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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Appalachian Prosperity Project (APP) is interested in exploring the possibilities for 
asset-based initiatives utilizing a major asset of Southwest Virginia––the Jefferson National 
Forest.  APP has focused mainly on initiatives to improve health outcomes. There is also an 
active effort to improve community development through increasing asset-based initiatives such 
as The Crooked Road, a music heritage trail developed and marketed in recent years as well as 
the Clinch River Valley Initiative, dedicated to economic revitalization by using the Clinch River 
for recreation, education, and revitalization.  

 
The role of the Jefferson National Forest in community development is complicated by 

the fact that the United States Forest Service (USFS) administers all activity on the land. Forest 
administration is a widely debated topic in communities located near national forests. These 
communities are sometimes unsatisfied by the management of the forests as well as the 
compensation they receive for not being able to tax those lands. The appropriate role of 
government, both local and federal, in forest administration is often debated especially in regards 
to whether the presence of protected landscapes harm or enhance community. This report 
provides an analysis of different policy options for Southwest Virginia as they consider how to 
leverage a major asset––the Jefferson National Forest. As part of this analysis, the report will 
also address common misconceptions of the role of public lands and how to evaluate projects 
meant to increase community development. This report establishes a framework for how local 
governments and local residents can evaluate the policy options presented in this report as well 
as policy options they may confront in the future. 

 
There are a number of policy options APP may consider in order to improve community 

development in areas surrounding the Jefferson National Forest. The first option is the status 
quo. In a policy analysis, this is always an important option to consider because any policy 
intervention must find evidence of some kind of failure. Two possible types of failure include 
market failure, where the free market is not functioning in an economically efficient manner and 
some participants in the market are negatively affected.  Another type of failure is government 
failure. In this case, a policy is functioning in such a way that harms people or communities. This 
is why it is important to establish that 1) a policy intervention is necessary and 2) that the 
prescribed intervention exceeds the benefits of the intervention. Many local governments argue 
that USFS management of public lands is a form of government failure. In order to address this, 
one policy option proposes changing the management of public lands by privatizing national 
forests lands. Land management changes are the policy options most often explored by local 
governments who are directly impacted by public lands. In the other direction, another policy 
option is to designate even more land for administration by the USFS. This is an option because 
it may reduce the burden of local governments to provide services to the lands. Another policy 
option considers increasing federal compensation to affected counties. This is a popular policy 
option especially among county governments.  

 
A study by the Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations (ACIR), a now 

defunct federal advisory group, released a report titled “The Adequacy of Federal Compensation 
to Local Governments for Tax Exempt Federal Lands.” In their two-year study, they concluded 
that federal compensation programs such as Payment in Lieu of Taxes (PILT) is sufficient 
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compensation. Many of the national forest lands that counties are unable to tax are often 
undesirable for any kind of development, which is why they were made public lands in the first 
place. And, the ACIR also found that even if there was a negative impact on taxing authority 
because counties are unable to tax public lands, county budgets should have adjusted in the last 
100 years (when most forests were originally designated public).  

This analysis found that management of protected landscapes does not have a direct 
negative effect on community development. There are many other factors that have a more 
significant effect on communities including access to health care, transportation to cities, and 
appeal of amenities. Any negative impact is offset by federal subsidies that communities receive 
for not being able to tax public lands. Public lands are, currently, generally unproductive in the 
Jefferson. This helps the municipalities. The status quo of protected lands is a good thing. The 
mere presence of public lands and a national park designation can add value. Municipalities 
benefit from this because they do not have to provide services to those lands. Instead the federal 
government maintains it and local school districts can use it to enhance education, tourism 
entrepreneurs can take advantage, and hospitals can potentially develop small programs to 
reduce obesity and increase mental health practices with nature. There is an opportunity for local 
governments to be more pro-active in constructing an intergovernmental relations plan with their 
regional USFS office. This may be the best way to elevate the discussion of how to improve 
community development.    

The Appalachian Prosperity Project’s primary focus is on health, education, and 
economic prosperity. These all increase productivity. There is anecdotal evidence that APP 
projects are having an impact on prosperity and community development. Changing management 
of the Jefferson National Forest will not change productivity or change wealth. APP should focus 
on improving intergovernmental relations with the USFS, analyzing current programs, and 
expanding successful programs.  
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PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Southwest Virginia struggles to foster community development that would improve prosperity 
for its residents. 

Motivation 

The Appalachian Prosperity Project (APP) is interested in exploring the possibilities for 
asset-based initiatives utilizing a major asset of Southwest Virginia––the Jefferson National 
Forest.  

Theory  

The best theory on how to leverage a forest is to preserve and protect it for local and 
national interests while growing the educational and health rewards from those projects.  

Objective 

 To establish a single set of criterion for considering community development projects; 
criteria that takes into consideration not only economic impacts but also effects on health, 
education, and the environment of the local community. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Appalachia Prosperity Project (APP) is in its fifth year of working to improve 
community development in Southwest Virginia. In January 2013, the group sought to answer a 
longtime question: what affect did the Jefferson National Forest, one of the largest assets of the 
region, have on community development? And, what policy options were available for 
leveraging this asset in a more productive way? After a series of analyses that included a 
literature review, stakeholder analysis, and a cost-benefit analysis it is apparent that there is only 
an indirect connection between community development and the JNF. The JNF may be used to 
increase outcomes for community development but this too is very limited. As a result, my 
research began to focus on how APP could translate this finding in a way that made sense to 
local officials and residents alike.  

 
The role of the Jefferson National Forest in community development is complicated by 

the fact that the United States Forest Service (USFS) administers all activity on the land. Forest 
administration is a widely debated topic in communities located near national forests. These 
communities are sometimes unsatisfied by the management of the forests as well as the 
compensation they receive for not being able to tax those lands. The appropriate role of 
government, both local and federal, in forest administration is often debated especially in regards 
to whether the presence of protected landscapes harm or enhance community. This report is 
focused on addressing common misconceptions about the role of public lands and how to 
evaluate projects meant to increase community development. This report establishes a 
framework for how local governments and local residents can evaluate the policy options 
presented in this report as well as policy options they may confront in order to improve 
community development. The criterion takes into consideration not only economic impacts but 
also affects on health, education, and the environment of the local community. 

 
Policy options for APP were chosen for their ability to improve outcomes in health, 

education, and economic prosperity. These options include the status quo where the APP would 
continue existing programs and applying lessons learned to the JNF. Other options also include 
advocating for increasing or decreasing public land holdings and increasing federal subsidies and 
revenue sharing to local governments who are unable to tax federal lands within their counties.  

 
The current political climate in 2013 is also an important consideration and will have a 

significant influence on my analysis. The rise and local organization of the Tea Party in 
Southwest Virginia has meant greater participation in public hearings where members have 
voiced their opposition to government programs and the administration of public lands. On top 
of that, many municipalities including those in Southwest Virginia are feeling the impacts of the 
federal sequester of March 2013. This means that localities are evaluating budgetary options. 
Any viable policy option must take into consideration any political opposition that may come 
from proposing any expansion of government, taxes, or both.   
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BACKGROUND 

Southwest Virginia is located near the southern and western border of Virginia and 
includes 19 counties and 4 independent cities. It comprises more than one fifth of Virginia. The 
Jefferson National Forest (JNF) comprises 690,106 acres of Southwest Virginia. It is 
administered by the US Forest Service (USFS). 

 
According to local officials, residents of Southwest Virginia are inherently distrusting of 

the federal government. They have seen manufacturing jobs bring prosperity to local residents 
only to see those jobs sent overseas decades later. Coal is a major driver of the economy. 
However, employment opportunities in the coal industry have been decreasing. This is partly due 
to the shrinking demand for coal, as natural gas becomes a cheaper commodity and the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) implements regulations on carbon emissions from coal 
processing plants. (Plumer, 2012) Regardless of the decline in coal mining, residents believe the 
federal government and the EPA are driving away coal jobs leading to higher unemployment. All 
of these factors converge to create a trust gap between any federal entity and the local 
community.  

 
Public lands controlled by the USFS are often located near communities. In some cases 

these lands can make up the majority of land within a state such as states in the Pacific 
Northwest. USFS management plans can have a significant impact on communities, for better or 
worse. These management plans include regulations for recreational activities, oil and gas 
drilling, mineral extraction, and timber activity that may take place in the park. All of these 
activities directly impact jobs, tourism, and the environment of the communities that depend on 
the forest.  

