Module 5

Main Takeaway

.. Current Issues in Public
Lands Management

Public lands and waters offer many ecological, social, cultural, and economic benefits.

Every type of use of public lands provides benefits and also has impacts on the land and other users.

Land managers must balance legal requirements and the varying interests of public lands user

groups when making land management decisions.

Introduction

Public lands and waters provide significant benefits to people,
the environment, and the economy. They provide these
benefits in a variety of ways depending on how the lands and
waters are being managed and used. Every type of use of
public lands provides some sort of benefit to the user or to the
public. At the same time, many of these uses also have adverse
impacts on the environment or on other public lands users.

Land managers, employed at the local, state, and federal
levels, must make management decisions based on the laws
and policies that govern the lands they manage, and also

on the needs and interests of user groups. Making these
decisions can be a challenging process. These decisions nearly
always involve multiple user groups whose interests may be

in conflict with one another. Sometimes, user group interests
partially coincide and partially conflict. Land managers must
weigh these interests in determining how a particular area of
public lands will be managed.

This module will provide readers with an introduction to the
wide range of uses and interests in public lands and waters
and review some current issues for land managers and public
land users. In doing so, we hope to help learners develop a
framework for understanding the complex issues that land
managers face every day.

Benefits and Impacts of Public Lands Uses

Recreation

Public lands and waters support a wide variety of recreational
activities. This includes camping, climbing, hiking,
backpacking, paddling, biking, skiing, fishing, hunting and
other non-motorized activities. It also includes boating,
off-highway driving, heli-skiing, e-biking, snowmobiling, and

RV camping. Module 1 provides an overview of where each of
these recreation activities are permissible.

Recreation is the most popular use of public lands and
waters. In a typical year, the lands and waters managed by
the National Park Service see about 250 million recreation
visits. Many more people visit lands managed by other land
management agencies.

The benefits of public lands recreation use are significant.
Individual benefits include improved physical and mental
health, improved quality of life, opportunities to build
community and establish a connection to cultural and natural
history, and opportunities to experience quiet and solitude in
natural spaces. Collectively, recreational users also contribute
to a robust and growing outdoor recreation economy.

At the same time, like many of the other uses listed below,
recreation can have adverse impacts on natural resources like
plants and wildlife, particularly in areas of overuse or when
recreation is poorly managed. Recreational use is also largely
incompatible with natural resource extraction activities.
Consequently, these activities generally do not occur in the
same area.

Education

Public lands offer a unique opportunity for a wide range of
education relating to the natural sciences, cultural history,
art, applied mathematics, and other subjects. Outdoor spaces
support educational opportunities that are nature-based

and experiential and that complement traditional classroom
learning. Public lands also provide learning opportunities for
adults through field-based interpretive signage, visitor centers,
and a variety of educational presentations. These activities are
generally low-impact, but do not often occur in the same area
as natural resource extraction activities.
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Spiritual and Cultural Uses

As we explain in Module 2, Indigenous peoples have lived

on and used the lands and waters that we now consider
public lands since time immemorial. Despite being displaced
and relocated, violently in some cases, Indigenous people
continue to have a deep spiritual connection to these

places and continue to use them for a variety of spiritual
and cultural practices. Examples include conducting

tribal ceremonies, hunting, fishing and gathering of sacred
medicine and herbs. Non-indigenous people also report
feeling a spiritual connection to nature and often visit public
lands for this reason.

Providing opportunities for these activities benefits the
individuals that hold these beliefs. It also benefits humanity
as a whole by preserving important and diverse cultural and
spiritual traditions. Protecting lands for spiritual and cultural
activities usually requires land managers to limit other uses.
Recreational activities like rock climbing and photography
are sometimes incompatible with cultural activities. Natural
resource extraction is also incompatible and sometimes alters
or damages sacred sites on public lands.

Subsistence Hunting, Fishing and Gathering

Subsistence hunting, fishing and gathering is another
important land use. Subsistence uses are longstanding
traditional uses for Indigenous and Tribal groups. In addition,
non-native homesteaders also engage in subsistence activities
in some locations.

