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argue that the success of an individual employed in a bureaucracy is
inextricably linked to the success of the bureau itself, defined in terms of
bureau size, budget, power, and influence. Contrary to what occurs in a
private firm, a political decision-maker is seldom in a position to gain
personally from reducing agency cost or selling a product to those who value
it most highly. Both are essential to economic efficiency.” The incentive
structure in government decisions is not even remotely compatible with
efficiency norms.

It is useful to think of agency decisions about the public lands as a
"commons" that, in theory, is accessible to all, but in practice, access is
proportional to influence and power. Those who are allocated products at
subsidized prices or for no price at all tend to be relatively few in number and
are generally located conveniently to the public lands. Since what they get is
worth more than they pay directly, their economic surplus is likely quite
large, and they find it in their interest to invest in order to keep the surplus
as large as possible. We observe them mobilizing into special interest groups,
investing in lobbying, making political campaign contributions, and using
propaganda to increase the probability of decisions being made in their favor.
The nation's interests become synonymous with their interests, or so they
claim. It is commonly observed that if an agency official holds out against
these interests, sufficient power exists to see that he will be replaced by
another who will be more cooperative."

These political manipulations run counter to efficient resource
allocation. One reason is that groups competing for political favors see
themselves as antagonists whose uses are incompatible and mutually
exclusive. This has two significant consequences: 1) pressure is exerted for
decisions that tend toward single rather than multiple uses that may be more
efficient, and 2) the competition for capture of the political decision wastes
resources that could have been used to produce alternative beneficial
purposes and therefore represents a dead-weight social loss.

Looking at the problem from a financial viewpoint, the ultimate losers
of this wasteful political process are the taxpayers. Because user fees are
seldom set at competitive levels and often are zero, management costs for
recreation, forestry, and grazing, for example, are higher than revenues,
which implies taxpayer subsidies. Then why don't the taxpayers do
something about it? Because most of them are located far from the public
lands, and as individuals they have a comparatively minor interest in how
these land are used. Given that the costs to them as individuals of becoming
informed about these complex problems are far higher than the small
benefits captured, they remain "rationally ignorant" and largely uninvolved
in the allocation decisions. This makes it easy for the concentrated special
interests to dominate political decisions.