 
Public lands are managed by four federal agencies: the USFS, the National Park Service, 

the Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). According to the 
Wilderness Act of 1964, the USFS is tasked with protecting and managing the forests. Each 
forest has its own management plan. Management plans are revised every 10-15 years. In each 
plan, they take community impact into consideration but it is unclear to what extent and to what 
end. The Jefferson National Forest plan was last revised and published in 2004. Due to limited 
resources, the US Forest Service estimates the next revision to the JFN management plan will not 
begin until around 2023 (Overshaw, 2013). Once the process is open to revision, there are a 
series of public hearings. In addition, city and county officials directly engage in the process. The 
revision plan takes an estimated four years to complete. This includes drafting alternatives for 
the plan, environmental impact assessments of each alternative and a final recommendation that 
is further laid out in a “Record of Decision.” The “Record of Decision” includes all the reasoning 
for the final decision and each of its components. Management plans undergo a review process 
that includes public hearings and stakeholder input. The National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA) mandate gives legal status to counties known as “Cooperating Agency Status.” This is 
significant because it allows counties to provide input on how management plans may impact 
community development. (Yates, 2013) 
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The Appalachian Prosperity Project (APP) was formed as part of an agreement between 
the University of Virginia and the Commonwealth of Virginia. The formal description of the 
group is as follows: 

 
“The University of Virginia (UVA) is required to establish a formal partnership 
with an economically distressed region in Virginia, and to “work meaningfully 
and visibly” to stimulate economic development in that region. UVA has selected 
the Coalfield Region, and will be partnering with the University of Virginia’s 
College at Wise (UVA-Wise) and the Virginia Coalfield Economic Development 
Authority (VCEDA) in this effort. The Coalfield Region is defined as the area 
encompassed by VCEDA (Planning Districts 1 & 2). It includes the City of 
Norton and the Counties of: Lee, Scott, Wise, Dickenson, Russell, Tazewell, and 
Buchanan.” (University of Virginia & Southwest Virginia Economic 
Development Partnership, FY2011) 

 
Significantly, the partnership was not in existence for the last revision of the management plan 
for the Jefferson National Forest that was completed in 2004. This could allow for more input 
from APP in future revisions.  
 
 Current projects for APP include the Clinch River Valley Initiative (CRVI), one of the 
most biodiverse regions in the United States. The CRVI is working with local and states officials 
to create a state park in the Clinch River Valley. This project is at the forefront of the mission to 
develop “asset-based” initiatives (University of Virginia & Southwest Virginia Economic 
Development Partnership, FY2011). The CRVI is trying to spur community development 
through ecosystem services that simultaneously create jobs and provide healthy environments to 
residents. They also have developed an environmental education program targeted at youth. The 
program hopes to enhance youth knowledge and investment in the region while also combatting 
health trends that have plagued the region. This includes improving various health trends such as 
the sedentary lifestyle in Southwest Virginia. Finally, the CRVI hopes to enhance economic 
development such as the Crooked Road Music Trail and other revitalization projects to the 
Clinch River Valley. 
 
 Another project is Healthy Appalachia Institute. This is a collaboration between: the 
University of Virginia's College at Wise and the University of Virginia, the Southwest Virginia 
Health Authority, the Graduate Medical Education Consortium and the local health districts 
works to improve health and prosperity in Southwest Virginia. Current APP programs clearly 
show how APP hopes to lead the region towards improved outcomes. It is also useful to take 
inventory and evaluate future projects that APP might consider incorporating. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

National forest areas and public lands are often generalized as an impediment to 
community development (Power, 1996). The reasons are obvious–– less taxable property to 
generate revenues for municipal services, less area to expand business opportunities, and the lack 
jurisdiction over the federal lands in their counties. However, national forests also provide many 
public benefits including recreation and health benefits. The question is: do the benefits outweigh 
the concerns that communities have about federal control of lands? Assigning value to often 
competing demands for natural resources is difficult. 

 
 This literature review will examine research and economic analyses related to the 

existing and potential value of community development near public lands and national forest 
areas. The first section of the literature review will present differing analyses of whether or not 
national forests harm the local community. The second section will examine the rightful role of 
local government in the management of national forests and public lands tangent to their 
jurisdictions. The third section will introduce a case study of a different way to address public-
private management of federal lands. The fourth section will examine whether or not national 
forests have a direct impact on health. I will also address why this question itself is problematic. 
The final section will review research on whether PILT and other federal subsidies are beneficial 
or sufficient to support local governments. In the review, when the information is available, I 
will draw connections from the research to Southwest Virginia and the Jefferson National Forest.  

I. Do national forests and public lands hurt economic development? 

The question of whether or not economic development is affected by national forests 
dates back decades. Many people believe that if land is designated as public then it cannot be 
used for community development. Protections for the environment hurt job opportunities because 
we can no longer create jobs for extraction of minerals or timbering. Public lands do not allow 
for a new factory to be built. These are just some of the arguments made by those who believe 
public lands hurt economic development. This portion of the literature review looked at different 
analyses of the economic effects of public lands such as national forests harm community 
development. First, I evaluate a study by the Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental 
Relations (ACIR), which released a report titled “The Adequacy of Federal Compensation to 
Local Governments for Tax Exempt Federal Lands.” Next, I examine a study by economists at 
the Jon Huntsman School of Business at Utah State University that found that protected lands 
areas have a significant and negative impact on the economy. (Steed, Monk, & Simmons, 2011) 
However, the analysis failed to address possible economic trends that might skew their results. A 
study by Niemi and Whitelaw commissioned by the US Forest Service does address other trends 
that could have a negative impact on communities located near national forests. (Niemi & 
Whitelaw, 1996)  
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A 1978 study by the Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations (ACIR) , a 
now defunct federal advisory group, released a report titled “The Adequacy of Federal 
Compensation to Local Governments for Tax Exempt Federal Lands.” The commission had 
three significant findings: 

“1) public land counties receive about the same property taxes per capita than nonpublic 
land counties 
2) federal land ownership adds negligible cost burdens to local government budgets, and 
3) public land counties receive on average greater federal and state revenue sharing and 
other aid than nonpublic land counties.” (Hart, 1995) 
 

The conclusion that federal compensation such as the Payment in Lieu of Taxes program (PILT) 
is sufficient compensation is significant. Many of the national forest lands that counties are 
unable to tax are often undesirable for any kind of development, which is why they were made 
public lands in the first place. The ACIR also found that even if there was a negative impact on 
taxing authority because counties are unable to tax public lands, county budgets should have 
adjusted in the last 100 years (when most forests were originally designated as federal lands). A 
county may be able to tax private land if the national forest was converted, but private land 
would require the provision of public services that would essentially create no net gain to the 
localities, according to the ACIR report. These services that counties would be obligated to 
provide include fire and police protection. 

In a different approach, economists Steed, Monk, and Simmons of the Huntsman School 
argue that protected lands governed under the Wilderness Act of 1964 harm economic 
development. The Act, according to them, limits many economically beneficial activities such as 
natural resource extraction, disallows the construction of telecommunication towers, facilities for 
power generation, transmission lines,  and energy pipelines. They contend that these are just 
some of the reasons local administrators dislike public lands. In order to dispute that protected 
lands adds economic value through factors such as increased property values and tourism, Steed, 
Monk, and Simmons conducted a longitudinal statistical analysis that included data from every 
county in the United States since 1995.  To proxy for economic conditions they used variables 
that included: average household income, total payroll, and total tax receipts. While these data 
are seemingly reliable, the authors address shortcomings with their variables including the fact 
that payroll does not include retiree income. This is significant to the error term when one 
considers the potential economic value that retirees offer. The study does not provide the 
necessary evidence in order to make the case that protected lands harm economic development.  

In an economic case study of an Appalachian community in Monroe County, Tennessee, 
The Wilderness Society (TWS) found that transfer payments such as Social Security and 
retirement benefits can add as much as 40% of income in some counties. In addition, retirees can 
spur a growth in service industries such as health care. From 2001-2005, the TWS economic 
analysis found that administrative, health, information, financial services, and construction each 
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grew faster than manufacturing in Monroe County, as in other Appalachian counties. (The 
Wilderness Society, 2009) 

 

This is important because in some regions like Southwest Virginia, transfer payments 
grew faster than the US and Virginia average as a percent of total personal income. If an analysis 
only considered payroll it would not represent the true economic landscape of many regions, 
including Southwest Virginia.  
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Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, Regional Economic Information System (Shobe) 

Steed, Monk, and Simmons also included controls to ensure they were measuring the 
effect of protected lands and not simply federal land ownership that could deflate their results. 
This could happen if, for instance, land was purely used for mining.  Further, they use variables 
to control for differences between counties as well as economic development variables that could 
be used to determine outcomes effects. Their findings indicated statistically significant lower per 
capita income, lower total payroll, and lower total tax receipts in counties tangent to protected 
lands areas.  

