
OREGON & CALIFORNIA LAND GRANT ACT OF 2013: Critique No. 3
Regarding Conservation Areas

Senator Wyden’s proposed revision to the Oregon & California Railroad Lands
Act of 1937 has been undertaken because, “For too long, Oregon’s 2.1 million
acres of O&C grant lands have been ground zero for the battle between those
seeking to halt logging in the Northwest and those seeking to return to the
unsustainable logging levels of a bygone era.” 1 Upon analysis of the proposal,
one realizes that the Senator’s approach is to resolve the dispute by declaring a
winner.  There is no question but that the plan will give the neo-environmentalists
everything they have sought.  It will repeal the 1937 Act.  It will prevent the
logging of any tree older than 150 years.  It will mandate the decommissioning of
existing roads in the O&C and prohibit the creation of new ones.

The Senator’s scheme pretends to resolve the dispute between preservation and
production by dividing the O&C lands into two distinct “forestry emphasis” and
“conservation emphasis” areas roughly, in his words, of equal size.  Each emphasis
area would have its own distinctive objectives for management.  There are two
problems with this approach.  

Initially, the Senator is simply re-inventing the wheel.  The idea of setting aside
certain areas for production and others for preservation is not a new concept.  It is
the plan envisioned in the original Act.  Wyden’s scheme simply downsizes and
limits the approach.  

In western Oregon there are some 9.6 million acres of Federally owned land.2  Of
that mass, some 1.4 million acres have been set aside by Congress for conservation
purposes: National Monuments, Wilderness Areas, Wild and Scenic Rivers, etc. 
Of the remaining 8.2 million acres, roughly one fourth have been designated to be
managed “for permanent forest production.”  By contrast, 6.1 million acres
are managed for general multiple-use purposes described in the Federal
Land Policy Management Act - which, in today’s environment, might

1) We have noted in Critique No. 1, the fallacy in the “unsustainable”
allegation.

2) Considering only the Klamath, Eastern Cascade, Western Cascade, and
Coast ranges.



reasonably be described as conservation.  Quite simply, Wyden would
reduce the investment of land devoted to production by half to 1 million
acres.  This is a simple issue presenting a simple question.  Is 1 million acres
out of 9.6 million - roughly 10% - an adequate investment in our local
economies?

The second problem is that the areas to be relegated out of production greatly
exceed the half and half representation described.  Before, and in addition to, the
proposed distribution, Wyden includes several removals from the O&C land base. 
He calls these his “Oregon Treasures.”  There will be nearly 56,000 acres
withdrawn as an expansion of the existing Wild Rogue Wilderness Area.  Nearly
30,000 acres as lands abutting 93 miles of Rogue Wild and Scenic Rivers, and
95,000 acres for a new Rogue National Recreation Area.  These combined 180,000
acres come off the top, further reducing the remainder for distribution between the
forestry and conservation emphasis areas.3  Not mentioned, but of significant
economic impact is the fact that the designation of these particular 180,000 acres
will effect a mineral withdrawal for those lands also.  They happen to constitute
two of the most historically productive mining districts in the State.

Wyden establishes some lofty goals for the bulk of the lands to be managed for
conservation.  Foremost would be “old growth” protection.  This is not the “old
growth” defined in the Northwest Forest Management Plan consisting of trees 200
years and older.  Wyden’s “old growth” consists of stands greater than 120 years in
age and individual trees in excess of 150 years.  Depending on the location,  such
trees can constitute a significant proportion of the “merchantable timber available
on these lands.  

Emphasis would be placed on protecting watershed health, wildlife and recreation -
which are, of course, objectives of concern under the existing 1937 Act.  

Wyden adds a new concept by requiring that conservation emphasis areas be
managed for something he calls “climate management.”  He offers no explanation
of how man is to change the climate by managing a million plus acres in Oregon.   

3)   It is curious that the lands designated to become wilderness have twice
been evaluated by the BLM for wilderness designation and found not to qualify.  A
cruise of the areas proposed discloses that they are almost entirely regeneration
stands.



Emphatically, in these conservation areas there will be no road building - and, of
course, no access.  One great virtue of the historic management of the O&C lands
has been the legacy of roads it has provided.   The O&C Act, as do all federal land
management acts, provides multiple use as a legislated objective.  Recreation is
part of that objective and, far and away, the greatest utilization of these lands for
recreation is hunting.  Roads are crucial to this particular usage.  Roads provide
access for the vast majority of hunters and campers.  Oregon is not Idaho, Montana
or Alaska.  There are not a great deal of pack-in hunting services available and
Oregon hunters depend upon roads.  This is particularly true for seniors and
hunters with disabilities.  Wyden’s proposal, with its emphasis upon
decommissioning existing roads and prohibiting new roads is detrimental to the
interests of the vast majority of people who actually use these lands for recreation.

Likewise, roads and ready access are crucial to the protection of the forests - as
was demonstrated in the recent catastrophic fire in the Big Windy complex in
southern Oregon.  Effective, early response fire fighting was handicapped by the
need to cut fire access roads.  If not recreation, public safety should remain a
concern.

The Wyden plan to put the majority of the conservation lands into actual
wilderness areas or roadless areas is a bad idea.4  It is inimical to the interests of
forest recreation and it is inimical to the interests of fire protection.

The Wyden plan needs to be rejected.  At best, it is a giant reduction of our
investment in resources for production and the economy.  It is hostile to the
legislated objectives for the management of these lands. 

Jack Swift
Southern Oregon Resource Alliance

4) It should be noted that it is BLM policy to manage “roadless” areas as
wilderness areas.


