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I want to thank you, Chairman Wyden, for this opportunity today to offer testimony before the Subcommittee on the ‘Oregon Eastside Forests Restoration, Old Growth Protection, and Jobs Act’ (S. 2895).

My name is Russ Hoeflich, and I serve as the Oregon State Director and Vice President of The Nature Conservancy, a leading conservation organization working around the world to protect ecologically important lands and waters for nature and people. We have been working in Oregon for nearly 50 years. Nationally, we have over a million members and have protected more than 119 million acres of land. We have a long history of working with public and private partners in on-the-ground, collaborative forest habitat restoration projects to achieve lasting, measurable results 

We applaud you, Senator Wyden, for your leadership in bringing together a diverse group of Oregonians to craft pioneering legislation that will put people to work restoring Eastern Oregon’s forests. Where Eastern Oregon was ground zero for timber wars, the Senator’s Bill has united leaders and provided a platform for collaborative, landscape-scale solutions to a landscape-scale problem. 

 We also commend the leaders of the conservation and industry groups for their willingness to set aside differences and to chart a better future for Oregon’s natural and human communities. With great thanks, we also praise the dedicated team at the U.S. Forest Service, who have been our partners on innovative projects throughout Oregon, and have made significant investments in forest health.

The ‘Oregon Eastside Forests Restoration, Old Growth Protection, and Jobs Act’ is a historic science-based collaboration for positive solutions in our forests. We need to restore forests at the scope of the problem and put more people to work in the woods. This Bill will do just that. 

The urgency couldn’t be greater. Every day we face severe problems in our Eastside forests. About 9.5 million acres of our forests and woodlands are highly departed from their historical condition, making them at risk of unnaturally severe fire, insect damage and disease, which in turn threatens our streams, lakes, rivers and the safety of communities. Our forests lack the resiliency of a healthy ecosystem – putting them at greater risk of catastrophic change in the face of climate change. And our local communities and mills are struggling, too.
The need to act is now, and the pace of on-the-ground restoration must be accelerated.

To accomplish this, this legislation establishes a restoration and recovery roadmap. This enables forest managers and communities to work together to prioritize and initiate on-the-ground restoration work that will improve the health of our Eastside national forests, watersheds and economy. The foundation of this legislation is trust, collaboration, and science which will allow us to advance restoration work to larger landscape-level scales. Ultimately the legislation will allow us to: 

Establish sound science as the underlying principle of all decision-making.

Ensure that old growth and riparian areas are protected and restored.

Save public resources from costly fire suppression efforts by proactively restoring the health of forests.

Provide near-term timber supply for our struggling Eastside mills, translating into jobs in hard-hit communities.

Maintain our timber infrastructure by giving industry the confidence, surety, and security that the raw materials they need will be available over time; without our timber infrastructure, meaningful forest restoration is not possible.

The Nature Conservancy has seen first-hand how collaboration can make a difference on the ground, and we have an extensive history of working on collaborative and scientific approaches to forest restoration in Oregon. The Eastside Forest Restoration Bill will help us and our partners apply lessons learned from these efforts (including four restoration collaboratives facilitated by the Northwest Fire Learning Network) and expand them to a larger scale. 

Finally, this bill represents our best hope and our best opportunity moving forward for Oregon’s Eastside forests. Still, we recognize that we must work together to secure the supporting funding to realize the vision that you, Senator, the industry groups, and conservation groups have created in this Act.  

Thank you again for your impressive work and this opportunity.

