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BACKGROUND:  

What is the value of public land?  What is wildlife habitat worth?  Varying views on the answers to these questions has fueled public debate in Michigan for decades.  Politicians often treat public land as a surplus commodity to be liquidated, and natural areas as little more than raw material for “development.”  The public is poorly informed about the importance of natural systems for all life on earth, and we often find that neither politicians nor average citizens are very well informed about the value added to our economy by the many activities that take place on public land.  Neither are peoplet generally very well informed about the amount of natural land required to maintain the healthy plant communities and wildlife populations habitat  that contribute to our quality of life and the ecological balance that sustains us. 


Public land is an economic issue, a social issue, a science and habitat issue, and also a political issue.  Michigan Resource Stewards member Dave Borgeson, Sr., quotes Michael Crichton, who wrote: 

“Nothing is more inherently political than our shared physical environment.  Stable management of the environment requires recognition that all preferences have their place: snowmobilers and fly fishermen, dirt bikers and hikers, developers and preservationists.  These preferences are at odds and their incompatibility cannot be avoided.  But resolving incompatible goals is the true function of politics.”  

In the 19th century, “government land” was available to homesteaders, railroads, miners and others at little or no cost.  Although the 19th century is long gone, the US population has surged and development has come to dominate the landscape, many cling to a 19th century view of public land.  Fiscal hawks often see liquidation of public land as a way to fund government projects and services without raising taxes, an approach seen as reckless and even dangerous by those with a longer term view.  Resource management professionals, citizen conservationists, recreation advocates, hunters, anglers, and many others  value of public land as habitat for wildlife, a source of important commodities, a place for recreation and other meaningful pursuits.  Political battles ensue, and replay themselves over and over through the years.  

THE PUBLIC LAND ISSUE:  

What is the value of public land and how can that value be expressed?  Is there a methodology that allows us to put a dollar value per acre on wildlife habitat, recreational land, or productive forests?  Can we say what a wetland is really worth?  And can we guide public policy toward better recognition of the value added to our economy by public land in Michigan and incorporate this in to cost-benefit calculus?  


To address these issues, we must look at public land in a variety of ways.  At minimum, we must consider public land as capital, as habitat, as a community and as an American birthright. 

Public Land as capital:

Like any true capital resource, if  managed for long-term sustainability public land can provide economic benefits for generation after generation.  Tax-reverted land that had been badly abused by “cut out and get out” timber operators in the 19th and early 20th centuries reverted to public ownership and through long-term, careful, science-based management has healed and become productive once again.  Such rehabilitated lands now produce a stream of forest products and other commodities that with proper management can benefit not one generation, but all generations.  This is true capitalism: capital resources managed to provide long-term gains and growth.  


An object lesson in wise capitalism versus short-term profit taking: Michigan led the way among states when it took the remarkable step of dedicating a significant portion of the revenue generated by oil, gas and non-renewable minerals on public land to a trust fund that would benefit generations to come.  The Michigan Natural Resources Trust Fund was the brainchild of former DNR Deputy Director and current Michigan Resource Stewards member Don Inman, according to Howard Tanner who as DNR Director at the time was one of the Trust Fund’s champions.  This fund is the envy of many other states and stands today as a model for ensuring that the boom-and-bust cycle can be broken.  The fund is held in trust and managed to grow for the benefit of future generations long after the oil and gas have been burned and the minerals utilized.  The Natural Resources Trust Fund is a wonderful example of the wise investment of capital. 

Contrast this truly capitalist approach with proposals from politicians who call for sale of what they term “too much state land” as they call for use of the revenue for short-term projects such as harbor dredging, road maintenance, and other operational projects.  Any good capitalist should know that projects such as these should be funded with income, not capital.     

