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THI: FUTURI: OF 

federal land Use Purc�ase Projects 
IN SOUTH DAKOTA 

LOYD GLOVER1 

Background 
Introduction. From 1933 to 1942 

the federal government purchased 
806,973 acres of land in South Da­
kota for the purpose of adjusting 
their agricultural use. These lands 
are administered under Title III of 
the Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant 
Act and are popularly referred to as 
LU ( Land Utilization) or Title III 
lands. 

Since 1942 additional lands were 
acquired by the U. S. Department 
of Agriculture through exch�mges 
and through transfers from other 
public agencies. As of January 1, 
1957, there were 870,343 acres in 
South Dakota administered under 
Title III by the Department of Ag­
riculture. These lands are being 
used by many reasonably satisfied 
small-scale ranchers. The advis­
ability of the return of the LU lands 
to private ownership has been de­
bated for a number of years, and 
South Dakota stockmen are under­
standably concerned about the res­
olution of this issue. 

It is hoped a better public under­
standing of the original purchase 

3 

and of subsequent management 
policy for the LU lands will result 
from this publication. The purpose 
of this publication is to state as ob­
jectively as possible the issues re­
garding Title III lands and to pre­
sent all the facts currently available 
which bear upon these issues. It is 
hoped that future proposals for dis­
position of these lands will be 
based on a better understanding of 
the conditions which brought about 
their purchase, and on an under­
standing of the problems of admin­
istering them in a way which will 
carry out the original purpose for 
their transfer to public ownership. 
This publication does not intend to 
be a brief for maintaining the sta­
tus quo, but it does seek to point 
out interests and rights to be con­
sidered in any change of status for 
the LU lands. 

To understand the federal land 
purchase program of 1933-42, one 
must have knowledge of the settle­
ment of the Great Plains and the 
pattern of land ownership and land 
use which developed in that region. 
'Dr. Glover is associate economist at the South 
Dakota Agricultural Experiment Station. 
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For that reason a brief review of These crop failures, plus low prices 
the settlement of western South and improved technology, led to 
Dakota and the development of much of this land being referred to 
conditions leading to the fed_eral in the 1930's as "submarginal land," 
purchase in that area will be pre- meaning that it was unprofitable 
sented. for cultivation. The poverty, suf­

Development of Agriculture in 
the Great Plains. Every new agri­
cultural area has to go through a 
period of experimentation to deter­
mine the most profitable use �or 
land being opened up for agricul­
ture. Rainfall, temperature, soils, 
markets, prices, and costs of pro­
duction all influence the choices of 
land use which will be made. South 
Dakota is you11g, agriculturally 
speaking, and many areas within its 
boundaries have never really devel­
oped a set pattern of land use. In 
fact, the pattern of land use for the 
entire Great Plains has been partic­
ularly vulnerable to changes in cli­
mate, prices, and technology. 

This vulnerability of Great Plains 
agriculture is due to its being a 
transitional area between two ma­
jor land uses-farming and grazing. 
There is. no clear-cut dividing line 
between the two uses. On the east­
ern border of this region, crop 
farming is likely to give a higher re­
turn than grazing; on the western 
edge, grazing is likely the more 
profitable use. In between is a wide 
"marginal" area which may employ 
almost any combination of farming 
and grazing-the actual combina­
tion depending on soil, moisture, 
prices, costs, and technology. 

In the first settlement of this mar­
ginal or transitional area, settlers 
pushed cultivation too far west, and 
disastrous crop failures resulted. 

fering, and distress which devel­
oped in these areas in the 1930's led 
to many emergency relief programs 
to remedy the situation. 

Federal Purchase of Submargin­
a I Lands. One of the programs 
adopted, which proposed to get at 
the roots of the problem by adjust­
ing the use of this land, was the 
submarginal land purchase pro­
gram of the federal government. 
The purchase of submarginal lands 
was first authorized tinder the Na­
tional Industrial Recovery Act in 
1933 and was extended by a num­
ber of subsequent acts. Most of the 
area purchased was in the Great 
Plains, although there were numer­
ous small purchases throughout the 
remainder of the United States. 

These purchases were made in 
areas where cultivation of the land 
had been unsuccessful due to cli­
mate or soil characteristics. The 
land purchased was put into uses 
more adapted to the soil and cli­
mate. These uses included grazing, 
forestry, recreation, and wildlife 
refuges. 

Land Use Purchase Projects in 
South Dakota. In South Dakota 
land was purchased from 1934 to 
1942, most purchases being west of 
the Missouri River. The single ex­
ception was a small purchase-area 
in Sully County. Five projects were 
outlined in South Dakota and were 
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given the designations of SD-LU 1, 
2, 4, 5, and 21. The location of the 
South Dakota purchase projects are 
as follows ( also see figure 1) : 

SD-LU 1: The Badlands - Fall 
River Project. Included in this proj­
ect as of January 1, 1957, were 580,-
896 acres of public land located in 
the counties of Pennington, Jack­
son, Custer, and Fall River. For 
purposes of local administration, 
this project is divided in two, with 
the Fall River-Custer area being 
administered from Hot Springs and 
t h e Pennington - Jackson area, 
which surrounds the Badlands, ad­
ministered from Wall, South Dako­
ta. This was the first land use pur­
chase project in South Dakota and 
one of the first in the nation. There 
has since been considerable ex­
change of land between the LU 
projects and the Badlands National 
Monument. 

SD-LU 2: South Central South 
Dakota P-roject. This project in­
cludes 115,819 acres of public land 
located in Lyman, Jones, and Stan­
ley counties. It is administered 

from Ft. Pierre. The selenium prob­
lem in the area was a factor in the 
establishment of this project. 

SD-LU 4: Little Moreau Project. 
This small project is located in 
Dewey County and contains only 
3,304 acres. It is administered by 
the city of Timber Lake as a game 
and recreational area. 

SD-LU 5: Ft. Sully Project. This 
was a small purchase area in a pen­
insula of land formed by a bend of 
the Missouri River in Sully County. 
Some of this land will be flooded by 
the Oahe Reservoir. It contains 14,-
896 acres, some 11,500 of which will 
eventually be administered in con­
nection with the Oahe Reservoir 
Project. At present this project is di­
rectly administered by the Black 
Hills National Forest. 

SD-LU 21: The Perkins-Corson 
Prof ect. Located in counties of the 
same name, this project contains 
155,428 acres of government land. 
This was the last project organized 
in South Dakota and one of the last 
ones for the nation. It is adminis­
tered from Lemmon, South Dakota. 

Figure 1. Land Utilization projects in South Dakota (Title Ill Bankhead-Jones 
Farm Tenant Act, July 22, 1937). Source: Map of Land Utilization projects compiled 
by U.S. Forest Service, July 20, 1954. 

SD-LU-1 Badlands-Fall River 

SD-LU-2 South Central South 

Dakota 

SD-LU-4 Little Moreau 

SD-LU-5 Fort Sully 

SD-LU-21 Perkins-Corson 
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History of the LU Lands. The LU 
lands of South Dakota are some of 
the poorest areas in the state. B'e­
fore the homesteader reached these 
areas, ranchers were using this land 
on a trespass basis. Areas located 
near water were grazed heavily, 
while many areas without water 
were not used at all. During that 
period, access to water was the key 
to control of the surrounding land. 
Because the rancher had no legal 
means of getting control of suffi­
cient range land for efficient ranch 
operations, he_ had to concentrate 
on control of access and of water 
supplies. 

But the homestead laws upset 
this precarious degree of control 
and the farmer was allowed to set­
tle any unreserved portion of the 
public domain. Homestead laws re­
quired that a permanent residence 
be built and that a certain portion 
of the land be farmed. The first 
homesteads were 160 acres in size. 
Later, in 1909, 320 acres were al­
lowed, and then, in 1916, but too 
late for most of this area, it became 
possible to homestead 640 acres un­
der certain circumstances. 

The result of the homestead laws 
was a much too dense settlement of 
most of the Great Plains: Farmers 
were unfamiliar with this area and 
were unjustifiably encouraged by a 
few years of good rainfall at the 
time of settlement, which occurred 
primarily between 1905 and 1915. 

School districts, townships, and 
counties were organized and large 
debts incurred in the building of 
schools, roads, and courthouses. 
Following World War I the com-

hined effects of low prices, high 
taxes, and- declining crop yields be­
gan to be felt. Property valuation 
declined, crops- failed, population 
declined, and tax delinquency be­
came prevalent. The situation dete­
riorated so gradually during the 
1920's that it gained little attention. 
However, in the following decade 
prolonged drouth, depression, and 
technological developments com­
bined to aggravate seriously the sit­
uation. As a result the whole nation 
became aware of the need for some 
remedial action. 

Many farmers in western South 
Dakota found themselves stranded 
on uneconomical farms, heavily in 
debt, and with no reserve of capital 
or credit to expand their operations 
to economical proportions. Many 
tracts of land were abandoned; 
some were foreclosed by loan com­
panies which later became bank­
rupt. The counties took some land 
by tax deed, and the state fore­
closed on some which had been 
financed under the South Dakota 
Rural Credit Program. Land titles 
became confused through delin­
quent mortgages, absentee owner­
ship, tax liens, and abandonment. 
The remaining settlers and ranch­
ers who wished to expand their op­
erations couJd gain control of only 
isolated tracts of land. Large areas 
were used, and abused, by the 
rancher who was first on the land 
with the most livestock. 

