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Summary Findings
The U.S. House of Representatives earlier this month passed H.R. 1526, a measure that among its provisions
would seek to increase timber harvests on Forest Service lands. The increased commercial receipts from higher
cut levels are intended to replace the expired Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act
(SRS) payments to local governments.
This brief utilizes the Congressional Budget Office analysis of H.R. 1526 to estimate how 25% Fund payments
in 2023 compare on a county-by-county basis to the most recent (2012) SRS payments. We assume that a
projected doubling of commercial harvests will occur proportionately across the country based on where
harvests have occurred over the last 12 years, from 2001 to 2012. We also model how Payments in Lieu of
Taxes (PILT) will increase to offset lower prior-year payments from the Forest Service, assuming PILT is fully
funded and the current formula remains the same.
Findings in Brief:
•

In 2016, Forest Service payments will drop by $199 million nationally, a decline of 31 percent. PILT will
not rise to make up for falling Forest Service payments until the following year, then rising by $31
million to partially offset losses.

•

By 2023, Forest Service and PILT payments together will be 25 percent lower than current (2012) SRS
and PILT payments, a decline of $165 million. The 25% Fund will be roughly $192 million less than SRS
payments, while PILT payments will increase by about $27 million to partially offset losses.

•

By 2023, payments for county governments will decline by about $69 million; school districts will see a
decline of roughly $35 million directly; state school equalization funds will lose an additional $28 million
(some states including Oregon and Washington do not deliver payments to local school districts, but
allocate them statewide based on an equalization formula unrelated to public lands); and SRS Title II
projects of about $32 million will be cut.

•

Rural counties will experience 55 percent of the total decline in funding while Metro counties will
experience only 18 percent of the total decline in funding. Micropolitan counties (population between
10,000 and 50,000 thousand) will experience the rest of the declines, (27 percent of losses).

•

Among the largest losses are rural counties that benefited under the SRS formula but also are limited by
the PILT population threshold. Unorganized regions in Alaska; Lane, Klamath, and Douglas, Oregon;
Idaho, Idaho; Skamania, Washington; Siskiyou, California; Catron, New Mexico; and Lincoln, Montana
are among counties that will lose the largest amounts.

•

Some counties will see gains. Warren, McKean, Elk, and Forest, Pennsylvania; Pennington, South
Dakota; Forest, Wisconsin; Vernon, Louisiana; and Garland, Arkansas are among counties that will gain
the most.
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Discussion
With the expiration of SRS funding, and uncertainty for PILT, the U.S. House and Senate are looking for longterm solutions for county payments. H.R. 1526 represents a long-term solution that does not rely on future
appropriations to fund Forest Service payments. Instead, the proposal favors returning to receipt-based
payments. The analysis here takes projections of future receipts prepared by the Congressional Budget Office
(CBO) and estimates future payments on a county-by-county basis. Several assumptions are made in this
analysis that warrant further discussion.
Volatility: The CBO assumes no volatility in future prices or harvest levels. There is no guarantee that forcing
the Forest Service to sell a pre-determined amount of timber on an annual basis will be purchased every year at
constant prices. Recent recessions and price swings suggest that volatility will be an important factor in
determining future receipts, but we have no way of projecting with accuracy what future sale levels or sale
prices will be. However, returning to the 25% Fund re-exposes county budgets to the volatility inherent to
timber markets, for better or for worse.
Shift to Urban Counties: Payments will be lower nationally, and the distribution of payments shifts as well.
SRS included formula components that distributed payments based on three factors: historic timber payments,
acres of federal land, and per capita personal income. Returning to the 25% Fund removes these elements of
the county payment program. The result is that rural and impoverished counties that had received higher
payments will see larger than average losses. The population threshold in the PILT formula does not allow this
safety net program to respond to declining payments in rural counties. PILT will make up a larger share of
declines in Forest Service payments in Metropolitan counties.
Proportionality: We assume that receipts will increase proportionately across the country from the average
level of receipts generated from timber on each forest between 2001 and 2012. We use Forest Service gross
receipts data to isolate receipts from timber for these years. We assume no change in receipts from recreation,
land use, grazing, or other uses of federal public land as these commercial activities are not addressed
specifically in the legislation. It is possible that a return to timber as the primary use of public lands could
interact with other forms of commercial activities and change them in various ways.
Alternatives: Other long-term solutions are available to Congress and the Administration to achieve important
policy goals, including supporting rural counties with significant federal land ownership. For example,
Congress could choose to re-invest in current SRS appropriations and boost existing and proven stewardship
and restoration funding and authorities. Alternatively, Congress could do away with the Forest Service
payment program altogether in favor of a simple tax equivalency payment divorced from broader policy
agendas.
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Headwaters Economics is an independent, nonprofit research group that assists the public and elected officials
in making informed choices about land management and community development decisions in the West,
http://headwaterseconomics.org/.
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Appendix
The following pages have Methods, State Level Map, County Level Map, State Table, and County Tables (top
twenty winners and losers). Specific counties or details are available upon request.