To a lay person, subsistence means using public lands as a
source of food, clothing, warmth, construction materials,

and other basic needs for yourself or your family. However,
for Indigenous communities, subsistence activities are

deeply connected to history and culture, and engaging in
subsistence practices is essential for their cultural survival.
The continuation of subsistence practices enables different
generations to share their knowledge and value systems with
one another. In this respect, subsistence goes beyond meeting
basic nutritional and physical needs. Protecting subsistence
uses helps to preserve traditional ways of life and culture that
are important to indigenous communities and part of the
history of the United States.

Subsistence activities are particularly common in Alaska,
where rural communities harvest about 18,000 tons of

wild foods each year. Federal laws like the Alaska National
Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA) recognize and
protect subsistence use of fish and game for Alaska Native
communities. The State of Alaska goes further in recognizing
all Alaska residents as qualified subsistence users.

Landscape Preservation and Conservation

Another type of land use is preserving the land in its natural
state. Under this form of land use management, preserving
the natural characteristics and systems of the land are the
highest priority. This is different from managing land for
recreation or scientific research, although there is significant
overlap. On lands managed for recreation, land managers may
tolerate some natural resource impacts in order to provide
recreation opportunities. On lands managed for preservation,
recreation is limited when doing so is necessary to protect
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plants, wildlife, and natural processes. Land designations like
Wilderness, discussed in Module 1, prioritize preservation of
lands in their natural state.

Land preservation provides significant public benefits,
sometimes referred to as ecosystem services. This includes
filtration of air and water, healthy habitats for wildlife,
preservation of diverse plant and animal communities, climate
change mitigation, and protection of wildlife migration routes.
However, in order to realize these benefits, extractive uses
must be largely excluded and some forms of recreation must
be limited. More information about these limitations can be
found in Module 1.

One recent development in land preservation is the
movement in some countries to grant certain landscapes
and waterways “personhood,” or to acknowledge that
these places are living beings. In New Zealand, India, and
Columbia, rivers have been granted rights as living entities.
In Ecuador and Bolivia, constitutional amendments have
recognized the rights of “Mother Earth.” These steps

have given a name as well as legal standing to ecosystems
and large landscapes. To date, these actions have not

been replicated in the United States. Many of the land
management strategies, practices, and histories in North
America have been anthropocentric (i.e., human-oriented),
particularly during the settler-colonialist period that
started in 1492. The movement to give landscapes and
rivers legal standing is a shift in this thinking that would
recognize that relatively unaltered landscapes have rights
and value in their natural state.

Tribal Co-Management and Land Back

In recent years, there have been calls from Native Americans
and others to achieve a greater degree of land justice in the
United States. Land justice is equitable access to land and the
return of power and land to Native Americans.

The movement to return access, management and
sometimes public land itself to Indigenous peoples is
sometimes called the “Land Back” movement. However,
this reference is an oversimplification. Restoring
Indigenous peoples’ relationship to the land can take
many different forms, some known today and some yet
to be developed. These forms of restoration lie along a
continuum from co-management of the lands to outright
ownership of the lands by a tribal entity. We describe the
different restoration strategies briefly below but emphasize
that each one of these strategies has its own variants,
and each specific application of these methods involves
complexities that we do not attempt to summarize here.

1. Co-Stewardship/Co-Management — a contractual
arrangement between a government entity and a tribal
entity that gives the tribe authority over some of the
management functions of a public land unit that would
otherwise be retained by the government entity.

2. Easement — An easement is the right to use the property
of another for a specific purpose. Easements can be used
to give Tribes the authority to monitor and protect the
ecological health of an area of privately held land. They can
also be used to restore cultural and spiritual connections



to lands. One example is a “spirit easement” acknowledging
that the property is open and welcoming to all spirits of a
Tribe’s deceased people.

3. Stewardship/Management — Complete tribal
management of a park or other public land unit. Many of the
parks where this form of management exists are completely
within a tribal nation.

4. Land Transfer — Transfer of legal ownership of lands from
a government to a tribal entity.

5. Land Purchase — Purchase of legal ownership by a tribal
entity. In some cases, purchased land is then transferred into
Trust for the Tribe through the Bureau of Indian Affairs.

