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s stewards of a
majority of

America’s public
lands, the Bureau of
Land Management
(BLM) is dedicated
to providing access
to as many of these
lands for as many uses as possible—
this includes such things as hunting,
fishing, hiking, mineral development,
and yes, timber production. Western
Oregon, with its complicated checker-
board ownership pattern, relies on a
wide range of methods to ensure
access to America’s public lands.
Unfortunately, not all access is created
equal, with some methods securing
rights for all uses, including public
recreation, and some only securing
rights for administrative purposes. The
“O&C” access policy is an example of
the exchange of administrative access,
where public rights have not yet been
exercised. The history of these lands
provides an understanding of why the
policy focused solely on timber man-
agement and does not include public
rights.

The 2.5 million acres of BLM-
administered lands in western Oregon,
referred to as O&C lands after the
Oregon and California Railroad grants,
are predominately timbered and are
intermingled or checkerboarded with
private industrial parcels. A section in
the checkerboard is typically one mile
on a side and encloses approximately
640 acres. About half of the public
domain lands are scattered and inter-
mingled with O&C lands, and the
other half exist as larger blocks in the
Salem, Coos Bay, and Lakeview BLM
Districts—with the majority being
concentrated in the Klamath Falls
Field Office of the Lakeview District.  

Origin of the checkerboard

The history of the O&C lands goes
all the way back to 1866 when
Congress established a land grant to
promote rapid completion of a rail-
road line connecting the Central
Pacific line in Marysville, Calif., to

Portland, Ore. Access to these lands for
both the BLM and industry have his-
torically been driven by the mutually
beneficial need to manage these
forests. This requirement by both the
federal government and private
landowners to access their forests ulti-
mately became the genesis of the O&C
access policy.

In the 19th Century, Congress pro-
vided subsidies in the form of land
grants to states to support the cost of
the construction of railroads and to
encourage westward expansion. The
1866 land grant was for all odd-num-
bered sections of federal land in a strip

from 40 to 60 miles wide along the
railroad line and included just over 3.7
million acres. After an uneven start by
the railroad company, the grant was
amended to require the railroad meet
three conditions regarding land dispo-
sition: 1) the land had to be sold to
bona fide settlers; 2) no more than 160
acres could be sold to any one person;
and 3) the land could not be sold for
more than $2.50 per acre.

Construction of the railway was
begun by the Oregon and California
(O&C) Railroad and completed by the
Southern Pacific Railroad Company
that acquired the O&C Railroad in
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A typical steam engine used on O&C lands.
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Historic logging on O&C lands.
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1887. Although the rail line was even-
tually completed, both companies
managed to violate all three land dis-
position rules. These violations went
uncontested until the Southern Pacific
Railroad decided to cease further sales
of the grant land to retain ownership
of the increasingly valuable timber.

The Oregon Legislature believed the
cessation of land sales by Southern
Pacific would curtail further develop-
ment in the state and asked for help
from the federal government. The US
Attorney took the railroad to court,
claiming the remaining unsold lands
on behalf of the US. Seven years of liti-
gation followed, culminating in a deci-
sion by the Supreme Court in 1915,
forbidding the Southern Pacific
Railroad from making further sales. In
1916, Congress revested the title on
about 2.9 million acres of the land
deeded to the Oregon and California
Railroad Company after the company
violated the terms of the grant. This
resulted in the return of 2.4 million
acres of unsold O&C grant lands to
federal ownership.  

It came at a cost

The Southern Pacific Railroad
Company ceased paying taxes to the
O&C counties in 1913, and because of
the lengthy injunction, ultimately
owed the counties nearly $1.6 million
for the taxes left unpaid from 1913 to
1915. Additionally, the federal govern-
ment had to pay the Southern Pacific
Railroad just over $4 million for the
remainder of its equity. To raise these
funds, homesteading was encouraged,
but during World War I and the early
post war period, sales of these revested
lands for homesteading dropped to
their lowest levels. 