What is it worth?  To cite just a few examples of the activities that add tremendous value to our economy: In Michigan, forests contribute an estimated $20 billion annually to our economy; hunting and fishing $5 billion, and tourism $22 billion.  Hiking, skiing, snowmobiling, ORV riding, birding, mushrooming, berry-picking, kayaking, camping and many other recreational activities take place on public land and contribute these and further billions to our economy.  Real estate values are higher for properties located next to or near public land.  Numerous functions of public land produce large amounts of income.  To convert public capital to income and spend that income is poor public policy and short-sighted economic folly. 

Public land as Habitat:

Public land provides large blocks of wildlife habitat in Michigan, without which our state would suffer ecologically, economically and by measure of quality of life.  What is habitat worth? Bill Murphy has stated, eloquently: 

“The process of applying economic values to open spaces and the wildlife that inhabit them is much more complex than basic evaluations of commercial properties or economic activities.  Wildlife habitat, wildlife itself, and open public lands can’t be easily or correctly evaluated and a dollar value applied because of course the value goes far beyond mere dollars and cents.  Open lands and public lands, and the plants and animals that live there, and the ecosystem and scenic and recreational systems they create by their existence  have a social value, a mental health value, a community value, and very importantly – a continuing value that spans generations. The value of habitat, public land, and wildlife remains with time and in fact gets more valuable with time – unlike many developed properties and commercial entities habitat and wildlife value is never used up or depleted if properly preserved. 

“But the powerful force we are fighting is the reality that a 40-acre woodlot that is home to some elk and turkeys will never have the same high dollar valuation as a new Meijer store on that same 40-acre piece of property.

“Simply saying that an elk has a value of X-dollars or that an acre of forest land has such and such a value due to timber isn’t enough.  Somehow the social, non-dollar values, of wildlife, wildlife habitat, and open land must also be arrived at and accepted as being authentic and valuable by policy makers ranging from local zoning officials to the governor.”

So, too, must any calculus take in the perpetual capacity of public land to produce economic and recreational benefits rather than any particular price at any particular time.  

Murphy goes on to look at the economics of “developed” land:

“On the other hand we have all seen shopping malls, worth millions of dollars when new, turn into empty almost worthless shells of empty buildings.  This doesn’t happen with open spaces and wildlife. Even though the potential value of public lands might be much higher if a development were to be given priority over habitat protection, those developments tend to have a limited life span. Habitat, public lands, recreational lands, and wildlife itself have an enduring level of value, as opposed to the common boom and bust value of commercial properties and commercial activities.

Murphy concludes: 

 “Forty acres on the Pigeon River might be valued higher in a dollars sense if it were developed into a fancy resort rather than being left in its native state, but that of course shouldn’t automatically be interpreted as meaning that a fancy development is the highest and best use of that Pigeon River property.”

Though economic factors s figure into the public policy of land as wildlife habitat, they do not tell the whole story.  In fact, as Murphy points out, they cannot tell the whole story and so a new approach is needed.  DeClerck and Murphy point the way for us by emphasizing value added rather than per-acre value.  We must demonstrate to policy makers that dollar values per acre don’t tell the whole story.  Value added by the many benefits derived from public land must be taken into account. 

Public Land as a Community:

The great conservationist and author Aldo Leopold famously observed that land is not a commodity which we can consume, but a community to which we belong.   In addition to its important function as habitat as outlined above, land is essential in a host of different ways.  


Land in private hands is often relegated to specific uses which produce specific benefits for its owners.  Not so public land.  Owned by everyone and managed for broad public purposes, public land provides the aforementioned flow of things like timber and fiber.  It gives us places to hunt, fish, camp, swim, canoe, kayak, pick mushrooms, watch birds, enjoy the sunset and a host of other recreational uses.  But there are many indirect uses that we make of the land every day though we may not be aware of them. 


Rainfall is absorbed by the land and recharges ground water.  Properly managed forests and wetlands attenuate stormwater flow, minimizing flood risk and prevent hundreds of millions in damages.  Water quantity and quality are better managed on public land by Nature than almost any private land in our state.  We learned firsthand in Houston in 2017 what can happen when land is overdeveloped and too much development prevents the land from absorbing and discharging storm water. 


