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price or no sales would occur. On the other hand, the seller must be able to 
earn a profit or the firm cannot be viable in the long run. These conditions 
mean that there will be competitive pressures for the resources to be used 
efficiently in the interests of both consumers and producers. Private owners 
of resources could be expected to be sensitive to the amount of wealth they 
own and their allocation decisions will generally be consistent with 
maximization of their wealth. 

Given the fact of resource scarcity it is not possible for all desired uses 
of the resources to be simultaneously satisfied. Some rationing must occur, 
some denial of competing uses.11 Private producers operating in markets use 
price as the mechanism of denial. In other words, if consumers cannot come 
up with the price an exchange does not take occur. If producers did not use 
price denial, they must sacrifice wealth. 

Public land managers do not use price to deny access to resources, 
except in the rare cases where user fees (prices) are used. Other rationing 
processes and criteria that are essentially political are utilized instead. 
Usually these are laid out in bureaucratic rules and regulations, such as 
sustained-yield and multiple-use, which will be discussed later. This is not 
to say that public managers are not subject to pressures that attempt to 
influence their decisions. In the public decision arena the potential 
recipients of the benefits from a decision may pressure, cajole, and otherwise 
attempt to affect the allocation process. They expend resources in the 
process. In the absence of bribery, however, the public manager receives no 
monetary payoff that resembles a price. Instead, he may receive 
approbation, good will, and support for his continuing employment from 
those on whom he bestows his favors. 

The crucial question is whether or not political allocations can be 
efficient in terms of using resources in ways that consumers desire. One 
answer that has been given is that in a representative democracy the purpose 
of government is to advance the public interest. Political decision makers 
operate in political markets where "implicit" prices are generated in the form 
of votes, lobbying, campaign contributions, etc. But how do we know that 
this political market is economically efficient in producing the bundle of 
multiple products from the public lands and in stimulating investment in 
resource maintenance and improvement? The answer relies partially on a 
priori reasoning on the nature of political decisions and partially on 
empirical studies of government management. 

Governments per se don't make decisions, people employed by the 
governments do. As the public choice theorists have long argued, agency 
people are like the rest of us and can be expected to make decisions 
consistent with their self-interest. This does not rule out altruism if being 
altruistic adds to individual satisfaction.12 It is almost needless, however, to 
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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. 13 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.14 

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. 
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