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INTRODUCTION
Chairman Wyden, Ranking Member Murkowski, members of the committee and staff, it is a
great honor to be here today. My name is Jay O’Laughlin. I live in Moscow, Idaho, where I am
professor of forestry & policy sciences at the University of Idaho and for 23 years, full-time
director of a policy analysis research unit created by the Idaho Legislature in 1989 and
continuously funded since then. Our mandate is to provide objective analysis of resource and
land-use issues Idahoans care about. We care about the federal lands that make up almost 64
percent of the state’s land base, a percentage exceeded only by Nevada and Utah. Almost 39
percent of Idaho is in the National Forest System; Oregon at 25 percent ranks a distant second.
Congress enacted the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act of 2000
(SRS) as a temporary, optional program of payments based on historic revenues. 1 These
payments compensate counties for the tax-exempt status of federal lands, following a policy
dating to 1906 that counties receive a percentage of agency revenues, primarily from timber
sales. Since 1989, however, timber sales have declined substantially, by more than 90% in some
areas. 2 On an annual payment basis, Oregon benefits the most from SRS, followed by California,
then Washington and Idaho, with Montana not far behind. 3 Based on the percent of the county
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revenue for schools and roads that comes from federal payments, many counties in Idaho,
Montana, New Mexico, and Oregon depend heavily on these payments. 4
According to the U.S. Forest Service, the condition of at least 65 million acres of National Forest
System lands could be improved with restoration treatments. 5 The removed woody biomass can
be manufactured into useful consumer products and the residuals used to produce energy. It takes
people to do this work so in turn forest restoration helps revitalize our rural communities.
My main point is that active forest restoration results in a triple-win: first, improved conditions,
including wildfire resiliency; second, consumer products and energy feedstocks, both helping
make our nation more self-reliant; and third, jobs in rural communities. The triple win is related
to the county payments programs because a meaningful federal timber sale program with a
continued revenue-sharing policy would greatly reduce the need for federal land payments.
In 2011, I was asked by the University’s Research Office to respond to a query from one of our
two members of the U.S. House of Representatives (Raúl Labrador) for information about the
Secure Rural Schools Act and the trust land management model used to manage school trust
lands granted to Idaho, and many other states, to support public education. These were not new
issues for me, 6 so I assembled an Issue Brief report for the congressman’s staff and walked them
through it. 7 Updated and more detailed portions of it follow.
I begin with a Problem Statement, then identify and describe Three Options for providing
funds to counties: 1) rejuvenate the program for federal Timber Sales and Revenue-Sharing, 2)
create a Property Tax Equivalency system for federal lands, and 3) test the Trust Land
Management model with pilot projects in some selected areas. My Conclusion is that some
kind of action, including temporary extension of SRS until something else is developed, is better
than no action.
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PROBLEM STATEMENT
Unless reauthorized by Congress, payments to the counties under the SRS and Payments in Lieu
of Taxes (PILT) programs are history and would have consequences. Some counties will be hard
pressed to maintain local roads and schools without some form of payment to compensate for
tax-exempt federal lands.
The economic impact of losing the SRS county payments program was presented in a 2010
consultant’s report prepared for the Partnership for Rural America:
The loss of [SRS] money has annual losses for the counties and schools currently
funded. The losses are not simply to local construction, education and
conservation services and their allied industries. The industries affected by these
changes are far and wide based on how construction workers, educators and
conservation services employees spend their money and how these rural
economies work. The reduction of [SRS] funding not only reduces jobs in these
directly-affected industries, but also affects industries such as medical and dental
offices, banking, auto repair, grocery and other retail stores, restaurants and bars,
and many others. The loss of $467 million of this funding leads to various
businesses throughout the United States losing almost $1.459 billion in revenues,
government at all levels losing over $225 million in tax receipts, and over 11,460
people losing their job. 8
Also facing its demise is the SRS feature embodied in the collaborative efforts of Resource
Advisory Councils (RACs) to use SRS Title II funding for a wide variety of projects that might
not otherwise be funded. Although timber projects can be approved under Title II, very few have
been. 9 Social scientists who have studied RACs in northern California report that most of the
Title II funds were used to improve roads, wildlife habitat, and reduce invasive weeds. 10
The RACs do good work in Idaho, and could do much more. The collaboration between
seemingly disparate interests working towards a common interest has proven to be a valuable
model that could lead to more good things. We wanted to use the RAC concept on a larger scale
in Idaho and in 2004 a subcommittee of this committee held a hearing on our proposal. 11 It
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developed from a state task force charged by the legislature to develop cooperative arrangements
with federal managers. After considerable time and effort, bills were introduced in the U.S.
House and Senate. Had the Clearwater Basin Project Act passed, 2.7 million acres of National
Forest System lands in north central Idaho now would be a pilot project in which a committee
patterned after the RACs would work with federal managers on all forest activities, not just
special projects under SRS Title II. 12
THREE OPTIONS
If there is no congressional action this year, some counties have warned that they will face
whatever one might call the local government equivalent of bankruptcy. The 25% revenuesharing provisions in law since 1908 would remain in place, however.
