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The purpose of t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n i s to examine de­
velopment of p u b l i c land p o l i c y which has led to twenty 
per cent of Michigan land (7,300,000 a c r e s ) , being p u b l i c l y 
owned, s i x t y per cent by the S t a t e and the remainder mostly 
by the f e d e r a l government. The p r i n c i p a l t h r u s t of the 
study i s to i d e n t i f y the goals and o b j e c t i v e s sought, the 
factors i n f l u e n c i n g the shaping of p u b l i c land p o l i c y , the 
extent to which goals were a t t a i n e d , and the unforeseen 
consequences of governmental land a c t i o n s . 

Because of f o r e s t devastation, land abuse and tax-
reverted lands, the S t a t e became a land manager i n 1903 with 
a 35,000-acre f o r e s t . From t h i s the land legacy has i n c r e a s e d 
to 4% m i l l i o n a c r e s with goals changing from an i n i t i a l em­
phasis on r e f o r e s t a t i o n and f i r e c o n t r o l to one of g r e a t e r 
d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n of uses. I n rec e n t y e a r s , r e c r e a t i o n a l use 
has become predominant on state-owned lands, e s p e c i a l l y i n 
southern Michigan, 

With p u b l i c domain lands as a nucleus, f e d e r a l land 
ownership has, s i n c e 1905, increased to 3% m i l l i o n a c r e s , 
c o n s i s t i n g p r i m a r i l y of n a t i o n a l f o r e s t with some n a t i o n a l 
park, w i l d l i f e refuge and other lands. This f e d e r a l land 
system developed under the broad o b j e c t i v e s f o r each c a t e ­
gory of land g i t s gx"owth was stimulated by the d e s i r e to 
terminate land abuse and f o r e s t d e v a s t a t i o n and by the a v a i l ­
a b i l i t y of tax-delinquent lands. 
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The Northwest T e r r i t o r y , i n c l u d i n g Michigan, became 
American T e r r i t o r y i n 1783, Upon Maryland's i n s i s t e n c e , the 
s e v e r a l s t a t e s , by 1786, ceded the land that was to become 
Michigan to the f e d e r a l government. I t i n t u r n acquired 
Indian r i g h t s i n the land through t r e a t y and purchase by 1842, 

B a s i c land p o l i c y was formulated by 1800 i n a c l i m a t e 
beclouded with knotty problems of p r e s e r v a t i o n of the union, 
indebtedness, settlement, commerce, d e s i r e f o r land ownership, 
and i n t e r s t a t e r i v a l r i e s . P o l i c y provided f o r the new t e r r i t o r y 
to become s t a t e s on an equal b a s i s w i t h the o r i g i n a l s t a t e s and 
f o r d i s p o s a l of land i n small p a r c e l s to s e t t l e r s . 

The major e r a of land d i s p o s a l i n Michigan extended 
from 1820 to about 1890. The f e d e r a l government granted 
twelve m i l l i o n a c r e s to Michigan while d i s p o s i n g of twenty-
two m i l l i o n a c r e s to p r i v a t e owners by cash s a l e s , m i l i t a r y 
bounties and homesteading. During t h i s period the S t a t e 
disposed of i t s granted lands under a p o l i c y of g e t t i n g 
lands i n t o p r i v a t e ownership and onto the tax r o l l s as r a ­
p i d l y as p o s s i b l e and on the premise that a l l f o r e s t e d lands 
could be farmed upon removal of the timber. 

D i s p o s a l and settlement were a t t a i n e d but not e n t i r e l y 
i n the manner envisioned by the Congress, P o o r l y - s t r u c t u r e d 
land laws and the i n f e r t i l e s o i l s of northern Michigan com­
bined w i t h s p e c u l a t i o n , fraud, mismanagement and i n e f f i c i e n c y 
produced unforeseen consequences of f o r e s t d e s t r u c t i o n , s o i l 
d epletion, land monopoly, wasted human reso u r c e s , t a x - r e v e r t e d 
lands, and e v e n t u a l l y depressed a r e a s . 

Geographical f e a t u r e s and h a r v e s t i n g of n a t u r a l r e -
s o u r c e s - - e s p e c i a l l y timber, i r o n and copper--played a s i g ­
n i f i c a n t r o l e i n the drama of Michigan p u b l i c lands. In 
the d i s p o s a l period, there was no concern f o r the c o n d i t i o n 
of the landg and not u n t i l the 1 8 9 0 's was any s e r i o u s con­
s i d e r a t i o n given to r e t e n t i o n of land i n p u b l i c ownership. 

S u b j e c t i v e e v a l u a t i o n of l e g i s l a t i v e land a c t i o n s 
and f a c t o r s r e l a t i n g to p u b l i c land p o l i c y r e v e a l s that many 
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low-quality lands, mostly with a h i s t o r y of tax r e v e r s i o n , 
best serve the p u b l i c i n t e r e s t when i n p u b l i c ownership. 
Inasmuch as some water-front lands have a l s o been acquired 
to help meet the demands of outdoor r e c r e a t i o n , future ac­
q u i s i t i o n of such lands, made d i f f i c u l t i n r e c e n t years by 
competitive uses and p r i c e e s c a l a t i o n , should be made only 
i f case-by=case c o n s i d e r a t i o n i n d i c a t e s that p u b l i c owner­
ship w i l l best serve the p u b l i c i n t e r e s t . A l t e r n a t i v e s to 
fee simple a c q u i s i t i o n are suggested. 


