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Testimony on S.B. 2895 Oregon Eastside Forest Restoration, 

Old-growth Protection and Jobs Act

Before the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee, Senator Ron Wyden

by Tim Lillebo, Oregon Wild, for field hearing in Bend, Oregon. June 4, 2010
Thank you for the invitation to testify today in support of the Oregon Eastside Forest Restoration, Old-Growth Protection, and Jobs Act. We thank you Senator Wyden for introducing your Eastside Forest Bill. 

I was born and raised in Grant County and other parts of eastern Oregon, and I still call the drier side of the Cascades my home. I love exploring the forests of eastern Oregon and hunting in the backcountry.

Growing up in timber country, I did what came naturally and spent summers in the woods as a timber faller and thinner. But starting in the early 1970s, it was easy to see that something was changing in the forest. By the late 1980s—after an explosion in industrial logging—the forests I had known as a child had been drastically altered. 

In 1987 alone, over 1.5 billion board feet of timber was cut down in eastern Oregon’s federal forests. At the same time, the move towards automated mills and massive timber exportation meant that much of the local economic benefit from logging wasn’t even staying here in Oregon—but we were all paying for the decline of our forests.

My grandfather, “Blondie”, born in Maine in 1900, grew up as a timber faller. He worked his way across the U.S. cutting old growth from Maine to Minnesota and on to Oregon. 

I still remember the day when my grandfather said, “Tim, as we cut, we thought the old growth would never end. Well, it’s mostly gone, and you should cherish what little is left of the big trees.” I decided “Blondie” was right, and I’ve dedicated the last 35 years of my life to protecting our dwindling old-growth forest ecosystems working for Oregon Wild. It’s time now to protect the last of eastern Oregon’s old-growth with the approach laid out in Senator Wyden’s bill. 

For years, my work involved driving all over eastern Oregon filing appeals, challenging illegal logging sales in court, and going head to head with timber industry representatives in public debates and in the media. Today, it means something different. Today, protecting eastside forests also means working to restore it after decades of over-harvest and exclusion of natural fire from the landscape. It means sitting at the same table with former adversaries and working together to find a solution to unhealthy forests and streams. Believe me; I never thought I would be sitting here with some timber industry folks supporting the same piece of legislation. Miracles still happen.
Throughout my time as an advocate for Oregon’s wildlands I have let science be my guide. I fought to protect Wilderness and roadless areas because ecologists said these were the last, best places for native wildlife to survive and thrive. I worked to protect forests along streams when biologists warned of the dire impacts riparian logging would inflict on threatened salmon and trout.

Now, the best available science tells us that past management has left some of our drier eastside forests out of whack and that careful restoration using prescribed fire, mowing, and, yes, chainsaws is a crucial strategy to get them back to more natural conditions.

I’ve taken this new information to heart and become a fervent believer in this restoration paradigm. Over the past few years, I’ve worked with the U.S. Forest Service, the Warm Springs Tribes, and other community stakeholders to design an old-growth restoration thinning project on the Deschutes National Forest near Black Butte Ranch. The Glaze Forest Restoration Project aims to reduce the risk of forest fires to adjacent private lands by removing small, unnaturally dense trees; protect old-growth trees and wildlife; and restore a more natural landscape where low-intensity fires can once again play a natural role in maintaining the health of the land. The project considers the needs of a variety of wildlife and plants, and applies science-based restoration principles that build diversity and long-term forest health into the picture. This winter, crews began implementing the prescriptions that were so carefully worked out, and I am proud to see it. In fact, I’d like to see projects like it done in many more places.

Many environmental organizations—Defenders of Wildlife, The Nature Conservancy, Pacific Rivers Council, National Center for Conservation Science and Policy, the Klamath-Siskiyou Wildlands Center and Oregon Wild, to name a few—support the  science-based restoration that would be implemented under this legislation.

Now, more than ever, there is common ground between conservationists and the timber industry around two ideas: 1) Oregon’s old-growth forests are too few and too important to log; and 2) active restoration in certain drier areas can improve forest resiliency and provide jobs and wood products for rural economies for decades to come.

This bill reflects the shift in science-based restoration that is needed on the National Forests of eastern Oregon. It would implement the common ground reached between conservationists and the timber industry, effectively ending decades of division and controversy. It would provide meaningful protections for old-growth forests and important streams and it would ensure that necessary restoration work and the associated saw-logs would be produced in a timely manner for the benefit of eastern Oregon’s communities. A panel of respected scientists would recommend restoration actions and priorities. While not exactly what Oregon Wild would have written, the bill has sideboards and protections enough that we feel confident its implementation will be a big step forward.

The reality in the forest has changed.  Oregon Wild has changed.  Yes, we still work to stop old-growth timber sales and protect the last of our wilderness, like the Mt. Hood Wilderness Bill, thank you Senator Wyden, but we also see the value in science-based restoration of our forests. We feel it’s important to work with scientists, communities, timber interests, and federal agencies to move forward with the approach to protecting and restoring eastern Oregon’s forests and watersheds found in your bill Senator Wyden, Senate Bill 2895, so that these treasures are here for future generations.
A poll shows Oregon voters -- including a strong majority of those living in the vast Eastern Oregon congressional district that would be most affected -- support a compromise forest management plan that allows thinning while protecting old-growth trees and limiting new logging roads. 

The poll by Public Opinion Strategies showed that 77 percent of respondents support the Oregon Eastside Forest Restoration Act drawn up by Sen. Ron Wyden, conservation groups and timber industry representatives. Half the respondents interviewed are residents of the 2nd Congressional District, which covers much of Oregon east of the Cascades. About 75 percent of them approve of the plan, according to the poll. 

Sincerely,
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