
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Public land easements and Rights-of-Way 

Did you know in some places there are easements across private land that allow for access 
to public lands? How do you know if or where easements exist? What is a Right-of-Way 
(ROW), and is it different than an easement? 

First, let’s talk easements. An easement is a right to cross or otherwise use someone else's 
private land for a specified purpose. The Federal government acquires easements from 
willing private landowners – by way of payment or other compensatory exchange – for a 
variety of reasons. An easement may be: 1) administrative, where only employees or federal 
contractors can use the access to complete government work like restoration or installing a 
pipeline or water trough; or, 2) public, where access is provided to everyone, generally only 
for the passage of people or vehicles. In rare circumstances, easements may include the right 
to park, camp, or conduct other recreational activities on private land. As with any use on or 
near private lands, please know where you are and respect ownership boundaries. Stay 
within the easement and follow only allowed uses. Though not in all cases, public easements 
are almost always secured in perpetuity.  

There are many public land areas on the Burns District that are accessible by easement. 
Some of these include: Pike Creek and Stonehouse Creek on the east side of Steens 
Mountain; Cow Creek off Highway 20 towards Buchanan; and Skull Creek off Radar Lane.  

What is a ROW? Each year, thousands of individuals and companies apply to the Bureau of 
Land Management (BLM) to obtain a ROW on public land. A ROW is an authorization to 
use a specific piece of public land for a certain project. As a general rule, you need a ROW 
whenever you wish to build a project on public land, such as an electric transmission line, 
communication site, road, highway, trail, reservoir, etc. You don't need a ROW for so-called 
"casual use,” like driving vehicles over existing roads. Generally, a BLM ROW is granted 
for a term appropriate for the life of the project.   

Recap: Easements are for the purpose of utilizing private land for a specific public benefit 
(generally, access). Rights of Way are for the purpose of utilizing public land for a specific 
private benefit (generally, power lines).  

Are there areas of public land that you want to access but can only get to through private 
property? Are you unsure if there is a public access easement in place or want to know what 
types of use are allowed on a particular easement? Do you need to apply for a ROW to build 
a project on public land? Contact the Burns District BLM office at (541) 573-4400! 


