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So, with all the evidence here that the system is at least damaged without intervention, but that it can be fixed only with disturbance 
followed by a LOT of work, WHY does the regulatory leviathan, supposedly dedicated to protecting the environment, act upon the 

presumption that the “precautionary principle” (which assumes that no action is preferable to taking action) has any scientific legitimacy? 
Look around you.  The people pushing this urban myth about “preserving Nature” have money and power.  They want more.
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In 2001, I published a long and analytical book about 
the many dysfunctions of regulatory land use control 
supposedly to protect the environment.  It analyzed 
every real estate transaction in large parcels of land in 
Santa Cruz County from 1970-2000 on an inflation-
adjusted opportunity-cost basis compared to the 30-
year bond, timber prices, and residential housing. The 
analysis revealed systematic and at times criminal 
fraud underlying land use regulations.  It didn’t take 
long to figure out how the game is played. 
Prior to the mid 1990s the emphasis was to convert 
resource land use (farming, ranching, forestry, mining) 
into two primary alternatives: upscale rural residential 
development and poorly maintained tax-exempt land 
entertainment (parks, conservancies, and land trusts).  
I called the system “the push.” That was followed in 
the late 1990s and beyond by “the squeeze” in which 
rural residents would then slowly be chased out of the 
hills and back into cities by the same land interests 
that had supplied the enticement to locate there.  
Interviews with some of the players in the game 
indicated that politicians were in general incapable of 
such manipulations, but that there were people who 
are that smart, to be named at the author’s peril. 
The problem isn’t as much that people have overt ill 
intent; it is that the powers government can wield are 
so capable of destroying a landowner as to be too 
much temptation for those capable of manipulating the 
government.  Buying politicians and bureaucrats to 
control land use is cheaper than buying land.  At that 
point, all the gamesters have to do is to figure out how 
to make  the people who bought those houses 
desperate to relocate back to town.  Despite how 
attractive it is to live in these mountains, it isn’t really 
as difficult to accomplish as one might think.  The 
politicians need only do nothing. 



Lack of simple access will do.  While our County spends $84 million on a “rails to trails” boondoggle in town, they have cut rural road 
maintenance by two-thirds and simply wait for the inevitable.  This predictable result reduces the compensation necessary for the 

resulting inverse condemnation rather substantially.  This is Agenda 21 “sustainability” inaction.  

January 2017 January 2017 –– Hutchinson Rd., Santa Cruz Mountains; this fix alone is estimated at $1.8 million.Hutchinson Rd., Santa Cruz Mountains; this fix alone is estimated at $1.8 million.



Santa Cruz Puma Project GPS observations of five lions claiming that “fragmentation” due to roads and Santa Cruz Puma Project GPS observations of five lions claiming that “fragmentation” due to roads and 
development is harming the mountain lion.  Note that they concentrate in areas where there is more forage development is harming the mountain lion.  Note that they concentrate in areas where there is more forage 
for deerfor deer:: ranch land OR near developed areas (as labeled), BUT they avoid staying in the dense Forest of the ranch land OR near developed areas (as labeled), BUT they avoid staying in the dense Forest of the 
Nicene Marks State Park where there is little forage at all.  Instead of being barriers, roads are a magnet. Nicene Marks State Park where there is little forage at all.  Instead of being barriers, roads are a magnet. 
Image from Image from santacruzpumas.org/2011/08/12/habitatsantacruzpumas.org/2011/08/12/habitat--fragmentationfragmentation//. . 
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Large predators with little to eat simply add to the pressure.  Much of the mountain lion population is starving because what little 
forage is available for deer is around houses or in dwindling grasslands.  The deer population has crashed.  To this mess add wolves 
and soon grizzlies!  I have it on very good authority that defending one’s self against a substantial wolf pack is untenable even with a 
gun.  Do you really think high tech commuters want any part of bears capable of ripping through the doors and walls of their homes?  
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Yet “burn out” might happen sooner.  This decadent oak woodland and chaparral is succeeding to “mixed conifer forest,” now typical 
of the County.  Logging any of it is illegal.  From an Indian perspective, this is too steep for prime acorn or hazelnut production, so this 

was probably once a grassland with lots of food for wildlife interspersed with shrubs and sparse trees confined mostly to gullies.  
So, do these houses and this landscape look “fire safe” to you?  If it does burn like this, what will happen ecologically?

June 2010 June 2010 –– Expensive homes along Hutchinson Rd., Santa Cruz MountainsExpensive homes along Hutchinson Rd., Santa Cruz Mountains



This was what much of Mesa Verde National Park looked like before it burned.  It’s mostly native. 

July 2005, Photo by Steve Rich, Rangeland Restoration AcademyJuly 2005, Photo by Steve Rich, Rangeland Restoration Academy



July 2005, Photo by Steve Rich, Rangeland Restoration AcademyJuly 2005, Photo by Steve Rich, Rangeland Restoration Academy

Thistles and cheat grass was what you got after it burned.  Who is accountable?  “Your” agents hired the people in charge.
It’s not what they show you on National Geographic when they’re pitching for more, is it?   This is the tragedy of the commons.

