
DRAFT  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

Bureau of Land Management 

Socioeconomic 
Strategic Plan 
 
2012-2022 



DRAFT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vision.  Relevant and credible socioeconomic information and tools 

are used in resource management decisions to strengthen the 

effectiveness of BLM programs. 

  



DRAFT 

 

Contents 

Management Summary ................................................................................................................... 1 

1 - The Changing Role of Socioeconomics at the BLM ................................................................ 2 

2 - Needs and Responses............................................................................................................... 15 

3 - Goals and Strategies ................................................................................................................ 22 

References ..................................................................................................................................... 38 

 

Authors 

Rob Winthrop and Joel Larson, BLM Socioeconomics Program, Division of Decision Support, 

Planning and NEPA, Washington Office.   

 

Socioeconomic Oversight Committee 

BLM Washington Office & Centers 
Lynda Boody Deputy Assistant Director, Fire & Aviation (FA-100) 

Kit Muller Strategic Planner (WO-200) 

Doug Powell (retired) Rangeland Resources (WO-220) 

Jerry Cordova Cultural, Paleontological & Tribal Consultation (WO-240) 

Hal Hallett Recreation & Visitor Services (WO-250 – former position) 

Jim Bowmer* Forests and Woodlands (WO-270) 

John Broderick* Minerals and Realty Management (WO-300) 

Jim Burd* Fluid Minerals (WO-310) 

Lara Douglas  National Landscape Conservation System (WO-410) 

Marietta Eaton* National Landscape Conservation System (WO-410) 

Marlo Draper National Training Center (NTC) 

Roxanne Falise National Operations Center (NOC) 

Matt Magee BLM Collaboration/ADR Manager (acting) 

BLM Field 

Deb Rawhouser Associate Director, National Operations Center (former position) 

Steve Wells Deputy State Director, Eastern States (former position) 

George Oviatt Special Assistant for Subsistence, Alaska State Office 

Kim Titus   Planning and Science Branch Chief, Oregon State Office 

Catherine Robertson Manager, Grand Junction Field Office, Colorado 

Aden Seidlitz Manager, Boise District Office, Idaho 

Stacie McIntosh Resources Branch Chief, Arctic Field Office, Alaska 

Joan Trent Sociologist, Montana State Office 

John Thompson Economist, Montana State Office 

Interior Department  

Ben Simon Assistant Director of Economic Analysis, Office of Policy 

Analysis,  DOI 

Cynthia Moses-Nedd Liaison to state and local governments, Office of External and 

Intergovernmental Affairs, DOI 

*Previous member 

 

 



BLM Socioeconomic Strategies 

 

 

1. Support policy 
mandates, management 
priorities, and program 

needs 

Meeting program 
needs 

Informing staff and 
constiuents 

Supporting policy 
mandates 

Strengthening 
community 

development 

Supporting new 
management 

needs 

2. Manage BLM’s internal 
and external 

socioeconomic 
capabilities 

Internal 
capabilities 

External 
partnerships 

Socioeconomic 
practitioner 

support 

Support and 
funding 

3. Obtain and apply 
sound socioeconomic 

information 

Policy and 
guidance 

Quality assurance 

Training 

Using existing 
knowledge 

Tool development 



DRAFT 

1 

 

BLM Socioeconomic Strategic Plan:  

Management Summary 

 

Until the 1970s, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) successfully pursued its mission by 

focusing on commodity production while striving for good stewardship of land, water, and 

habitat—an inherently natural resource focus.  However, for the last several decades, the 

challenge of resource management has increasingly centered on weighing competing interests 

and public benefits regarding the use of and access to public lands and resources—an inherently 

social and economic focus.  To address these changing needs, this Socioeconomic Strategic Plan 

(SSP) provides a roadmap to guide the BLM’s Socioeconomics Program in both the near- and 

long-term.  Among the key questions it addresses: 

 What information on the socioeconomic context, costs, and benefits of proposed actions 

do BLM staff and the public need? 

 How can the Socioeconomics Program most effectively support other management needs, 

including emerging issues (climate change, the valuation of ecosystem services) and 

short-term demands for socioeconomic data and analysis? 

 What socioeconomic capabilities, internal and external, are required for the BLM to meet 

these needs?   

 Finally, how should the strategies and action items proposed to address these issues be 

prioritized?  

To provide a solid foundation for a new SSP, the BLM contracted an external assessment of the 

BLM’s social science needs and capabilities.  Key components of the assessment included a 

telephone survey to over 1,200 BLM employees and interviews with Resource Advisory Council 

members regarding their perceptions on the BLM’s use of social and economic information.  An 

oversight committee of over twenty BLM managers and program staff guided the development 

of both the external assessment and this SSP.   

Section 1 of the SSP describes the social science disciplines, policy mandates, and the changing 

human context of resource management in the 21
st
 Century.  It summarizes and brings forward 

earlier recommendations for strengthening the BLM’s socioeconomic capabilities, and presents 

relevant findings from the Socioeconomic Needs Assessment.  It also describes some of the 

recent accomplishments of the BLM’s Socioeconomics Program.    

Section 2 identifies many of the BLM’s current management challenges within a socioeconomic 

context, using the broad topics of communities, landscapes, and values, and the relevant 

socioeconomic information that could be used to address these challenges.  It then outlines the 

organizational requirements for a Socioeconomic Program that meets the Bureau’s needs, 

addressing the broad topics of workloads, people, and processes.   

Section 3 outlines recommended goals, strategies, and actions that should be implemented in 

order to strengthen the BLM’s ability to provide needed socioeconomic information, analysis, 

and support in the coming decade.   
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-  

Introduction 

As the BLM fulfills its mission both to conserve and to utilize the lands and resources under its 

stewardship, how should human values and interests be considered?  What information on the 

human context and consequences of the BLM’s activities does our staff need in order to make 

informed and effective decisions?  What information on the socioeconomic benefits and costs of 

proposed actions do our constituents need?  Finally, what socioeconomic capabilities, internal 

and external, does the BLM require to provide such information?    

The SSP provides answers to these questions, considering both well-established program 

activities and newly emerging challenges.  Because the BLM’s current social science capabilities 

fall well short of meeting these needs, the SSP outlines a realistic and cost-effective approach for 

achieving the vision and principles of a functional and effective Socioeconomics Program.   

The SSP is intended for several audiences.  For the BLM’s Washington and state office 

leadership, the strategy is intended to outline a cost-effective approach to meet established and 

emerging workloads.  For BLM field managers and program staff who have little familiarity with 

the use of the social sciences in resource management, it provides necessary background 

information and some specific applications to the BLM’s work.  For governmental partners and 

interest groups concerned with the economic and social consequences of the BLM’s decisions 

and the adequacy of our analyses, it provides an opportunity to see the steps we are taking to 

strengthen our capabilities and respond to their concerns.  Finally, for social scientists at the 

BLM and those colleagues from other organizations who work with the BLM, the SSP offers a 

roadmap for building a relevant, sound, and innovative Socioeconomics Program. 

 

What are the Social Sciences?   

Throughout this document, socioeconomics serves as a shorthand for the data collection, 

analysis, and interpretation provided by the social sciences and used by the BLM in a variety of 

ways.
1
  These are not reducible to economics, or any other single field or discipline.  The 

challenges of resource management involve understanding and negotiating competing human 

interests regarding public lands and resources.  The capabilities of socioeconomics are 

particularly relevant to three sets of resource management issues: 

 Describing communities and values (the concern of sociology and cultural 

anthropology); 

 Analyzing goods and choices (the concern of economics); and 

 Identifying the human uses of places and landscapes (the concern of geography). 

The BLM’s Socioeconomics Program utilizes knowledge and tools from the following four 

disciplines, and for certain applications, draws on other social sciences as well.  Each discipline 

has distinctive methods and theory, and specific areas of relevance for resource management.   

 Sociology focuses on the organization and values of social groups.  This includes 

analyzing communities of place and communities of interest, and determining differential 

impacts across stakeholder groups.  Sociological methods emphasize quantitative data, 
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and are well suited to profiling the communities affected by a plan or project or 

conducting a survey of attitudes regarding the uses of adjacent public lands.   

 Cultural anthropology examines social life as guided by distinctive systems of meaning – 

culture.  Though its uses overlap those of sociology, anthropology emphasizes 

ethnographic (qualitative) methods such as open-ended interviews and participant 

observation, which are well suited to problems involving distinctive ways of life, 

occupational practices, or local knowledge.  Applications include identifying the 

subsistence hunting harvests of Alaska Native communities, or the vulnerability of 

Arizona ranchers to climate change.
2
  

 Economics studies the choices society makes in managing its scarce resources – 

investigating both the factors leading to outcomes and the outcomes themselves.  For 

example, economics may investigate outcomes in terms of the jobs and income to be 

generated under alternative land use allocations or the fair market value of a proposed 

coal lease.  Economics may also explore development strategies or incentives that 

encourage greater diversification of resource uses with the goal of building resilient 

economic outcomes.  Environmental economics expands the consideration of benefits 

and costs to include ecosystem services: environmental goods not traded in markets, such 

as the value of a whitewater rafting experience or the human benefits from terrestrial 

carbon sequestration.   