The 1930s saw a growing concern
for conservation of the nation’s natural
resources. This concern coincided
with the realization that the O&C lands
were better suited for timber produc-
tion than for homesteading, so the
federal government decided to keep
these ever-important lands. In 1937,
Congress passed the O&C Lands Act
that called for sustained yield manage-
ment for the O&C lands and directed
receipts from the timber sales to be

distributed to both the O&C counties
and the US Treasury. This strategy
resulted in the government managing
over 5,000 separate parcels of land in
western Oregon for timber production.
To put these immense access chal-
lenges and public needs into perspec-
tive, in 1937 the population of Oregon
was around one million—81 years
later there’s nearly 4.1 million individ-
uals with interest in these lands.

Private forests had already been
developed and sale of federal timber
was essentially made at the request of
those landowners. Prior to 1948, feder-
al timber was sold without legal
access, resulting in approximately 85
percent of the parcels being sold at the
appraised price, and almost always to
the landowner who controlled the
access to the sale area. The lack of
competition for these sales drove
down prices, and in turn, drove down
revenue to the counties.

In 1948, the Secretary of the Interior,
Julius Krug, declared the BLM would
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no longer sell O&C timber without first
obtaining legal access. Various meth-
ods had to be devised to obtain this
needed access. One method employed
was for BLM to not offer a timber sale
until the private access owner granted
the necessary rights. This worked
where the landowner was anxious to
bid on the federal timber; however,
where the landowner had no need for
the federal timber, there was no incen-
tive to grant federal rights. Another
method was to acquire easements.
BLM in western Oregon acquired more
than 2,200 easements using this
authority. Most of these easements
included access for hunting, fishing,
and other forms of outdoor recreation.  

Managing the checkerboard
access

A new right-of-way authority pro-
vided a third method of obtaining
access to these lands and the O&C
access policy was codified in 1950. The
concept behind this approach was for
the federal government to trade rights
with the owners of intermingled pri-
vate lands. This quid pro quo
exchange ensured that the federal gov-
ernment would not grant a permit to
the owner of the intermingled land
unless the landowner would recipro-
cate by also granting a right-of-way.
The strategy worked well in western
Oregon where the land ownership pat-
tern blocked access to both parties.
The access obtained under these regu-
lations has not translated into exercis-
ing access for the recreational public.

Over the years the BLM has author-

ized numerous types of rights-of-way,
including rights-of-way for county
roads, private access roads, power
transmission lines, communication
sites, and bicycle trails. It’s safe to say
that new right-of-way proposals across
public lands are likely to continue in
the future. Of the current 6,254 author-
ized rights-of-way, 78 percent are for
roads. In addition, there are 83 com-
munication sites on BLM-adminis-
tered lands within western Oregon.
Many of these access questions are
codified in the 2016 Records of
Decision for the Western Oregon
Resource Management Plans (RMPs).

These RMPs provide sustainable man-
agement and conservation of western
Oregon’s BLM-managed natural
resources while supporting local com-
munities, and the BLM incorporated
lessons learned from 20 years of
implementation experience and moni-
toring results in the new RMPs.

The continuing effort by the BLM to
plan for and secure equal opportunity
for access for timber purchasers has
played an important role in increasing
competition and obtaining a fair price
for the sale of federal timber. Total tim-
ber sale receipts are projected to
increase from $23 million to $51 mil-
lion under the new western Oregon
plans, and under the 1937 O&C Act, the
counties would be entitled to 50 per-
cent of the total timber sale receipts
from O&C lands. Subsequently, O&C
county payments are estimated to be
around $25 million annually.  

While laws, regulations, plans, and
requirements have changed over time,
the strategy of mutual access for federal
and private timber remains the same as
does the BLM commitment to acquire
access to benefit the American public.  ◆

Cheryl Adcock is a field manager with
BLM in the Siuslaw Field Office in
Eugene, Ore. She can be reached at 541-
683-6145 or cadcock@blm.gov.
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O&C lands including Coos Bay Wagon Road grant lands.
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The Homestead Act opened up settlement in the western United States.
By the end of the Civil War, 15,000 homestead claims had been established,
and more followed in the post-war years.


