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Here's one I did for the Spokesman-Review on the proposed 2 milion acre


exchange. Janine told me that they just printed it:





Stop the Swaps!





As the door begins to close on 140 years of public forest plundering in the


West, timber corporations are clinging to land exchanges as a way to get in


a few last licks. With donations, gifts, and jobs, industry has enlisted


politicians, bureaucrats, brokers, and even environmentalists, as


bedfellows in what is, hopefully, the last of the giveaways.





The promoters of the latest scheme to trade us out of our land sound like


hucksters selling snake oil.





A Senator's aide blithely claims to the Spokesman-Review that a 2 million


acre land exchange proposal he's just heard of "Sounds like something


that's going to benefit everybody". Without even giving us a sniff of what


they've been brewing for five years, the concocters claim that "The public


will be pleased."





Not long ago, I heard a similar pitch on another federal land exchange.





"Seven acres for one, you can't beat that deal!", Weyerhauser's man


claimed, as I  boarded a helicopter with reporters to get an aerial view of


the Huckleberry Exchange. Other experts the Seattle Times reporters queried


agreed with my claim that the public, by allowing their heavily timbered


land to be traded for Weyerhauser's logged-over land, got hucked at


Huckleberry.





Dr. Robert Ficken points out in his revealing "History of Lumbering In


Western Washington"that this was not the first time Weyerhaeuser was


scandalously involved in a federal land trade. It seems that a century ago


the timber giant had conspired with Northern Pacific Railroad to legislate


a similar trade: their logged-over land for unlogged public timberlands.





Today's public timber raiders have even enlisted naive environmental groups


to help them log more of our land.





Seattle's Alpine Lakes Protection Society elaborated on the advantages of


legislating the exchange of federal forestland for cutover railroad lands


belonging to Plum Creek Corporation. If, as they claim, the I-90 exchange


needed to be legislated to "protect our interests", why was it attached as


a rider to the Appropriations Bill instead of standing on it's own?





Requiring that federal lands exchanges be of equal value is the only way to


insure that the noble intentions expressed by the promoters are sincere.


Establishing equal values in any real estate exchange purifies the motives


and levels the playing level.





Checking thousands of acres of forestland trades has confirmed to me that


the critical "equal value" test must be established early-on by expert and


independent appraisers, then conveyed openly to the public.





The "secret" Huckleberry Exchange appraisal, controlled and paid for by


Weyerhaeuser was neither expert or independent. The Forest Service's


appraiser, when questioned over concerns myself and other experts voiced


with his methods, lack of objectivity, and the tens of millions of dollars


the public lost, called it "nit-picking". He went on to aid in the in-house


review of his own appraisal, found everything to be in order, and lambasted


me for being biased.





By suggesting that planning and appraisal costs will be taken care of


largely by the timber companies positioned to inherit our land, Clearwater


Land looses my trust immediately. Their offer appears to me be as the


classic "free timber cruise" ruse, one I've seen used to rob forest owners


out of untold millions in undervalued timber. This timber smart taxpayer


would rather invest in an independent valuation rather than loose a bundle


in the deal.





Besides biased appraisals, another conspicuous technique used in the many


timber hustles I've witnessed during my twenty five years of forestland


evaluating and timber brokering is what I call "the rush"... hurrying a


forest owner into a sale or trade.





The public is already, by Clearwater's admission, five years behind on this


huge project. Even if this exchange escapes "lightening legislation" and


gets to a public assessment with a call for intelligent input, how much


time will we have to review a two million acre trade?





Will we get forty five days, beginning when winter's first heavy snows have


blocked access to the trade parcels, as with a large exchange I looked at


last year?





I routinely offer clients considering selling or trading their forest two


important pieces of advise: "Never trust industry to tell you what your


timber's worth or to give you fair value." And, "Never let yourself be


rushed into a deal!".





Until the historic problems with value disparity and fast-track legislation


on public land exchanges are resolved, the best move our agencies and


representatives can make in the interest of "we, the people" is simple.





Just stop the swaps.





Roy Keene is a forestland consultant, private timber broker and the


volunteer director of Public Interest Forestry, a non-profit corporation


based in Eugene, Oregon. He has worked extensively in Idaho's forests for


industry, investors, and conservation groups.
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