Employing these strategies to restore Indigenous peoples’
relationship to the land has significant public benefits. It achieves
some degree of land justice and begins to correct historical
wrongs done during the colonial settlement of the United States.
It also expands the role that traditional knowledge plays in the
management of public lands and helps educate non-Indigenous
people on the relationships that Indigenous peoples have had to
the land since time immemorial.

Scientific Research

Public lands and waters are natural laboratories that provide
limitless opportunities for scientific research. This scientific
research benefits the public in countless ways. It helps us develop
new medicines and technologies, increases our understanding

of climate change and natural disasters, helps us forecast the
weather, and expands our knowledge of the natural world.
Scientific research sometimes has impacts on the landscape,
such as when it requires the installation of infrastructure like
data collection devices and built laboratories. However, scientists
generally try to keep these impacts to a minimum to preserve the
integrity of the ecosystem and the validity of the data collected.

Public/Private Gathering Spaces

Public lands provide outdoor gathering spaces for public

and private parties and events, particularly on the local and
regional level. This includes family gatherings, community
and religious group events, rallies and other First Amendment
activities. These uses improve social, mental, and physical
health, help build stronger communities and enable people to
express their views to their neighbors and their government.
In addition, the revenue received from these events often

help the managing agency offset the expenses incurred in
maintaining these public facilities. At the same time, large
events can concentrate use in one area, which increases
impacts and may require more built infrastructure and regular
oversight from the managing agency.

Greenway Connectivity

Another beneficial use for public lands is to provide greenway
connectivity. In many cities, public land resources provide
commuting pathways for cyclists and pedestrians, access to
water sources for living organisms, and outdoor greenspace
for local residents. Cities across the country are working to
connect and expand existing greenways. For example, the
Boston Metropolitan Planning Council is aiming to connect
1,400 miles of trails and greenways in the Boston area.

Renewable Energy Development

Public lands are increasingly being used for renewable energy
development. Certain locations on public lands are ideal for
solar, wind and geothermal energy generation. Generating
renewable energy on public lands helps cities to reduce their
dependence on carbon-based energy sources, thereby reducing
the release of greenhouse gasses and slowing the effects of
climate change. Renewable energy projects also provide jobs
for nearby communities. At the same time, the construction
and operation of renewable energy facilities can have adverse
effects on nearby plants and animals. Active management

is required to reduce the impacts of solar energy arrays on
sensitive desert ecosystems and to reduce the number of bird
strikes from wind turbines.

Natural Resource Extraction

Federal public lands and waters also support significant
amounts of natural resource extraction. This includes drilling
for oil and natural gas, mining for various types of minerals,
harvesting timber in the National Forests, and grazing livestock
on Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management lands.
These activities provide benefits to the public by supplying

us with raw materials like oil, natural gas, lumber and food
products that we use in our everyday lives. They also provide
employment opportunities to local communities and royalty
revenue to the land management agencies. At the same time,
natural resource extraction activities have significant negative
impacts on other user groups and can cause irreversible damage
to landscapes on both a large and small scale.

Management Issues on Public Lands
and Waters

Managing public lands and waters involves many complicated
issues and questions. These issues impact the users of public
lands and the agencies and people who are responsible for
managing these lands. The most pressing issues change over
time, which makes it difficult to compile a comprehensive list.
However, to provide an overview, we describe some of the
leading issues facing users and land managers at the time of
the publication of this curriculum.

ISSUES FOR USERS OF PUBLIC LANDS AND WATERS

Access to public lands for recreation and education

For some people, public lands are readily available and
accessible in their everyday lives. However, public lands are
not easily accessible for everyone. Some people face barriers
to accessing public lands. These barriers take various forms.
Examples include:

- Transportation — Many people living in urban
areas and people without financial means lack the
transportation capabilities necessary to travel to public
lands. This inability to get there is one of the biggest
barriers to sharing in the benefits of public lands.

« Entrance fees — Some public lands charge entrance
fees. When they are modest, these fees pose a minimal
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barrier. However, in some cases these fees can be
significant, and can deter people from visiting public
lands, particularly people of limited means.