 Human geography considers how the characteristics of land and resources shape human 

activity, from local to global scales.  Examples of resource management issues 

appropriate for geography include modeling the pace and direction of urban growth 

affecting public lands, and using participatory techniques to map the associations of 

places and values in a landscape affected by proposed development.
3,4

   

History and archaeology are two other social science disciplines integral to the activities of the 

BLM.  Because these disciplines are organized through the BLM’s cultural resources program, 

they are not examined in this SSP.  Nonetheless, in many contexts – particularly land use 

planning – an account of the past human use of an area documented through history and 

archaeology is a necessary complement to the information on contemporary social and economic 

life provided through the disciplines examined here.  

Political science and decision science are two other social science fields relevant to the BLM’s 

programs, though more appropriately obtained through external expertise.  Political science is 

concerned with systems of governance, authority, and decision-making.  Political science can, 

for example, identify more effective strategies for intergovernmental cooperation on cross-

jurisdictional issues such as growth and wildfire risk.  Decision science is an interdisciplinary 

subject, drawing on psychology, economics, and operations research, that develops tools and 

procedures to structure defensible decision-making, typically involving complex criteria under 

conditions of uncertainty.  There are, for example, several decision tools to conserve biodiversity 

benefits while maximizing other resource management objectives in land use planning.
5
   

 

 

 



DRAFT 

4 

 

Policy Mandates 

Using socioeconomics to understand the human context and consequences of the BLM’s 

activities not only makes good management sense – it is also required by law.  Several policy 

mandates are relevant.   

 Federal Land Policy and Management Act (FLPMA).  FLPMA directs managers to 

pursue multiple use management while balancing a range of environmental and social 

values, including consistency with state, local, and tribal government plans.  FLPMA 

requires the BLM to integrate physical, biological, economic, and other sciences, and by 

regulation to consider “social, economic and institutional data” in developing land-use 

plans.
6
    

 National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  NEPA states that “it is the continuing policy 

of the Federal Government…to foster and promote the general welfare, to create and 

maintain conditions under which man and nature can exist in productive harmony, and 

fulfill the social, economic, and other requirements of present and future generations of 

Americans.”
7
  In addition, NEPA directs the BLM to “insure the integrated use of the 

natural and social sciences . . . in planning and decision-making.”
8
  The Council on 

Environmental Quality’s NEPA regulations specify that the human environment “shall be 

interpreted comprehensively to include the natural and physical environment and the 

relationship of people with that environment” (emphasis added).
9
 

 Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA).  GPRA requires the BLM to identify 

program objectives and to collect “information about program results and service 

quality.”
10

  A variety of socioeconomic techniques can support these goals, including 

economic analyses of cost-effectiveness and the systematic collection of information on 

the public’s satisfaction with the BLM’s programs. 

 Environmental Justice.  The 1994 Executive Order on Environmental Justice requires 

each Federal agency to identify and address “disproportionately high and adverse human 

health or environmental effects of its programs, policies, and activities on minority 

populations and low-income populations.”  The BLM uses socioeconomic methods and 

data to incorporate environmental justice considerations in its resource management 

decisions.
11

  The Department of the Interior (DOI) has prepared a revised Environmental 

Justice SSP to guide implementation of these principles and establish performance 

measures.
12

 

 Subsistence resource rights.  Federal obligations to tribes regarding access to resources 

are based in treaty, statute, and case law.
13

  Beyond the government-to-government 

relationship, many issues requiring consultation with tribal governments, such as 

balancing tribal access to subsistence resources with proposed energy development, 

require ethnographic or other socioeconomic information to identify workable solutions.  

The Changing Context of Resource Management  

Until the 1970s, the BLM could successfully pursue its mission by focusing on commodity 

production while striving for good stewardship of land, water, and habitat.  The passage of 

NEPA in 1970 and the Endangered Species Act in 1973 focused public awareness on Federal 
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environmental responsibilities, and contributed to increasingly polarized public attitudes 

regarding the appropriate management of Federal lands and resources.  This has strengthened the 

need for sound information on the environmental interests and values of the BLM’s varied 

constituencies.   

Over the past 40 years, the West has changed dramatically.  Seven of the 12 western states–all 

with a large BLM presence–more than doubled their population.  Nevada grew by over 450 

percent and Arizona by over 260 percent in this period, while the U.S. population increased by 

only 52 percent.
14

  The footprint of many western cities expanded dramatically to accommodate 

growth, pushing residential development to the boundaries of Federal lands and producing many 

land use conflicts at the wildland-urban interface.  What was once an overwhelmingly rural 

agency has become a significant provider of recreation and other services to urban and suburban 

populations. 

Over the same period the economies of western towns diversified.  Globalization helped 

undermine the role of agriculture across much of the West.
15

  New communications technologies 

made it feasible for firms to do business on a national or international scale while based in small 

but amenity-rich western communities.  Today in many rural counties of the “New West” the 

economic value of services and transfer payments to retirees far outstrip that of traditional 

commodity sectors such as ranching.
16

   

Yet energy and mining remain major economic drivers for many rural western counties.  The 

West has experienced several booms in fossil energy production, including a boom in the mid-

1970s to mid-1980s, and a current boom, starting in the late-1990s.  Rapid energy development 

has many socioeconomic consequences, including increased employment, greater demand for 

housing and public services, and a two-tier local wage structure.
17

  For example, in 2010, 

mining-related jobs in Garfield County, Colorado earned an average of $78,000 per year, while 

non-mining jobs earned $40,000 annually.
18

  Large-scale wind, solar, and geothermal generation 

projects represent a more recent trend in western energy development, posing distinctive 

management challenges and socioeconomic effects.   

The U.S. has also become more racially and ethnically diverse.  For example, while many racial 

and ethnic groups use and value the public lands, Hispanic Americans form a particularly 

significant new public for the BLM.  From 2000 to 2010, America’s Hispanic population grew 

43 percent, to over 50 million.
19

  This population is disproportionately western.
20

  As a result, the 

BLM must learn to serve not only a larger but a more diverse population, with more varied 

needs, interests, and values regarding the public lands.   

Native American rights and interests also gained greater prominence over the past 40 years.  

Examples include laws preserving access to American Indian sacred sites and protecting rural 

Alaskan subsistence uses.
21

  Such changes have required resource management that is better 

informed regarding the rights, values, and ways of life of American Indian and Alaska Native 

communities.  

Finally, over the past decade state and local governments gained a stronger role in informing the 

development of the BLM’s plans and environmental impact statements (EISs), as these 

governmental partners became more formally and actively involved as cooperating agencies.
22

  

State and local governments have strong interests in the socioeconomic effects of Federal 

decisions on their jurisdictions, resulting in greater scrutiny of the socioeconomic analyses 

contributing to the BLM’s resource management decisions.  
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Three Decades of Socioeconomics at the BLM 

Staffing trends.  Beginning in the late-1970s, rapid, large-scale energy development, particularly 

of coal and natural gas, created concern for the adequacy of the BLM’s socioeconomic analyses.  

The energy boom combined with new policy emphases on integrated planning under FLPMA 

and impact assessment under NEPA prompted a wave of social science hiring.  By 1981, the 

BLM had a sizeable socioeconomic staff, including by best estimates some 40 economists and 15 

sociologists.
23

  That level of staffing included at least one economist in every state office, 

economists in many district offices, sociologists in 11 of 12 state offices, and socioeconomic 

staff at the Washington Office (WO) and the Denver Service Center.   

Budget priorities shifted significantly over the next decade.  By 1987, only two sociologist 

positions remained; economist positions also dwindled.  In some cases, this reduction in force 

could have been due to a mismatch between the professional background of social scientists and 

the Bureau’s socioeconomic needs.  Many of the sociologists hired in the late-1970s and early-

1980s were trained in an urban sociology and social work tradition, and may not have been 

familiar with the assessment of social impacts in land and resource management.
24

   By 2011, the 

BLM’s socioeconomic staff numbered 14 individuals: nine economists
*
 and five other social 

scientists (in sociology, anthropology, and geography), but only 10.6 FTE.
25

   

Previous social science plans and reports. This document is not the first effort to craft a strategy 

for the social sciences at the BLM:  socioeconomic staff prepared action plans and reports in the 

1980s and 1990s.  Some key findings from earlier efforts provide a context for the current 

strategy, and suggest areas of both continuity and change in the use of socioeconomics across the 

Bureau.   

Social and Economic Policy and Action Plan (1981).
26

  The 1981 Action Plan proposed a major 

role for socioeconomics within the BLM, and called for “including social and economic concerns 

on an equal basis with other resource considerations.”
27

  The Plan identified three broad goals.   

 First, to integrate socioeconomic analysis into the BLM’s decisions, it mandated 

improved policy and guidance on preparing benefit-cost analyses and incorporating social 

and economic analyses into plans and environmental impact assessments.
28

    

 Second, it called for improved technical capabilities, acknowledging that “comprehensive 

. . . and professional” socioeconomic analysis was still far from being achieved.  

