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DIVIDED LANDS:  
State  vs .  Federal  Management  in  t he  West   

This study compares state and federal land management in the West. It 

examines the revenues and expenditures associated with federal land 

management and compares them with state trust land management in four 

western states: Montana, Idaho, New Mexico, and Arizona. The report explains 

why revenues and expenditures differ between state and federal land agencies 

and discusses several possible implications of transferring federal lands to the 

states.   

“By nearly all accounts, our federal lands are in 
trouble, both in terms of fiscal performance and 
environmental stewardship” 

- Divided Lands, p. 8  

http://perc.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/150303_PERC_DividedLands.pdf


“Federal multiple-use lands have enormous potential to generate 
revenues for the public good. Yet federal land agencies lose  
taxpayers nearly $2 billion per year, on average.” 
        -Divided Lands, p. 9 
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Key Takeaways 
• $14.51 vs. losing $.27 for every dollar spent on land management. 

• Low financial returns on federal lands translate into low amounts of 
revenue sharing with counties and states. 

• States would likely earn much greater revenues than the federal 
government if lands were transferred.   

“States have clearly demonstrated their ability to generate greater 
returns form land management than the federal government- a fact 
that is even more remarkable considering how scattered state trust 
lands are across the West.” 

- Divided Lands, p. 30 



ACCESS DIVIDED:  
State  and  Federal  Recreat ion Management  in  the  West    

This report explores how federal and state land agencies manage 

recreation demands. It focuses on lands managed by the U.S. 

Forest Service, the Bureau of Land Management, state trust 

agencies, and state park agencies in the 11 westernmost states in 

the contiguous United States. It compares various types of public 

land recreation management and explores how different agencies 

resolve conflicts between competing land uses.   

“While the role of federal land agencies in supplying 
recreational opportunities in the West is widely known, 
state-owned lands also play an important role- one 
that is not as widely recognized or understood.” 

- Access Divided, p. 32  

http://www.perc.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/PLR Fed-State Recreation_REVISED.pdf


• A wide range of recreational opportunities are 

available on federal lands, but federal agencies 

often have no clear method of prioritizing 

competing uses. 

• Federal land agencies often struggle to meet or 

even establish recreation management goals. 

 

Federal Lands and Recreation 

“The total deferred maintenance backlog 
for the U.S. Forest Service and BLM is 
nearly $6 billion- much of it associated 
with recreational quality and access.” 

- Access Divided, p. 12  



. 

State Trust Lands and Recreation 
• Each state allows for some form of recreation on state trust lands, often with 

user fees or recreational leasing. 
• Each state varies in how it manages recreation on state trust lands. 
• In some cases, state trust agencies lease lands for specific recreational purposes. 
• State trust agencies have often found innovative ways to accommodate 

recreational demands while meeting their fiduciary responsibilities.  

“The ability of state trust agencies to 
accommodate recreational demands 
demonstrates an element of 
flexibility inherent in the trust 
management model.” 
- Access Divided, p. 20 



State Parks and Recreation 

“State parks are incredibly popular. In fact, state 
parks receive more recreation visits per acre than 
any of the federal land agencies including the 
National Park Service.” 

- Access Divided 



Key Takeaways 
• The demand for recreation on public lands is growing, both in terms 

of the number of people and the diversity of recreational activities. 

• Federal land agencies often have no clear method of prioritizing 
competing uses and struggle to meet or even establish recreation 
management goals. 

• Each state allows for some form of recreation on their trust lands and 
have found innovative ways to accommodate recreational demands. 

• State parks are more popular than Western national parks and 
generally cover more of their expenditures through visitor fees than 
national parks do.   
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