 

Source: Steed, Monk, and Simmons 

The most impactful of these findings perhaps is the finding that households near protected lands 
earn nearly $1500 less than non-protected lands. However, they acknowledge that this 
information is self-reported and may not accurately reflect true income.  More reliable would be 
the payroll data from the BLM. The total payroll was found to be $37,000 less in counties with 
protected lands, which, again, would not include any transfer payments, making those findings 
still questionable. Nonetheless, the authors conclude the protected lands have a negative effect 
on economic development. They fail to include any outside factors that could affect 
communities. 
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 In contrast, Niemi and Whitelaw, 1996 identify four economic trends that could affect 
community development in counties with protected lands: 

 “(1) the declining economic importance of the timber industry, (2) the increasing 
returns to education in the labor market, (3) the growing links between 
metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas, and (4) the role of natural amenities in 
the locational decision of firms and workers in the region.” (Niemi & Whitelaw, 
1996) 

 First, timbering as a source of employment in the Appalachia region has declined, 
according to Niemi and Whitelaw, because it was heavily harvested in the early part of the 20th 
century. Remaining timber includes young trees or hard-to-access trees that drive up harvesting 
costs. They also note that unlike Western Forests with a single-species that is easy to identify and 
clear-cut, Appalachia has a much larger diversity of trees and not all of them are ideal for 
lumbering. Niemi and Whitelaw find evidence of growth in Appalachian timber due to demand 
of rare woods but hypothesized that this would not lead to increase employment or income. From 
1983 to 1992, timber production increased over 20% but the number of jobs over that same 
period of time shrank over 14% and, similarly, payroll declined nearly 5%. (Niemi & Whitelaw, 
1996) They attribute this partly to paper products production that only required an expansion of 
existing factories. But, decline can also be attributed to technological advances and the 
mechanization of timbering that requires fewer workers. Niemi and Whitelaw point out that this 
decline is similar to that of the manufacturing industry that once provided economic stability for 
the region. Now, the service sector is the fastest growing sector of the economy. This includes a 
range of services from hospitality to hospitals and lawyers. An important concern is not so much 
changing industries as educational attainment and the region’s inability to cope with employment 
changes as a result. Technology firms are unwilling to relocate to Appalachia because of the low-
skilled worker population. (Niemi & Whitelaw, 1996) 

 Niemi and Whitelaw consider the growing infrastructure that has decreased the isolation 
of many areas in Appalachia and produced a robust tourism industry. They point out that as cities 
near Appalachia grow, highways become more plentiful and communication networks improve, 
people are retiring in forested areas in states such as Tennessee and visitors are taking more 
daytrips. (Niemi & Whitelaw, 1996) 

Improved infrastructure can also lead to unintended consequences such as outward 
migration. As connections to the outside world become greater, many young adults are leaving 
their rural Appalachian towns as they seek economic advantages in urban areas. A study by 
Enver and Partridge found that improving individual welfare led to migration away from their 
rural homes and to cities. (Enver & Partridge) In other words, as young people become more 
educated, they often seek the wider range of employment opportunities found in cities. As more 
people move out, municipalities collect less tax revenue but also local governments provide 
fewer services. Outward migration is also a self-corrective solution to increasing unemployment, 
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according to a report by the Urban Institute. But, this is only true in some cases. In others, 
localities struggle to foster economic development because their most educated workers are 
leaving. (Feser & Sweeney, 1999) 

Niemi and Whitelaw also look at the effect of national forests and natural resources on 
local economies by evaluating a study by Greenwood, et al. that found workers are motivated by 
two factors: higher wages and better amenities. Given that national forests are considered an 
amenity, they found that higher wages are more likely to draw people away. The range of wage 
increases that can lure them is anywhere from 2-10%. (Niemi & Whitelaw, 1996) This has 
significant implications for economic development. If skilled workers leave the region for better 
wages, the result is an increasingly unskilled population. 

  Overall, public lands have a varying impact on economic development but, it appears 
that it is not inherently negative. Federal compensation helps alleviate negative impacts that exist 
and there are many other factors outside of public land designations that have significant impact 
on communities. For some parts of the population, public lands are an appealing amenity while 
others seek higher wages––this is unlikely to be changed by transferring management of the 
land. It is important to recognize that public lands affect every region differently and so studies 
that claim to have a singular diagnosis may not be accurate. The federal government manages a 
majority of lands in some states such as Idaho and Oregon and therefore these states may be 
impacted to greater degree. Applying broad conclusions to a state like Virginia, where federal 
land management is smaller, is not useful in analyzing the impacts of public lands on economic 
development.  

II. What is the rightful role of local government in National Forest Management?  

 The Sagebrush Rebellion is notable for the way the Nevada legislature organized local 
governments and key supporters in intergovernmental organizations such as the Western Council 
of State Governments to lobby for control of federal lands. The movement created a review 
board that would guide the state should it be granted authority over the public lands. This section 
of the literature review will examine what rights and options local governments have in regards 
to management of national forests and federal lands including: federalism versus states’ rights 
issues, statutory stakeholder requirements, and other agreements local officials may negotiate 
with federal agencies.  

In an article of the Public Land & Resources Law Review, Jon Hart 1995 found that 
many local and state governments fail to understand that ownership and management of public 
lands also comes with the responsibilities of a landowner. Hart understands that counties merely 
want control over decisions that directly affect economic development but says control will not 
generate the kind of benefits counties believe will come of such a policy move. According to a 
study of North Carolina residents, national forests, in fact, may provide services to surrounding 
counties for free public goods that the counties are unable to provide its residents on its own, 
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such as clean water, contributions to global oxygen, and climate stability. (Schaberg, Holmes, 
Lee, & Abt, 1999)  

Hart examined the legal basis counties may have for seizing control of federal lands and 
found that the Property Clause of the United States Constitution is quite clear: “The Congress 
shall have power to dispose of and make all needful rules and regulations respecting the territory 
or other property belonging to the United States.” (United States Constitution) Instead of 
attempting to transfer management, Hart said there are several policy alternatives for local 
governments. First, governments have a significant opportunity to influence forest management 
through the USFS national forest planning process. The USFS is statutorily required to 
coordinate input from surrounding local governments whenever they revise a land management 
plan. However, some local governments are more active in this process than others. In states 
where the federal government owns a majority of the state, local governments are known to be 
more vocal. (Hart, 1995) It is important to remember that the USFS has a mandate to include 
local governments but in the process they are not required to include all of the recommendations. 
However, with a constructive intergovernmental communication strategy such as one crafted 
through a Memoranda of Understanding (MOU), these recommendations can substantially 
influence the final plan. 

A MOU can be used to encourage the USFS forest planners to work with local officials in 
order to prevent discord. MOUs are meant to be agreements between local governments and the 
forest that detail cooperative planning procedures. Though the MOUs still allow the USFS final 
acting authority and each party may dissolve the agreement at any time, the agreements are 
useful for establishing sound communication and policy procedures.  

Another alternative for local governments to influence the USFS management of forests 
is through the process developed by the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). As long as 
local governments have environmental assessment requirements “comparable” to NEPA then the 
USFS must meet those requirements to “fullest extent possible.” This essentially gives local 
governments “joint lead agency status” in the NEPA planning process and can have significant 
influence on the project. However, according to Hart, counties must be careful not to render the 
ordinances so difficult that the USFS would be able to seek a waiver to comply with local 
mandates. (Hart, 1995) 

Though local governments may not have legal authority to direct or manage public lands, 
there are significant ways they can get involved in the management process. The more involved 
that local governments are, the more potential benefit they can generate for community 
development. 

III. Case Study: Are national forests better managed by a public-private partnership?   

The argument of land rights between counties and the federal government boils down to a 
familiar argument in American history- sovereignty. In this situation, counties find themselves 
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engaged in an argument over the proper role of federal government. Should the federal 
government leave governance of local lands to local administrators? Or, does the federal 
government have a requirement to consider the national interest and protect natural resources for 
the benefits of all citizens not just those who live nearest the forest? However, the key question 
when considering policy options is: can private trusts be better managers of public lands than the 
USFS? Arguments have been made for a hybrid solution- one that would preserve natural 
resources but also remove federal control. (Baden) That solution was to create “charter forests,” 
public forests managed by a board of trustees. This section of the literature review will look at a 
case study of the Valles Caldera National Preserve (VCNP) in New Mexico and public-private 
management solutions for federal forestlands.  

