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Chairman Wyden

Honorable members of the Public Lands and Forests Sub-Committee:

Chairman Wyden and honorable members of the Public Lands and Forests Sub-Committee, thank you for this opportunity to share our views and concerns about S. 1470.  We are not here to resurrect or reargue the complex and contentious wilderness issue from yet another rural western viewpoint.  We, instead, are here to address other provisions in S. 1470 that we believe will have extremely unfavorable unintended consequences and will also set precedence for ill-conceived legislated management of National Forest and Bureau of Land Management lands contrary to the investigation, analysis and recommendations of the experts employed by established US land management agencies in the Department of Agriculture and Department of the Interior.   

Some background information is in order. Beaverhead County, in concert with Madison County, Montana, participated as a cooperating agency in the revision process for the Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest’s Revised Land and Resource Management Plan.   The process began in 2001 with the Record of Decision on the Revised Plan being signed in 2009, thus there was an 8-year effort to bring forth a revised management plan for a 3.3 million acre National Forest.  In 2006, a three environmental groups and 4 timber products businesses joined together to pool their financial, media outlet, and membership resources to form what is known as the “Partnership”.  Essentially, they were conceived as and have remained as an exclusive, narrowly focused, special interest lobby dealing with virtually only 2 public land management issues.  They brought forth a document entitled the “Partner Strategy” which they used to attempt to hijack the Revision process by having it considered as a viable Alternative for management the Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest.  Their “Strategy” document failed to accomplish this goal as the Forest Service deemed it inadequate as a viable management Alternative because it did not include input from a wide array of stakeholders and did not addresses the myriad issues and management needs of a National Forest as mandated by law (Forest and Rangeland Renewable Resources Planning Act of 1974)).  Upon failing to get their “Strategy” accepted as an Alternative in the Revised Forest Plan, the “Partnership” used their document as the management language in a drafted bill entitled the Beaverhead Stewardship Act of 2007. They then sought both local and national support for their creation and Federal sponsorship throughout both houses of Congress.  That failed, too.  Unfortunately, the primary sponsor of S. 1470 bill chose to ignore valid criticism of this “Strategy” document, chose to exclude the majority of impacted stakeholders, chose to use this flawed and judged inadequate document as the blueprint upon which S. 1470 is based.  Consequently, we believe that S. 1470 represents language that will mandate management for a National Forest, and those management directives have already been analyzed, evaluated, and judged inappropriate, unworkable, and detrimental to our public lands’ health by land management professionals in the Department of Agriculture.  We have encountered no evidence that would indicate that by simply transforming this unworkable management approach into Federal Law, somehow it would magically evolve a successful means of managing resources on public lands. 

A central philosophical and operational paradigm contained in the “Partnership Strategy” and now fully incorporated in S. 1470 is restoration of National Forests by tackling landscape scale restoration projects by use of stewardship forestry practices.  Stewardship practices are nothing new.  They have been part of the Forest Service management arsenal for many years and have been explored and used where practical.  Stewardship practices entail goods and services being exchanged for public resources. For example, timber would be exchanged for restoration services on the National Forest.  In researching feasibility of success of S. 1470 we asked a stewardship professional on the Beaverhead-Deerlodge about the potential for success of such mandated large, minimum 50,000 acres, projects through stewardship contracts.  Our information indicates that stewardship contracts are only successful when there is considerable value in timber…that is timber, not salvaged “beetle” infected, “beetle-killed” or otherwise standing dead trees…and given the current US economic climate there is little value in timber.  Thus, such S. 1470 mandated grandiose landscape-scale restoration projects have small chance for success, while restricting traditional management prescriptions and removing management flexibility for the Forest Service.   It is our belief that this bill will actually allow further deterioration of public resources by limiting tools that can be used by federal land managers. 

Both the House and Senate recognized the importance of providing educational opportunities for children in rural areas throughout the US by appropriating funds to SRS (Secured Rural Schools) from 2008 through 2011.  S. 1470 by mandating that stewardship contracts are the means to accomplish landscape-scale restoration projects essentially removes the basis for funding SRS in areas of the State of Montana.  Please recall that Stewardship contracts are an exchange of goods for services.  Traditional timber sales and their associated funding allocations will cease. Thus, when there is no timber harvest on National Forests, there will be no SRS monies for local governments’ rural schools and road systems.  For example, in 2009, the Beaverhead County Schools received $505,585.91 and the Beaverhead County Road fund received $1,012,690.09 from SRS funding.  Consequently, either the 9000 residents of Beaverhead County will need to make up this loss, $1.5 million in 2009, or educational and transportational services will have to be curtailed, or other services will have to be eliminated to make up for the S. 1470 initiated shortfall.  In reviewing the lofty Findings and Purposes of S.1470 sacrificing rural children’s educational opportunities plus rural transportation for forest restoration and wilderness is not mentioned.  And, having rural education and transportation bear the burden of this bill definitely does NOT encourage economic and social stability NOR does it promote collaboration between forest restoration activities, wilderness, and communities. 

Forest jobs are to be an outcome of this bill.  However, essentially no “forest” jobs or entities or funding or specific employment opportunities are created by this bill.   The work load created by this S. 1470 falls upon the Secretary of Agriculture or Secretary of the Interior and thus, the agencies of those two Secretaries. After the date of enactment of this bill the appropriate Secretary has one year (and each year after) to issue a record of decision to implement one or more landscape-scale restoration projects.  The agencies must conduct NEPA analysis, form resource advisory boards, entertain local collaborative forest management groups, and report on the effectiveness of using resource advisory boards to reduce appeals and litigation, plus conduct a study on biomass combined heat and power system projects, and then negotiate the stewardship contract and to conduct the project on the ground.  No specific funding is provided to accomplish this Herculean assignment in one year other than funds not otherwise appropriated from the US Treasury and unallocated budget at the local Forest Supervisor level.  Given the timelines mandated by this bill and lack of funding to do the work, it appears to us as a sure means to perpetuate endless injunction and litigation by those interests that do not approve of this kind of resource use.

The authority for the “jobs” portion of the bill extinguishes itself in 15 years or when 70,000 acres is treated.  The Beaverhead-Deerlodge National forest is directed by law to mechanically treat 7,000 acres per year for ten years; consequently the “forest jobs” portion of the bill is gone in 10 years. No provisions are included to extend any portion of the authority based on future injunction or pending litigation.  Thus, legal action and lawsuits that hold up stewardship projects for 10- 15 years cancel the “jobs” portion of the bill.  And, the opportunity for ample lawsuits is inherent when 7,000 acres per year each year are not treated!  So, this bill provides the basis for suing the Forest Service for not obeying the law and yet does nothing to alleviate injunctions and lawsuit that potentially will halt landscape-scale restoration projects thus negating creation of “forest jobs”.  We contacted personnel in the Forest Service to inquire about barriers to harvesting wood products from National Forests, specifically the Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest.  Responding to injunction and legal actions by the Forest Service require huge investments in time, energy and money.  Thus, S. 1470 does nothing to remove a major obstacle in generating a more predictable flow of wood products for local communities of the State, and in actuality does nothing to substantially create “forest jobs”. 

We believe the collective wisdom of this committee and its members fully recognize that the “devil is in the details” and that S. 1470 leaves much to be desired in well thought out details that will not create negative unintended consequences.  In its present form this bill creates many more contentious problems, may cause further deterioration of our public resources, presses hardships on local governments, denies education opportunities to rural children, and does not support the Findings of Congress or achieve it Purposes.   

Thank you for this opportunity to testify before your Committee. 
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