
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

History of the BLM and public land management, simplified. 

From Colonial times to the late 1800s, U.S. Government policy was essentially to dispose of 
all lands acquired by almost any means into private hands for settlement and development, to 
both create national wealth and secure sovereignty.  

The General Land Office (GLO) was created in 1812 to manage this effort, and during the 
GLO's existence, over 1 billion acres of land were transferred from Federal to State and private 
ownership under Federal land laws. 

By the 1870s, many problems had emerged with land disposition and there was a sense that 
many lands, because of their great public value for a variety of uses like grazing, timber 
production, recreation, and mining, should be held in the public trust.  

This shift in attitude was based on the notion that there was a genuine national interest in the 
remaining unsettled lands, and that this interest would be best served by Federal ownership. 
The reservation of Yellowstone National Park in 1872, and the 1891 General Land Reform Act 
that created the forest reserves, formally marked this change in public and Congressional 
thinking. 

The U.S. Department of the Interior's Grazing Service was established in 1934 to administer 
grazing districts on suitable public rangelands. In 1946, in accordance with the Reorganization 
Act of 1945 and to assure greater use of and more efficient administration of Federal natural 
resources, the Grazing Service and the General Land Office were combined to form the Bureau 
of Land Management (BLM). 

Congress established the bipartisan Public Land Law Review Commission in 1964 to make 
recommendations on how the public lands should be managed. The Commission's effort 
culminated in a 1970 report to the President and Congress and, after deliberations in three 
successive Congresses, the Federal Land Policy and Management Act (FLPMA) was passed in 
1976. The FLPMA is considered ‘landmark legislation’ for its multiple-use mandate, which 
directs coordinated management of the resources on and various uses of public land.  

Also through the FLPMA, remaining public domain lands are retained in federal ownership 
unless disposal of a particular parcel better serves the national interest.  

Retention of public lands by the federal government does not exclude private interests from 
actually developing and using the resources on public lands. The important role of private 
companies of all sorts, from timber companies to park concessionaires — who provide services 
and derive profit from public resources — continues today. 

The authority for the federal government to manage public lands is confirmed through a 
healthy stack of irrefutable U.S. Supreme Court cases. The United States Constitution is 
federal law and interpretation of federal law is done authoritatively by the United States 
Supreme Court.  

For more information on the history of the BLM or public land regulations, please call or come 
into a BLM office. 