The farm and ranch situation was 
reflected in a number of very seri­
ous problems for local govern­
ments. The debts of school districts 
and counties became larger and 
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Table 1. Tax Burden and Delinquency on the Badlands-Fall River Project Area 
at Time of Federal Purchase 

County 

Custer 

Rural Real 
Estate Taxes, % Uncol-

lectible 

-- ---------·-------- ----

Fall River ----- ---------- 42 ( 1938) 
Jackson -------------------- 52 ( 1935) 
Pennington _ ------------ 40 ( 1934) 

Percent 

of 
Land 

Subject 
to Tax Deed 

29 (1938) 
21 (1935) 

Land Under Federal Taxes 
Option in 1934-35 on All 

% of Unpaid Rural 
1930-32 Taxes, Land, 

Taxes Cents Cents 
Unpaid Per Acre Per Acre 

33 15 
48 27 24 
56 80 19 
51 43 19 

Source: Unpublished reports from the project office. 

more burdensome. Tax receipts de­
clined, as did property valuations, 
while tax delinquency increased. 
County governments had no desire 
to become owners and managers of 
rural land. They tried desperately 
to keep the land on the tax rolls and 
frequently refused to take a tax 
deed to land unless they had a defi­
nite purchaser in sight. There was, 
of course, considerable public feel­
ing against county foreclosure or 
tax deed action. 

Table 1 presents data on tax bur­
den and delinquency from selected 
counties where federal purchases 
were made. These indicate the crit­
ical nature of the whole fiscal prob­
lem. The last column of the table 
shows the range of taxes from 15 
cents to 24 cents per acre. At the 
same time, land taken by tax deed 
was being leased by the counties 
for amounts ranging from 2�� cents 
to 7 cents per acre. 

Another view of the situation can 
be gained by looking at the owner­
ship pattern in a project area prior 
to purchase. Table 2 shows the 
acres owned by each class of owner 
in the Perkins-Corson Project area 

just before purchase. The figures 
showing the quantity of county, 
state, and federal land and the pro­
portion of nonresident owners are 
significant when we remember 
that only 20 to 25 years had elapsed 
since settlement of the area. Nearly 
30 percent of the land area was in 
public ownership under federal, 
state, . and county jurisdictions. 
Most of this land had reverted from 
private ownership through t a x  
deeds and foreclosures ( county and 
rural credit lands ) . Of the area still 

Table 2. Ownership of Land Before 
Government Purchase, by Class of 
Owner, (Perkins-Corson Land Utiliza-

tion Project, 1937) 
Classification of Ownership Acres Percent 

Public Domain _ __________ 1,135 0.2 
Fed'.'.ral Land Bank_____ 10,167 2.1 
Indian Land ______ _ ________ 9,952 2.0 
State School Land_______ 31,548 6.4 
County __________________________ 48,047 9.8 
Rural Credit _____ ___________ 56,762 11.5 

Total Public Land ___ 157,611 32.0 
Private Nonresident ____ 154,749 31.5 
Private resident ____________ 167,122 34.0 
Corporation __________________ 12,629 2.5 

Total Private Land ____ 334,500 68.0 
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in private ownership 70.8 percent 
was tax delinquent. Thus, there was 
considerable evidence that drastic 
adjustment measures were warrant­
ed in these areas. It appears that 
under one-half of the land was in 
units capable of carrying them­
selves financially. 

In the meantime, overgrazing 
and soil erosion, especially wind 
erosion, were doing serious damage 
to the lands of the region. As a re­
sult of these conditions, there was 
strong demand for adjustment and 
control of land use in many areas of 
the Great Plains. The county com­
missioners of Pennington County 
expressed their approval of the 
government purchase program, 
aimed at this adjustment and con­
trol of use, in the following resolu­
tion : 

WHEREAS, The Land Policy Sec­
tion of the Program planning Division 
of the A.A.A. are desirous of purchas­
ing Sub-Marginal land in Western 
South Dakota, and 

WHEREAS, the county has acquired 
by tax deed the ownership of a great 
deal of Sub-Marginal land in Penning­
ton County, South Dakota, which is of 
questionable value and which land is 
non-productive, 

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RE­
SOLVED that the Board of County 
Commissioners of Pennington County, 
South Dakota, will cooperate to the 
fullest extent of their ability and is per­
mitted by law, with the Government 
in perfecting their program of purchas­
ing land in Pennington County, South 
Dakota 

Dated this 9th day of November, 1934 

There were some exceptions to 
the general unanimity of public 
approval for the purchase program. 
In some areas the foreclosure of 
Rural Credits land by the state 
and tax deed action by the counties 
was carried out in anticipation of 
federal purchase. These actions are 
always unpopular and the federal 
purchase program was sometimes 
blamed for the foreclosures. 

In addition, there were some in­
dividuals who opposed any form of 
public ownership of land or public 
interference in the economy. How­
ever, for most of the individuals in­
volved, the seriousness of the situa­
tion justified some radical govern­
ment action. Unquestionably there 
would have been equal criticism of 
the government had it chosen to do 
nothing. 

The barren wind-eroding farm pictured below is typical of many purchased by 
the federal government in South Dakota from 1934 to 1942 in its submarginal land 
purchase program. These farm buildings have been removed and the cropland 
seeded to permanent grass. 



Federal Purchase as a Means 

of Land Use Adjust:ment: 
The foregoing description of con- ginal land, or lands misused under 

ditions on the so-called submargin- private ownership. 
al lands of the Great Plains is in- 1 )  Clearly if there is no profita­
cluded for the purpose of placing ble private use of land, even under 
the federal purchase projects in the best known type of manage­
their proper perspective. It is un- ment, then a case could be made 
fair to judge the federal purchase for public purchase. However, 
of these lands with reference solely most of the submarginal lands did 
to today's conditions. The United not fit this category, because they 
States has generally followed a did have a profitable private use, 
policy favoring private ownership such as grazing or forestry. 
of land and resources, except where 2 )  If private ownership consti­
the public interest clearly dictates tutes a serious hazard to surround­
otherwise. Lands reserved for pub- ing areas, then such lands are gen­
lic ownership include the national erally eligible for public acquisi­
forests, national parks, dam and tion. This would apply to certain 
reservoir sites, and wildlife refuges. mineral lands where operations 
Most of the land in these categories were polluting streams or causing 
was public land reserved against other serious erosion; and it also 
private ownership in the public in- would apply to cut-over land that 
terest. However, in some circum- might constitute a fire hazard to 
stances public purchase of private surrounding forests. 
lands has also been deemed to be 3 )  If the profitable private use of 
in the public interest, especially for land depends on rapid depletion of 
increasing the national forests east their productivity, then the public 
of the Mississippi River. interest may be best served through 

Justification for Purchase. On government purchase and owner­
what basis could federal purchase ship. 
of the submarginal lands be justi- 4 )  these last two points ( 4 and 
fied? These purchases were not 5 )  are the most debatable and also 
made because the land was valu- the ones most applicable to the sub­
able for a certain use, nor because marginal purchase program. When 
it was multiple use land. Acquisi- land has been put to too intensive 
tion was made primarily because use, frequently the obstacles to re­
of private misuse of the land, re- storing them to more extensive 
sulting in rural poverty and inade- uses are insurmountable under pri­
quate farm units. The following vate ownership. Population tends 
situations appear to be ones under to become immobile, lacking the 
which our society would sanction resources to locate elsewhere. Ins­
public purchase and ownership of titutions become fixed on the basis 
what we have been calling submar- of the relatively dense population. 

9 
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Government organization, schools, ects Administration was looking for 

roads, and public services do not ways to provide employment for 
lend themselves to gradual con- these people. The land purchase 

traction with a reduction in popula- program had the special virtue of 
tion. When shifted to a less inten- channeling money to many of these 

people through payments for their sive use, such as from cropping to land and through a considerable grazing, certain lands may · not be 
amount of employment which was productive enough in the new use provided in removal of buildings to pay these high .social costs, thus, 
and fences from the project, build­preventing adjustment under pri- ing new fences, and develo.ping vate ownership. Resettlement of a water facilities and recreat10nal portion of the population would be 
areas. a factor in land use adjustment of Another feature of the LU proj­,this nature and would require pub-
ects sometimes pointed out in justi­lic assistance and direction. Society fying their creation was theh� ��m­generally must be forced, by e:o- onstrational value. By exh1b1tmg nomic or other forces, to make pam- proper land use to the surrounding ful readjustments of this nature. farmers and ranchers it was hoped 5) The land may have been a- that t h e s e improved practices bused under private ownership and would spread much beyond the require a lengthy period of rebuild- borders of the projects. The suc­ing. It may be land which invites 
cess of the program in this respect 

abuse through prospects of short- has never been measured. run gains by cropping, overgrazing, Development of the Purchase or overcutting of timber. Such land Progra m. The original LU lands requires some rebuilding and con- were purchased under authority trolled use when the rebuilding is given to the President under the 
completed. It also may require re- National Industrial Recovery Act of moval and resettlement of part of 1933 and the Emergency Relief Act the population. Readjustment of of 1935. The funds made available use under these circumstances ap-

under these two acts expired June peared to warrant federal purchase 30, 1939. Under these provisions, in the 1930's and was part of the 9,091,570 acres of land were pur­justification for the LU projects in 
chased in the United States at a 

the Great Plains. cost of $46,277,273. Title III of the 
In  addition to these points there Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Act 

were other factors which entered ( 1937) extended the land purchase into the rationale of federal pur- · program, and stated clearly for the 
chase of land for the LU projects. first time in a public statute , the 
The poverty and distress in these purpose of this program of land areas called for immediate atten- purchase. It stated that the Secre­tion. Many of the families involved tary of Agriculture is :  
had been on relief for considerable . . .  authorized and directed to develop periods of time. The Works Proj- a program of land con servation and 
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land utilization, including the retire­
ment of lands which are submarginal or 
not primarily suitable for cultivation, 
in order thereby to correct maladjust­
ments in land use, and thus assist in 
controlling erosion, reforestation, pre­
serving natural resources, mitigating 
floods, preventing impairment of dams 
and reservoirs, conserving sub-surface 
moisture, protecting the watersheds of 
navigable streams, and protecting the 
public lands, health, safety a n d 
welfare. 