In 2003, President Bush included a charter forest proposal as part of his annual budget. 
The proposal allowed private trusts to be set up to oversee management. According to the Bush 
budget, private trusts can "overcome inertia and an excessive decision making structure...[and] 
avoid the central bureaucracy and thereby reduce organization inefficiencies." (Doherty, 2002) 
The Bush proposal was not without precedent. In 2000, a charter forest, the VCNP, was created 
in New Mexico. Significantly, the VCNP was never managed by the USFS. Instead, the federal 
government acquired 89,000 acres and gave management authority to a nine-member board of 
trustees that represent local, state, and federal interests. The President of the United States 
appointed the trustees in consultation with the New Mexico delegation in Congress.  Two seats 
were permanently designated for the USFS and the National Park Service. The arrangement was 
designed to give all stakeholders a voice in management decisions. Unlike the USFS, which only 
holds public meetings when it is rewriting its management plan, the VCNP must hold public 
meetings three times a year. (Little, Berrens, & Champ, 2005) 

There are benefits and drawbacks to a public-private arrangement such as a charter forest. 
According to research by Little, Berrens, and Champ, the most significant difference between a 
trustee managed forest and a USFS managed forest is funding. USFS runs on receipts from 
congressional appropriations while a charter forest must be financially independent. By operating 
through income and donations rather than federal appropriations, charter forests theoretically 
create accountability from board members. Though VCNP is managed by a trust, it is required to 
meet all federal land management and environmental laws. Should the trust fail to be financially 
sound or violate its charter, the federal government has the right to revoke or not renew the 
charter and convert it into a national forest.  

Therefore, the VCNP is an important case study in financial management of national 
forests. In order to stay financially viable, the VCNP organized a lottery to auction off rights to 
hunt big game. They were successful in this venture and generated profits to pay for the program 
and management of the preserve. However, their idea was soon co-opted and in competition with 
tribal and private ranches. Perhaps because of this, the State of New Mexico intervened to create 
more restrictions on hunting that negatively impacted the ability of VCNP to generate revenues 
from hunting. Essentially, the VCNP was originally operating their hunting lottery as a private 
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ranch but then the state deemed them a federal entity that could not sell as many licenses as a 
private ranch. Instead, it was forced to meet local quotas and discontinue its lottery (Little, 
Berrens, & Champ, 2005). The trustee management did not fix intergovernmental relations 
problems between local entities and the federal government; instead, it unintentionally invited 
the state government to intervene in forest management decisions. This has had serious 
consequences for the VCNP. (Little, Berrens, & Champ, 2005) According to local news reports, 
in 2009, the VCNP was five years behind its funding schedule. (Hirai, 2011) And, in 2011, the 
US Senators from New Mexico introduced legislation for the VCNP’s management to be handed 
over to the USFS. (Library of Congress)  

A study by the Harbinger Consulting Group that looked at the economic benefits of 
transferring the land found that, among other things, the designation of a national park would 
automatically attract more visitors to the park that would bring revenues to the park but also 
create more economic benefit to the surrounding communities.  (Hirai, 2011) Though the VCNP 
is still maintained by trustees today, the outlook for it and the creation of other such forests is not 
good. 

IV. Case Study: How the Jefferson National Forest affects health and the environment 

It is a commonly held belief that cleaner air and water would be found near wilderness 
areas than in urban areas. However, this is not always accurate. In areas such as Southwest 
Virginia, coal mining and air pollution from the Midwest contribute to worse health outcomes in 
the region. In the “Air Resource” section of the Final Environmental Impact Statement of the 
Jefferson National Forest (JNF) located in Southwest Virginia, the USFS continues to find 
evidence of pollution from coal-fired plants in the Ohio River Valley and the Tennessee Valley 
Authority. In addition, cars along Interstate 81 and major cities such as Washington, DC, 
Richmond, Raleigh/Durham, and Charlotte contribute to the air quality of the JNF. (USDA 
Forest Service, 2004)  The mountains are capturing pollution from cities that lead to poor 
environmental conditions and an elevated risk of health problems.  

What is notable is that regardless of who owns the mountains —local governments or the 
federal government—this problem would remain. But under ownership of the federal 
government, the US Forest Service tracks and reports these occurrences under the 1977 and 1990 
Amendments to the Clean Air Act. According to the USFS, “The Prevention of Significant 
Deterioration section of the Clean Air Act requires Federal Land Managers to identify Air 
Quality Related Values (AQRV), or resources…that might be affected by air pollution.” The 
USFS is obligated to protect the air, land, and water from activities that take place inside the 
federal lands as well as pollutants produced outside federal lands. (USDA Forest Service, 2004) 
This is a service that is unlikely to be provided by localities due to limited resources. This is a 
key example of a “free” benefit provided to localities by the USFS.   

 Does the Jefferson National Forest cause pollution? The USFS acknowledges a certain 
amount of pollution (USDA Forest Service, 2004); however, there is a significant amount of 
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pollution affecting the region that comes from other states (USDA Forest Service, 2004). Does 
the JNF directly cause worse health outcomes? This is very unlikely given the reasons previously 
stated. The pollution from outside the state would drift to Southwest Virginia regardless of the 
public land designation. The true problem is lack of access to health care and the question 
becomes: does the JNF impede access to health care? Of course, the USFS has no authority to 
regulate or keep health care providers from coming to the region. Isolation is often the reason 
access to health care is limited (Snyder, 2013). Doctors trained in large conventional medical 
schools are often hesitant to move to under-resourced regions (Snyder, 2013). This then becomes 
an argument about regional appeal and not public land management. 

V. Are federal subsidies such as PILT and Secure Rural Schools sufficient?  

An important role for any local government is to fund projects that have a meaningful 
impact on residents and families. Local governments in rural areas near public lands rely on a 
variety of federal subsidies to provide services aimed at increasing community development 
while simultaneously balancing the budget. Counties located near public lands would like more 
federal monies than they currently receive.  

There are a variety of opinions on whether or not federal subsidies for local governments 
are adequate in lieu of foregone tax revenue. Since 1908, counties with national forest within 
their jurisdiction have received receipt-sharing payments of 25% of the total for timber sales 
from their local forest (Gorte, 2000). However, timber sales from public lands have declined 
dramatically since the 1980s. (Gorte, 2000) The National Association of Counties (NACO), an 
interest group that represents county governments in Congress, maintains that these declining 
receipt-sharing revenues have hurt county governments that have come to depend on them for 
the provision of services, especially for tourists who visit the parks. In 1976, Payment in Lieu of 
Taxes (PILT) was enacted and set up a formula that took into account “population, receipt 
sharing payments, and the amount of Federal land within an affected county.” (US Department 
of the Interior, 2013) The problem with PILT is that it is an annual appropriation and falls prey 
to funding shortages at the federal level. In 2008, it became a mandatory appropriation for five 
years but it is scheduled to back to a discretionary expenditure in 2013 unless Congress agrees to 
renew it. (National Association of Counties, 2013) This creates uncertainty for localities that 
count on these subsidies to balance their budgets and fund local projects and services. However, 
it is important to point out that this problem emanates from Congress and not from USFS forest 
management.  

Other federal subsidies have been established (and some have subsequently expired) to 
support local governments affected by federal land holdings. The most recent of these is the 
Secure Rural Schools Act (SRS), which was established in 2000 and is meant to provide funding 
for rural schools and transportation projects. Environmental groups support federal subsidies 
such as SRS that allow for counties to receive payments and reduce reliance on receipt sharing 
from timber sales. According to the Wilderness Society, “The law replaced revenue sharing with 
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a guaranteed level of payments that was no longer tied to the amount of timber produced from 
the National Forests.” (The Wilderness Society) SRS is meant to supplement PILT but SRS 
funding was set to expire in 2008. That year, however, it was reauthorized but was amended so 
that it would be phased out in 2012. (National Association of Counties) Both NACO and 
environmental groups are lobbying for a renewal of SRS payments. 