Some western state politicians are calling for changing ownership of portions of federal land
holdings. In 2012 several states took action. Utah passed a law promising that if the federal
government does not “extinguish title” to a large portion of the federal lands and give them to the
state, the matter will be pursued via litigation. Similar legislation in Arizona was vetoed by the
governor. The Wyoming legislature debated the issues and created a study commission; at this
writing Idaho is poised to do the same.
I want to talk about changing the rules, not changing ownership. Unless the rules are changed,
ownership change would not make much difference. Federal managers must follow many rules,
and some could be improved, especially the National Environmental Policy Act and National
Forest Management Act. 13
I address three ideas for generating more revenue that the current system does: 1) rejuvenating
the federal timber sale program; 2) replacing SRS and PILT with a property tax equivalency
payment system; and 3) testing the trust land management model with pilot projects.
1. TIMBER SALES AND REVENUE-SHARING
After World War II, returning veterans wanted and deserved the American dream—a home of
their own. National Forest System lands provided a substantial portion of the timber necessary to
do that. Building roads and mills to access and process timber strengthened rural communities.
After Congress passed laws in the 1970s requiring Forest Service managers to involve the public
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and analyze environmental impacts, the decision process was opened to judicial scrutiny. In
response to advocacy demands and court decisions, in 1990 the federal timber sale program was
ratcheted down (Figure 1). In the 40 years prior to that, between 1950 and 1989, an average of
9.5 billion board feet (BBF) per year were harvested from national forests. Between 1990 and
2012, the average dropped by almost two-thirds, to 3.5 BBF per year. The current administration
wants to increase from the current level of 2.5 BBF to 3 BBF per year. 14

Figure 1. National forest timber sold and harvested, 1905-2012 (sold data not available before
1940). 15
Coincidentally, after 1990 the number of acres burned by wildfires in the western states
increased (Figure 2). In the 40 years between 1950 and 1989, an average of 800,000 acres per
year burned. Between 1990 and 2012, the average increased by a factor of 3.7 to 3 million acres
burned per year. This includes a modern record of 7.4 million acres burned in 2012. The increase
results from the combined effects of accumulated fuels and longer, dryer fire seasons.
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Figure 2. Acres burned by wildfires in 11 western States, 1916-2012. 16
We cannot do much about the weather, but we can reduce fuels in areas that pose high risks to
the things people value. Western national forests have an over-accumulation of vegetation that
fuels destructive wildfires. 17 As Forest Service Chief Emeritus Dale Bosworth put it, “We have
some 73 million acres of national forest land at risk from wildland fires that could compromise
human safety and ecosystem integrity. . . . The situation is simply not sustainable—not socially,
not economically, not ecologically.” 18
Restoration treatments that improve forest conditions by reducing wildfire hazards provide a
triple win. As U.S. Forest Service scientists put it, “Implementation of any significant fuel
reduction effort will generate large volumes of biomass and require the development of
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additional workforce and operations capacity in western forests.” 19
As noted before, there are at least 65 million acres of National Forests System lands that could be
improved by restoration treatments. The Forest Service relies primarily on fire as its tool, treating
3.5 to 4 million acres per year. However, 12.5 million acres need to be thinned with logging
equipment before fire can be safely restored. In 2011, approximately 200,000 acres were
mechanically treated; timber removals amounted to 2.4 BBF of timber. In 2012 that increased to
2.5 BBF, and the agency wants to increase the pace of restoration removals to 3 BBF feet per
year. 20
At the current harvest level, the Forest Service is removing about 6 percent of the annual growth.
Mortality takes 6 times that, or 36 percent of annual growth. 21 So each year a large amount of
additional wood fiber, some green, and a lot of it dead, is added to the forest fire fuel complex.
Compare this to the late 1980s, when national forest timber harvests peaked at 12 BBF per year.
Those harvests were equivalent to half of the annual growth, and mortality was one-fourth. The
forest accumulated a substantial amount of additional timber volume, but not as much in more
recent years because of reduced harvests.
How much timber harvest would be needed to provide revenues equivalent to SRS payments? 22
The reply depends mostly on timber prices, and the answer is, not too surprisingly, about 12
BBF. In the late 1980s, national forest timber in the west sold for an average of $107 per
thousand board feet (or MBF). Adjusted for inflation, that is about $206 per MBF in today’s
dollars. The most recent price data for national forest timber sales in the west averages about $50
per MBF. By comparison, in 2012 the average stumpage price for sawlogs from Idaho state lands
was $196 per MBF, an indicator that perhaps the Forest Service could attain revenues capable of
providing SRS payments with 12 BBF per year by rejuvenating a timber sale program.
Many interest groups support federal timber sales, including the Society of American Foresters. 23
This is the path to the triple win. Some analysts believe that 12 BBF per year from the national
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forests is sustainable. 24 The growth to removals ratio of 2:1 in the late 1980s was consistent with
sustainability standards. There is more annual growth today, which can be an asset or liability,
depending on how forests are managed. Although a revamped timber sale program at 12 BBF per
year could eliminate the need for SRS payments, other issues remain. The social acceptability
aspects of sustainable forest management are perhaps a more difficult barrier to overcome than
physical sustained yield and economic viability.