July 2005, Photo by Steve Rich, Rangeland Restoration Academy

http://www.sciencemag.org/content/162/3859/1243.full
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Behind me in the same location as the prior 
slide, May 2010, across from Hutchinson Rd.
The Sempervirens Fund hopes to make this 
mess part of their proposed “Great Park.”

Every summer this roadside is lined with tinder.  Weeds will be the first to come up again with no trees or brush to stop the seed from 
spreading.  After a fire, imagine a gust of wind carrying Italian thistle seed up a slope like this.  From atop this ridge thistles would carry 

almost a mile.  The rains would carry the broom seed down to the road, combine it with the grass, head out the nearest culvert and 
down the hill.  French broom seed can remain viable for a century.  As I said earlier, repeat the disturbance and the weeds will make 

gains; hence, fire alone is not the answer.  So, will this get better if we just avert our eyes and walk away?
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Wilder Ranch, once some of the most beautiful land on earth, became 
a State Park about ten years before this picture was taken. When the 
State negotiated that acquisition, they promised the sellers to keep 
managing it as a working dairy ranch in perpetuity.   
They lied.  The bureaucrats got rid of the cows right away.  The result 
has been an outbreak of poison hemlock, Italian thistle, and the loss of 
native annual forbs.  
This formerly gorgeous ranch is slowly transforming into an outrage....

We do a lot of “walking away.”  One third of all extinctions in the US to date are solely because of introduced species, but if we go on 
with this “preserving Nature” ethic, we will likely exceed that rate of extirpation. Since the turn of the 20th Century, many areas in small 
private agricultural land use have been gradually regulated to death and abandoned because of competition from subsidized industrial 

agriculture.  Today, much of that abandoned land is being forcibly "maintained" in a “preserved” state upon the presumption that
‘Nature is best able to recover when left alone.’ The problem is: those in charge are blinded by ideology and influenced by money.

June 20022002



Communications Hill, San Jose, CA.  SummerHill Homes, Inc. built this “sustainable community” (with 
an ecological wasteland at its doorstep) seeking to cash in on “the squeeze” while touting their 

environmental standards.  You can read more about this kind of urban real estate development here.  

So not only is “preserving Nature” a technically delusional philosophy that is observably destructive to the land, it feeds a real estate 
and financial racket that is ruining an economy that could otherwise provide the jobs to fix even this mess. We do have options 

besides “suburban sprawl,” but only if imagination is freed from the chains of ideology, bureaucracy, and political corruption. 

December 2008



So why this little depression digression about public Parks? There is a reason there are no private parks: Who could 
compete with a rival in the land entertainment business who can get all the land they want for free with unlimited liability 
insurance, unlimited legal resources, and police agencies to put their competition out of business, while selling a lousy 
product, literally wrecking the assets with which they were entrusted?  Public parks are commons, property owned by 
‘everyone’ for which very few individuals do anything because it is not their own.  Without parks where would you go?  Well, 
that’s because you allowed “progressives” to socialize what was an already developing resort industry back in the early 
1900s. After all, in selling the idea of public parks they thought they knew better about “protecting Nature,” believing that 
Nature is best kept as far from people as possible.  So to fix the problems their greedy policies have induced, these elitists 
want to jam everyone but themselves into unlivable cities.  The problem with that fantasy is that although the underlying 
belief is demonstrably false, its sponsors have so much money tied up in this control trip that they’re trapped in it too.  
Ironically, they call it “Sustainable Development.”  Collectivized ownership and control serving primarily those who have a 
direct and significant financial interest in directing public opinion because it is cheaper to control public opinion (and thus the 

The Tragedy of the Commons The Tragedy of the Commons 

Is Inherent to Collective ControlIs Inherent to Collective Control

g g p p p p p (
government) than it is to buy the assets.  Once they can control the assets, then they can control the people. 
Oh but what about the poor!  Yeah, they’re just clamoring to get into SUVs to get into parks by the millions.  If people weren’t
being taxed to death they could afford to offer the service as a charity as had been done for a very long time.
I did not go out of my way to get these pictures, and frankly (lucky you), I’ve saved the worst for last.  In general , I find the 
condition of parks to be such that I would really rather avoid them.  More importantly, I have no need for a “park“ because I
have made one of my own, and this is what I want for you, either as an owner or a customer. 
The good news is that if we can start the process of privatizing environmental management we might just turn this economy 
around.  There is an awful lot of work to be done that is simply not easily adapted to machinery.  That means there are jobs 
for people to do.  There are thousands of tools and equipment to be designed, tested, and improved.  There is research to 
do and a more productive, varietal, and beautiful planet to be tended and loved.  The result would be lower costs for 
manufactured goods, housing, and transportation and a healthier planet in return.  That is a goal worthy of a generation.  As
a former creator and implementer of new products on multiple continents, I do know whereof I speak.  So please, do not 
take that private option so flippantly that you fail to consider how it might work.  No one knows more than I how enormous is
the task ahead, but that is what new industries are for.  Think of the transformation in the last two decades that an 
unregulated Internet has wrought.  It is time to learn how to restore functional landscapes, one step at a time.  
So now we will return briefly to my back yard, and then get this book wrapped up so that we can all get back to work. 
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