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Mr. Chairman, members of the Committee:

I am Tom Insko, Region Manager of Boise Cascade’s Inland Region.  Boise Cascade manufactures engineered wood products, plywood, lumber and particleboard and distributes a broad line of building materials.  More specifically, Boise Cascade’s Inland Region includes eight (8) manufacturing facilities located east of the Cascade Mountains.  A plywood plant and two pine lumber mills are located in Kettle Falls, Washington.  One of those two lumber mills is currently idle.  In eastern Oregon Boise Cascade operates a pine lumber mill in Pilot Rock, a particleboard plant in Island City and a plywood plant and studmill in Elgin.  A pine lumber mill in La Grande is currently idle.

I am here today to testify in favor of SB 2895, “the Oregon Eastside Forests Restoration, Old Growth Protection and Jobs Act of 2009” introduced by Senator Wyden.  SB 2895 is an opportunity to make a shift: to preserve and create living wage jobs in rural eastern Oregon while beginning to restore the unhealthy landscapes that exist in our national forests.

It is no secret that Oregon is struggling with economic decline and double-digit unemployment rates.  The rural communities of eastern Oregon have been hard hit by the economic downturn with April unemployment rates for Wallowa, Union and Umatilla counties at 11.6, 10.4 and 9.9 percent, respectively.  During the past two years there have been multiple mills closed contributing to these high unemployment rates.  Just last week the equipment from the DR Johnson mill in Wallowa was auctioned.  This mill and the jobs it provided to the local community are gone, forever.

Boise Cascade is the largest employer in Union County with approximately 470 employees.  With nearly 100 employees in Pilot Rock, Boise Cascade is the fourth largest private employer in Umatilla County.  These are good jobs, living wage jobs with excellent healthcare and retirement benefits.  Unfortunately, during the past few years the number of employees working in these mills has declined by more than 200.  Some of the job cuts are the result of poor wood product markets but the sad reality is that even with a market upturn these jobs are unlikely to be restored.  The primary threat to living wage mill jobs is a lack of log supply in the region.

Boise Cascade’s existing eastern Oregon mill infrastructure needs approximately 200 million board feet (mmbf) of logs, annually, to operate its mills and sustain nearly 800 jobs (this would include restarting the La Grande Sawmill).  Today we procure less than 7 percent of our log volume from federal forests.  And this 7 percent is from 10 national forests stretching from the Mount Hood to the Payette in Idaho, a 250-mile haul radius from our mills.  This year approximately 85 percent of the logs Boise Cascade procures will be from private sources.  Procuring this amount of logs from private sources is not sustainable.  Meanwhile, just the three national forests considered “local” to Boise Cascade’s mills are growing in excess of 750 mmbf each year.  These forests, the Wallowa-Whitman, Umatilla and Malheur (which I will henceforth refer to as the Blue Mountain National Forests) represent 68 percent of the commercial forestland in the area.

What is occurring on the Blue Mountain National Forests is consistent throughout our eastside Oregon federal forests.  While the Blue Mountain National Forests are growing at a rate in excess of 750 mmbf per year the 10-year average removal rate has been less than 10 percent of this, 73 mmbf.  Of the 86 mmbf of removal volume in 2009 only 46 mmbf was sawlogs (sawlogs is defined as any log with a small-end diameter greater than 5.5 inches and a minimum of 8 feet in length).  Three national forests representing nearly 5.5 million acres and growing more than 750 mmbf each year are harvesting less sawlog volume than what is required to operate a single two-shift milling operation.

As the amount of wood growing on the national forests greatly exceeds the amount harvested and removed, our federal forests have become seriously overcrowded.  This leads to insect and disease infestations and increased risk of fire.   As of July 2008 there were nearly five and a half million acres of fire condition class II and III on Eastern Oregon’s federal forests.  Active management utilizing mechanical treatment methods is the only acceptable way to restore forest health.  The positive by-product of this activity is sawlogs.  Sawlogs provide economic stability.  Each job created or retained in the milling industry has a job multiplier of 2.81 (Source:  IMPLAN and E.D. Hovee & Company).

Some have suggested the decline in the wood products industry in eastern Oregon is a natural dynamic which time has come.  The facts don’t support this contention.  Boise Cascade and the industry have changed to match the changing social values of the public.  As an example, Boise Cascade’s plywood plant and studmill in Elgin now focus on the efficient use of smaller diameter logs.  In 2009 the average diameter of a block peeled on our lathe at the plywood plant was 10.4 inches.  Additionally, Boise Cascade processes pulpwood, essentially the top of the tree or dead logs, and produces chips for nearby paper manufacturers.  Existing eastside industry infrastructure is well configured to assist in the landscape restoration objectives of SB 2895.  

Upon passage, implementation of SB 2895 will not be without challenges.  Some with extreme perspectives will attempt to erode its success.  Some will argue that protections are too great and a diameter limit of 21” is arbitrary.  Others will argue there should not be any focus on sawlog production or concern for sustaining existing logging and milling infrastructure.  SB 2895, however, represents the collaborative work of many from the industry and the environmental community recognizing that we share many of the same values.  These values are restoring forest health and landscape resiliency while maintaining the remaining infrastructure that is so vital to the rural communities of eastern Oregon.  With this mutual purpose the challenge was to identify the path by which one specific ideal does not eliminate the possibility of achieving the more significant shared purpose.  I believe SB 2895 is representative of this.

Passage of SB 2895 is only the first step.  The legislative mandate to eventually quadruple from current levels the number of acres treated each year will require quick action by the Forest Service.  It will be imperative that the Subcommittee for Public Lands and Forests hold the Forest Service accountable for their performance.  Additionally, Senator Wyden must ensure Congress appropriates the $50 million authorized in this bill to provide the Forest Service with the necessary resources to facilitate the implementation of the interim projects as well as the development of the landscape ecological restoration plans.

Boise Cascade appreciates this opportunity to be involved in creating and supporting legislation that offers potential solutions to the federal forest health crisis and management roadblocks that exist in eastern Oregon.  Senator Wyden, we appreciate the work of you and your staff to introduce this bill.  The hardworking Boise Cascade employees applaud your commitment to turn the status quo on its head in an effort to retain the jobs they so critically need.  If they could, I’m sure our forests would thank you as well.

Thank you for the opportunity to appear before you today.