Executive Order 7908, June 9, 
1938, blanketed all previ01:1sly ac­
quired land under Title III of the 
Bankhead-Jones Act, thus giving it 
"Bankhead-Jones" status . No funds 
were requested for land purchase 
after 1942, but land transfers and 
exchanges continued after that 
date. As of January 2, 1954, the 
total land acquired by the U. S .  De­
partment of Agriculture through 
purchase, transfer, or exchange was 
10,086,000 acres. 

It was emphasized that public 
acquisition was not the end or goal, 
but one of several means toward an 
end, namely, more efficient use of 
the land. Public acquisition was to 
be used only where other means 
were inadequate alone. Actual pur­
chases were made in areas where 
other conservation measures could 
be combined with public acquisi­
tion to bring about the desired ad­
justment in land use. The act limi­
ted purchase to "poor" land, which 
eliminated acquisition of lands 
temporarily being misused. While 
a large percentage of the acres pur­
chased in the Great Plains were 
grasslands, these lands were usual­
ly included in units which had 
some cropland also. The entire 
farm or ranch unit was purchased 

in each case, since the objective 
was to remove settlers and consoli­
date grazing land into more effi­
cient operating units . 

Choice of areas to be purchased 
began with what was called "defini­
tion of a 'problem' area." A special 
section within the Resettlement 
Administration, with correspond­
ing sections in each of its 12 
regional offices, was created. Land 
use specialists attached to the 
regional offices in cooperation with 
the agricultural experiment sta­
tions in each state, as well as with 
state planning boards, state conser­
vation commissioners, and other 
agencies concerned with land, 
chose the most critical areas in each 
state. 

Before final decisions on the de­
velopment of the projects were 
made, the economic status of the 
occupants of the land, the condi­
tions of the soil and native vegeta­
tion, including forest resources, and 
the need of the land for public pur­
poses were considered. They ex­
plored the area's relationship to 
nearby towns and cities, to local 
public opinion, and to the attitude 
of various state official agencies. 
Special consideration was given to 
the possibility of relieving unem­
ployment by the development of 
such a project, and to the cost of 
the land. 

When a specfic project was se­
lected, it was placed under the im­
mediate direction of a project 
manager. The work that was done 
on the project then depended on 
the problems of the region where 
the project was located. Although, 
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in terms of acres, most of the land 
in these projects was located in the 
Great Plains, there were manv 
projects throughout the remainde'r 
of the country, and the problems 
were different in different areas. In 
most cases, however, there was first 
the job of removing the surplus 
operators and disposing of their 
buildings and fences. From there 
on the work depended upon the 
use which was to be established on 
the land. Many of the smaller proj­
ects outside the Great Plains were 
organized largely for purposes of 
demonstration. Some of the land 
was seeded to grass, dams and other 
erosion-control devises were placed, 
recreational areas were constructed, 
and selected areas were forested. 

Original Disposition of the Pur­
chased Land. Not all of the feder­
ally purchased land was adminis­
tered in projects such as the five 
land use projects in South Dakota. 
Some purchases were for the Na­
tional Parks system, the National 
Forests, Migratory Waterfowl Ref­
uges, Indian reservations, and 
military installations. The Badlands 
National Monument and South Da­
kota Indian reservations acquired 
additional land during this pur­
chase period from 1933 to 1942. 

The purchase-areas which were 

to be administered in land use 
projects at first were placed under 
the Resettlement Administration, 
which later became a part of the 
F a r m  Security Administration. 
From 1938 to 1953 they were ad­
ministered by the Soil Conservation 
Service and in 1953 were trans­
ferred to the Forest Service, the 
present administrator. 

Authorization to sell the lands to 
private owners has never been 
given except in Mississippi. Appar­
ently it was intended that these pur­
chased lands remain indefinitely in 
public ownership. There was some 
opinion that these lands, if allowed 
to return to private ownership, 
would again attract settlers who 
would attempt to crop large areas. 

The purchases were in no way 
exhaustive. The Soil Conservation 
Service estimated in 1939 that there 
were 86,000,000 acres in problem 
areas in the United States that prob­
ably should be acquired, which 
means only about one-ninth of the 
eligible area was actually pur­
chased. As a result many of the 
projects consisted of only a few 
thousand acres in an eroded or 
blighted area, with the main pur­
pose of the project being to demon­
strate proper land use to the sur­
rounding area. 



Admi.nisl:ration of LU Projecl:s 

in Soul:h Dakol:a 
When the government undertook private ownership. Most of this land 

the establishment of land use ad- had improvements and had a por­
justment projects, it was pioneer- tion of its acreage plowed for crops. 
ing in a new phase of public land It consisted mainly of small tracts 
administration. Many of the prob- of poor land. The shaded area in 
lems faced on the LU lands had the map of the Perkins-Corson 
never been encountered on the Project ( figure 2 )  shows the char­
other public lands. The govern- acter of the purchases in that proj­
ment had previously purchased ect. In other projects the purchases 
land for the National forests, for were even more widely scattered. 
Army and Navy use, and for numer- Because the purchased land was 
ous special and miscellaneous uses. mixed in with private land, each 
However, in none of these were was more or less dependent on the 
there any wide-scale resettlement other for the most efficient use. 
and rehabilitation problems in- Rese'ttlement of Fa mi l ies and 
valved. The problems were consid- Socia l Adjustments. After acquisi­
erably different with the LU lands tion, the first problem faced by the 
because of the different purpose for government was that of resettle­
which they were acquired. ment of those whose homes were 

Nature of the Administrative purchased. Since all the sales were 
Problem. The land acquired con- voluntary, the resettlement prob­
sisted of scattered tracts within a lem was largely avoided. Had fam­
designated project area ( see figure ilies been evicted by forced sales, 
2 ) .  Tracts which appeared to be then resettlement would have been 
satisfactory ranch headquarters more unquestionably the govern­
were generally not purchased. The ment's responsibility. As it was, only 
small farms, rough land, and cer- the worst hardship cases were given 
tain key tracts for control of access resettlement aid. Many others were 
and water appear to have made up given employment on the project 
most of the purchases. All sales were removing buildings and fences and 
voluntary. In some cases, county building dams and recreation areas. 
and state land was purchased. The Table 3 shows that 481 of a total of 
proportion of the land within the 1,190 operating units were removed 
project area which was purchased by purchase in the South Dakota 
differed in each case. It varied from projects. This represented approxi-
30 percent in the Perkins-Corson mately a 40 percent reduction in 
Project to 47 percent in the Central farm families in the project areas. 
Sou�h Dakota Project. With removal of so many families 

Thus, the government came into from these communities, there were 
possession of scattered tracts of naturally some social repercussions. 
land that had previously been in Most affected were the school dis-

13 
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tricts, a number of which closed as 
a result of the purchase. Grouping 
tracts into community or group pas­
tures in conjunction with the pur­
chase made it possible to abandon 
many miles of roads . 

The closing of schools, and 
abandonment of roads brought 
some savings to local government. 
Table 3 includes data on the num­
ber of schools closed and miles of 
road abandoned. 

Mention has been made of the 
removal of buildings and fences 
from the purchased land. One rea-

son for this action was to remove 
the hazard of squatting and the 
likelihood of the same small farms 
again attracting settlers. Other ad­
justments were the building of 
new fences around the consolidated 
pastures, building water facilities 
and fire guards, and reseeding 
cropland to grass. The number of 
these developments completed by 
1943 is shown in table 3. Further 
work has been accomplished since 
that time, but primarily by the graz­
ing association, as federal funds for 
those purposes decreased. 

Table 3. Adjustments Made and Major Developments Completed, South Dakota 

Land Use Purchase Projects, Augu,st 1943 

Miles Major Developments 
Road Completed* 

Number Operating Units Mainte- Dams & 

Removed nance Dug-
When by Removed Number Dis- outs Miles 
Project Pur- Other Schools con- Acres Con- Fence 

Project Started chase Reasons Now Closed tinued Seeded structed Built 

Badlands-Fal l  
Riveir, 
Hot Springs 360 142 9 209 14 58 8,369 93 116 

Badlands-Fal l  
R iveir, 
Wall ____ __ ______ 313 146 17 150 12 77 16,586 106 160 

S. Cent. S .  Dak., 
Ft. Pierre __ __ 123 48 7 68 9 20 9,230 43 194 

Perkins-Corson, 
Lemn10n 375 126 36 213 13 19,109 33 210 

Ft. Sully, 
Ft. Pierre 13 13 4 5 

Little Moreau, 
Tmber l ak� 6 6 2 11 
Total -- 1 , 190 481 69 640 49 1 55t 53,294 281 696 

Source : Unpublished data, S. D. -LU 1 Office, Wall, South Dakota. 
*Work reported here is as of December 3 1 ,  · 1 942 .  Additional developments have been completed 

since then. Other development work included repair of wells, construction of fireguards, taking 
down buildings, removing old fence, etc. 

tThis figure does not include maintenance d iscontinued on the Perkins-Corson Proj ect; howeYer, 
it is known that a considerable mileage of township roads has been abandoned in that project. 
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Estabiishment of Controlled Use 

Th rough Grazing Districts.2 Estab­
lishment of controlled use of the 
newly acquired land, without mi­
nute supervision of each tract, was 
the major administrative problem. 
To work out a lease for each sepa­
rate tract would have been a job of 
considerable magnitude, and would 
have placed upon the government 
the responsibility of deciding which 
operator was to get which tract. In 
addition, the supervision of the 
land and enforcement of the stock­
ing agreement would have increased 
the administrative burden. 