Analyses were “of uneven quality . . . the Bureau lacks quality data.”
29

  The Action Plan 

recognized the need to value not only market commodities, but also the “non-market 

values of all goods and services produced on public lands.”
30

   

 Third, it included a strong statement on socioeconomic mitigation.  The BLM was 

responsible not only for identifying the adverse human impacts of a proposed action, but 

working with other parties to reduce them.
31

   

As a snapshot of social science at the BLM in 1981, the Action Plan suggests both some 

important strengths and some significant weaknesses.  On the positive side, this plan and other 

programmatic efforts of the period reflect extensive technical expertise by the BLM’s economists 

                                                 
*
 Several of these positions are staffed by minerals economists, who may not necessarily have experience in other 

aspects of the BLM’s socioeconomic workload, including economic impact analysis and non-market valuation. 
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and sociologists, a critical awareness of shortcomings, and thoughtful ideas for programmatic 

improvements.  On the negative, the 1981 Action Plan also refers to a “communication gap” 

between the BLM’s socioeconomic staff and its managers.  Socioeconomic findings “have been 

couched in terms that are incomprehensible.”
32

  Three years later, a follow-up report noted: “The 

perception is that managers do not know what social scientists can do or what they do, and that 

social scientists perceive managers as not being able to articulate what they want.”
33

  

In hindsight, opportunities to improve communication between specialists and managers may 

have been limited by assumptions on how applied social science should be organized in a 

resource management agency.  The 1981 Action Plan focuses on technical excellence – 

improved methods, better data – but scarcely addresses effectiveness, providing the information 

and assistance that will most benefit the BLM’s programs and management decisions.  The 1981 

Plan assumed that providing socioeconomic information and assistance should be the exclusive 

responsibility of trained social scientists, rather than a goal to be accomplished by a combination 

of specialists and other BLM staff equipped with appropriate tools and training.
34

   

BLM Social Science Initiative (1995).  Three focus groups involving BLM managers and 

socioeconomic staff were held in 1995 to review the status of social science within the Bureau.  

Many of the challenges identified by the focus groups had been noted a decade earlier: 

 “A significant number of BLM managers resist recognizing that there is a problem – 

public discontent with the BLM’s attention to ‘people issues’ and, by extension, with the 

level of use of social science in BLM.”
35

 

 Social scientists fail to present information in a manner that is “relevant and usable to 

BLM decision makers.”
36

 

A number of solutions recommended by the focus groups remain relevant today, and are 

addressed in the current strategy:  

 “Incorporate social science awareness training into all aspects of the core curriculum.”
37

 

 The BLM should foster “continuous informal dialogue between social scientists and 

managers” to advise on local issues and trends.
38

 

 “BLM must aggressively partner, at all levels, with all sources of [external] social science 

expertise.” 
39

 

Assessment of Social and Economic Capabilities (2009).  In order to adequately characterize the 

current state of the BLM Socioeconomics Program and to provide a solid basis for a new SSP, 

the BLM commissioned an external assessment of its social science needs and capabilities. The 

Socioeconomic Needs Assessment was conducted by a team of economists and sociologists from 

four western universities.
40

  The team reviewed current social and economic analyses within 

BLM planning documents, spoke with the BLM’s social science staff, administered a telephone 

survey to BLM employees, and conducted interviews with members of the BLM’s Resource 

Advisory Councils.  The assessment was guided by an oversight committee of over twenty BLM 

managers and program staff, drawn from the WO, state, district and field offices, the National 

Training Center, and the National Operations Center (NOC).  (See inside cover.)  The findings of 

the Assessment Report resulted in many of the recommended strategies and actions presented in 

Section 3.  Given the length of the Assessment Report, which is available online 

(http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/planning/social_science.html), only a few of the findings are 
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noted here.   

BLM socioeconomic staff.  Interviews with current and former BLM socioeconomic staff 

provided a good ‘insider’ perspective regarding the state of the program.  Some reported 

observations: 

 “There is not a career track for social scientists in BLM.”
41

 

  “Cross training of social scientists would be desirable.”
42

  

 “There is little time for collecting primary data. This is especially a problem for 

sociology since the issues tend to be community based.”
43

 

 “Monitoring for adaptive management will not likely take place given competing demands. . .  

Adaptive management requires good [socioeconomic] monitoring.”44 

BLM employees.  Over 1,200 managers and staff participated in a telephone survey.  In addition 

to multiple choice survey questions, the study included several open-ended questions,  

such as: “Please describe how a resource management plan could make effective use of social 

science information?”  Responses to the open-ended questions provide a rich source of insight 

into the practical challenges in effectively using socioeconomics at the BLM.  Especially 

relevant survey findings are presented below.   

 

 Ten percent of those surveyed had earned a degree in a social science, including 

economics.  Another 31 percent had some coursework or other formal training in the 

social sciences.
45

 This pool of BLM employees offers an important resource in building 

the Bureau’s capacity beyond the small cadre of social science specialists.   

 The primary responsibility for preparing social and economic analyses rests with BLM 

staff other than social scientists (51 percent of responses), followed by BLM 

socioeconomic staff (13 percent) and contractors (12 percent).  Another 12 percent 

agreed that “no one addresses these issues.”
46

  This finding demonstrates the need to 

improve the socioeconomic knowledge and skills of those BLM staff actually guiding 

such analyses. 

 Employees were asked: “What would you do to enhance the use of social science 

research other than by new staffing?”  Twenty-four percent of those surveyed called for 

more socioeconomic education and training for the BLM staff.  Other responses included: 

contract for assistance, conduct more research, build awareness, increase communication 

with the public, and develop manuals, handbooks, and tools. (See Figure 1.)
47

  

 BLM staff place a high value on socioeconomic information, but feel it is not used 

effectively.   

In developing land use plans, 66 percent of those surveyed rated the value of socioeconomic 

information “high” or “very high” (on a five-point scale).
48

  In developing field office 

implementation actions, 60 percent rated the value of socioeconomic information “high” or “very 

high.”
49

  In contrast, the assessment of how well such information is actually used is far less 

positive.  Only 38 percent of staff surveyed felt that the adequacy of socioeconomic information 

in land use plans was “high” or “very high” (on a five-point scale).
50

  In determining 
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Figure 1 - What would you do to enhance the use of social science research other than by new staffing? (BLM 

staff survey) 

 

implementation actions, only 23 percent felt that the adequacy of socioeconomic information 

was “high” or “very high.” 
51

 (See Figure 2 and Figure 3.) 

In addition to questions addressed to all BLM staff, the survey included questions regarding the 

use of socioeconomic data specific to particular programs, including Grazing, Recreation, 

Wildland Fire, Forestry, Energy and Minerals, and Lands and Realty.  The findings of these 

questions will be shared with program staff (see Section 3, Strategies 1.1 and 2.1).   

Resource Advisory Council members.  For an external perspective on the BLM’s socioeconomic 

needs and capabilities, the assessment team conducted phone interviews with 90 Resource 

Advisory Council (RAC) members, a 38 percent sample.
52

  RAC membership is intended to 

reflect a balance between commodity, conservation, and governmental / public interests.  While 

overall the views of the RAC members were highly varied, the interviews offer relatively 

consistent responses to some key questions.  

 Most RAC members felt that socioeconomic issues were important to consider during the 

BLM’s decision-making.  Nearly 80 percent of RAC members representing commodity 

and governmental / public interests rated socioeconomic issues ‘high’ (on a three-point 

scale), compared to about 45 percent for members representing conservation interests.
53
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Figure 2 - Value and Adequacy of Social Science Information for Resource Management Planning  

(BLM staff survey) 

 

 

Figure 3 - Value and Adequacy of Social Science Information for Project Implementation  

(BLM staff survey) 

 

 RAC members were generally satisfied by the quality of the BLM’s socioeconomic 

analysis.  Overall, 59 percent were ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ (on a five-point scale), 

though fewer members with commodity interests (46 percent) and more members with 

conservation interests (68 percent) expressed that level of satisfaction.
54

 

 A different picture appears when RAC members were asked whether the BLM has 

adequately addressed the economic, social, and environmental justice effects of its 

decisions (see Figure 4).
55

   

In other words, while the BLM may be including socioeconomic information in its analysis and 

documentation, it may not be using that information to inform the overall decision. 

Regarding economic effects, about 50 percent of RAC members with commodity interests 

responded positively, somewhat more for conservation interests, and only about 35 percent for 

governmental and public interest members.  
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Figure 4 – BLM RACs were asked the following question: “In making resource decisions, has the BLM 

adequately addressed the economic, social, and environmental justice effects of its decisions?” (RAC 

interviews: Group 1 = commodity interests; Group 2 = recreation & environmental interests; Group 3 = public and 

governmental) 

 “No, they can do a much better job of it, but they are shorthanded and need more 

[funding], and we shouldn‘t blame the field-level personnel because they are already 

pulled in too many directions.”
56

  

 “There is no long term data to back up anything and the data they have is not updated.”
57

  

Regarding social effects, only 30 percent of commodity interest members responded positively, 

with somewhat more positive responses from conservation and governmental / public interest 

members.   

 “No, I don‘t think they recognize the impacts that decisions can have on communities. 

We don‘t see any difference of approach to their managing oil and gas development with 

$140/ barrel oil than we did at $20/ barrel oil, so there is no reaction to circumstances.”
58

  

Regarding the effects on minority, low income, and tribal populations (environmental justice), 60 

percent of commodity interest members responded positively, compared to 50 percent for 

conservation interest members and about 45 percent for governmental / public members. 

 “We need a better understanding of social structures, interactions of communities, 

compatibility of types of data. There is not enough staff to harvest, compile, prepare and 

distribute the data.”
59

   

Through its interviews with BLM socioeconomic staff, field staff, managers, and RAC members, 

the assessment report provides both a baseline of the Socioeconomic Program’s current status 

and a description of desired future capabilities. 