Questions remain about whether or not these federal subsidies are sufficient or, on the 
other hand, necessary. The most comprehensive study to date was undertaken by the Advisory 
Commission on Intergovernmental Relations (ACIR). This federal commission was asked by the 
USFS to evaluate and answer those questions in 1976. In 1978, the commission released their 
report appropriately titled, “The Adequacy of Federal Compensation to Local Governments for 
Tax Exempt Federal Lands.” Among its many findings, is that federal payments to localities 
were indeed adequate for a number of reasons. Even at that time, they foresaw the continued 
decline of timber sales but said that most of these lands had been in federal possession so long 
that county governments (many since the Theodore Roosevelt Administration) should have 
adapted to any impact on local government budget. Further, they found that most federal lands 
were not developable lands, which they pointed out, is one of the reasons it was granted federal 
status in the first place. And, finally, the report found that counties receive guaranteed payments 
for this land but they are not responsible for providing any services to that land. Were the land to 
be privately owned, the county would be able to tax that property but any gain in revenues would 
be offset by the costs of providing services that would then be entitled to that landowner. 
(Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations, 1978) 

Literature Review Conclusion 

 Management of protected landscapes does not seem to have a direct negative effect on 
economic development. There are many other factors that have a significant effect on 
communities including access to health care, transportation to cities, and appeal of amenities 
found in a forest. Any negative impact is offset by federal subsidies that communities receive for 
not being able to tax public lands. However, there is an opportunity for local governments to be 
more pro-active in constructing an intergovernmental relations plan with their regional USFS 
office. This may be the best way to increase discussion of how to improve community and 
economic development.     
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POLICY OPTIONS 

There are a number of options for improving community development in areas 
surrounding the Jefferson National Forest. The first option is a continuation and improvement of 
the status quo. In a policy analysis, this is always an important option to consider. Any public 
policy intervention must find evidence of some kind of failure. Two possible types of failure 
include market failure, where the free market is not functioning in way that is economically 
efficient.  Another type of failure is government failure. In this case, a policy is functioning in 
such a way that harms people or communities. This is why it is important to establish that 1) a 
policy intervention is necessary and 2) that the prescribed intervention limits unintended 
consequences and the benefits prevail.  

 
Some local governments argue that USFS management of public lands is a form of 

government failure. In order to address this point, the following policy options were considered:  
 

1. Changing the management of public lands by either privatizing national forests 
lands. Land management changes are the policy options most often explored by 
local governments who are directly impacted by public lands.  

2. Designate even more for administration by the USFS. Though this proposal is 
counter to what local government may advocate for, it presents an opportunity to 
explain the role of public lands and their impact on local communities. In fact, it 
may reduce the burden of local governments to provide services to the lands. 

3. Increasing federal compensation to affected counties. This is also another popular 
policy option especially among county governments.  

 
These are not the complete range of possible options, instead, they are the options 

residents, local governments, and APP may be the most interested in exploring. All policy 
options will be explained in more detail below and then evaluated later in the analysis.  

Policy Option #1: The status quo option is continuation and improvement of current 

APP programming. In addition, APP would consider incorporating JNF resources based 

on best practices of similar APP projects. 

APP is currently involved in a variety of community development projects including 
Healthy Appalachia, CRVI, and entrepreneurship programs. These programs are not currently 
being evaluated, quantitatively or qualitatively, to determine definitive successes and failures. 
Once APP determines which programs are successful, they may consider combining JNF 
resources with existing, effective programming. For instance, CRVI is working to create walking 
trails and increase youth environmental education. Both of these projects could also be applied to 
the JNF if an evaluation finds successes to be replicated. 
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Policy Option #2:  APP could support privatizing public lands. 

Many counties throughout the US believe that reprivatizing lands would allow 
municipalities greater freedom to maximize lands that are currently public. This would allow for 
possible greater resource exploitation. This would also allow municipalities to unilaterally decide 
what that land should be zoned for––development, extraction, or some other purpose.  

 
 

 

 

Source: Google Maps (Jefferson National Forest) 
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Policy Option #3: APP could advocate for an increase federal subsidies (PILT) 

Municipalities and county governments with national forests within their jurisdictions are 
not allowed to tax federal lands. In order to compensate for this loss of tax revenue, the federal 
government provides a subsidy known as PILT. 

Currently, the six APP-affiliated counties receive PILT payments. These payments are 
based on a calculation that takes into account “population, receipt sharing payments, and the 
amount of Federal land within an affected county.” (US Department of the Interior, 2013) These 
counties receive federal payments because of local government’s inability to tax federal lands. 
PILT receiving counties are not obligated to provide any kind of municipal services to federal 
lands. 

 
         Source: US Department of Interior 
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Policy Option #4: APP could support the expansion of more public lands.  

The federal government has proclaimed that the JNF is allowed to constitute a larger area 
than it currently assumes. This is only possible if the USFS purchases private land and designates 
it as part of the JNF. This option would expand public land borders. According to some research 
(The Wilderness Society, 2009), the value of the land may increase if it is designated as a 
protected landscape. This is known as the “proclamation effect.” Proclamation effect states that 
designation of new public lands enhances the value of that space and surrounding spaces due to 
public appreciation of wilderness, conservation, and recreation.   

 

 
Source: USFS (http://www.fs.fed.us/gwjnf/ftp/jnf_forest_plan_maps/jnf_clinch.pdf)  
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COST BENEFIT ANALYSIS  

This cost benefit analysis has been constructed in way that APP and local officials may 
be able to explain the costs and benefits of the proposed scenarios to the average constituent.  

A cost benefit analysis of the privatization of national forest land shows that privatization 
does not always generate benefits to local governments, communities, or society. Any change in 
management or ownership represents a transfer of wealth from one entity to another. The only 
way transfer of land or management can generate a benefit is if that transfer leads to increase 
productivity of the land being transferred. There are three scenarios that may be considered in 
this transfer of wealth: 

1. The federal government deeds over the land to counties 
2. The federal government sells the land to counties 
3. The federal government auctions off the land to a private individual or company 

This section of the report develops an exercise for how communities might be able to think about 
wealth transfers. The key question that localities must confront at every juncture is: Does a 
resource become more productive as a result of the policy? Each scenario does not offer a 
complete range of possibilities, as this would be nearly impossible. Instead, each scenario 
confronts the most common and likely trade-offs in each situation. Some important points to 
keep in mind in each scenario including the following: 

 Services for local communities and residents include: education, fire, police, and utilities. 
Services for private companies include fire, police, and utilities. There are a number of 
other services that local governments provide. For simplification, these are the largest 
programs considered in each scenario. 

 Services are provided at varying levels of investment by local governments. Some 
governments provide services efficiently and are able to provide the maximum amount of 
services for each dollar it has. Other governments do a poor job of providing services no 
matter how much money they have. For simplification, each scenario assumes an average 
amount of services provided by local government. One that is neither completely efficient 
nor inefficient. 

 Federal subsidies that each local government receives include PILT (Payment in Lieu of 
Taxes) and other programs mentioned throughout this paper. These subsidies are given to 
counties who have federal lands within the county. These lands are not taxable. Subsidies 
compensate for this loss.  

 Local government is seen as representing and providing services to the community. This 
analysis presumes that the interests of the local government are the same as the 
constituents they serve and represent. 
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Scenario 1: The federal government transfers land to counties 

If the federal government transfers the land to counties, the counties would receive land without paying the federal government 
anything. This represents a net benefit to local government because they receive land without paying the market rate for that land.  
Federal taxpayers and society will notice a transfer from one governmental entity to another. This results in no net change to society. 
However, there are other effects of this transfer. First, counties that receive this land must now provide services to the land that was 
once receiving services from the USFS. Examples of these services include: fire, police, and road maintenance. So, even if counties 
sell land to a private individual and collect property taxes, any gains will likely be offset by the services that the county must now 
provide to the land. This is a one to one tradeoff, with no expected gain. And, since counties will no longer receive federal subsidies 
for that land, they will see a net loss. In the case that the private individual was able to increase the productivity of the land, there may 
be a net benefit. But, this would only occur if that business created jobs that employed the previously unemployed. The value of that 
unemployed worker is their leisure plus any benefit they were receiving from the government. On the other hand, the new jobs may 
employ workers who were already employed elsewhere. This would not be a gain to the local region because wages would increase 
alongside property values, resulting in higher rents. The outcomes of this scenario depend on whether the county is able to increase 
productivity of the land on its own or through a private owner. 
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Scenario 2: The federal government sells the land to counties 

If the federal government sells the land to counties, counties must use local taxpayer money to pay the market value of the 
land. Local taxpayers lose money that could have paid for other services. They also lose federal subsidy money (PILT)  that would 
have gone to county services. Local government now controls the land but they also must provide services to the land. There is a net 
loss to local government and the community. Counties may be able to sell to a private landowner but this confronts the same trade-offs 
presented in Scenario 1. The outcome of private ownership does not represent a clear benefit for local communities. Society and 
federal taxpayers again see the transfer from federal management to local management.  There is no net change to society unless the 
new ownership provides benefits, e.g., increases in economic activity that exceed the costs.   
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Scenario 3: The federal government auctions off the land to a private individual or company 

 If the federal government auctioned off the national forest to a private owner, communities are not likely to be consulted on 
this transfer. This transfer could be controversial in the community, depending on who purchases the land. In addition, counties would 
not be compensated on the sale and they would lose federal subsidies they previously received for the land. Counties will be able to 
tax the property but, again, this may be offset by services they would need to provide to the land. This could result in a net loss to the 
local government and community. As the chart below explains, any employment gains and the benefit to the community depend on a 
number of different possibilities including whether the owner was able to generate new productivity to the land and brought in 
previously unemployed workers. In most of the tradeoffs, there is no clear benefit to counties.  