It is understandable, then, that 
an effort would be made to deal 
with a group instead of individuals 
in leasing the land for private use. 
Cooperative grazing associations or 
districts, a form of group tenure for 
the control of grazing land, were 
adopted from the beginning as a 
partner in the administration of the 
LU lands. There are still some iso­
lated purchases handled by direct 
leases to individuals, but most of 
the land is administered through 
cooperative grazing associations. In 
some cases in other Great Plains 
States, the local organization used 
is the soil conservation district in 
place of a cooperative grazing asso­
ciation. 

Exa mple: Perkins-Corson Land 
Use Project. The procedure followed 
in the administration of the LU 
lands can be illustrated by refer­
ence to the Perkins-Corson Project. 
This project was in the process of 
organization during 1939 and 1940. 
The first annual report available for 
the project is for 1941. 

-The Grand River Grazing Dis­
trict was organized in 1940 to lease 
and administer the «community 
pastures," established with blocks 
of government-acquired land in 
Perkins County. The area in Cor­
son County was not at that time 
within a grazing district and was 
being leased directly to individual 
operators. 

The government leases, in nearly 
all cases, contained certain restric­
,tions for use of the land. The pri­
mary restriction was that the land 
be used only for grazing and that 
the grazing be limited to a specified 
number of animal units and for a 
specified number of summer and 
fall months. The govermnent re­
tained a project manager to super­
vise the over-all administration of 
the project, assist in the develop­
ment of improvements on the land, 
and determine the condition of the 
range for making recommendations 
regarding its use. The grazing dis­
trict maintained the improvements, 
checked for trespass, granted graz­
ing permits, and generally super­
vised the summer grazing on the 
government-owned land. 

The 1941 report of the project in­
dicated that the community pasture 
had worked out successfully the 
first year but that certain manage­
ment and administrative problems 
had arisen. Since these problems are 
rather typical for LU projects, a 
consideration of them follows. 
2Grazing d istricts are a means, provided by 
state law, whereby ranchers can rent, lease, 
own, or control land as a group rather than as 
individuals. They are used primarily in con­
nection with the leasing of government ghz-
ing lands. 
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Isolated Tracts of Private Land. 
Perhaps the major problem, at that 
time, resulted from the isolated 
tracts of land still privately owned 
and located within the communitv 
pastures. The report stated : 

The purchase of 2 additional tracts 
of 80 and 320 acres each will be neces­
sary for important development work. 
Further land purchases should be made 
to protect the land use adjustments 
carried out to date. Two tracts of pri­
vate land, 320 acres each, should be in­
cluded in this purchase. One tract has 
a set of buildings with a small acreage 
of cultivated land. The other tract 
includes 160 acres of cultivated land 
Both tracts are in the pasture and will 
attract "squatters." 

County Land. The county lands 
remaining in the project area were 
also of considerable concern to the 
grazing district and the project con­
servationist. The county - owned 
lands included three blocks of ap­
proximately 1,000 acres each, in­
cluding 480 cultivated acres. 

The policy of the county was to 
sell land whenever possible, and the 
tracts held within the project were 
large enough to attract buyers, 
though not large enough to be self 
sufficing. Hence, the project conser­
vationist recommended that these 
tracts also be purchased. There 
were several other county-owned 
tracts of approximately 160 acres 
each and totaling 9,600 acres scat­
tered throughout the pastures; but 
these were not large enough to at­
tract buyers, and it was believed 
they could be handled by the dis­
trict. 

The danger which prompted the 
concern regarding these lands was 
that they might be purchased by 

someone not interested in cooper­
ating with the grazing district. The 
purchaser might expect to crop the 
land, or to graze so many head of 
livestock that trespass on the gov­
ernment land would be inevitable. 
Because none of the blocks were 
ample for self-sufficing units, it was 
considered imperative that they re­
main under the control of the dis­
trict for proper utilization. 

Control of Non-Federal Land. 
Government purchase ceased after 
1942, and the isolated tracts of 
county and private lands remained 
a problem. In the early years, the 
grazing district encouraged i t s 
members to buy up these isolated 
tracts of land, and several of them 
did purchase a few tracts. 

Members who did this were given 
free grazing permits based upon the 
carrying capacity of the land they 
purchased. In recent years, the dis­
trict itself has purchased land 
which it decided was essential to 
proper management of the district­
controlled lands. The purchases 
were almost exclusively of county 
tax-deed land. The relationship of 
these private purchases to the gov­
ernment land in four townships of 
the Perkins-Corson Project is shown 
in figure 3. 

The lands administered by the 
Grand River Cooperative Grazing 
District in 1954 are classified ac­
cording to owners in table 4. 

The last two classifications are 
land within the community pastures 
for which the private owners or 
leasees receive free grazing permits. 

One of the reasons for turning ad­
ministration of the Title III lands 
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Table 4. Lands Admini,stered by Grand 
River Cooperative Grazing District 

Classified According to Owners 

Title III lands (govern-
ment purchased) _____ _ 

Public domain _____________ _ 
District owned ______________ 9,858 
School land leased by 

district ________________ _ _______ 960 
Privately owned and 

leased by distirict _______ 1 ,240 
Total n o n - federal 

land owned and 
k:as-ed by the dis-
trict _______________________ _ 

Local operators' pn-
vately owned ___________ _ 

School land leased by 
local operators _________ _ 
Total _________________________ _ 

Acres 

1 53,953 
959 

12,058 

1 1 ,853 

2,640 
181,463 

Source: Unpublished records of the Perkins­
Corson Project. 

over to a grazing association was 
that it constituted a means of ex­
tending the land use control beyond 
the boundaries of purchased land. 
The grazing association was ex­
pected to acquire, usually by lease, 
considerable land in addition to the 
Title III lands. Section D-5 of the 
lease agreement drawn up by the 
Soil Conservation Service and the 
Grand River Cooperative Grazing 
District in December, 1950, reads as 
follows : 

The District will make efforts to ob­
tain control of other lands within the 
boundaries of the project which are 
essential to the establishment and 
maintenance of a sound land use pro­
gram in the District. Such lands will be 
administered by the District under the 
same rules, policies, and procedures as 
the Title III lands, insofar as applicable. 
( Italics supplied. ) 

In several projects in other states 
much county, state, and railroad 
land, as well as other private lands, 
were leased by the association in 
addition to the Title III lands. In 
each case, the agreement with the 
grazing association stipulated that 
the federal government control of 
land use and grazing would extend 
to all lands administered by the as­
sociation. In the Perkins-Corson 
Project the Title III lands constitute 
approximately 85 percent of the 
land controlled by the district. This 
gives the district a stability it would 
not have · if it were relying largely 
on leased land-particularly if it in­
cluded large tracts leased from the 
county. 

Charges for Leasing Govern­
ment Land. Another problem in the 
management and operation of the 
land use projects is the determina­
tion of leasing rates. About 80 per­
cent of the government land is 
leased directly to the grazing dis­
trict, and the district in turn grants 
grazing permits to its members. The 
grazing fee which the members pay 
is the income which enables the 
district to pay the government 
charge for use of the land. 

The grazing fees of the Soil Con­
servation Service and the Forest 
Service vary with the quality of the 
land and the price of beef. They 
generally have been below the go­
ing rate in Perkins County. The 
Grand River District has followed 
a policy of setting its grazing fees 
as near as possible to the going 
rate in the community. This means 
that the grazing district is able to 
accumulate a profit from its opera-
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tions. In fact, in past years, the dis­
trict has been able to purchase 9,858 
acres of land from its accumulated 
profits. No other South Dakota graz­
ing district has followed a similar 

policy concerning grazing fees and 
purchase of land. 

Basis for Granting Grazing Per­
mits. Government ownership of 
grazing land always creates a prob-

Figure 3. Land controlled by the Grand River Grazing District in four townships 
of Perkins County, by classes of owners. 
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lem of choosing who is to receive a 
lease or grazing permit. The story 
of how this problem has been solved 
in the West is a book in itself. In 
the LU projects the grazing associ­
ations were required to use the cri­
teria, now almost standard in the 
West, of commensurate property, 
dependency, and prior use. These 
three criteria generally follow the 
principle that certain operaJors 
have better claims to the use of the 
government land than others. 

Commensurate property refers 
to the feed base and facilities for 
wintering of livestock. Someone 
without adequate commensurate 
property has no valid claim for use 
of the government land. 

Dependency, as the term implies, 
refers to dependence on additional 
pasture for maintaining the opera­
tor's livestock herd. An applicant 
for a grazing permit must show that 
he is dependent on summer grazing 
from the LU pastures in order to 
maintain his present scale of opera­
tions. 

Prior use indicates a historical 
claim based on previous use of the 
land. If a rancher were using land 
which was later purchased by the 
government, then he would have a 
claim for grazing privileges on that 
land based on prior use. 