There is little economic incentive for private owners to manage their property on a landscape scale, but Michigan’s abundant public land can be managed with broad public goals in mind.  Adaptation to potential climate change, resilience against invasive pests, sinks for genetic diversity in plant and animal species, and many other functions are performed by public land, and little is known about the true economic value of these functions or the opportunity cost of losing them. 

Numerous studies have been done on the “cost of services approach” to valuing public land, taking into account the value of open land in absorbing nutrients, attenuating storm water flows and so on, but they can hardly capture the true value provided to humanity by the maintenance of large blocks of natural land. 

Public Land as a Michigan and American Birthright:

America is defined in many ways by its land and the relationship of its people with the land.  Americans are identified with hearty pioneers, cowboys, loggers, homesteaders: a people whose character has been shaped by our relationship with their landscape. 


In Michigan, we are heirs to a rich heritage and land legacy.  The first native Michiganders lived close to the land and knew it intimately.  They hunted and fished, they grew crops in small cleared areas, they made shelters from bark and skins.  They boiled maple sap with hot rocks to make sugar and they gathered herbs, medicines, dyes and many other products from the land where they lived.  The earliest European settlers lived close to the land, as well.  They gradually built up settlements, towns and cities, but they also hunted, trapped, fished, mined minerals  and cut timber.  But sometimes they cut too much, or laid waste to the land and so Michigan’s logging and mining heritage represents at once the heartiness of its people and the terrible consequences of poor resource management.  


Much of our State Forest land in Michigan is tax-reverted land which was purchased by entrepreneurs and speculators who took all they could and left devastation behind.  Topsoil washed or blew away from denuded forests, streams were fouled, fields played out and other disasters unfolded.  Michigan’s people came to understand that these tragic miscalculations of the past hurt everyone, and a great healing process was undertaken.  Hunters and fishers recognized that the supply of game and fish was not unlimited, and they initiated the creation of seasons, bag limits and licensing requirements for hunting and fishing.   The Michigan Department of Conservation was created to reforest our devastated landscape, restore fouled streams and protect wildlife populations.   Today, our public lands offer proof of the success of these efforts. 


Growing up in Michigan has always meant growing up where there are large areas of public land where we can hunt, fish, camp, and wander.  We can see the majestic eagle flying overhead, the regal elk, the black bear, hear the loon and enjoy an enormous variety of other wildlife.  We can visit our State Parks and see the land as our ancestors found it, see their early settlements and fortifications and visit our most impressive natural areas.  We can walk for days in our State Forests, we can follow our Water Trails, we can hike and ski and snowshoe and snowmobile and just enjoy the outdoors.  It’s our birthright as Michigan citizens and we will only own that birthright as long as we own our public land. 

Aldo Leopold wrote, “Man always kills the things he loves and so we the pioneers have killed our wilderness.  Some say we had to.  Be that as it may, I am glad I shall never be young without wild country to be young in.  Of what avail are forty freedoms without a blank spot on the map?”

We’ve learned many lessons the hard way in Michigan when it comes to land and resource management.  We owe it to our grandchildren many generations hence to pass on to them a legacy of public land that will afford them the same opportunities that we enjoy to grow up in a state with abundant land and natural beauty. 

CONVEYING THE VALUE OF AND VALUE ADDED BY PUBLIC LAND IN POLICY AND POLITICS:
Members of the Michigan Resource Stewards have often made the case for public land to the legislature and others.  Opposition was often predictable, coming from a number of well-known sources.  “We lined up on one side of the issue, and they lined up on the other,” observed a member of the Stewards who is a veteran of many such occasions.  The usual tug of war ensued, and sometimes conservation won while sometimes it lost.  There was great frustration because we often felt that the value of public land was getting short shrift because we couldn’t adequately quantify and convey the true value of public land.  As we look to the future it is not enough to keep doing the same things in the same way.  Times are changing and our approach needs to change with the times.  