« Cost of equipment — Some recreational activities like
rock climbing and paddling require participants to have
specialized equipment. The cost of this equipment can
be a barrier to visiting public lands.

« Accessibility of trails and facilities — The physical
accessibility of trails and other recreation features can
be a barrier to people with disabilities.

« Lack of knowledge of recreation — Some recreation
activities require specialized skills. This can serve as a
barrier to participation in these activities.

« Lack of information about public lands — Some
people have difficulty accessing accurate information
about where public lands are located, how to access
them, and what facilities and services they provide. This
is particularly true for people with disabilities who need
more information to plan a trip.

Access to public lands for spiritual, cultural and
subsistence activities

Access to public lands and waters is also a significant

challenge for Indigenous peoples seeking to use areas on

public lands for spiritual, cultural and subsistence activities.

As explained above, Indigenous communities have been using
lands and waters that are now public since time immemorial
for ceremonies, rituals and hunting and fishing activities.
Unfortunately, these long-standing historical connections have
not been fully recognized and respected. During westward
colonial expansion, some sovereign tribal nations entered into
treaties with the United States that were supposed to guarantee
hunting and fishing rights on lands that are now part of the
public lands system. However, in many cases, those treaties
have not been honored. There have also been instances in which
sites that are sacred to Indigenous Peoples have been damaged
by natural resource extraction or desecrated intentionally and
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unintentionally by public land users. As a result, important
tribal connections to public lands have been adversely affected.

Negative experiences on public lands

For many people, visiting public lands is a positive experience.
However, some people report experiences of exclusion and
othering when they visit public lands. This is particularly

true for People of Color. People may feel unwelcome because
the staff of the public lands management agencies are

still predominantly white and therefore do not reflect the
identities of the general population. However, some othering
experiences can be traced to narrow views on proper public
lands etiquette and the “right” way to recreate that have
developed in the recreation and outdoor communities.

Some visitors have negative experiences on public lands
because of the lack of an accurate and representative history
of these places. Land managers often do not do enough

to acknowledge the historical presence and significant
contributions of Indigenous people and People of Color.
Module 3 of this curriculum highlights the voices and actions
of noteworthy leaders of color in the public lands movement.

Acts of exclusion on public lands can sometimes take on
more extreme forms. Some Black, Indigenous, People of
Color and LGBTQ+ visitors continue to experience violence
and threats of violence when they visit parks and other
public lands. These threats usually come from white people
who believe that People of Color and LGBTQ+ people do not
belong in “their” parks. Parks and public lands also contain
thousands of examples of place names that honor and
glorify historical figures associated with racism, oppression
and genocide. These place names contribute to feelings of
exclusion on public lands for some visitors.

Inaccurate perceptions about appreciation
for the outdoors

Research shows that there is a perception and stereotype
that People of Color do not appreciate the outdoors and
public lands. The reality is that people have different ways of



appreciating and connecting with nature and the outdoors.
This may include ways that are not reflected in the dominant
narrative about public lands appreciation. This was true
historically and it remains true today.

Module 3 of this curriculum tells the story of some of the
connections that People of Color have forged with nature

and the outdoors. These stories demonstrate that People of
Color have always connected with the outdoors and with
public spaces. Telling these stories makes public lands history
more multidimensional and relevant to users of today. More
recently, the success of organizations like Outdoor Afro,
Latino Outdoors and the organizations in the Diversify
Outdoors coalition has clearly demonstrated that interest in
the outdoors among People of Color, while already strong,
constantly grows when these communities have proper access
to green spaces.

ISSUES FOR LAND MANAGERS

Lack of funding and resources for public
lands management

Federal land management agencies continue to struggle
with the limited resources they have been given to
maintain and protect public lands. From 2010 through
2021, the agencies were significantly underfunded. As a
result, they were unable to adequately operate programs
to maintain and connect people to public lands, and they
also lost a significant percentage of the staff they need
to keep the agencies operating effectively. The combined
effect is a growing backlog in repair and restoration work
and an overburdened workforce that has trouble meeting
unreasonable performance expectations. This lack of
agency resources exacerbates nearly every other issue

on public lands.