Each grazing district member, 
before he is issued a grazing per­
mit, must apply for a preference. 
The preference granted, if any, de­
pends on the strength of the appli­
cant's claim. The best claims are 
given a Class A or an adjusted Class 
A preference. Poorer claims get a 
Class B preference or none at all. 

Much of the criticism of the LU 
projects has come from those who 
do not understand the nature of the 
claims which permittees have on 
the government grazing lands. The 
system of pref�rences enables the 
grazing district to issue grazing per­
mits to those with the best claim 
first, and, as more grazing is avail­
able, to those with progressively 
poorer claims. In practice, the origi­
nal classification has become of less 
importance than the total animal 
units for which a preference was 
obtained. That is, once an initial 
claim on the use of Title III land 
has been established, the total pref­
erence in animal units is the main 
consideration for granting grazing 
permits. 

Special Problems. Originally the 
improvements on the government 
land, such as reseeding cropland to 
grass, developing dugouts and other 
water sources, building fences, and 
establishing fire guards, were paid 
for by the government. But 'the ap­
propriations for these purposes 
soon dwindled and the district had 
to undertake many of the improve­
ments on its own. Many miles of 
f e n c e, numerous dugouts and 
dams, and many miles of fire guards 
have been constructed. 

For a short time following the 
Korean War, the Perkins-Corson 
Project was threatened by a pro­
posal to give, or sell at a nominal 
rate, the LU lands to veterans. In­
terviews with a few participants in 
this incident revealed that there 
was general misunderstanding of 
the project and of what might be 
involved in disposing of the lands. 
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The scheme attracted considerable 
attention but was dropped when 
misunderstandings were cleared up. 

In the use of community pastures, 
there is always the problem of 
breeds and selection of bulls. This 
problem has apparently b e e n 
worked out satisfactorily in the Per­
kins-Corson Project. The grazing 
district requires that all bulls placed 
in the summer pasture be inspected 
and approved. This practice has 
led to the development of a uni­
formly high quality source of feed­
er cattle which is beginning to 
attract new buyers. 

Differences in Practices Among 
the Projects. There are some impor­
tant respects in which the other LU 
projects differed from the Perkins­
Corson Project. To understand 
these variations, a brief look at the 
South Dakota cooperative grazing 
district law will be helpful. 

Chapter 40 : 18 of the South Da­
kota Code provides for the organ­
ization of semi-public corporations 
called Cooperative Grazing Dis­
tricts. These corporations operate 
within a designated area, as is indi­
cated in the first section of the 
chapter. 

Cooperative grazing corporations 
authorized : Cooperative grazing dis­
tricts; defined. A cooperative cor­
poration organized for the purpose of 
aiding in the conservation of natural 
forage resources within a designated 
area to be jointly used by its members 
and for aiding in the restoration and 
improvement of lands which may be 
acquired by lease or purchase from a 
political subdivision or from others, 
shall be known in this chapter as a "co­
operative grazing district." "Coopera­
tive grazing district" includes the land 
area within which the district operates. 

Grazing associations s u c h  as 
these authorized in South Dakota 
are called, in more technical terms, 
"group tenure" arrangements. That 
is, they are a means for a group of 
ranchers to rent, lease, own, or con­
trol land as a group, rather than as 
individuals. The association then, 
in turn, grants its members permits 
to use the association-controlled 
land. Grazing associations of this 
type have been an important means 
of bringing considerable public 
land in the West under orderly and 
controlled use. The administrative 
policy of grazing districts differs 
among the South Dakota projects, 
as is indicated in the following 
three sections. 

l ndependent Actions of Grazing 
Districts. Most of the districts in 
South Dakota have been organized 
by users of Title III  lands. Their 
leases, negotiated with the federal 
agency in charge of these lands, 
have specified in considerable de­
tail how the lands controlled by the 
asscciation are to be administered 
and used. In this way, the federal 
government has had some control 
over these associations in regard to 
issuance of grazing preferences, 
stocking rates, and improvements 
on the land. 

With the project manager being 
a federal employee, there has been 
some on-the-spot inspection and 
supervision of the activities of the 
grazing districts. However, in spite 
of this degree of federal control, 
grazing associations have been sus­
pected of monopolistic and unfair 
tactics in the granting of prefer­
ences and permits for the use of 
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federal land. Either state or federal 
responsibility should be assumed 
for assuring fair and nonpreferen­
tial treatment of all potential users 
of land controlled by grazing dis­
tricts. There is no provision in the 
enabling act for either state or fed­
eral supervision. 

Establishment of Grazing Fees. 
Establishment of the grazing fee 
charged its members is left entirely 
to the grazing district, and as a re­
sult it differs widely among the dis­
tricts. As stated previously, the 
Grand River Cooperative Grazing 
District has followed a practice of 
charging the going rate in the com­
munity, even though it is consider­
ably higher than the rate charged 
the district by the government 
agencies. This policy does not pre­
vent possible subsidy to the users 
of government lands but it does 
tend to hide the subsidy, if it exists, 
and thus prevents some outside 
criticism. 

The grazing districts associated 
with the other LU projects charge 
the government rate plus an amount 
necessary to cover the expenses of 
the district including cost of repairs 
and maintenance of improvements. 
Two grazing districts in the Wall 
area charge 5 cents over the govern­
ment charge. In 1955, the govern­
ment fee was 38 cents per animal­
unit-month ( A.U.M. ) ,  thus making 
the fee of the members 43 cents. 
The Cane Creek District, in addi­
tion to its 5-cent fee for administra­
tion, levies 10' cents per A.U.M. for 
water development. The third dis­
trict adds 2 to 3 cents each year to 
the government fee. 

In the Fall River area, the graz­
ing fee set by the districts varies 
even within a district. It depends 
on how much of the development 
and care of pasture and livestock is 
done by the district and how much 
is left to the individual rancher. In 
the Cottonwood District where 
there is only one group pasture and 
only four members in it, the grazing 
fee for 1955 was 40 cents per 
A.U.M., just 2 cents above the fed­
eral charge. However, a special 
assessment was made on the four 
users of the group pasture for such 
things as fencing and development 
work. 

Dif]erent Attitudes T o w a r d 
Group Pastures. The significance 
of these different fees lies mainly 
in their effect on the users of group 
pastures. In some areas, the ranch­
ers are reasonably well satisfied 
with the group pastures; but in 
other areas group pastures are con­
sidered about the worst feature of 
the LU projects. Some small ranch­
ers state that their labor and costs 
are increased when grazing cattle 
in common with other herds. The 
cattle may be many miles away 
from the ranch headquarters, mak­
ing the provision of salt and other 
supplies and supervision more cost­
ly and time consuming. The ranch­
er's own care in selecting a bull may 
be of no value to his herd if another 
operator puts a poor bull in the 
pasture. 

On the other hand, if the grazing 
district, through an addition to its 
grazing fee, furnishes all the salt 
and supplies and pays for all fenc­
ing and developmental work, the 
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small rancher may have his costs 
and labor decreased through use of 
the group pasture. Also, if a bull­
approval committee is reasonably 
careful in performing its duties, the 
over-all quality of the herds may be 
improved, thus attracting new buy­
ers to the area. Several users of the 
group pastures in the Grand River 
District expressed belief that new 

buyers had been attracted to that 
area by the uniform quality of feed­
ers coming out of their pasture. 

In the Wall segment of SD-LU 1, 
it is reported that the smaller group 
pastures work reasonably well, but 
the larger ones tend to become un­
wieldy as the number of permittees 
increases. 

Evaluation of Project:s 
The Land Utilization projects 

were established to adjust land use; 
but, as has been pointed out, this 
implies more than just shifting land 
from cultivation to grazing. It in­
·.rolves resettlement, adjustment in 
size of units, land control, com­
munity stability and income, shift­
ing of improvements, and control of 
future use. 

Evaluation of t h  e s e projects 
would require some judgments over 
which there is considerable dis­
agreement. For instance, what 
value can be placed on community 
stability or independence of indi­
vidual operations? Rather than at­
tempt to say whether these projects 
are good or bad, a success or failure, 
the considerations involved ·will be 
described and the reader allowed 
to judge and weigh them according 
to his own sense of values. How­
ever, where the projects clearly 
meet or violate generally accepted 
public values, this will be indi­
cated. 

Effect of the Purchase Prog ram 
on Loca l Tax Receipts. Local and 
state governments can not tax fed­
eral land. Therefore, purchase of 

land by the federal government 
takes land off the local tax roll. This 
can cause hardship on a school dis­
trict or county where a substantial 
portion of its tax base is taken 
away, if there is not a proportionate 
cut in the services required. In 
order to alleviate this situation, the 
federal government is required by 
law to pay 25 percent of its income 
from these lands to the local gov­
ernments in lieu of taxes. 

There are a number of ways of 
looking at this 25 percent payment. 
Unquestionably it is more than was 
being received from this land before 
purchase, as a major portion of it 
was tax delinquent. In addition, the 
federal purchase caused all back 
taxes to be paid on the purchased 
land. The immediate effect of the 
purchase then was a considerable 
boost in tax payments to the local 
governments. 

There is a real question whether 
the payment in lieu of taxes has 
continued to constitute a fair share 
of the tax burden being carried by 
the LU lands. Taxes on private 
property are assessed according to 
community need, not according to 
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personal income from the property. 
Hence, the federal payment based 
on income from the land may rep­
resent more or less than is being 
paid in taxes by comparable private 
land in the community. 