A mixture of new and old techniques is called for if we are to accomplish more than the traditional holding action.  Some recommendations for the way forward are outlined in the following section. 

NEXT STEPS, I:  RESEARCH AND STUDIES:

Because information is a powerful tool, in this “information age,” we should assemble more and better information than we have used before in making the case for public land:  

· We should enlist the help of institutions of higher learning and interested policy organizations to promote studies and economic models that document the not only the value of public land and natural habitat, but the value added to our economy.   Tourism, hunting, fishing, hiking, kayaking, birding, night-sky viewing and other activities pursued on public land add to our economy and quality of life.   We need to find new ways to bring these issues into local conversations about zoning and state-level discussions about state forests, parks, and game areas.  “Hedonic models” for studying the economics of outdoor recreation have been developed, but many more studies are needed.

· The “tax base” argument, still often used, needs more study in order to clear up some misconceptions.  DNR Director Keith Creagh learned, in his tour of the ten Michigan counties with the most public land, that local frustrations are not so much about public land itself as they are about times when Payments In Lieu of Taxes were not made.  It seems that the real issue is not public land but revenue sharing.   Might there be a university or organization interested in some fact-finding on this topic? What’s the real story about “tax base?”  How much does “state land” demand in services compared to the PILT and Swamp Tax payments to local units?  What are the real benefits of value added to rural areas where large public land holdings attract hunters, anglers, campers, mountain bikers, ORV riders, and so on?  How about the forest products industry’s contribution to the northern Michigan economy from DNR-administered forest lands?  Or southern Michigan Game Areas?  Is public land really such a bad deal for local units of government?  To what extent can and should an appropriate revenue sharing formula allay the concerns about “tax base” and promote resource-based industries such as tourism, hunting, fishing, camping, etc.?

· Politicians are fond of asking conservationists, “how much land is enough” when it comes to nature preserves, state forests, parks, game areas, and such.  But what about the converse of this question: how much private land is enough?  How much development is enough? In the Upper Peninsula, hundreds of thousands of acres of private land have been on the market for long periods with no buyers—yet some politicians say that private interests are being squeezed because there is “too much state land.” It doesn’t add up.  It would be interesting to study some of these jurisdictions and list the facts on how much private land has sat on the market for months and years, how prices have declined, and how the economy has suffered not because of public land but due to a glut of private land and a number of other reasons. 

· Not to be ignored in this work is approaching public land and habitat values from an opportunity cost standpoint; in other words, what would be the cost if these resources were lost.  Murphy has pointed out that tourism and resort business generated by residents of other states in northern Michigan has a huge and positive economic impact.  Many of these tourists and resorters are here because Michigan has the large contiguous blocks of public land that they lack in their home states for things like hunting, serious hiking, cross-country skiing, ORV use, snowmobiling and such. (Note: the term “tourists” is used here to describe people who visit occasionally and rent hotel rooms, cottages, B&B accommodations and such.  “Resorters” are people who own second-homes.)  What would be lost if the public land that draws these important visitors were to be lost or developed to the point where it would not be attractive?  

· Regarding social impact, how important is it to people’s quality of life to have access to the recreational trails that are being developed across our state and how do these trails enhance property values, enabling children to walk or hop on a bicycle and reach a patch of woods, a stream, a beach, or some other natural haven?  (Research is showing that unstructured play in an outdoor setting is critical for the optimal development of children physically, emotionally, socially, cognitively and otherwise.)  How important is it for Michigan citizens to own as a birthright the ability to hunt, fish, camp, snowmobile, ski and just wander across large areas of public land reminiscent of the days of the pioneers and the people who defined the American character?  