The Bureau’s socioeconomic staff indicated that they could benefit from enhanced support for 
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social science practitioners through training and a “community of practice.” They also stated that 

current workloads prevent some methods of data collection and analysis, which may be remedied 

through tools that automate routine processes such as data standardization.   

Almost one-half of BLM field staff and managers either have a degree in social science or have 

some coursework or formal training in the social sciences, indicating that they are well-prepared 

to benefit from additional training in socioeconomic tools and methods. In addition, while many 

of the staff and managers surveyed find value in the use of socioeconomic information, they do 

not currently feel that the BLM uses that information to its full potential. This difference may be 

because many of the socioeconomic analyses are being performed by those outside of a social 

science position, or because those staff would like additional education and training. 

RAC members expressed broad concern with the adequacy of how the BLM assesses and 

responds to the social and environmental justice effects of its resource management decisions.  In 

addition, the RAC members show strong interest in socioeconomic issues and extensive 

knowledge of regional socioeconomic conditions.  Given these facts, there is great opportunity to 

work with the councils on a systematic basis, to identify the socioeconomic information most 

relevant to outside constituencies, strengthen outreach on socioeconomic issues, and gain an 

external perspective on improving the mitigation of social and economic effects. 

BLM Socioeconomics Program Accomplishments 

Despite the limitations identified by past efforts and the recent Socioeconomic Needs 

Assessment, a review of the Socioeconomics Program’s activities over the past few decades 

shows that much has been accomplished.   

Guidance.  By the early 1980s, the BLM had developed a substantial socioeconomic manual and 

handbook system, dealing with topics such as planning, mineral valuation, benefit-cost analysis, 

and impact assessment.  Other guidance was issued on socioeconomic analysis of grazing 

decisions
60

 and socioeconomic mitigation.
61

  Prompted by the community-level effects of 

widespread coal leasing, in 1982, the BLM issued the Guide to Social Assessment, a substantial 

work later published commercially by Westview Press.
62

   

Many socioeconomic guidance documents were eliminated in the 1996 (“reinventing 

government”) reduction of regulations and policies.  In 2011, only a few socioeconomic 

documents remain in the BLM’s system of handbooks: Appendix D of the 2005 Land Use 

Planning Handbook,
63

 and guidance on both coal and oil and gas valuation.
64

  Other guidance 

has been issued under instruction memoranda, such as minimum qualifications for contractors.65 

Training.  In 1983, the BLM developed a training program on social and economic impact 

assessment, based on the Guide to Social Assessment.
66

  In 2002, the National Training Center 

(NTC) developed a new course, Social and Economic Aspects of Planning, to support the 

congressionally-mandated effort to expedite revision of the BLM’s resource management plans.  

This three-day, in-person course was offered annually through 2007 and received very positive 

assessments.  Reduced training budgets prompted its conversion to a 12-hour web video format, 

but the course has attracted little interest as a distance learning package.
67

  

To meet a broader training need and to provide an introduction to socioeconomic methods that 

could serve as a foundation for more specialized courses, NTC initiated a much shorter online 
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training, The Human Landscape.  The course presents a number of economic and social analyses 

addressing realistic field office problems.  It is scheduled for completion in FY 2012.   

Technical Support.  To compensate for the declining number of state offices with  

socioeconomic staff, in 2007, the NOC established interagency agreements with both Forest 

Service (USFS) TEAMS and the U.S. Geological Survey’s (USGS) Policy Analysis and Science 

Assistance group to provide socioeconomic assistance for field offices preparing plans and 

project EISs.  USGS has also provided support for national socioeconomic initiatives.   

Outreach Publications.  While the information 

provided by BLM’s Socioeconomic Program has 

largely been directed at meeting regulatory 

requirements, such as impact analysis under 

NEPA, the program’s aims have recently 

expanded to support outreach to the public and 

constituencies.   

In 2009, the DOI initiated an annual report on the 

economic impacts of its bureaus’ programs and 

activities.  Developing estimates of economic 

activities associated with BLM-managed lands 

and resources required a team of ten economists, 

including five from other agencies.   

The BLM issued a factsheet highlighting these economic data in 2011 (see box).
69

  A standalone 

report, describing the social and economic effects of BLM’s programs at both national and 

community scales, is in preparation.  

Tools.  Over the past decade, the BLM has supported the development of tools intended to make 

socioeconomic information more accessible.   

(1) Economic Profile System (EPS).  In 1998, the BLM’s Socioeconomics Program began a 

partnership with the Sonoran Institute (and later with Headwaters Economics) to produce a 

software application offering access to economic and demographic data in a format readily used 

and understood by non-specialists.  Originally developed to foster collaboration with the public 

over the BLM’s planning goals, EPS was quickly adopted as a tool for internal use.  There are 

also thousands of public users.  A greatly expanded application, now funded jointly by the BLM 

and the USFS, was released in 2011.
70

 

(2) Assessment of Socioeconomic Planning Needs (ASPN).  This web-based expert system 

provides advice on the appropriate economic and social assessment methods to use for a plan or 

project assessment, based on responses to series of questions.  ASPN is being developed by the 

USGS with funding from the BLM, the USFS, and the National Park Service.   

Initiatives.  A growing share of the socioeconomics workload involves finding new approaches 

to address Bureau-wide challenges and emerging program needs.   

(1) Recreation benefits.  Identifying the economic benefits of recreation on BLM lands remains 

challenging.  The Socioeconomics Program is assisting Recreation and Visitor Services to 

identify the most cost-effective and defensible methods for surveying visitor use and estimating 

visitors’ expenditures.   

In FY 2010 the BLM’s programs made 

possible some 550,000 American jobs 

(25 percent of job contribution 

attributable to DOI’s programs and 

activities) and $122 billion in total 

economic output (34 percent of the total 

output attributable to DOI), using only 

15 percent of the Department’s payroll 

and 7 percent of the Department’s total 

budget authority.
68
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(2) Community growth.  The rapid expansion of many western cities has placed increasing 

demands on BLM-managed lands and resources.  To better anticipate the effects of growth, the 

BLM’s Socioeconomics Program is partnering with the USGS to assess several community 

growth models for use in preparing resource management plans.  

(3) Ecosystem services.  While the BLM routinely estimates the jobs and income generated by 

the development of commodities such as oil and gas or timber, it is far more difficult to quantify 

the economic benefits of healthy ecosystems, often termed ecosystem services.  To assess the 

potential for expanding the range of economic benefits considered in BLM’s resource decisions, 

the Socioeconomics Program has partnered with the USGS to evaluate computer-based tools and 

other economic methods for valuing ecosystem services.   

(4) Environmental restoration benefits.  Many BLM programs contribute to the restoration of 

healthy ecosystems, but we lack good data on the economic impacts of these efforts in jobs and 

output.  The BLM’s Socioeconomics Program is supporting a new effort by USGS and USFS to 

correct this omission through a survey of businesses and an analysis of the economic 

contributions made by federal restoration activities.   

(5) Human dimensions of climate change.  Beginning in FY 2012, the BLM’s Socioeconomics 

Program and Climate Change Initiative are partnering with USGS and other agencies to build a 

common framework for assessing the human dimensions of climate change.  The project will 

identify methods, protocols, and indicators for describing those socioeconomic effects and 

adaptive responses most relevant to publically managed lands, waters, and resources.  

Summary – The Changing Role of Socioeconomics at the BLM 

The human dimension is critical to effective resource management.  The BLM’s Socioeconomic 

Program provides the information needed both to comply with legal mandates and to help the 

Bureau’s managers and staff meet the needs of their constituencies.  The socioeconomics staff 

have provided a good foundation through the development of training, guidance, tools, and 

publications.   

Nonetheless, much remains to be accomplished to meet current and emerging needs of the 

Bureau and the DOI.  This strategy builds on lessons learned over the past three decades to 

provide a roadmap for a Socioeconomics Program that is responsive, cost-effective, and field-

focused. 
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The BLM’s Emerging Socioeconomic Needs  

The drivers transforming the BLM’s need for socioeconomic information, analysis, and problem 

solving can be described under three topics: communities, landscapes, and values.  These ideas 

are linked and socioeconomics can be used to understand not only each of these topics 

individually but also the relationships among them. 

Communities.  Many of the factors shaping the BLM’s external challenges, such as changing 

western economies and growing polarization over the values that should guide resource 

management, serve to increase the relevance of community perspectives in the BLM decision 

process.  These include both communities of place (small settlements, growing towns, and large 

metropolitan areas) and communities of interest (such as ranchers, off-road vehicle users, and 

wilderness advocates).   

 Community development.  Bureau managers need reliable estimates of the economic 

benefits to neighboring communities and counties from program activities across BLM 

districts, to complement the national and state office economic data now available.   

 Impacts of commercial use.  Commercial uses of BLM lands have substantial impacts to 

surrounding communities and groups.  The economic importance of many traditional uses 

(e.g., timber, grazing) have decreased in the last several years, but those industries remain 

an important part of how communities define themselves.  Many extractive sectors such 

as oil and gas are subject to major fluctuations in production (boom and bust).  To plan 

effectively for both sides of this cycle, local governments need more detailed projections 

of project-driven revenues, employment, housing impacts, and demand on public 

services.  (See Figure 5.) 

 Demographic changes and urban growth.  BLM and local government planners need 

practical ways to model how changing populations and expanding urban footprints will 

affect the demand for recreation and other uses of the public lands.    

