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I am Jim Walls, Executive Director of Lake County Resources Initiative (LCRI), a non-profit formed in 2002 to work on natural resources projects that are ecologically and economically based. It is an honor to be here and testify before this distinguished subcommittee on Public Lands and Forests and specifically about the Oregon Eastside Forests Restoration, Old Growth Protection and Jobs Act.  
Lake County is 75% federal lands, with the Fremont-Winema National Forests and Bureau of Land Management being the biggest landowners.  Lake County is in the south central dry interior of the state of Oregon. The Fremont portion of the National Forest lies roughly between the towns of Lakeview, Klamath Falls and Bend, Oregon just north of the California/Oregon border. The major tree species include ponderosa pine, juniper, lodgepole pine, and at higher elevations white fir. Most of these trees are adapted to summer drought and extreme temperature fluctuations due to the arid nature of the region. The 10-20 inches average precipitation occurs from the autumn through the spring and as a result the summers are dry and hot. At the height of logging Lake County supported 5 mills; today only the Fremont Sawmill owned by The Collins Companies is remaining. As a result of the curtailment of logging, Lake County was the only county in Oregon that experienced a net job loss during the 1990’s.
Historically, forest management of the Fremont focused on aggressive fire suppression and logging of large old-growth ponderosa pine trees.  Consequently, forest composition and natural fire disturbance regimes have been dramatically altered, increasing the risk that abnormally intense fires, insects, and disease will devastate the remaining old-growth and other forest ecosystems. The impact of fire suppression and old-growth logging is greatest for the low-elevation ponderosa pine and mid-elevation mixed conifers.  Many areas have missed 7 to 10 fire-return intervals, and mature forests of large, widely spaced trees have declined more that 50 percent from historical levels.  Middle-aged forests, less than 100 years old, are substantially more common than they were historically.

I am pleased to testify in support of S. 2895 because many of the objectives of the bill are currently being carried out in the 500,000 acre Lakeview Federal Sustained Yield Unit in the Fremont-Winema National Forest. We have a 12 year old collaborative known as the Lakeview Stewardship Group comprised of national, regional and local environmental groups, industry, local units of government and local citizens.  The Lakeview Stewardship Group in partnership with the Fremont-Winema National Forest just submitted a proposal under the Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration Act (CFLRA) -- a 500,000 acre proposal covering the Lakeview Federal Sustained Yield Unit. One of the requirements for the act was a landscape restoration strategy and our collaborative did such a strategy in 2005. We specified priority treatment areas to reduce fuel loads and ecological restoration work which needed to be accomplished. The collaborative up-dated the plan in 2010 for submittal in the CFLRA proposal and I am proud to say the proposal was ranked as Region 6’s top priority when they submitted it to the Forest Service National office last month. The Lakeview strategy estimates that 8,000 to 10,000 acres need to be treated if we are going get ahead of the forest health issues and do so in a time frame that will make a difference.

An early priority of the collaborative was for Lake County Resources Initiative (LCRI) to develop a monitoring program around the restoration being carried out in Unit. In the 7 years that the monitoring has taken place we have discovered considerable evidence pertaining to eastside forests which shows why accelerating treatments is critical. The monitoring plots show that 85% of our old growth forests are dying 100 to 200 years prematurely as a result of fire suppression and the resulting overstocking that has occurred. Currently the Collins Companies has a 10-year Stewardship Contract with the Forest Service guaranteeing 3,000 acres/ year for 10 years, but at this rate it will be too late to save these old growth trees. For this reason the collaborative believes treatments need to be increased to 8,000 to 10,000 acres/year, if we are going to make a difference. The good news is that many of the old growth trees are showing a positive response to treatments. However, other stands that we are watching may show that treatments have been too late.

One of the most significant findings of the monitoring program is the effects of uncharacteristic severe fires on our eastside soils.  This combined with over 300,000 acres of Mountain Pine Beetle kill on the Fremont-Winema National Forest is a disaster waiting to happen. Our plots show that if a crowning fire occurs and there are few downed trees on the forest floor, soil temperature will reach somewhere around 100 C and recovery will occur in relatively short order. However, if the forest floor has considerable down woody debris or if trees killed by the Mountain Pine Beetle start to fall and jackstraw, temperatures can reach 200-400 C, causing major soil damage. Soils at these temperatures actually start to plasticize, making them impenetrable to water and delaying tree regeneration for decades.  
I cannot speak about Westside forests, where there is ample moisture to support dense stands. Here, however, on the eastside we must accelerate treatments in order to restore natural fire regimes and prepare these forests for climate change. I believe the Oregon Eastside Forests Restoration, Old Growth Protection and Jobs Act can be a pilot and if it is as successful as we anticipate, then it might be extended to the remaining States that have similar dry forests.

My testimony thus far stresses the environmental needs for our eastside forests, but there is also the jobs aspect that this bill could promote. If we accelerate thinnings necessary to get ahead of forest health issues and prepare these eastside forests for climate change, we must have the infrastructure in place to use all this small diameter material. As a result of the collaborative and the 10-year Stewardship Contract, the Collins Companies has invested $6.8 million in a new small diameter sawmill, and Iberdrola Renewables is in the final efforts of due diligence on a $70 million dollar, 25 MW biomass plant. These investments have resulted in retaining 85 sawmill jobs, and will create 18 jobs at the biomass plant and 50-75 jobs in the woods. An Oregon Business 2010 report estimates these investments will have an annual payroll of over $18 million and will pay over $1 million in income tax to the State of Oregon. South Central Oregon Economic Development District estimates that local taxing districts such as the Town of Lakeview, Lake County, Library, Hospital, cemetery, school district, etc. will receive an estimated $1.8 million yearly in taxes.
In conclusion, not only does forest restoration make environmental sense, it can be an enormous economic opportunity for struggling rural communities. There is a lot of talk about creating a green economy, but it is places like Lake County that are making it a reality.

Thank you for your time and the privilege of testifying.