In 1954, two different quarter­
sections of unimproved private 
land in the Badlands Project area 
had tax assessments of $11.98 and 
$12.16. The project manager stated 
that the government payments in 
lieu of taxes for these tracts would 
range between $5 and $7. Thus, in 
these isolated cases, it appears that 
the ·government payment was ap­
proximately half of the taxes on 
private land. This ratio, however, 
will vary from year to year and 
from region to region, depending 
on the level of property valuation 
and of the needs of the school dis­
tricts, the township government, 
and the county government. The 
difficulty in making a reliable com­
parison between private tax assess­
ment and the government payment 
lies in finding comparable tracts of 
land as to productivity and im­
provements. 

There are some other considera­
tions to be made. The support of a 
project manager and provision of 
rural fire-fighting equipment by 
the federal government is a contri­
bution to the community. These 
contributions could be considered 
as augmenting the federal payment 
in lieu of taxes. Federal land is un­
improved and requires little in the 
way of local government services. 

If it were decided that the users 
of the government land should 
make a larger tax contribution to 

make up for a deficiency in the fed­
eral payment, there are three ways 
in which it could be accomplished. 
First, the value of the grazing pref­
erence could be attached to the 
value of the ranch headquarters by 
the local assessor. Second, the gov­
ernment could increase its grazing 
fee. Third, the percent returned by 
the federal government, now 25 
percent, could be increased. Before 
any of these choices are adopted, 
considerable study of the present 
inequity, if any, plus the conse­
quences of any change, should be 
completed. 

Most of the counties in the area 
where purchases were made were 
heavily in debt at that time. Thus, 
the question could be raised wheth­
er the proportion of this debt 
assignable to Title III land prior to 
its purchase was being shifted to the 
remaining private land. Data for 
the Badlands-Fall River project 
show that the delinquent taxes 
paid from funds received in sale of 
the land to the federal government 
were considerably in excess of the 
amount of the debt which could be 
assigned to the valuation of the land 
purchased. That is, the accrued tax­
es on the purchased land were in 
excess of the portion of the county 
debt which could be assigned to 
this same land. According to ap­
pendix table 1, this was true of 
every county except Fall River. 

There were undoubtedly some 
local cases where the debt burden 
was shifted to the remaining oper­
ators after government purchases. 
A few school districts attempted to 
establish school facilities complete-
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ly out of line with ability of the re­
sources in the district to support 
them. For instance, in 19,'39, school 
district No. 68 in Pennington Coun­
ty had an assessed valuation of 
$12,195 and a debt of $6,821. This 
was a debt of $559.33 per $1,000 of 
assessed valuation. 

Effect on Size and Stabi l ity of 
Ranch Units .  A second area of evalu­
ation is the effect of the purchase 
program on size and stability of 
ranch units and flexibility of the 
leasing system in adjusting to tech­
nological and economic change. 
Did the purchase succeed in bring­
ing all the land under the desired 
kind of controlled use? 

As a general rule, the users of LU 
lands have small ranch units. With­
out the LU lands for summer pas­
ture, many of them would not have 
sufficient re.sources to continue op­
erations. During the developmental 
period of these projects, there were 
differing opinions as to the size of 
unit necessary to yield an accept­
able standard of living. The Farm 
Security Administration generally 
set a lower minimum than others. 
Under the Soil Conservation Serv­
ice a goal of 125 animal units or 
equivalent in other incomes per 
operator was frequently mentioned. 
In 1954 and 1955 the average size 
of operator for the South Dakota 
LU projects was still somewhat 
below this goal. 

Crude estimates of the average 
animal units per operator using the 
grazing district's summer pasture 
can be obtained by dividing the 
total permits ( in animal units ) by 
the number of operators. For the 

Grand River district in 1953 the 
average permit for 150 operators 
was 77.8 animal units ( A.U. ) .  For 
the Central South Dakota district, 
the average was 146.7, but for the 
entire Fall River purchase area it 
was only 67 A.U. per operator. In 
1955 the average in the Badlands 
purchase area was from 102 to 113 
A.U. per operator for the three 
grazing districts. 

These figures do not include live-
. stock pastured outside of the dis­

tricts or on the home ranch, and 
are not, therefore, good measures of 
the size of operating units. How­
ever, data collected from nine 
ranchers in the Perkins-Corson 
Project in 1954 give further evi­
dence that the LU lands are used 
primarily by small scale ranchers. 
This information is given in table 5. 

The desire to preserve and pro­
tect the small operator was promi­
nent in the minds of those who 
established the land use projects, 
and to some extent has continued to 
influence the administration of 
them. When the projects were or­
ganized, there were too many oper­
tors, but for many of the surplus 
operators there was no place to go. 
Therefore, it seemed wise to evict 
no more operators than was abso­
lutely necessary. In some areas 
where the land was suited for 
intensive cultivation, the Farm 
Security Administration had settle­
ment projects where they were try­
ing to settle more people on the 
land instead of fewer. 

There is some co�cern, at present, 
that there continues to be too many 
units, too small for efficient opera-



Future of Federal Land Use Purchase Projects 27 

Table 5. Scale of Enterprise for Nine 
Ranchers Using Government Pasture, 
Perkins-Corson Land Use Purchase 

Acres 
Owned 

1 ,000 
640 
500 

7,530 
880 
720 

1 ,600 
800 

2,530 

Project, 1954 

Acres Leased Head 
Privately of Cows 

55 
60 
50 

840 350 
600 1 00 
400 90 

1 50 
70 

1 60 1 75 

tion, depending on the LU lands. 
Since outside opportunities are 
more plentiful now, it is question­
able whether efforts to preserve the 
small operator are not actually a 
disservice to him because they are 
preventing him from leaving an un­
economical unit for a better oppor­
tunity elsewhere. However, insofar 
as the LU projects are providing the 
small operator with a means of con­
trolling adequate pasture for effi­
cient operations and a satisfactory 
income, they are accomplishing 
their purpose. 

Ca re and Management of the LU 
Lands. There has been very little 
adverse criticism of the range man­
agement on the LU projects. Con­
trolled grazing, development of 
water supplies, and proper place­
ment of salt have generally pre­
vented overgrazing and yet allowed 
fullest use consistent with good con­
servation practices. To some ranch­
ers it has appeared that grass was 
going to waste in the government 
pastures, but this reserve has sup­
plied good grazing in the dry years 

when other pastures have been very 
short of grass. The managers of the 
projects are generally range man­
agement specialists and they have 
performed valuable educational 
services in their communities by 
educating ranchers and business­
men concerning good range man­
agement practices. 

Subsidy to Users. Are users of the 
LU lands indirectly subsidized by 
low-cost grazing they obtain? The 
fact that the federal grazing fee on 
the LU lands is generally less than 
the going rate in the community 
does not give the entire answer. 
The grazing districts and individual 
ranchers perform some services 
which would be the responsibility 
of the landlord in a private lease. 
They recently have borne all the 
cost of water development and 
fence upkeep on the LU lands. The 
actual grazing fee for users of gov­
ernment land would include dues 
to the grazing district, special as­
sessments made for improvements, 
and the value of contributed serv­
ices which are not normally re­
quired when putting cattle in 
privately-owned pastures. It should 
not include, however, accumulated 
equity in the grazing association, 
such as would be the case in the 
Grand River district where the fee 
charged has been the going rate in 
the community and a surplus has 
arisen. 

If a grazing preference on gov­
ernment land becomes attached, 
legally or otherwise, to a particular 
ranch headquarters, the value of 
that headquarters will be increased 
by the value of the preference. A 
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preference has greater or lesser 
value depending upon the grazing 
fee as related to livestock prices 
and the condition of the range. 
Hence, a relatively low government 
grazing fee may result in a higher 
v a 1 u e f o r the commensurate 
property. 

On the other hand, a grazing pref­
erence on LU lands is not a legal 
right that attaches to adjacent tracts 
of land. A rancher who has a pref­
erence is fairly assured of being 
granted a grazing permit each year 
for substantially the same number 
of livestock, but he in no sense has a 
legal right to continued grazing 
year after year, nor will the pur­
chaser of his land necessarily ac­
quire the right to graze the LU 
lands. The grazing associations may 
sign 5-year or 10-year leases for 
Title III lands, but the federal gov­
ernment retains the right to deter­
mine the stocking rate, and it also 
reserves the right to sell the land, 
thus terminating the lease. 

These factors cause uncertainties 
in the rancher's operations which 
hamper his ability to obtain credit 
and to plan his future operations. It 
is hoped that federal policy con­
cerning the LU lands can become 
clarified and stabilized in order to 
eliminate some of the uncertainties 
which hampered the users of LU 
lands in the past 5 years. 

Com pa rison With Surrounding 
Private Lands. Can one look at the 
area surrounding the LU projects 

and fairly conclude that conditions 
on this surrounding land would 
today prevail on the LU lands had 
they not been purchased? Such con­
clusions are dangerous unless one 
remembers certain things. 

l) The areas, pur.chased and pri­
vate, must be comparable if we are 
to draw conclusions regarding the 
justification for purchase. The LU 
purchases were generally the poor­
est land in the area. 

2) There were economic losses 
on the private land as it went 
through the transition of tax delin­
quency, abandonment, uncontrolled 
use, county tax foreclosure, and re­
sale at low price to larger operators. 
LU project areas may have been 
more quickly developed and put 
under controlled and productive 
use than were the private lands. 
Private owners who sold to the LU 
projects were, perhaps, more ade­
quately compensated for their land 
than those who lost their land 
through foreclosure or tax delin­
quency. 