Methods
We use the Congressional Budget Office’s projections of Changes in Direct Spending, Additional Timber
Receipts (pg. 2) to estimate additional future timber revenue at the national level.1
We assume that current 25% Fund payments will continue, and that the bill will increase the timber component
of these receipts. Total county payments will also change as the PILT formula takes into account higher or
lower prior year payments for each county. The formula is:
Estimated 2023 Payment = Current 25% Fund + Increased Timber Receipts + PILT
Current estimates of the 25% Fund are provided by the Forest Service for FY 2008 to FY 2012. 2 Estimates are
based on a seven-year rolling average of gross receipts from FY 2002 to FY 2012.
We use three scenarios to allocate additional revenue to counties:
Scenario 1: Proportional increase based on recent timber harvests. Scenario 1 assumes that future timber
harvests will increase proportionally across the U.S. based on recent federal timber harvests and values. We
use National Forest gross receipts data to allocate the value of timber harvests averaged over the period FY
2001 to FY 2012 to each county with Forest Service lands. 3 These projected increase in harvests mandated by
H.R. 1526 are distributed among counties using these data. In short, Scenario 1 assumes that harvest will
increase in the same locations they have occurred over the last 12 years. (See Headwaters Economics
interactive map of commercial activities on public lands: http://headwaterseconomics.org/interactive/nationalforests-gross-receipts.)
Scenario 2: Proportional increase based on historic timber harvests. Scenario 2 assumes that future timber
harvests will occur in areas that have historically high timber harvests, measured by the value of 25% Fund
payments over the period 1986 to 1992. In short, Scenario 2 assumes that harvests will increase in the locations
that had historically high timber harvest and timber values.
For each scenario, we estimate future PILT payments by running the current PILT formula (FY 2012) 4 with
new estimated prior-year payments. The tables and maps presented here illustrate how payments are expected
to change between 2012 and 2023 based on Scenario 1. The outcomes for counties under Scenario 2 are only
marginally different. The only change is that counties in the Pacific Northwest, particularly Oregon, will see
lower declines if future harvests occur in regions with historically high value timber harvests compared to
areas that have relatively higher timber harvest values more recently. For example, under Scenario 1, Lane,
Klamath, and Douglas counties, Oregon collectively receive payments about $23 million lower in 2023
compared to 2012. Under Scenario 2, these three counties will collectively receive payments about 14.5
million lower in 2023 compared to 2012, a 37 percent smaller decline compared to Scenario 1.
Scenario 3: Updated Analysis of H.R. 1526. This linked spreadsheet (and on our web page) details state and
county payments based on Forest Service estimates of how timber harvests will change on a National Forest by
National Forest basis if H.R. 1526 is adopted in its current form. The analysis uses FY 2012 timber prices,
includes non-timber commercial activities on National Forests, and estimates PILT assuming that program is
fully funded in the future.
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Table 1: Change in State Payments FY 2012 to FY 2023 (Total Change Reflects Change in FS and PILT
Payments)

U.S. House Timber Legislation

6

Headwaters Economics | September 2013

Table 2. Twenty Counties with Greatest Declines, FY 2012 to FY 2023 (Total Change Reflects Change in
FS and PILT Payments)

Table 3. Twenty Counties with Greatest Gains, FY 2012 to FY 2023 (Total Change Reflects Change in
FS and PILT Payments)
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