 Environmental justice.  As noted by RAC members, BLM planners need better analyses 

of the effects of proposed actions on community subgroups, particularly the potential 

effects on minority, low income, and tribal populations.   

 Subsistence.  BLM biologists and planners need better information on subsistence 

requirements of rural communities in Alaska and many other western states.  Such 

baseline information, usually obtained through collaborative ethnographic studies, is 

essential to assess the impacts of plans and projects on subsistence uses.  (See Figure 6.) 
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Figure 5 - Projected Oil & Gas Direct Employment under Pinedale RMP
71
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Figure 6 - Annual Cycle of Subsistence Activities – Barrow, Alaska
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Landscapes.  Today the BLM is challenged by new conditions and resource demands that cannot 

be addressed effectively within the boundaries of a single field office.  Examples include climate 

change, the large-scale degradation of sage grouse and other critical habitat, the loss of 
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ecological connectivity, and the siting of very large renewable energy facilities.  Directly or 

indirectly, most of these changes are driven or affected by human activities.  To respond, the 

Bureau has begun landscape-scale Rapid Ecoregional Assessments (REAs) which cross 

jurisdictional boundaries.  The REAs bring together biophysical data with socioeconomic data– 

for example, information on urban development or the growth of road networks—in order to 

understand the natural and human influences that are shaping the environment.
73

   

The emphasis on landscape-level assessments challenges the BLM’s use of socioeconomics, 

which until recently operated with little reference to the models, data, and research objectives of 

other disciplines and programs.  In the future, many of the most important problems for science 

and policy at the BLM will involve the interaction of social, economic, and geographic factors 

with biophysical processes.  This will require integration of socioeconomic data with the BLM’s 

evolving system for data management, including geospatially organized data sets.  Substantively, 

it will require integrating socioeconomic variables into models of ecological change.    

Grazing on the public lands provides a good example of the challenges in modeling change at a 

landscape scale.  Grazing can play a positive role in stabilizing degraded sagebrush steppe 

environments.
74

  When grazing is conducted properly, base ranch properties also provide an 

ecologically preferable alternative to land use conversion to subdivisions and other urban 

development, by limiting landscape fragmentation and maintaining ecological connectivity.
75

  A 

proper assessment of the costs and benefits of public lands grazing requires a model of landscape 

change that integrates biophysical and socioeconomic factors at appropriate geographic and 

temporal scales.    

Climate change, which affects a wide range of BLM and other DOI programs, provides the best 

example of the need to understand the bidirectional linkages between biophysical and 

socioeconomic systems at a landscape scale.
76

  In the Arctic, for example, permafrost thaw, 

altered stream flows, and the displacement of tundra by boreal forest drive numerous habitat 

changes that in turn reshape both formal and subsistence economies.
77

  Similarly, programs to 

build ecological resilience and conserve biodiversity – key objectives of the Landscape 

Conservation Cooperatives (LCCs) – must reflect an understanding of local social systems, so 

that human communities benefit as conservation programs alter land use practices.
78

   

Values.  Resource management involves weighing the competing sets of values that distinctive 

groups place on landscapes, resources, and activities.  Such values take several forms, each 

documented through distinct socioeconomic methods.   

 Market values reflect the supply and demand for various goods and services, including 

the value of commodities produced from BLM-managed resources and the wages earned 

in producing those commodities.   

 Nonmarket environmental values provide monetary estimates of the benefits individuals 

attribute to experiences of the environment, for example the value individuals place on a 

whitewater rafting trip.   

 Ecosystem services estimate the value of human benefits from healthy ecosystems, for 

example potable water from groundwater recharge or flood control from intact 

wetlands.
79
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 Social values reflect meanings that communities or other groups give to particular places, 

events, and practices: the Gettysburg Battlefield for American citizens, caribou hunts for 

Alaska’s rural villages, a ranching way of life for many western rural communities.   

While the BLM’s capacity to estimate market values is the furthest developed, effectively 

documenting each of these categories of value will require significant effort by the BLM’s 

Socioeconomics Program.  Specifically, this entails the development of (1) appropriate data sets, 

(2) additional tools and methods feasible for field office use, and (3) more extensive training, 

guidance, and technical support.  A systematic effort to recognize the costs and benefits 

associated with all four categories of value will help the BLM better meet its multiple use 

mandate, progressing toward the BLM mission to “sustain the health, diversity, and productivity 

of the public lands for the use and enjoyment of present and future generations.” 

The BLM’s Strategic Responses 

The BLM’s growing need for reliable and 

relevant socioeconomic information requires a 

variety of organizational responses.  These fit 

into three broad categories: workloads, people, 

and processes.  Workloads identifies four key 

socioeconomic capabilities, each with particular 

audiences and timeframes, which form the core 

of the BLM Socioeconomics Program.  People 

summarizes internal staffing, external expertise, 

and the dissemination of socioeconomic training 

and tools across the Bureau.  Processes outlines 

procedures to improve communication about the 

socioeconomic needs of offices and programs, 

the development of policy and guidance, and 

methods for quality control.     

Workloads.  BLM managers and staff, from field 

offices through the Director’s office, have 

identified four core socioeconomic workloads.  

They include:  

(1) Regularly conducted socioeconomic analyses.  

This workload examines the social and economic 

impacts of BLM actions through NEPA and the Bureau’s planning process.  It also assists the 

Bureau in meeting annual GPRA reporting requirements and provides quality assurance and 

contract oversight for social, economic and environmental justice portions of plans and project 

assessments.   Examples include:  

 

 Performing the socioeconomic baseline and impact assessments for Resource 

Management Plans; 

 Analyzing the social and economic impacts of proposed oil and gas development; and  

 Conducting customer satisfaction surveys for program reporting. 

 

Climate Change in the American West 

“In the past decade, it has become 

impossible to overlook the signs of climate 

change in western North America.  They 

include soaring temperatures, declining 

late-season snowpack, northward-shifted 

winter storm tracks, increasing precipitation 

intensity, the worst drought since 

measurements began, steep declines in 

Colorado River reservoir storage, 

widespread vegetation mortality, and sharp 

increases in the frequency of large 

wildfires.  These shifts have taken place 

across a region that also saw the nation’s 

highest population growth during the same 

period.” 

(Overpeck, J. and Udall, B. 2010. “Dry Times 

Ahead.” Science 25 June 2010, Vol. 328 no. 5986 

pp. 1642-1643.) 
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(2) Applying methods and tools to address new challenges, including BLM and DOI initiatives.  

The socioeconomic program contributes information on the human dimensions of new 

challenges and initiatives to BLM field staff and managers, other Federal agencies, and external 

stakeholders in response to changing management needs and accountability requirements.  

Deriving and organizing this information results in the creation of new socioeconomic methods 

or tools that can be used by the BLM at multiple levels to address a variety of issues in a 

consistent and repeatable manner.  Examples include: 

 

 Valuing the benefits of carbon sequestration and other ecosystem services; 

 Designing cost-effective measures for estimating the economic benefits of recreation; and  

 Preparing BLM elements of the annual DOI Economic Report. 

(3) Socioeconomic support for immediate management concerns.  BLM managers and staff often 

need to respond to short-term challenges that can benefit from socioeconomic information or 

analysis.  Currently there is little capacity to provide socioeconomic information in the 

timeframe of one day to one week, realistically the turnaround often required for WO and state 

office policy issues.  Examples include: 

 

 Documenting the economic value of protected public lands for adjacent communities, for 

an Office of Management and Budget briefing; and 

 Developing a spreadsheet to estimate the changes in jobs and output associated with 

alternative Forestry Program budgets. 

 

(4) Program- or state-specific socioeconomic priorities.  Several states and programs have 

specific social and economic issues that require dedicated staff support.  This workload is often 

defined by specific resources or legislative mandates, and may not apply BLM-wide.   Examples 

include: 

 

 Coal valuation for lease sales in Wyoming, and  

 Identifying subsistence use areas and resources used by Alaskan villages.   

Meeting the BLM’s socioeconomic workloads in a cost-effective way will require an appropriate 

balancing of internal staffing with reliance on the socioeconomic capabilities of other Federal 

agencies, universities, nonprofits, and contractors.  These solutions are described below and in 

Section 3, Strategies.   

People.  The BLM’s greatest asset is its staff.  While there are few socioeconomic positions 

across the Bureau, their expertise and practical experience with the BLM’s programs constitutes 

a critical resource.  As budgets permit, the BLM’s professional socioeconomic expertise should 

be strengthened through recruitment of well-qualified individuals with interest and skills relevant 

to new management challenges.  In addition, other BLM staff whose programs need 

socioeconomic information and analyses should have access to clear guidance, effective web-

based and instructor-led training, and useful decision-support tools. 

The BLM’s need for socioeconomic information and support cannot be met solely through 

internal staffing.  The Socioeconomics Program should leverage its partnerships with other 

Federal agencies, contractors, non-profits, and universities.  Nonetheless, many activities cannot 
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be effectively outsourced.  BLM staff are in the best position to understand the socioeconomic 

aspects of the Bureau’s diverse programs, from large-scale renewable energy development to 

wild horse management and wildland fire planning.  BLM socioeconomic expertise is required to 

ensure that externally provided information and analysis are relevant, credible, and sound.   

Processes.  An effective Socioeconomics Program requires appropriate procedures for 

identifying workload priorities, developing needed guidance and tools, and assuring the quality 

of work products.   