A comparison of LU lands with 
the surrounding area will be highly 
affected by the values one places on 
such things as private ownership of 
land, maintaining small operators, 
community stability, and controlled 
use of the land. One cannot just 
compare the two areas as they are 
today; he must also compare the 
routes each area took to arrive at 
its present situation and the social 
costs these routes involved. 



What: To Do Wit:h LU Lands 

All indications are that those who 
planned the Land Use Purchase 
Program expected the purchased 
land to remain in federal ownership. 
These lands were subject to abuse 
in private ownership and, therefore, 
it was thought to be in the public 
interest that their future use be con­
trolled through public ownership 
and management. However, all 
congressional actions are subject to 
review by later congresses, and in 
recent years Congress has had a 
number of bills introduced which 
would have made some disposition 
of the LU lands . 

In additio.n, the Department of 
Agriculture, beginning in 1953, re­
viewed all its holdings of public 
land to determine whether any of 
it might be returned to private own­
ership. As a result of these discus­
sions of the future of LU lands, the 

. grazing districts found their posi­
tion in regard to use of these lands 
very insecure. The uncertainty 
which resulted was of particular 
concern to the small operator whose 
use of the public lands was abso­
lutely essential to his livelihood. It 
appeared entirely possible that he 
would suddenly find himself with 
only a small ranch headquarters 
and no summer pasture. The small 
operator was generally convinced 
that he could not compete with the 
large operator should the land be 
put up for sale. Also, due to his in­
secure position, the small operator 
found himself cut off from sources 
of long-term credit. 

Lands similar to the Title III 
29 

lands are in private ownership in 
other areas of South Dakota and 
surrounding states. It would be 
possible to place the LU lands in 
privately owned units of satisfac­
tory size and quality, but the diffi­
culties in making this disposition 
are considerable. 

Possible Dispositions of the · LU 
Lands. Although the federal policy 
concerning the LU lands has re­
cently been somewhat clarified and 
stabilized, a review of the various 
possible dispositions which could 
be made of these lands is needed. 

1 ) The first and most likely one 
for the three largest South Dakota 
projects is that their status will re­
main unchanged. The reason why 
this currently appears to be the most 
likely disposition will be explained 
in the discussion of the other possi­
bilities. 

2 )  The projects could be turned 
over to the states. However, unless 
there is great pressure for this, as in 
the case of the tidelands", the Fed­
eral Congress has generally been 
very reluctant to give lands to the 
states. The states have not, as a rule, 
been the best of land managers. 
State ownership has usually been 
advocated by private interests who 
want to get control of the land. Title 
III lands could be offered for sale 
to the states at a price not less than 
the original purchase price under 
existing policy. 

3 )  The LU lands could be turned 
over to the Bureau of Land Man­
agement in the Department of In­
terior to be administered as a part 
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of the public domain. In South Da­
kota this appears to be a remote 
possibility because this bureau has 
considerably less land in this state 
than the Department of Agricul­
ture. The Forest Service of the 
Department of Agriculture has con­
siderable land in and around the 
Black Hills while the Bureau of 
Land Management's land is widely 
scattered and is administered from 
Miles City, Montana. The forest 
service, then, seems to be the logical 
agency to keep the lands, if they are 
to remain in federal ownership. 

4 )  The lands could be returned 
to private ownership. This action 
would require an act of Congress, 
as the government has never been 
given the authority to sell these 
lands. Should all interests get to­
gether on the proper method of sale, 
this might be a possibility. How­
ever, it does not appear that there 
will develop any unified pressure 
in this direction. Many users of the 
LU lands today are opposed to sale 
of the lands because they fear they 
�ill not be able to acquire their fair 
share of the land if it is sold. 

5 )  The LU lands could be trans­
ferred to other agencies, such as the 
Fish and Wildlife Service or the 
Armed Services. This is a possibility 
only for small portions of the land. 
It seems unlikely that the three 
major South Dakota projects would 
be so transferred. 

It is hoped the past uncertainty 
concerning the LU lands will not be 
allowed to recur. The Department 
of Agriculture policy should be 
further clarified and stabilized with 
regard to Title I I I  lands. 

Recommendations Applicable if 
Lands Are Retained in Public Own­
ership. If these lands are retained 
under their present form of admin­
istration, a few changes need to be 
considered: 

1 )  The present formula for gov­
ernment payments in lieu of taxes 
should be revised to bring these 
payments more in line with pay­
ments of comparable private land. 

2 )  Because the grazing prefer­
ences on LU lands in effect become 
attached to the commensurate prop­
erity of the users, any change in the 
grazing fee will change the value of 
this property. Hence, the present 
formula for determination of graz­
ing fees, if it is to be changed, 
should be adjusted _ gradually. 

3 )  The public should be assured 
that all grazing preferences and per­
mits for the use of the LU lands are 
issued in accordance with impartial 
rules, with the purpose of allotting 
the use to those with the best right 
and need. 

4 )  Means to eliminate unneces­
sary uncertainty in the private use 
of Title III lands need further con­
sideration. 

Recommendations Applicable if 
Lands Are to Be Sold. If the LU 
lands are to be returned to private 
ownership, all users and prospective 
purchasers will be interested in the 
method of sale. If the land is to be 
sold, it is recommended that the fol­
lowing procedures be used: 

1 )  The present users are depend­
ent on these lands for continuation 
of their ranch operations at the 
present scale. Many of them have 
too little private land to operate 
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without the LU pasture. The value 
of a ranch headquarters without 
summer pasture is not very great. 
Therefore, certainly the present 
users with established preferences 
should be given the first opportuni­
ty to purchase these lands, and 
under credit terms which they can 
meet. 

2 )  The division of these lands 
into individual units, particularly 
the common pastures, will be diffi­
cult. Each individual tract will need 
water facilities. These have gener­
ally been located according to the 
best source, not according to the 
rectangular survey lines . Thus, it 
may be necessary to ignore survey 
lines in getting the best division of 
the land among the purchasers . 

In the interest of efficient opera­
tion, each operating unit should be 
"blocked" to consist of one tract 
rather than several scattered tracts. 
Likewise, e a c h  ope;ating unit 
should include enough land to sup­
port an adequate standard of living. 

3 )  Some control over future use 
should be retained by 'the govern­
ment. Reasonable care in the sale 
of these lands may be sufficient. The 
sale could be conditional upon cer­
tain uses not being made of the · 
land. There are also local means 
which could be used to control use, 
such as the land use ordinances, 
which the Soil Conservation Dis­
tricts can establish, and rural 
zoning. 

4 )  The price of this land should 
be established by an expert ap­
praisal which takes into account the 
earning power of the land and not 
just the current land market. Every 
effort should be made to establish 
stable ranch units with sufficient 
resources to provide a satisfactory 
standard of living. Maximizing gov­
ernment revenue should be a sec­
ondary cop.sideration. If these lands 
are to be returned to private own­
ership, care should be taken in their 
sale to assure that they do not again 
become blighted areas . 
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Appendix Table 1. Land Purchase in Relation to Taxable Valuation and County Indebtedness, 
South Dakota, August 1943 

Counties 
Partially Acres 
Covered Total Acres Taxable Jan. 

Project by Project in County I ,  1935* 

SD-LU- 1 
Badlands-Fall 

River, Hot Springs Fal l  River 1 , 1 20,753 867,093 
Custer 989,00 1 53 1 ,993 

SD-LU- 1 
Badlands-Fall River, Wall Jackson __ 5 1 5 ,523 426,063 

Pennington 1 ,760,708 1 , 1 32 ,908 

SD-LU-2 
So. Cent. S. Dak. ,  Ft. Pierre Lyman ---- 1 ,073,478 852,7 1 8  

Stanley ____ 963 , 1 2 7  760,2 72 
Jones ------ 622,853 537,374 

SD-LU-2 1 
Perkins-Corson, Lemmon Perkins 1 ,849,2 1 2  1 ,425 , 1 77 

Corson 1 ,606,00 1 600,02 1 

SD-LU-5 
Ft. Sully, Ft. Pierre Sul ly  ---- -- 674,085 532,834 

SD-LU-4 
Little Moreau, Timber Lake Dewey 1 ,2 1 4,007 408 ,437 
Total All Projects --------------------------------- 1 2,388,748 8,074,890 

Percent of Percent Net Debt 
Taxable of Total of County 
Land in Taxable Assign-
Counties Yaluation able to 

That Was Removed by Purchased 
Project Purchased Purchase+ Land§ 

Badlands-Fall 
River, Hot Springs ____ .2252 .0648 28 ,276 

. 1 00 1  .0349 1 , 1 98 

Badlands-Fall 
River, Wall ------------------ . 1 87 1  .0956 8 , 87 1 

. 1 038  . 0 1 95 1 6,604 

S .  Cent. S .  Dak. ,  
Ft. Pierre ----------· ·-------- .0688 .0405 3,232 

.040 1 .0278 4,636 

.0345 .0203 1 3 6  

Perkins-Corson, 
Lemmon ----------- ---------- .06 1 0  .05 5 1  25 ,979 

.04 1 5  .0095 3 ,4 1 3  

Ft. Sully, Ft. Pierre ________ .02 1 9  .0095 434 

Little Moreau, 
Timber Lake -------------- .0060 .00 1 7  546  

Total All Projects ____________ 93,325 
•Perkins and Corson Counties-1938. 
tPrivate and corporate owned only-state and county excluded. 
tComputed on basis of valuation subject to full levy. 