· What would be the cost of driving out recreational property owners who own  seasonal cottages and camps?  Calling to mind the ecological concept of the “indicator species,” this paper’s principal author has observed that a primary indicator in northwestern Lower Michigan is the wealthy resort property owner.  These people can afford to live anywhere in the world they choose, and if they continue to return to northern Michigan for the summer season, it means that the natural environment, the cultural environment, the economic environment, social environment and other “environments” are literally of world-class quality.  They contribute in massive amounts to the local economy and tax base. What would be the cost of driving these people away by overdevelopment and loss of the scenic areas and resources that keep them coming back?  

Pursuit of a number of measures such as those suggested above would hopefully produce a number of results: 

· Acquire a comprehensive list and bibliography of relevant studies

· Generate interest in new studies that can better inform the public policy debate

· Catalogue and have ready more “ammunition” for economic debate about public land

· Make this information available to more conservation, environmental and advocacy groups

· Develop a more informed following on the economic issues relating to public land

 NEXT STEPS, II: A NEW APPROACH TO ADVOCACY FOR PUBLIC LAND: 


Rather than squaring off again and again in the same old tug-of war, we must develop new information to confront those who challenge us on the issues.  We should  also ensure that supporters speak out rather than allow themselves to be obscured by opponents.  

For example, a longtime nemesis has been the Michigan Township Association which, time and time again has repeated the old refrain about “too much state land” and not enough “tax base.”  Creagh’s conversations with local units, referenced above, would indicate that this is actually not the case.  A serious effort should be made at the grassroots level to meet with the local officials to impress  upon them the importance and value of public land, motivating them to work with their peers and revise the policy agenda of the group to a more positive position on public land and wildlife habitat.  Among other topics, we should help them to understand the difference between state land issues and revenue sharing issues. 

Groups like the Michigan Association of Counties can similarly be approached at the grassroots level to effect change.   A summit of interested parties should be held to draft a plan to bring hunting, fishing, conservation and environmental interest and advocacy groups together in a statewide campaign to inform more local government officials about the value and value added—tangible and intangible—of public land and wildlife habitat.  This effort might focus on revising the public policy agendas of the MTA and MAC with regard to “state land,” wildlife habitat, and other public land resources.  By creating more awareness on the part of local officials of the value and value added by public land, and by making them more aware of their state organizations’ frequent opposition to policies and legislation that promotes healthy wildlife habitat and our valuable public land base, we might turn these organizations’ policy programs away from nearly automatic opposition to public land and their frequent association with initiatives that would appropriate public resources for private gain.  

Through these efforts we might hope to achieve the following: 

· Inform local officials to bring about better understanding of the real issues 

· Through better understanding, bring about wiser decisions and better policy

· Revise policy agendas of major policy advocates representing local governments

· By revising these agendas, eliminate a major obstacle to good public land policy

· Establish a new coalition of voices united in support of public land and wildlife habitat

· Engage more citizens with government at all levels in advocating for public land

· Focus the “tax base” debate on revenue sharing, where it properly belongs

CLOSING THOUGHT:

This paper will be successful if it serves as a catalyst for action to better understand and explain the true value of public land, value added by public land, and the importance of maintaining large areas of natural land for wildlife and for people.  It will succeed if it brings groups and individuals together to take on the old, tired arguments against public land, and delve deeply into the economics of public land that doesn’t stop at price-per-acre but looks into value added in terms of both economics  and the intangible value of living and vacationing in a state that offers opportunities to hunt, fish, hike, ski, watch birds, hunt mushrooms and pursue a whole range of activities  across a broad, varied and healthy landscape.  It will be worthwhile if it helps to reinforce the important decision that the people of Michigan made to direct revenue from publicly owned natural capital into a trust fund that forever ends the boom-and-bust cycle and benefits all generations to come.  

In his book, “The Quiet Crisis,” Steward Udall said it best when he wrote: “Each generation has its own rendezvous with the land, for despite our fee titles and claims of ownership, we are all brief tenants on this planet.  By choice of by default, we will carve a land legacy for our heirs.” 