 

 

 



The Jefferson National Forest and Community Development in Southwest Virginia 28 

  

EVALUATIVE CRITERIA  

The evaluative criteria assigned for this analysis have been identified through stakeholder 
and expert interviews. These criteria have been chosen because of their potential to improve 
prosperity and community development, the mission of the APP.  

Each criterion will be assigned a weight out of total of 200 points. The 200 points was 
chosen simply to make the scoring produce whole numbers that are easily understood.  

Human Capital: Health & Education 

Over 20 percent of families living in the Coalfield region planning districts live below the 
poverty line, compared to 10.2 percent for Virginia as a whole. Just 11 percent have a college 
degree. The mortality rate for heart disease, cancer, and other leading health problems is 26 
percent higher than the rest of Virginia. (Southwest Virginia Health Authority, 2009) Health and 
education are major concerns for community development. The reason is fairly obvious–– 
healthy children do better in school than unhealthy children and healthy adults earn better 
incomes than unhealthy adults. For this reason, health and education are directly related to 
poverty. Any policy option that seeks to increase community development should improve health 
and education. 

The assigned weight is 40 percent for health and 40 percent for education, a combined 
total of 80 percent for human capital. As previously mentioned, human capital is significant in 
any community development project that seeks to improve prosperity. Representing the greatest 
portion of the overall weight indicates its importance in community development. 

Resource Use: Unemployment & Natural Resources 

It is vital for communities to use available resources to their fullest potential. This 
includes maximizing the strengths and abilities of workers. It also includes using natural 
resources in such a way that the community can experience long term benefits. This can either be 
through maintaining a healthy environment for residents or creating natural resource-based 
employment. For instance, many timbering skills and techniques are the same as those for 
ecosystem services.  

The assigned weight for this outcome is 15 percent for unemployment and 15 percent for 
natural resource use, a combined total of 30 percent for the Resource Use outcome. This 
outcome is assigned a lesser value than human capital. 

Social Capital: Provision of Public Services & Public Finance 

For the purposes of this report, social capital is determined by whether local governments 
are able to provide more or less effective and efficient public services as a result of the policy 
options. In addition, local government must be able to maintain or improve their financial 
situations. An important consideration for each policy option will be whether that course of 
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action will improve the municipality or county’s ability to provide public services to its 
residents. Southwest has many residents who receive average county services such as police, fire, 
rescue, utilities. It also has residents who depend on other county services such as county 
hospitals, daycare, and housing. With the recent recession and the federal government’s unstable 
finances, many municipalities are finding budget shortfalls. This outcome will evaluate whether 
or not the provision of public services and the public finance situation for municipalities is 
improved by each policy option.  

The assigned weight is 25 percent for provision of public services and 25 percent for 
public finance, for a combined total of 50 percent. Similar to the resource use outcome, increases 
in this outcome are favorable but do not outweigh potential benefits of human capital increases.  

Feasibility: Organizational & Political  

Feasibility is important because if one policy option is more feasible than another option, 
an organization may favor the former. Feasibility can be administrative (the capacity of the 
organization to achieve a certain goal) or political (public opinion or federal responsiveness to a 
certain situation. 

 
Many options will include increased federal expenditures to improve economic outcomes 

in the region, which could limit certain options given the current federal fiscal situation.  In 
addition, APP is an organization that has the potential to form a cohesive coalition to create 
public policy changes and collective gains but has yet to do so. This outcome will evaluate 
whether or not a particular policy option is within the capacity of APP as an organization. It will 
also take into consideration whether or not there is political will in the community or in the 
federal government for such a policy option.  

 
The assigned weight is 20 percent for organizational feasibility and 20 percent for 

political feasibility, for a combined total of 40 percent. It has been given less weight than human 
capital because feasibility can be an important consideration that could determine whether a 
project should proceed; however, difficult projects can also deliver larger rewards that other 
projects may not. For this reason, it is weighted second to provision of services. 
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APPLICATION OF CRITERIA TO POLICY OPTIONS 

 
Each criterion will be evaluated based on the literature review, stakeholder interviews, 

and the different cost-benefit analysis scenarios. For each policy option, key questions will 
determine whether each outcome would be improved. Below, each key question has been 
assigned a score.1  

 

 

Each key question directly addresses one factor that falls under a broader desired 
outcome for improvement in community development. Scores are weighted to give appropriate 
significance to each outcome.2 
 

 

 

                                                 
1 A longer explanation of scoring can be found in Appendix A. 
2 A sensitivity analysis may be found in Appendix B. 
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Policy Option #1: Status Quo- Improving and evaluating existing APP programs and 
determining whether or not the Jefferson National Forest can assist in these efforts.  

 
 
Can improving existing APP programs and incorporating the JNF improve health outcomes? 
 

Yes, APP has been making gains in their comprehensive efforts to improve health 
outcomes. There is potential to learn from other initiatives incorporating natural resources such 
as Healthy Appalachia Institute and the Clinch River Valley Initiative. These existing programs 
may allow APP to apply lessons learned from that project to future projects that would 
incorporate the Jefferson National Forest.  
 

SCORE: 10 
 
Can improving existing APP programs and incorporating the JNF improve education 
outcomes? 
  

Yes, APP has identified various places where education initiatives would be invaluable in 
ensuring growing prosperity in the region. Currently, the education component of APP is not as 
developed as the health component. APP has the capability to increase focus on education 
programs in Southwest Virginia. With the resources of the education schools at UVA Wise and 
UVA Curry, there is much potential for growth. 
 
SCORE: 10 
 
Can improving existing APP programs and incorporating the JNF improve unemployment? 
  

Yes, by continuing to concentrate on job training and entrepreneurship APP can improve 
unemployment problems. The JNF is a resource that could provide employment opportunities 
through projects in recreation and ecosystem services. APP has the potential to expand their 
programs.  
 
SCORE: 10 


Can improving existing APP programs and incorporating the JNF improve natural resource 
usage? 
 Yes, the JNF has yet to be considered in any APP plans for health, education, and 
community development. By implementing programs similar to those in the Clinch River Valley 
Initiative, there are opportunities to enhance the environment and employment through 
ecosystem services, tourism, and recreation.  
 
SCORE: 10 

 
Can improving existing APP programs and incorporating the JNF improve the provision of 
public services? 
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 Yes, APP’s focus and partnership with the planning districts has the potential to improve 
provision of public services for health and education. However, for other public services that are 
outside the scope of the work of APP, local governments will need to take other steps to improve 
the delivery of public services to residents. By developing a framework for evaluating provision 
of services, local governments can improve community development in Southwest Virginia. 
 
SCORE: 5 
 
Can improving existing APP programs and incorporating the JNF improve public finance in 
local governments? 
  

APP is unlikely to be able to improve the budget deficits faced by local governments. 
But, by providing assistance to improve services and efficiency of services, local governments 
can improve their financial situations.  
 
SCORE: 1  
 
Will improving existing APP programs and incorporating the JNF be politically feasible? 
  

Yes, improving existing programs is very feasible. APP has formed strong partnerships 
and relationships in the community and will be able to continuing growing and finding 
opportunities to improve outcomes. Local government supports the involvement of APP. The 
federal government is a non-consideration since they have limited involvement in any 
improvement and expansion of APP programs. The USFS is the most important consideration in 
programming that would incorporate the JNF. However, it is entirely feasible to establish closer 
ties with the USFS to plan for this.  
 
SCORE: 10 
 
Will improving existing APP programs and incorporating the JNF be organizationally 
feasible? 
 Yes, APP has made great progress in community development projects in the last 5 years. 
They will continue to grow and increase prosperity for the residents of Southwest VA. There are 
many more ideas for community development and many more partnerships to be explored. 
APP’s task will be to ensure effective evaluation of all projects they undertake. This report has 
developed a cost benefit analysis framework as well as an outcomes matrix with evaluative 
criteria that APP might consider implementing to evaluate programs. 
 
SCORE: 10 

 

Policy Option Unweighted Score/Weighted Score 

 Improving existing APP programs & 
integrating JNF resources (Status 
Quo)  

66/17 
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Policy Option # 2: Privatizing part or all of the Jefferson National Forest 

 

Can privatizing the JNF improve health outcomes? 
 