(1) Consultation.  Socioeconomic workload priorities should reflect the needs of field offices and 

programs.  To ensure that the dollars supporting socioeconomic analysis are well spent, it is 

essential to have regular communication between users and providers—across programs and at 

various levels of management, including Bureau and state office leadership.  The BLM employee 

survey conducted for the Socioeconomic Needs Assessment provided numerous suggestions for 

new tools, guidance, and information.   

Many of the BLM’s constituencies have strong interests in the validity and relevance of the 

Bureau’s socioeconomic information and analysis.  These include Tribal governments, county 

governments, Resource Advisory Councils (RAC), and non-governmental organizations such as 

environmental, recreation, and industry groups.  As feasible, socioeconomic program staff 

should consult with these external stakeholders to identify the types of socioeconomic 

information and analysis they need.   

In addition to regular consultation to identify emerging information needs, the Socioeconomic 

Program should be proactive in providing resources to decision-makers and other constituencies.  

Socioeconomic staff should remain current on issues important to particular regions and 

stakeholder groups, anticipating their data and analysis needs. 

(2) Policy, guidance, and tools.  In the employee survey conducted for the Socioeconomic Needs 

Assessment, many expressed the need for better socioeconomic guidance.  More comprehensive 

guidance will help ensure that the Socioeconomics Program is employed effectively and 

consistently across the BLM. 

To make use of socioeconomic information and analyses, managers and program staff must 

understand what is available, where it can be accessed, and how it can be used in the Bureau’s 

decision-making process.  New information needs identified by consulting BLM managers and 

staff should be met whenever possible by using existing data sets, tools, and other resources.  

Where this is not feasible, new socioeconomic tools may need to be developed.  

(3) Quality assurance.  Several laws, regulations, and policy mandates have established a high 

standard for the information that executive branch agencies use to inform management decisions.  

These include the Information Quality Act, OMB policy on peer review, and DOI policy on 

scientific integrity.
80

  To comply with these requirements, the BLM needs quality control and 

peer review processes to guarantee that socioeconomic information and analyses prepared by the 

Bureau or its partners are sound, unbiased, and defensible. 
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Summary – Needs and Responses 

A variety of needs shape how the BLM will collect and use socioeconomic information over the 

next several years.  Communities of place and interest are increasingly involved in the Bureau’s 

decision-making through their elected representatives, scoping meetings, and uses of the public 

lands.  In addition, the issues that the BLM faces do not readily conform to administrative 

boundaries, and attempts to address these concerns need to integrate both biophysical and 

socioeconomic data at a landscape scale.  Finally, the variety of stakeholders and scales tied to 

public lands are broadening the types of values that we define and measure, including those 

outside of traditional economic markets. 

The BLM can respond to these challenges in several ways.  The first is to ensure that the Bureau 

is focusing on specific socioeconomic workloads, including regularly conducted analyses, 

addressing new challenges, supporting immediate management concerns, and providing 

program- or state-specific data and information.  Second, the BLM’s Socioeconomic Program 

can leverage both internal staff and external partnership to ensure that these workloads are being 

addressed through a variety of mechanisms.  Last, the program should develop robust and 

thorough processes to respond to evolving socioeconomic conditions and needs.  These 

processes include consultation with internal and external stakeholders; the development of 

policy, guidance, and tools; and thoughtful quality control mechanisms. 
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A successful and sustainable Socioeconomics Program can be defined in several ways.  At a 

minimum, the Bureau’s social scientists must be readily available to assist staff and managers 

with their immediate as well as ongoing socioeconomic needs.  They must provide both “in-

reach” to BLM staff and outreach to the larger social science and resource management 

communities.   

BLM staff whose work requires an understanding of the human context and consequences of 

resource management should be familiar with available socioeconomic tools and resources.  

While they may not know how to use every tool, they should know how to access those that are 

most relevant to their work and where to find technical support to assist them.   

Section 3 identifies strategies and actions organized around three broad goals: 

 Goal 1 concerns the socioeconomic needs of BLM managers, consulting with and 

responding to external constituencies, and providing socioeconomic support for policy 

and legal mandates.   

 Goal 2 includes strategies to enhance the BLM’s internal and external capacity to meet its 

socioeconomic needs. 

 Goal 3 identifies actions to help field and program staff understand and use 

socioeconomic information in their day-to-day work.  To help identify priorities and next 

steps, plan implementation is discussed in the conclusion of this section. 

These reflect four broad principles:  

 Increase socioeconomic awareness and integrate capabilities across all programs.  

 Build on existing socioeconomic understanding and expertise within all levels of the 

organization. 

 Use flexible and cost-effective approaches in workforce planning to optimize the balance 

of BLM and external socioeconomic capabilities. 

 Wherever feasible, make socioeconomic tools and data accessible and useful for non-

specialists.   

The goals and strategies address the needs and responses described in Section 2.  Regarding 

emerging needs, 

 Communities are considered in Sections 1.2 (Environmental Justice and Subsistence 

Mandates), 1.3 (Develop Information Relevant to Constituencies), and 1.4 (Support 

Community Development Initiatives);  

 Landscapes are considered in 1.5 (Support New Management Requirements); and 

 Values are considered in 1.5 and 3.1 (Develop Policy and Guidance). 

Regarding strategic responses, 

 Workloads are addressed in 2.1 (Enhance Internal Capabilities); 
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 People are addressed in 2.1, 2.2 (Enhance External Relationships), and 2.3 (Support 

BLM’s Socioeconomic Staff); and 

 Processes are addressed in 1.1 (Consult with Leadership, Managers, and Staff), 3.1 

(Develop Policy and Guidance), 3.2 (Develop Effective Quality Assurance), 3.3 

(Enhance Communication and Training), and 3.5 (Develop Tools).   
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Goal 1: 

Ensure that the BLM’s socioeconomic capabilities support policy 
mandates, management priorities, and program needs 

   

 

Strategy 1.1 

Consult regularly with BLM leadership, managers, and staff to identify and prioritize 

changing needs for socioeconomic information and support.  

 

 

Communication between the Socioeconomics Program and the BLM as a whole is vital to 

ensuring that we are meeting the needs of other programs, field offices, and state and national 

leadership.  BLM managers and staff have already identified several questions of particular 

interest, including:  

 How are new user groups changing the demand for recreation on the public lands?  

 What demographic and economic trends have implications for the BLM’s resource 

management? 

 How will climate change impact communities in Alaska and the rural west? 

 What is the public’s perception of tradeoffs involving renewable energy siting on the public 

lands? 

Actions 

(a) Establish a Socioeconomic Advisory Board, with members drawn from WO programs, 

state offices, field offices, and centers, to help ensure that the BLM’s socioeconomic 

capabilities are responsive to emerging issues and organizational needs.   

(b) In consultation with the Socioeconomic Advisory Board, develop an annual 

socioeconomic work plan to prioritize activities, including training, guidance, 

publications, tools, and commissioned research.   

(c) Increase coordination and transparency of the BLM’s socioeconomic activities by 

soliciting BLM staff for input on the annual work plan, and making both comments and 

the completed plan available for internal audiences.  Review comments from the 2008 

BLM employee survey, conducted for the Socioeconomic Needs Assessment, as input to 

the work plan.     

(d) Share work plan and solicit direction annually from the Executive Leadership Team on 

BLM priorities requiring socioeconomic support.   

(e) Provide semiannual updates for the Field Committee and the Deputy State Directors’ 

Committee on socioeconomic issues and priorities, focusing on work plan action items 

and implementation of the SSP.   

(f) Participate in national BLM program meetings to identify opportunities for improved 

socioeconomic support.   
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(g) Attend state leadership team meetings to share information on emerging state-specific 

socioeconomic issues and ensure field offices receive needed socioeconomic support.    

 

 

Strategy 1.2 

Provide socioeconomic support for statutory and policy mandates.  

 

 

While both FLPMA and NEPA require the BLM to use the social sciences to consider the human 

impacts of proposed actions,
81

 there are also more specific legal requirements relevant to 

identifying the Bureau’s needs for socioeconomic support.  Examples include environmental 

justice requirements and subsistence resource rights. 

1.2-1.  Environmental Justice  

The 1994 Executive Order on environmental justice requires Federal agencies to identify and 

address “disproportionately high and adverse human health or environmental effects of its 

programs, policies, and activities on minority populations and low-income populations.”
82

  It can 

be difficult to translate these principles to the BLM’s operations, where land use allocations can 

span several million acres.  Roughly half of the Resource Advisory Council members 

interviewed for the Socioeconomic Needs Assessment felt that the BLM did not adequately 

address the environmental justice effects of its decisions.83   

Actions 

(a) Participate in the DOI Environmental Justice Working Group, to promote the consistent 

application of environmental justice principles across the Department.   

(b) Disseminate information on the newly revised DOI Environmental Justice Strategic Plan, 

and coordinate the BLM’s implementation of applicable requirements.
84

 

(c) Support the BLM’s state office environmental justice coordinators through periodic 

conference calls and other information sharing.   

(d) Consistent with the DOI Environmental Justice Strategic Plan, develop guidance on 

applying environmental justice principles in the BLM’s resource management decisions, 

addressing outreach, analysis of disproportionate impacts, and mitigation.  

1.2-2.  Rights to Subsistence Resources   

Federal obligations to tribes over access to resources are based in treaty, statute, and case law. 

