ago transferred its massive holdings to the
private sector, where it can be put to use,” Tancredo said. “Not only would land sale provide a one-
time cash infusion for the Katrina catastrophe, but also it would establish long-term property and
sales tax revenue streams.

“The federal government owns more than 654 million acres of land, including a majority of land in
Alaska, Idaho, Nevada, Oregon and Utah. Only 2.4 percent of federal land in the U.S. is used for
military purposes, and more than 5.1 million acres of federal land are classified as ‘vacant’ with no
definable purpose,” Tancredo continued.

Tancredo cited an August 2005 USDA study, showing the average value of farm and ranchland in the
United States is $1,510 per acre. He said if the federal land designated by the U.S. Department of



Interior sold for the national average, the sale would reap nearly $148 billion.

“Even if the land sold for the least expensive average state price (New Mexico, at $290 per acre), the
sale would still generate almost $19 billion,” he said.

Tancredo noted that while much of federal land holdings were set aside for homesteading in the
1800s, minimal water sources and a lack of farming technology reverted the land to the Department
of the Interior.

“The Interior Department’s Bureau of Land Management routinely complains that it does not have
the resources to provide upkeep for federal land,” Tancredo wrote.

The Bureau of Land Management has 182,256 acres in San Diego county ranging from grazing lands
between Ramona and Santa Ysabel to little-known parcels in the vicinity of the Anza-Borrego State
Park.

While not all these properties are usable, Tancredo said many are and should be freed up for use.

Tancredo concedes that with opposition likely from both sides of the aisle, his bill could get
clobbered before it even gets started; however, he said he plans to press the issue until something
happens.

“Republicans are petrified they’re going to be accused of selling out our national heritage.

“...Environmental radicals put up regulatory roadblocks to use our national land, often miring any
sensible land use proposal in endless litigation. My bill would give environmentalists an excellent
opportunity to put their money where their mouth is and buy up federal land for conservation,” said
Tancredo.

David Hogan of the Center for Biological Diversity says the bill sounds like the latest in a chain of
legislative attempts to sell off public lands to the highest bidder.

“If this bill is as bad as it sounds, it would eliminate national forests, wildlife refuges and other wild
areas for the benefit of speculators and developers,” Hogan said.

Supervisor Dianne Jacob doesn’t always see eye to eye with environmental organizations, but in this
case, she also thinks Tancredo’s bill is a terrible idea.

“There’s a huge federal budget and there should be adequate reserves to respond to emergencies. The
selling of land is a one-time thing. ... It’s a poor public policy to begin selling off your assets. Once
public land is sold, it’s gone forever,” said Jacob.

Jacob also said she isn’t sure that once the federal government received the money from the sale, it
would spend it in an efficient manner.

“On the Katrina spending, there doesn’t seem to be any accountability,” Jacob said. “We should
expect that money is spent wisely, but in that instance, it does not appear to be the case.”