 Privatizing the JNF may not directly improve health outcomes. According to the different 
scenarios of the Cost-Benefit Analysis, privatizing the forest in any manner may lead to short-
term gains in employment depending on who becomes owner of the land. And, even if the owner 
of that land creates employment opportunities, it is likely to have a limited impact on the 
community as a whole. Without programming to directly address health, it is unlikely the 
ownership status of the JNF will have any impact on health in the region. Indeed, the opposite is 
more likely true. The USFS is obligated under federal law to clean and protect the natural 
environment in an around the forest, a benefit which is enjoyed free-of-charge by the region. If 
JNF were not managed by the USFS, this would no longer be true. 
 
SCORE: 1 

 

Can privatizing the JNF improve education outcomes? 
 

Similar to health, education improvements must be targeted in a thoughtful way. 
Privatizing management or portions of the forest may not directly improve education for children 
or adults in the region.  
 
SCORE: 1 

 

Can privatizing the JNF improve unemployment? 
 
 It is possible that a particular private owner of the land could employ previously 
unemployed workers in the Southwest region. However, this would likely happen under a certain 
and limited number of conditions. 
 
SCORE: 5  


Can privatizing the JNF improve natural resource usage? 
 

It is unlikely that the privatization of management of the JNF would lead to improved 
natural resource usage. Again, the USFS provides expertise and resources that a private owner or 
even a private trust would not be able to offer. While a private owner may engage in a higher 
level of resource exploitation that may produce short-term gains, the resources available for 
exploitation––timber or minerals––are limited.  

SCORE: 5  
 
Can privatizing the JNF improve provision of public services? 
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The efficiency and ability to provide services to local residents would not improve if the 
JNF management were in private hands. Governments can already take steps to improve 
efficiency and provision without adding more land to its jurisdiction. 

SCORE: 1 no net gain 


Can privatizing the JNF improve public finance in local governments? 
 

Currently, municipalities in APP affiliated counties do not use county resources to 
provide services to federal lands. They do, however, receive federal subsidies to compensate for 
the county’s inability to tax those lands. Most of these subsidies are lump sum payments that 
allow the counties to put those funds toward whatever public services they deem fit; others go to 
fund schools and roads projects. In any case, privatizing the JNF would mean an end to 
subsidies. And, any benefit in the ability to tax more property would be offset by services that 
counties would be required to provide. This would be a one to one tradeoff with no net gain. 
Current subsidies should offset realized tax gains. 
 

SCORE: 1  
 
Will privatizing the JNF be politically feasible? 
 

 It is unlikely that APP could exert political influence to privatize federal lands. As the 
cost benefit analysis showed, this depends on how the land is privatized. On the federal level, 
this transfer of public lands is not feasible in any scenario. On the local level, privatizing the land 
would be politically popular unless the scenario involves auctioning the land off to the highest 
bidder and disallowing any input from the municipalities. 

SCORE: 5  
 
Will privatizing the JNF be organizationally feasible?  
 

No, it is not likely that APP has (or desires) the organizational capability to advocate for 
such a far-reaching policy proposal as privatization.  
 
SCORE: 1 

 

Policy Option Unweighted Score/Weighted Score 

 Privatizing part or all of the JNF  20/4 
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Policy Option #3: Increased PILT funding or other federal subsidies 

 
 
Can increased federal subsidies improve health outcomes? 
 

Yes, increased funding can be important in improving health outcomes. Increased 
funding could allow for expansion of successful APP programs and other community 
development initiatives. It is important to remember that increased funding does not always 
produce better outcomes; any new funding would need to be carefully targeted to improve health 
outcomes.  
 
SCORE:  

 

Can increased federal subsidies improve education outcomes? 
 

Yes, like health, increased funding can be important in improving education outcomes. 
Increased funding could allow for new programs in education––an area APP will likely enter. 
However, like health, funding for education should be thoughtful and consider the needs of the 
community.   
 

SCORE: 10 

 

Can increased federal subsidies improve unemployment? 
 
 Similar to education and health, more federal funds could allow for the expansion of 
worker re-training and entrepreneurship programs that APP is already engaged in. A targeted 
expansion could lead to some decrease in unemployment. Funds are finite and any increased 
monies would need to be targeted effectively. 
 
SCORE:  10 

 

Can increased federal subsidies improve natural resource usage? 
 
 Increased federal funds could allow for funding in many different areas. Ecosystem 
services are another area where planning districts could focus on preservation and stewardship of 
local lands. These would improve health for residents as well as provide more opportunities for 
employment.  
 
SCORE: 10 

 

Can increased federal subsidies improve provision of public services? 
 
 Efficiency and the ability to provide quality public services are unlikely to be improved 
with more federal funding. More funding can allow for more flexibility by local governments but 
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ultimately local governments need to focus on maximizing current funding to its most efficient 
level. 
 
SCORE: 5 

 

Can increased federal subsidies improve public finance in local governments? 
 
 More federal funding can always improve public finance, and aid the budget gaps that 
open up from time to time. However, local governments must use this cautiously––subsidy 
money also ebbs and flows from year to year. This can create an overreliance on federal funding 
and an unstable budget situation.  
 
SCORE: 5 

 

Are increased subsidies politically feasible? 
 
 Local governments would be happy to receive more funding but given the current federal 
budgetary climate it is highly unlikely that there would be an increase in federal subsidies. 
 
SCORE: 1 

 

Are increased subsidies organizationally feasible? 
 
 APP has not been in the business of political advocacy or federal governmental relations. 
It is unlikely at this time that they would have the capability to bring about increased federal 
subsidies. There are other states with larger federal landholdings (Nevada or Idaho, for example) 
that would likely have more influence than Virginia.  
 
SCORE: 1  

 

Policy Option Unweighted Score/Weighted Score 

 Increased PILT & other federal 
subsidy funding  

52/14 
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Policy Option #4: Expanding the Wilderness Designation of the Jefferson National 

Forest 

 
 
Can expanding the wilderness designation of the JNF improve health outcomes? 
 
 The best way to improve health outcomes is through targeted programs that increase 
access to care, health literacy, and lifestyle education. The JNF may have resources that could 
increase programs that include walking trails and environmental education. In addition, the 
USFS would be able to provide more ecosystem services to aid in new federal lands. But, simply 
adding more land to the JNF is unlikely to have a direct impact on health. 
 
SCORE: 5 

 

Can expanding the wilderness designation of the JNF improve education outcomes? 
 

 Expanding the JNF would increase the amount of PILT and other subsidies that local 
governments receive. This increase could be put towards schools and education programs. 
However, more money will not automatically improve outcomes. Program effectiveness is also 
important.  
 

SCORE: 5 


Can expanding the wilderness designation of the JNF improve natural resource usage? 
 
 Yes, if the JNF were under federal jurisdiction, USFS may be able to provide more 
natural resource protection. They are also charged with identifying natural resources that could 
be extracted by the Bureau of Land Management. However, it is not guaranteed that adding more 
acreage to USFS administration would generate a benefit to either the JNF or the community. 
 
SCORE: 5 


Can expanding the wilderness designation of the JNF improve the provision of public 
services? 
 
 Expanding the JNF would allow municipalities to direct more resources to other areas but 
if the land under question was already a low recipient of resources, this may not improve any 
provision of services. Ultimately, the provision of public services must come from evaluating 
inefficiencies within the local government.  
 
SCORE: 1 
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Can expanding the wilderness designation of the JNF improve public finance in local 
governments? 
 
 By adding more lands within counties to federal jurisdiction counties would increase their 
share of federal subsidies. However, the exact amount of an increase is difficult to determine. 
Subsidies are calculated by a formula that relies on population, acreage, and receipt sharing.   
 
SCORE: 5 

 

Will expanding the Wilderness designation be politically feasible? 
 
 Locally and federally, adding more lands to USFS control would not be a popular 
proposal. The political climate in Southwest Virginia would not allow for more federal control of 
lands near their communities. The federal government is also unlikely to purchase more lands 
once they weigh extra costs to maintain the lands and the political will of the surrounding 
communities.  
 
SCORE: 1 


 Will expanding the Wilderness designation be organizationally feasible? 

 No, APP is unlikely to want or be able to exert the kind of influence that would be 
necessary to expand the JNF. 

 SCORE: 1 

 

Policy Option Unweighted Score/Weighted Score 

 Expanding the JNF  33/8 
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Overall Score Sheet 

 
 

Policy Options Weighted Score 

 Improving existing APP programs & 
integrating JNF resources (Status 
Quo)  

17 

 Privatizing part or all of the JNF  4 

 Increased PILT & other federal 
subsidy funding  

14 

 Expanding the JNF  8 
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CONCLUSION 

After a series of interview with local officials, nurses, and residents, the most remarkable 
finding of this analysis was that residents and local officials in Southwest Virginia spend very 
little time thinking about the Jefferson National Forest. For most residents, it is simply a group of 
trees that have been there their entire lives. For local officials, there are many more pressing 
problems than Jefferson National Forest administration. The fact that the Appalachian Prosperity 
Project thought to consider the impact the Jefferson National Forest may have on local 
communities underscores their belief in a holistic approach to community development.  