The BLM’s primary framework for meeting its tribal responsibilities is the government-to-

government relationship.  Many issues requiring consultation with tribal governments, such as 

balancing tribal access to subsistence resources with proposed energy development, require 

sound socioeconomic information to identify workable solutions.  In addition, the Alaska 

National Interest Lands Conservation Act  specifies additional requirements for ensuring the 

opportunity for subsistence use by rural Alaskans.
85

  Interviews and other ethnographic methods 

can provide important documentation of tribal use of lands and resources and the potential 

effects of the BLM’s actions.   
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Actions 

(a) In conjunction with the BLM’s coordinator for Native American and Alaska Native 

issues, work with state office tribal liaisons to assess the need for improved guidance on 

documenting and analyzing impacts to subsistence and other native resource uses.  

Develop guidance as needed.   

 

 

Strategy 1.3 

Develop socioeconomic information and procedures  

relevant to both field offices and the BLM’s constituencies. 

 

 

Socioeconomic information on the benefits of the BLM’s programs and permitted actions can be 

a valuable means of outreach to local and national constituencies.  The BLM also has a 

responsibility to provide information needed by affected communities of place, user groups, and 

other interested parties.  For example, county commissioners in western Wyoming have urged 

the BLM to provide more detailed projections of the social and economic impacts of oil and gas 

development, to better anticipate changes in demand for public services.  Environmental and 

industry groups have expressed interest in the socioeconomic models the BLM is considering for 

implementation, such as methods for valuing ecosystem services and the economic contributions 

of specific sectors such as ranching and hard rock mining.  

Actions 

(a) Using data developed for the annual Interior Department Economic Report, work with 

Public Affairs and Washington Office programs to prepare The Human Dimensions of the 

BLM Mission.  This report will use narrative, graphics, and photos to describe economic 

and social contributions of programs of particular interest to the BLM’s constituencies, at 

both national and local scales.   

(b) Consult with the BLM’s Resource Advisory Councils to solicit advice on the types of 

socioeconomic information that would be most useful to the councils and the public.     

(c) Consult with the BLM’s Native American Coordinator and its liaison to state and local 

governments to identify the types of socioeconomic information and analysis most useful 

to these groups.   

(d) Improve external access to socioeconomic information and analysis that are produced or 

compiled by the BLM. 
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Strategy 1.4 

Strengthen the BLM’s capacity to support Tribal, state, and local governments’ 

community development initiatives.   

 

 

The BLM’s resource management decisions can have a major impact on the economic and social 

conditions of counties and regions.  The BLM’s requirement under FLPMA to coordinate its 

resource management plans with plans and programs of Tribes, states, and local governments is 

particularly relevant to supporting community development efforts.
86

  This can mean supporting 

plans to put local economies on a more diversified and sustainable footing.  Examples include 

participation in regional ecotourism initiatives, the promotion of historic and archaeological sites 

as visitor destinations, and support for stewardship contracting for fuels treatment and use of 

small-diameter logs.  BLM socioeconomic staff can be an important resource for such efforts.   

Actions 

(a) Working with field offices, the BLM’s liaison to state and local governments, and its 

coordinator for Native American and Alaska Native issues, compile examples of 

participation in local community development initiatives for inclusion on the 

socioeconomic SharePoint site.     

(b) Working with external partners as appropriate, develop a guide for field managers and 

planners on supporting community development goals, including case studies of pertinent 

projects or partnerships.     

 

 

Strategy 1.5 

Adapt socioeconomic methods and procedures  

to support new management needs.   

 

 

(a) Identify practical methods for estimating the economic benefits of non-commodity uses 

of the public lands, including recreation and ecosystem services, and provide guidance 

and technical support for their use. 

(b) Link socioeconomic information and tools with the BLM’s geospatial capabilities.  

Projects could include linking EPS with geographic information system (GIS) 

technologies, mapping community values identified through public participation, and 

developing a socioeconomic atlas of BLM resources. 

(c) To support the BLM’s emphasis on managing across landscapes, develop frameworks for 

socioeconomic data collection and analysis usable at multiple spatial and temporal scales.   
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(d) Where appropriate, integrate socioeconomic variables into models of ecological change 

for the BLM’s resource management activities, for example regarding the causes and 

consequences of landscape fragmentation.   
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Goal 2: 

Manage the BLM’s internal and external socioeconomic capabilities to 

provide sound and cost-effective support for offices and programs. 

 

 

Strategy 2.1 

Enhance the BLM’s internal capabilities to meet the BLM’s current  

and emerging socioeconomic needs.   

 

 

As noted in the review of staffing trends (p. 6), the number of BLM socioeconomic staff 

currently employed is between one-quarter and one-third of the number employed in the early 

1980s.  Today only five of twelve BLM state offices have any socioeconomic staff.  Yet building 

capacity is a prerequisite for improving the availability and relevance of socioeconomic 

information across the Bureau.  Building socioeconomic capacity should involve a combination 

of careful additions to BLM’s staff (considered here) and stronger institutional arrangements 

with external socioeconomic providers (considered in Section 2.2).   

In 2011, BLM’s Executive Leadership Team (ELT) considered proposals for organizing 

socioeconomics and other scarce skills by zones, to ensure more consistent and cost-effective 

support for state and field offices.  In May 2012 the ELT approved a plan to add a 

socioeconomic specialist position to each of four zones, covering the 11 western State Offices.  

The positions will ensure a level of socioeconomic support for all 12 State Offices (Washington 

Office staff will support Eastern States).  The workloads for the new positions will complement 

rather than replace the role of the NOC.   

In addition to staff assigned entirely or primarily to a socioeconomic role, the BLM has many 

employees with some knowledge of the social sciences.  Almost 40 percent of employees 

surveyed had some social science course work, other training, or a social science degree.
87

  Any 

plans for building the BLM’s internal socioeconomic capacity should make use of this resource.   

Actions 

(a) Develop an inventory of socioeconomic workloads by office, center, and program and 

define the respective roles and responsibilities for socioeconomic staff at the field, state, 

center, and Washington Offices.   

(b) Working with the Socioeconomic Advisory Board and BLM management, refine and, as 

feasible, implement a proposal for allocating socioeconomic staff to a series of 

geographically defined zones, to ensure consistent support across all state offices.   

(c) Define the required qualifications and competencies of staff providing socioeconomic 

support to ensure that the BLM’s capabilities reflect an appropriate mix of disciplines.  

Use this information to obtain a range of competencies in future hiring.    

(d) Identify other BLM staff with significant socioeconomic training or experience and make 

this information available as an additional resource.   
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Strategy 2.2 

Build external relationships to complement the BLM’s internal socioeconomic capabilities.   

 

 

The Bureau’s internal socioeconomic capabilities must be complemented by a wide variety of 

external resources, including private-sector contractors, other Federal and state agencies, 

universities, and nonprofit organizations.   

In 2011, the NOC developed a blanket purchase agreement for socioeconomic services to 

involve multiple vendors.  This is one of several steps planned to improve the accessibility and 

quality control for contracted work.   

The BLM’s Socioeconomics Program has already established successful partnerships with both 

the USGS and USFS TEAMS.  USGS has provided expertise for a number of emerging 

socioeconomic challenges, including the analysis of the BLM’s economic contributions for the 

annual DOI Economic Report, a feasibility study of ecosystem services tools, an assessment of 

urban growth models, and a study of the economic benefits of ecological restoration.  USFS 

TEAMS has provided field office support primarily by preparing or reviewing the 

socioeconomic elements of numerous plans and EISs.  The use of each of these partnerships 

should be evaluated against the value of developing these capabilities within the BLM, to 

determine the best use of resources across the Bureau. 

While the BLM does draw on academic experts in the social science disciplines, far more can be 

accomplished to match socioeconomic needs across the BLM with appropriate faculty and 

students.  The BLM is an active member of the Cooperative Ecosystems Studies Units (CESU) 

Network, a national consortium of Federal agencies, academic institutions, and other partners 

working to provide applied research to support effective land and resource management.
88

   

Actions 

(a) Ensure that the BLM offices and programs have access to a range of qualified contractors 

to provide socioeconomic information and support.   

 Implement the Blanket Purchase Agreement to simplify contracting for 

socioeconomic services, and assess its effectiveness.   

 Develop a -wide quality control process for contracted work.   

 Establish a voluntary roster of qualified social science contractors. 

(b) Maintain or expand socioeconomic partnerships with USGS and USFS TEAMS.  As 

appropriate, develop socioeconomic partnerships with other Federal agencies.   

(c) Explore the feasibility of using Service First authority to streamline partnerships with 

other Federal agencies, including USGS and USFS TEAMS.  

(d) Coordinate with Department- and government-wide initiatives, including the LCCs and 

Climate Science Centers. 
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(e) Leverage low- and no-cost research through universities, Federal agencies, non-profit, 

and state or local government partners.   

 Develop a “socioeconomic portal” to provide researchers with access to potential 

BLM projects, and BLM offices with information on academic research interests.   

 Solicit socioeconomic research projects from field, district, state, and Washington 

offices to populate the portal.   

 Use the portal to share the results of completed  socioeconomic projects. 

 

(f) Utilize interagency socioeconomic networks, such as the Federal Social Science 

Roundtable, to share information and pursue common problems more effectively,  

 

 

Strategy 2.3 

Support the BLM’s socioeconomic staff through training, improved information sharing,  

and other professional development.   