Energy development and greenhouse gas emissions
from public lands

The federal government leases public land for oil and

gas extraction, with roughly 26 million acres under lease
nationwide. Oil and gas companies pay fees and royalties to
extract oil and gas from public lands in a few different ways.
However, many of these fees are very low and have not kept
pace with the rate of inflation. This creates opportunities

for abuse of the system. For example, the federal royalty

rate energy companies pay on the dollar value of oil or gas
produced is lower than the rate set by the states and by private
landowners, which incentivizes fossil fuel development

on public lands over wildlife habitat, conservation, and
recreation. Likewise, the bonds energy companies are required
to post to cover the cost of cleaning up wells after they stop
producing rarely cover the full cost of cleanup at the end of
their extractive life. This forces communities and taxpayers to
pick up the difference.

One result of all of this energy development on public lands

is that federal public lands continue to be a major greenhouse
gas emitter. According to a report from the U.S. Geological
Survey, greenhouse gas emissions from federal energy
production on federal public lands are a significant percentage
of total U.S. emissions. Over the past decade, approximately
40% of total U.S. coal production, 26% of U.S. oil and 23%

of U.S. natural gas were produced from U.S. federal public
lands and waters. If federal public lands were a country, they
would rank 5th in the world in total emissions behind China,
India, the United States, and Russia. If these high emissions
continue, the United States will have difficulty achieving its
greenhouse gas reduction goals.

Climate Change on Public Lands

As the average temperature of the planet continues to rise, all
species that rely on public lands for their survival are affected.
Public lands protections safeguard some of the most fragile
ecosystems from the frequent severe weather events, increased
flooding and erosion, extreme heat, droughts, and wildfires that
are a result of climate change. Human communities are also
affected by these climate change-induced stresses to our public
lands. As ecosystems change, people that rely on the wildlife
and plant diversity for subsistence and medicine are seeing less
availability of important resources. Communities that rely on
public lands to draw tourists and recreationists are seeing less
support for local economies due to changing landscapes and
weather patterns.

Although public lands are negatively affected by climate change,
they are also a vital part of the solution. When managed
appropriately, public lands offer an opportunity to sustainably
develop renewable energy, mitigate the effects of a warming
globe and increased greenhouse gasses, and protect critical
habitat for preserving biodiversity. For more information about
public lands and climate change, see Module 4.

Wildfire Management

Land managers are responsible for managing wildfires on
public lands. Fires are a natural part of a forest’s life cycle.
However, for the past several years, wildfires across the
country and the world have been growing more severe.
Today, fires are burning hotter and longer, extending the fire
season and making fires much more dangerous. This is partly
because climate change is increasing forest temperature

and making forests drier, which makes it easier for fires to
start and spread. It is also because the historic practice of
suppressing all fires immediately instead of letting them
burn where and when it is safe to do so has led to a buildup
of dead or dying trees and plants on the forest floor that can
catch fire very easily.

More recently, land managers have been trying a more
balanced approach. This strategy includes removing small
trees so larger trees can thrive and setting closely-monitored
“prescribed fires” to burn away dead plant material so

that it does not accumulate and serve as fuel for larger,
uncontrolled fires.

Wildfire management also consumes a significant portion
of the land management agencies’ budgets. The agencies
have seen a significant increase in the overall cost of fire
management over the last two decades. As the lead fire
management agency, most of these costs fall upon the U.S.
Forest Service. In some recent years, more than half of the
Forest Service budget was spent on wildfire prevention and
suppression. By necessity, some of this money was taken
from other Forest Service programs, making it difficult for
the agency to fulfill its responsibilities in those areas. Recent
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reforms in fire funding have reduced this “borrowing”
practice. However, fire management costs continue to be a
challenge for the agencies.

Balancing the interests of multiple user groups

As explained in the introduction, land managers make
management decisions based on a range of important
considerations. First and foremost, they must comply with legal
requirements imposed upon them by Congress. Nearly all of the
land designations described in Module 1 carry with them legal
obligations that the agencies are supposed to meet when they
make management decisions. This can be a challenging process.