Percent 
of 

Delinquent 
Taxes Re-
tained by 

Countiesl l 

4 1  
5 0  

3 6  
4 1  

36  
50  
33  

57  
45  

47 

35 

Acres Tax 
Delinquent 

3 Years Acres Tax-
or More able Land Purchase 

Jan. I, 1935* Purchasedt Price 

1 79 ;5 86 1 95,338 6 1 9,938 
76,200 53 ,350 1 7 4,757 

1 30,700 79,740 273,66 1 
2 1 8,230 1 1 7 , 6 12  336,05 7 

26,960 5 8 ,737 364,425 
237 ,400 3 0,523 1 72,2 1 8  
1 69 ,780  1 8,566 1 04 , 1 72 

739,092 86,95 1 384,46 1 
4 1 9 ,239 24,898 9 8,636 

97,490 1 1 ,649 64,906 

1 2 4 ,340 2 ,5 1 5  1 8,2 1 6  
2,419,017  679,879 2,61 1 ,447 

Co. Share 
Delinquent County 

Taxes Share of Total 
Paid Purchase Received by 

When Price of Co. Co. to Offset 
Purchase Land Sold Proportionate 
Made** to Gov't. Share of Debt 

2 1 ,624 2 1 ,624 
1 4, 1 3 8  H, 1 3 8  

22 ,965 274 23,239 
20,735 1 3 ,396 34, 1 3 1  

7 ,824 558  8 ,382 
5 ,647 3,893 9,540 
2 ,573 2 ,573 

38, 1 99 1 7 ,763 55 ,962 
5 ,450 2 ,790 8 ,240 

3 ,285 3 ,285 5 , 1 3 5  

3 5 7  1 ,259 1 ,6 1 6  
142,797 43,218  1 86,015  

§Computed o n  basis o f  net indebtedness o f  counties (exclusive o f  permanent school fund)  for years immediately 
preceding init iat ion of projects. 

I I Based on tax levies for several years preceding purchase except Perkins and Corson Counties wh ich arc computed 
on basis of 1 937 levies only. 

*'*Exclusive of penalties and interest wh ich would l ikely increase these amounts by 30 to 40 percent ,  except Perkins 
and Corson which are actual. 



Appendix Table 2. Acres Acquired by the Soil Conservation Service and Acres Transferred to Other Agencies in South Dakota Title III Land Purchases, 
August 1943 

Public 
Domain Acres 

Acres Tax- Nontaxable Trans- Transferred Adm in is-
able Land L�nd Purchased £erred by A ll Land to Other tered by 

Project County Purchased County State Homesteads Ex. Order Acquired Agencies SCS, 1943 Remarks 
"?j 

Badlands-Fall R iver, 
Hot Springs ;;; 

Fal l  R iver 1 95 ,338 1 1 ,962 1 1 ,296 I 0 ,'245 228 ,84 1 8 ,504 220 ,337 War Department (Provo) 
Custer 53 ,350 2 ,526 1 , 1 76 4,620 6 1 ,672 6 1 ,672 � 

Badlands-Fal l R iver, � 
Wal l � 

Jackson __________ 79,740 320 1 2 ,96 1  1 ,440 1 1 ,445 1 05,906 1 ,760 1 04, 1 46 1 ,680 A ., to S. D. State College, 80 A. to � 
Pennington 1 1 7,6 1 3  1 6,034 8 ,209 4,699 28,340 1 74,896 954 1 73 ,942 National Park Service, Dept. of Interior 

-
to; 

So. Central S. Dak. ,  
Ft. Pierre � 

Lyman 5 8,737 598  1 ,273 60,608 2,08 1 5 8 ,52 1 S. D. State Col lege s Stanley ---------- 30 ,523 1 ,909 2,959 35 ,390 ------ 35 ,390 � 
Jones ______________ 1 8 ,566 3 1 7  1 8 ,883 1 8 ,883 

� 
Perkins-Corson, � 

Lemmon :::.-, 

Perkins 86,95 1 1 1 ,675 23 ,698 1 22 ,325 1 22 ,325 � � 
Corson 24,899 1 ,699 4 , 1 4 1  485�' 3 1 ,223 ------ 3 1  ,223 *8 ,679 A.  SCS l and were exchanged for 

� 9, 1 64 A. of Indian Service Land � 
Ft. Sul ly ,  Ft. Pierre 

�-
Sul ly  1 1 ,650 2 ,452 320 260 1 4 ,68 1 8 ,434 6 ,247 War Department (for bombing range � 

during the war) 

Little Mor.eau, 
Timber Lake 

Dewey 2 ,5 1 5  640 ----- 3, 1 55 3, 1 5 5  To city o f  Timber Lake 

Total _________ -------------·-------------- 679,882 35,327 68,366 18,61 1  54,9 10  857,580 24,888 832,692 

(...., 
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Appendix Table 3. Payments to Counties in Lieu of Taxes, South Dakota Land Use Purchase Projects, 
August 1943 

Project 

Badlands-Fall River, 
Hot Springs 

Badlands-Fall River, 
Wall 

S .  Central S. Oak., 
Ft. Pierre 

Perkins-Corson, 
Lemmon 

Ft. Sully, Ft. Pierr.e 

L ittle Moreau, 
Timber Lake 

Counties 

Fall River ------------------

Custer ----------------------

Jack son ----------------------
Pennington ----------------

Lyman -- --··-··-- ----- ------ --

Stanley -----------------------
Jon es ___________________________ 

Perkins 
Corson 

Sully _________________________ _ 

Dewey _______________________ _ 

Acres 

Adminis-

tered by 

scs, 1943 

220,337 
6 1 ,672 

1 04, 1 4 6  
1 73,942 

58 ,527 
35 ,390 
1 8 ,883 

1 22,325 
3 1 ,223 

6,247 

Total ------------------- --------------------------------------------- 832,692 

Acres Acres 

Listed Num- Handled 

With Number her by Project 

Grazing Grazing Mem- Direct to 

Districts Districts bers Operators 

1 27 , 1 79 2 74 93 , 1 5 8  
6 1 ,672 

99,228 7 1  4,9 1 8  
1 0 1 ,9 1 1  2 5 5  72 ,03 1 

94 ,290 58  1 8 ,5 1 0  
(One grazing district operates i n  the 

three counties) 

1 22 ,325 1 40  
3 1 ,223 

6,247 

SCS Charge 

per A.U.M. 

To 

Districts 

. 1 7  

. 1 7  

. 1 7  

. 1 7  

. 1 7  
. 1 7  
. 1 7  

. 1 6  

. 1 6  

Opera-

tors 

.22 

.22 

.22 

.22 

.2 1 

.2 1 

.2 1 

.22 

.22 

.20 

(The 3 , 1 5 5 acres in this project are adminis­
tered by the City of Timber Lake as a game 
and recreational area) 

544,933 7 298 287,759 



) 

Project 

Badlands-Fall River, 
Hot Springs 

Fall River ------------ ----

Custer ---------------------

Badlands-Fall River, 
Wall 

Jackson --------------------

Pennington ________________ 

S. Central S. Dak., 
Ft. Pierre 

Lyman ---------------------

Stanley ----------------------

Jones ----------------------

Perkins-Corson, 
Lemmon 

Perkins ----------------------

Corson ---------------------

Ft. Sully, Ft. Pierr.e 
Sully --------------------------

Little Moreau, 
Timber Lake 

Dewey 

Total 

--------------------

------------ ----------

Future of Federal Land Use Purchase Projects 

Payments to Counties Potential 
25% of Income in Lieu of Taxes Return 

When Based on 
Completely 50;� of 

1938 1939 1940 1941 1942 Stocked Income 

$ 1 , 1 97  $2,498 $2 ,588  $2,793 $2,329 $ 2 ,996 $ 5 ,992 
207 622 655 726  628  838 1 ,676 

5 1 5  1 , 1 9 1  1 ,2 1 3  1 ,3 1 5  1 ,060 1 ,41 6 2 ,832 
7 6 1  1 ,9 1 3  1 ,957  2 , 1 08 1 ,770 2 ,366 4,732 

3 4 1  7 7 1  952 1 ,0 8 1  1 , 1 1 4  1 , 1 05 2,2 1 0  
1 68 393 547 65 1 673 668 1 ,336 
1 09 238 308 3 5 1  359 356 7 1 2  

2 4  1 89 5 80 1 ,273 1 ,957  3 ,9 1 4  
8 5 1  1 49 3 1 7  500 1 ,000 

48 74  75 56 1 1 2 

47 

$3,298 $7,658 $8,555 $9,828 $9,598 $12,258 $24,5 16  

35 

Potential Potential 
Return Return 

Based on Based 
% of 1% on 1 %  
Purchase Purchase 
Price of Price of 

Deeded Land Deeded Land 

$ 4,984 $ 6,646 
1 ,3 65 1 ,82 1 

2,4 1 8  3 ,224 
3 ,030 4,039 

2 ,807 3,743 
1 ,420 1 ,893 

792 1 ,056 

3 ,645 4,859 
867 1 , 1 5 6  

52 1 695 

1 52  203 

$22,001 $29,335 

Note: In computing anticipated payments to counties in the future on the basis of 25% and 50% of the income, current charges 
per A .U.M.  were used . The average number of acres required for 8 months grazing were estimated to be 25 in Fall River, 
Custer, Penningto;i , and  Jackson Counties; 1 8  i n  Lyman, Stanley, and J ones; 20 in Perki ns and Corson;  and 45 in  Sully. 
Payments to counties have included 25% of income from the sale of buildings . 
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