 

 

BLM socioeconomic staff need their own professional support, to ensure their effectiveness and 

opportunities for professional growth.  This should include regular communication with a 

socioeconomic ‘community of practice’ and access to professional training and conferences to 

keep current in their disciplines.   

Actions 

(a) Support professional discussion on emerging issues and methods through regular 

conference calls and webinars.  Where feasible, these forums should involve 

socioeconomic staff not only from the BLM but also from partner agencies.   

(b) Develop a program for professional development to retain and promote capable 

socioeconomic staff.  Sufficient time to participate in these activities should be a required 

element of all socioeconomic staff workloads.  This program should include:   

 Short courses on emerging socioeconomic issues and methods, provided in person 

or through distance learning; 

 Cross-training to improve capabilities across the range of social science disciplines 

(economics, cultural anthropology, sociology, and human geography); and  

 Participation in other programs’ training to better understand the role and needs of 

BLM staff and managers. 

(c) As budgets allow, hold Bureau-wide Socioeconomic Program meetings at least every 

three years.   

(d) Develop sections of a Socioeconomic Program website to facilitate staff discussion.  See 

also Strategy 3.3.   
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Strategy 2.4 

Coordinate support and funding across BLM programs to meet  

existing and emerging socioeconomic needs. 

 

 

Currently, social sciences at the BLM are supported primarily by planning funds, though many 

programs across the Bureau benefit from socioeconomic information and analysis.  For example, 

the Recreation and Visitor Services Program assesses visitor use through surveys; the Fluid 

Minerals Program requires an analysis of the socioeconomic impacts for proposed oil and gas 

field development.  Support for socioeconomics at the BLM should reflect these cross-cutting 

benefits for offices and programs.   

Actions 

(a) Develop measures to identify socioeconomic accomplishments across the Bureau.  

Communicate and track accomplishments, including feedback for the BLM’s existing 

budget and accountability systems (annual budget documents, activity-based cost 

management, and performance reporting).    

(b) Consider funding alternatives that reflect the broad-ranging impacts of the 

Socioeconomic Program.    

(c) Whenever feasible, maximize the reach of scarce funding by leveraging BLM dollars 

through cost-recovery and cost sharing with other agency and nonprofit partners.  
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Goal 3: 

Ensure that BLM staff can obtain and apply sound socioeconomic 
information relevant to their programs. 

 

 

Strategy 3.1 

Develop policy and guidance for using socioeconomic information and analysis at the BLM.  

 

 

Consistent application of social science tools and methods requires policy and guidance that are 

used across the Bureau.  The Socioeconomic Needs Assessment and communication between the 

socioeconomic staff and other programs have identified the need for guidance on a number of 

topics.   

Such guidance should address multiple audiences.  Managers need to access socioeconomic 

information to support day-to-day actions and outreach to constituent groups.  Program Leads 

require guidance on socioeconomic aspects of their program activities, such as estimating the 

economic impacts of grazing preference decisions.  Planners and other staff with responsibilities 

for overseeing socioeconomic analyses need a convenient desk guide identifying available data, 

resources, and support for providing information and analysis.   

Action 

Develop desk guides or a socioeconomic handbook to address the needs of multiple audiences.  

Much of this material must be developed collaboratively with program staff.  Guidance is needed 

on a number of topics, including, but not limited to: 

 Developing, implementing, and analyzing surveys; 

 Using interviews and other ethnographic methods (in development); 

 Analyzing the environmental justice consequences of plans and projects; 

 Mapping and valuing ecosystem services (such as carbon sequestration, biodiversity 

conservation, and water provisioning);  

 Estimating the local economic and social impacts of grazing program decisions; 

 Using the expanded EPS in planning and community development;  

 Using urban growth modeling in resource management planning (in development);  

and 

 Understanding and implementing on- and off-site measures to mitigate social and 

economic impacts. 
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Strategy 3.2 

Establish an effective quality assurance process to ensure that the BLM’s socioeconomic 

information and analysis is sound and unbiased.  

 

 

To promote transparency and ensure compliance with Federal policies on data quality and 

scientific integrity, the BLM should develop quality control and peer review processes for 

socioeconomic information and products.   

Actions 

(a) Develop a quality control process that: 

 Ensures socioeconomic work produced by the BLM or its external partners is 

accurate and defensible;  

 Incorporates feedback to encourage individual and organizational learning: and 

 Provides for quick and thorough responses to requests for document review. 

(b) Working with internal and external audiences, establish a peer review procedure for 

socioeconomic tools and methods proposed for adoption at the BLM.  

 

 

Strategy 3.3 

Enhance communication and training to ensure the effective use of  

tools, models, and information.   

 

 

It is important that the BLM provide resources to inform staff and managers of the availability of 

socioeconomic information and show how it can be used in a resource management context.   

Actions 

(a) Create a website dedicated to users of socioeconomic information at the Bureau and its 

partners.  These resources would include: 

  BLM’s socioeconomic policy and guidance  

 Socioeconomic tools, data, and methods 

 A forum for sharing information and questions 

 Useful socioeconomic studies, organized by topic 

 Research projects requested by BLM offices and programs for external partners to 

undertake (see Strategy 2.2(d)) 

 Links to socioeconomic training and other resources, and 

 Good examples of previous socioeconomic analyses and research. 
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(b) Continue development of socioeconomic training through NTC.  Training should focus 

on a variety of audiences, including staff and managers at the field, state, and national 

level.  Existing courses and courses in progress include:   

 Social and Economic Aspects of Planning 

 Economic Impact Analysis for Planning and NEPA  

 Reading the Human Landscape:  three introductory online modules covering 

economic and social analyses for plans and projects (in development), and 

 Using EPS:  three brief web-X trainings.  

(c) Include socioeconomic training opportunities at BLM program meetings and workshops. 

 

 

 

Strategy 3.4 

Make effective use of existing knowledge by identifying and synthesizing  

such information in terms relevant for BLM staff.   

 

 

There is considerable socioeconomic information relevant to public lands management currently 

available both inside and outside of the BLM.  As identified by the Socioeconomic Needs 

Assessment, many field staff have degrees or coursework in one of the social sciences, and many 

have extensive informal knowledge of local socioeconomic conditions.  The BLM should use 

both formal and informal socioeconomic information more effectively to support resource 

management decisions and day-to-day field activities. 

Actions 

(a) Establish ways to regularly communicate current socioeconomic issues and sources of 

information to managers and field staff (e.g., a quarterly e-newsletter). 

(b) Explore techniques for documenting the local socioeconomic knowledge of field staff, 

and use such information to strengthen plans and project assessments.   

(c) Develop mechanisms for collecting and publishing locally-generated data (e.g., county or 

municipal economic projections). 

(d) Summarize existing research to meet the information needs identified through Goal 1, 

creating a series of “white papers” supporting BLM program activities and initiatives.   
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Strategy 3.5 

Develop tools to allow BLM staff without specialized expertise to access and appropriately 

apply socioeconomic information to meet program needs.   

 

 

While many types of social and economic analysis require in-depth training to understand the 

assumptions and limitations behind the methodologies, many tools are or can be made available 

to allow socioeconomic information to be used by staff without specialized experience.  Many 

tools internalize socioeconomic expertise to increase the ability of other BLM staff to carry out 

their work, while minimizing time and expense.  The BLM generally develops such tools in 

partnership with other organizations, to both share costs and leverage external expertise.   

In partnership with the USFS, the BLM supports development of EPS to allow field managers 

and staff to access a wide range of information on local economic and demographic trends.  The 

BLM is working in partnership with the USGS to evaluate the usefulness of models in estimating 

urban growth and software for valuing ecosystem services.  The BLM is also partnering with the 

USGS and the National Park Service to design the Assessment of Socioeconomic Planning 

Needs, a web-based system to guide the selection of social and economic methods in preparing 

plans and NEPA documents.   

Actions 

(a) Using input from the Socioeconomic Advisory Committee, establish a list of priority 

socioeconomic tools for future development.   

(b) Review results of the employee survey conducted for the BLM Socioeconomic Needs 

Assessment to determine what additional socioeconomic data and tools may be needed to 

support program activities.   
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Summary – Goals and Strategies 

 

The strategies laid out in this section constitute an initial attempt to reach each of the three goals.  

Although this document was produced at a specific point it time, it is intended to be a “living” 

roadmap that improves as the needs and resources of the BLM change. 

 

These goals and strategies lay out an ambitious agenda that cannot be achieved in a single year. 

Instead, the actions will need to be prioritized based on a variety of criteria.  The first priority 

will be ensuring that the BLM and its staff can meet the legal and policy mandates laid out in 

FLPMA, NEPA, and other legislation.  Second, the Socioeconomic Program should implement 

those actions that require completion prior to initiating dependent actions. For example, 

including socioeconomic training in BLM program meetings and workshops would first require 

the training to be developed and tested.  Finally, actions will be prioritized through consultation 

with internal and external stakeholders, as described in Strategy 1.1 and 1.4.  

 

Much like this SSP, the American West will continue to change; the expectations placed on the 

BLM’s resource management will evolve with corresponding speed.  A strong Socioeconomics 

Program will allow the BLM to address these challenges, now and in the future.    

 

 

 

 
[Socioecon Strategy ver 3.7 2012-6-1.docx]  
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