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Mr. Chairman and members of the Committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide the views of the Department of Agriculture on S. 2921.  The Department supports the goals of S. 2921.  However, we defer to the Department of the Interior (DOI) and the Department of Defense regarding provisions concerning their lands and interests.  We look forward to working closely with Senator Feinstein, the Committee, and our Federal partners to address the concerns of the Administration as this bill moves through the legislative process.  

Most of the Forest Service lands in the bill are in the San Bernardino National Forest.  The San Bernardino National Forest Land Management Plan Revision of 2006 was developed through an extensive five-year process with considerable public involvement.  The selected plan alternative emphasized “environmentally sustainable recreation.” The monument and wilderness designations in S. 2921 are closely aligned with recommended wilderness and forest management objectives included in the revised plan.  We would like to work with the committee on some minor modifications to provisions in Title I, including some technical aspects of the bill such as map reference dates and wilderness acreage figures.
Monument Designation
S. 2921 would add section 1402 to the California Desert Protection Act of 1994 to designate approximately 60,000 acres of land within the San Bernardino National Forest; along with approximately 73,000 acres of Bureau of Land Management (BLM) lands as the Sand to Snow National Monument, to be managed jointly by the agencies.  The purpose of the monument would be to preserve the nationally significant biological, cultural, educational, geological, historic, scenic and recreational values at the convergence of the Mojave and Colorado Deserts and the San Bernardino Mountains.  Designation would also secure the opportunity for present and future generations to experience and enjoy the magnificent vistas, wildlife, land forms, and natural and cultural resources of the monument.  The bill also would direct DOI and USDA to complete a management plan for the conservation and protection of the monument within 3 years, and address whether a visitors center should be established. 

The 2006 Forest Plan recognizes the importance of wildlife connections and corridors to and from the National Forest, as well as the significant biological, cultural, scenic and recreational values of the greater San Gorgonio Mountain ecosystem. The monument designation would help us address these critical wildlife and resource issues.  

The legislation would also provide for consistent management of the area with the BLM.  The Forest Service and BLM are successfully using the Service First co-management model for the Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains National Monument. The Department anticipates using a similar management model if this new monument is designated. 

The requirement to establish an advisory committee that would provide advice on the development and implementation of the management plan for the monument closely mirrors the success of the Santa Rosa and San Jacinto Mountains National Monument.  The Department believes that an advisory committee would also be helpful in developing the Sand to Snow Monument plan.  

However, due to the length of time necessary to establish a FACA committee, and the importance of creating a successful management plan, the Department recommends that the bill language be changed to provide that the management plan be completed three years after the advisory committee is established. 

The Department agrees that the monument plan should address the needs for a visitor center.  If the Secretaries determine that a visitor center is needed, it is critical that the advisory committee provide recommendations about sources of funding to build, staff, operate and maintain the visitor center.  

Proposed Wilderness Addition
Section 1501(c), as added to the California Desert Protection Act of 1994 by S. 2921,   would also designate a 7,141-acre wilderness addition to the west and south of the existing 95,953-acre San Gorgonio Wilderness in the San Bernardino National Forest.  The area under consideration is currently an inventoried roadless area.  The Department supports the wilderness designation.  Although this designation is smaller than what was recommended in the 2006 Forest Plan revision, the adjustment would make management of the area less complex.  

Wild and Scenic River Designation
Section 102 of S. 2921 would designate approximately 76.3 miles of the specified rivers as part of the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System.  Of this total, approximately 34.5 miles of Deep Creek, including its principal tributary, Holcomb Creek, and 17.1 miles of the North, Middle and South Forks of the Whitewater River are within the boundary of the San Bernardino National Forest and would be administered by the Department of Agriculture.

During step one of the evaluation process, the Forest Service found each river eligible for designation based on their free-flowing character and regionally important river-related values.  We have not conducted the second part of the evaluation process, the suitability study, for either of the rivers.  However, the Department supports designation of these eligible rivers based on general support from the communities of interest and consistency of designation with the management of National Forest System lands within the river corridors.  We wish to work with the Subcommittee to clarify the co-administration of the designated segments of the Whitewater River and provide other technical corrections.

Energy
Section 203 would direct the Secretary to complete a programmatic environmental impact statement (EIS) not later than 18 months after the date of enactment of the bill.  The programmatic EIS would analyze the potential impacts of a program to develop solar, biomass, and wind energy on National Forest System (NFS) lands, and any necessary amendments to land use plans for the land as appropriate.

We agree that renewable energy options from sources on NFS lands should be fully explored.  We’d like to look at how best to focus our resources to expand our on-the-ground efficiencies; including whether a programmatic EIS might be helpful in expanding our capabilities while protecting our National Forests.   In addition, any programmatic assessment for renewable energy options should be done concurrently with assessments done by the Bureau of Land Management, Department of Defense, and other federal agencies to coordinate efforts, scope, regional coverage, use of data, and desired outcomes. 

Section 201(a) of the bill would amend section 365 of the Energy Policy Act of 2005 (42 U.S.C. 15924) to add subsection (j) requiring the Secretary of the Interior to establish a process for the coordination of Federal permits for projects to develop renewable energy derived from wind, solar, renewable biomass, hydro and geothermal sources and associated transmission lines, and  a subsection (k) providing for the distribution of income collected by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) for solar and wind energy development.  We would like to work with the committee to clarify the roles and relationship of Federal agencies in the permitting process. 

In conclusion Mr. Chairman, the Department supports the goals of this legislation and looks forward to working with the committee on the changes requested.  I would be happy to answer any questions you may have.  Thank you.
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