Perhaps the most important legal requirement imposed
upon the land management agencies is that they are
generally required to invite the public to participate in the
land management decision making process. To comply
with this requirement, the agencies usually provide the
public with an opportunity to comment before they make
major management decisions. Inevitably, the interests of
different segments of the public conflict with one another,
either entirely or in part. Land managers must balance
these interests in deciding what activities will be allowed or
prioritized in a particular area of public lands.

Lack of racial and ethnic diversity in public land use

Research shows that the racial and ethnic demographics

of people visiting certain public lands does not reflect the
demographics of the United States. A disproportionate number
of visitors to public lands are white, with Latinx, Black, Asian,
and Indigenous people visiting at a rate below their percentage
of the population. As discussed in the previous section, this
could be due to lack of access to and negative experiences

on public land. The land management agencies regard this
unbalanced representation as a serious problem and are
working to attract diverse groups to public lands.

Overcrowding

The Covid-19 pandemic triggered a significant increase in
the number of recreational visits to public lands as people
looked to the outdoors as a way to engage in relatively safe
activities with family and friends. This increase in public
land usage intensified already robust visitation rates before
the pandemic. The combined result has been significant
overcrowding on public lands, particularly in front country
areas that are popular with new visitors. Overcrowding

is a major challenge for land managers. It generates high
automobile traffic, overburdened parking lots and increases
trash, human waste, and physical impacts on the landscape.
It also increases disturbances of wildlife in its native habitat
and the number of potentially dangerous human-wildlife
interactions. Land managers have been forced to respond to
overcrowding issues by implementing visitation limitations
in some locations. These limitations take various forms,
including temporary park closures and limited-entry permit
systems for high use areas.

Management of cultural resources

In the previous section, we described the issues Indigenous
people face in accessing public lands for spiritual, cultural
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and subsistence activities. Land managers face a related
challenge in managing public lands to protect opportunities
for these important uses. Historically, the agencies managed
public access primarily for recreation and adventure activities.
However, the agencies have recently begun doing more to
recognize the cultural and spiritual significance of the lands
and waters within their jurisdiction.

One agency responsibility that remains a big challenge is
protecting sacred sites from theft and vandalism. As discussed
above, agency staff resources have shrunk significantly over
the past decade or so. Consequently, it is difficult to maintain
an effective law enforcement presence across large areas of
public lands. This has resulted in many instances of vandalism
and theft of sacred objects from sites that are significant to
Indigenous communities.

Rollback of land protections

When Presidential administrations change in Washington,
D.C., public lands protections established by previous
administrations are sometimes rolled back by the new
administration. These reversals make it difficult for land
managers to know how to manage public lands over the long
term. This occurred in 2017, when former President Trump
reduced the size of two National Monuments, thereby undoing
land protections that applied to these areas and opening them
up for mineral and energy development. President Trump’s
actions were reversed in 2021 when President Biden restored
protections to these areas.

Proposals to transfer federal public lands
to state control

In recent years, numerous proposals have been made to
transfer control of some federal lands to the states in which
those lands are located. These proposals are the subject of
passionate debate. Advocates for these transfers argue that
the states should have the right to control lands within their
boundaries. Opponents of these transfers point to conditions
that were imposed when these states were admitted into the
union, and to past history that indicates that when states are
given control over federal lands they often sell them to private
interests, primarily for mineral, oil, and gas development.
These sales reduce or eliminate public access to these lands
and generally result in the destruction of natural resources.

In the accompanying lesson plan, we provide a few case
studies of contemporary land management issues. In each
case study we describe the interests of the various user groups
that have taken an interest in the landscape and some of the
legal issues involved. These case studies are not meant to

be a comprehensive set of examples. Similar issues exist in
other areas of the public lands system. These case studies are
representative of the challenges land managers face in making
management decisions.

Land managers must make management decisions based

on the laws and policies that apply to the lands and waters
they manage, and also on the needs and interests of the
multiple user groups that make use of these lands and waters.
Balancing all these considerations can be a difficult and
challenging process for land managers.