 
The Appalachian Prosperity Project’s primary focus is on health, education, and 

economic prosperity. These all increase productivity. There is anecdotal evidence that APP 
projects are having an impact on prosperity and community development. The Jefferson National 
Forest could have some effect on these outcomes but the question is: is it significant? Changing 
the JNF status will not change productivity or change wealth. Drivers that could be maximized 
include ecosystem services, health literacy, expansion of walking trails, and environmental 
education.  

 
Current public lands are generally unproductive in the Jefferson. This helps the 

municipalities. The status quo of protected lands is a good thing. The mere presence of public 
lands and a national park designation can add value. Municipalities benefit from this because 
they do not have to provide services to those lands. Instead the federal government maintains it 
and local school districts can use it to enhance education, tourism entrepreneurs can take 
advantage, and hospitals can potentially develop programs to reduce obesity and increase mental 
health practices with nature.   
 
 Another interesting finding is that many local officials in county administration and 
planning districts do not consider their projects or positions to be public policy-related. APP, too, 
does not consider many of their projects to be public policy; rather, they consider their projects 
to be about community development. However, public policy has an important role in 
community development. By accepting this and using a framework similar to the one proposed 
in this analysis, APP and local governments can better evaluate project proposals and the success 
of existing projects. 
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Recommendation 

The best policy option is for APP to create a more open dialogue with the Jefferson 
National Forest. Recently, a forest ranger attended a planning meeting and discussed the 
relationship between the forest and the community. This was a productive start. According to my 
interviews with a planning official and former county administrator, there is so much going on 
around the community and planning districts that the relationship with forest management falls 
to the wayside. One option is to establish a communication plan between forest management and 
the planning districts. This MOU could be as simple as establishing certain times a year that 
local planning districts and county officials will be meet with JNF administrators. The meetings 
would be to discuss potential and on-going projects. This would establish more normalized 
communication rather than intermittent communication and when the management plan is up for 
review.  

However, there are also non-policy options that APP is currently engaged in that are 
valuable to community development and should be evaluated to determine whether they should 
be expanded. APP should establish a single set of criterion for considering community 
development projects; a criterion that takes into consideration not only economic impacts but 
also effects on health, education, and the environment of the local community. 

In addition, there are public policy lessons to be gleaned from the CRVI. The land that 
CRVI seeks to convert into a state park is located nearly parallel to the JNF that means many of 
the impacts on communities will be similar. CRVI recently commissioned an Economic Impact 
Statement (EIS) to determine what impact a state park would have on the community. The 
problem with this type of evaluation is that it fails to examine non-monetary costs and benefits 
that are important to APP. Cost benefit analysis is required for many major federal policy 
proposals. APP’s community development strategy includes education and health as conduits to 
prosperity. An EIS cannot capture those outcomes in an analysis. APP should consider using the 
two analyses (Cost-Benefit & Evaluation Matrix) presented in this report for current and future 
projects.  

APP should then take the lessons learned (good and bad) from the CRVI evaluation and 
use them to establish a community development plan for the JNF. The CRVI has a unique youth 
development program as part of the initiative that seeks to engage the youth and promote the 
natural resources they often take for granted. Another benefit to youth engagement is the 
potential to change the sedentary culture and health literacy deficit that is prevalent in Southwest 
Virginia. These twin problems have led to high rates of diabetes and other negative health 
outcomes.  

Finally, the CRVI offers a wealth of knowledge on collective action and 
intergovernmental relations. Bringing state and local officials together for asset-based initiatives 
will be valuable as APP continues to work on projects that will require a degree of collective 
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action in order to continue to increase education, health, and economic prosperity in Southwest 
Virginia.  
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APPENDIX A. 

Detailed Explanation of Scoring and Weighting 

The qualitative analysis portion of this report considers different outcome categories and 
assigns a grade of 2, 10, or 20 based on whether or not the policy option increases the 
community development capacity of that outcome. Each outcome is broken down into two 
factors that were evaluated based on a question. A score of 1 indicates that the option would not 
significantly improve that outcome. A score of 5 indicates that the option may improve a 
particular outcome but it is either unclear or will not completely maximize the outcome. A score 
of 10 indicates that option would make significant gains for that outcome.  Each evaluative 
question is worth half of the overall points for a total of 20 possible points per outcome. Next, I 
assigned weights based on the importance of that outcome on community development for 
Southwest Virginia.  
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APPENDIX B. 

Sensitivity Analysis 

In order to test and offer different points of view, I conducted a sensitivity analysis that allowed for a few prevailing views on 
the issue of public lands administration. To do this, I adjusted weights and scores. There are many possibilities given the weighting 
and scoring system presented in this paper. The reader is invited to conduct their own versions with different weights and scores. 

  

Increase in unemployment & natural resources, decrease in health and education: NO CHANGE 

Human capital Resource Use Social Capital Feasibility 
Total 

Education Health Unemployment 
Natural 

Resources 

Public 
Provision 

of 
Services 

Public 
Finance Organizational Political  

  

Assigned Weight: 15.0% 15.0% 40.0% 40.0% 25.0% 25.0% 20.0% 20.0% 200% 

Policy Options                   
 Improving 
existing APP 
programs & 
integrating JNF 
resources 
(Status Quo)   

1.5 1.5 4.0 4.0 1.3 0.3 2.0 2.0 17 

 Privatizing part 
or all of the JNF   

0.2 0.2 2.0 2.0 0.3 0.3 1.0 0.2 6 

 Increased PILT 
& other federal 
subsidy funding   

1.5 1.5 4.0 4.0 1.3 1.3 0.2 0.2 14 

 Expanding the 
JNF  

0.8 0.8 4.0 2.0 0.3 1.3 0.2 0.2 9 
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Sensitivity Analysis 

 

  

Assigning maximum scores for Resource Use & Social Capital under Privatization option: NO CHANGE 

Human capital Resource Use Social Capital Feasibility 
Total 

Education Health Unemployment 
Natural 

Resources 

Public 
Provision 

of 
Services 

Public 
Finance Organizational Political  

  

Assigned Weight: 40.0% 40.0% 15.0% 15.0% 25.0% 25.0% 20.0% 20.0% 200% 

Policy Options                   

 Improving 
existing APP 
programs & 
integrating JNF 
resources 
(Status Quo)   

4.0 4.0 1.5 1.5 1.3 0.3 2.0 2.0 17 

 Privatizing part 
or all of the JNF   

0.4 0.4 1.5 1.5 2.5 2.5 1.0 0.2 10 

 Increased PILT 
& other federal 
subsidy funding   

4.0 4.0 1.5 1.5 1.3 1.3 0.2 0.2 14 

 Expanding the 
JNF  

2.0 2.0 1.5 0.8 0.3 1.3 0.2 0.2 8 
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Appendix C. Unweighted Outcomes Matrix 

 

  

Outcomes 

Human capital Resource Use Social Capital Feasibility 
Total 

Education Health Unemployment 
Natural 

Resources 

Public 
Provision 

of Services 
Public 

Finance Organizational Political  
  

Policy Options                   

 Improving 
existing APP 
programs & 
integrating 
JNF resources 
(Status Quo) 

10 10 10 10 5 1 10 10 66 

 Privatizing 
part or all of 
the JNF 

1 1 5 5 1 1 5 1 20 

 Increased 
PILT & other 
federal 
subsidy 
funding 

10 10 10 10 5 5 1 1 52 

 Expanding the 
JNF  

5 5 10 5 1 5 1 1 33 
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Appendix X. Weighted Breakdown of Outcomes Matrix 

 

  

Outcomes 

Human capital Resource Use Social Capital Feasibility 
Total 

Education Health Unemployment 
Natural 

Resources 

Public 
Provision 

of 
Services 

Public 
Finance Organizational Political  

  

Assigned Weight: 40.0% 40.0% 15.0% 15.0% 25.0% 25.0% 20.0% 20.0% 200% 

Policy Options                   

 Improving 
existing APP 
programs & 
integrating JNF 
resources 
(Status Quo) 

4.0 4.0 1.5 1.5 1.3 0.3 2.0 2.0 17 

 Privatizing part 
or all of the JNF 

0.4 0.4 0.8 0.8 0.3 0.3 1.0 0.2 4 

 Increased PILT 
& other federal 
subsidy funding 

4.0 4.0 1.5 1.5 1.3 1.3 0.2 0.2 14 

 Expanding the 
JNF  

2.0 2.0 1.5 0.8 0.3 1.3 0.2 0.2 8 
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