Because of record-setting wildfires in many parts of the West during the past decade, some
groups are advocating forest restoration via large-scale vegetation treatments, including the
Western Governors’ Association. 25 Professional foresters in Idaho, Nevada, Utah, eastern
Washington, and western Wyoming support this approach. 26 As noted earlier, fuel treatments on
the scale necessary to reduce hazardous fuels will generate large volumes of woody biomass and
substantial additions to the workforce. 27 This is the path towards the triple win.
2. PROPERTY TAX EQUIVALENCY
The idea of replacing SRS and PILT payments with a tax equivalency system would make
federal payments to counties equivalent to what they would be paid in property taxes if the land
were privately owned. This is not a novel idea. According to a Congressional Research Service
analyst, this approach “may be very difficult if not impossible.” 28
Consider, however, that the states tax timberlands and it is not particularly difficult. In Idaho,
there are 3.1 million acres of private timberlands, taxed somewhere between two dollars and
seven dollars per acre, averaging out at five dollars per acre. 29 At that rate, the twelve million
acres of National Forest timberlands in Idaho, minus about 6 million acres of roadless area
timberlands that will never be harvested, would provide roughly $35 million to the counties, and
BLM’s half-million acres of timberlands another $2.5 million. Idaho receives $27.4 million
under SRS. Spread across 20.4 million acres of NFS lands, this is $1.34 per acre, but spread
across the productive 6 million acres of timberlands, it is about $4.50 per acre.
24
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Idaho ranks fourth in revenue-sharing payments, behind Oregon, California, and Washington. In
1989, the 25% revenue-sharing payments for the entire National Forest System peaked at $361
million, and about $339 million of that came from timber production activities. Spread across the
98 million acres of National Forest System timberlands, minus 50 million acres of roadless areas
for a net 48 million acres of operable timberlands, that is a payment averaging about $7 per acre.
But of course, roadless areas, rangelands, and other areas not producing timber would need to
pay their way at some rate under this system.
The states have competent property tax assessors and administrators. If they were not taxing
forest properties fairly, political outcry and subsequent adjustment would surely follow. Given
the task, these professionals could devise a fair and workable system for the federal lands. Some
differences between states would need to be ironed out by an oversight commission.
3. TRUST LAND MANAGEMENT
School trust lands came as grants from the public domain at statehood; part of a bargain that
states would not tax federal lands within their boundaries. States were to generate revenues for
supporting public schools, either by selling the lands, or retaining ownership and selling
commodities from the land, such as timber, forage, and minerals.
Trusts work, and “Trust land management is our nation’s most ancient and durable resource
policy.” 30 In the contiguous 48 states, 45 million acres of land grants to the states are managed
under this model. These lands provide billions of dollars for education and other public
purposes. 31 Several solid principles serve as general guides for managing land under the trust
concept: clarity, accountability, enforceability, perpetuity, and prudence. 32 Two leading
examples of states that retained and now manage timberlands for revenue production are in the
State of Washington and also Idaho. 33 Recently some interest has been expressed in applying the
trust land management model to selected federal lands. I support that.
The trust land management model is flexible and could be adapted to promote biological
diversity as a trust mission. 34 It is not difficult, as portions of revenue from commodity sales
30
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could be directed into special funds. Ten years ago I was asked by the Society of American
Foresters to testify before Congress about the Idaho Federal Lands Task Force, and specifically
about adapting the trust land management model for National Forest System lands. 35 Information
from these earlier writings is as relevant today as a decade ago.
Dr. Marion Clawson is an inspiration to forest policy specialists. He had a long and distinguished
career before his passing in 1998. In the 1950s he was BLM director. He was a prolific and
insightful scholar in residence at Resources for the Future, a pre-eminent think tank in the
nation’s capital, and he served as RFF’s president. He wrote Forests for Whom and for What?—
still my favorite. 36 During the Sagebrush Rebellion era of the mid-1980s, Clawson wrote,
I reject any idea that we today are less imaginative and resourceful than men and
women who pressed for the establishment of the national forests, national parks,
and grazing districts. We too can innovate; let us try. 37
What should we try? Trusts work. More than a decade ago two parcels of federal land were set
up as trusts—Valles Caldera Trust on National Forest System lands in New Mexico and Presidio
Trust in California. Please let us put more trusts to work for our rural communities and schools.
CONCLUSION
As our task force learned and documented in Idaho 15 years ago, the federal land management
system is broken and needs to be fixed. 38 Extension of SRS and PILT is appropriate for fulfilling
past promises until a more permanent system can be developed, tested and implemented.
Rejuvenating a timber sale program provides many societal benefits. Given appropriate policy
direction, our resource managers can and will work with their fellow citizens to figure out what
sustainable forest management looks like on the land, a better place to do that than in court. For
lands that do not produce timber, some form of payment from a property tax equivalency system
seems a reasonable approach to help alleviate some current fairness problems. Last, but not least,
trust land management is our oldest and most durable model, and worth testing in several places.
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