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I would like to thank the distinguished members of this committee especially Senator Wyden for allowing me the privilege to testify before you and attempt to answer any questions you may have.

I am a County Commissioner from Grant County in Eastern Oregon.  The citizens I represent love and cherish our land and I know my fellow commissioners and citizens in neighboring Wallowa, Union, Baker and Harney counties feel the same way about their portion of the Iron Triangle forests.

All of us across the West are scared because we can see our precious natural resources, forests, range, water and wildlife being destroyed by unnatural catastrophic wildfire.  Grant and Harney counties share the largest Ponderosa Pine forest in the nation.  This summer the Emigrant Creek Ranger District of the Malheur National Forest in Harney County lost 25% of its district to wildfire.  Two years ago the Forest Service spent 14 million dollars in 13 days on a 14,000-acre fire in Grant County.  That same area, which burned precious old growth, destroyed wildlife habitat and negatively impacted salmon was scheduled for treatment in the early 1990’s but was stopped due to litigation.

Senator Wyden correctly pointed out to me a few years ago that we couldn’t close the courthouse doors to litigation; however this body I’m addressing today has the ability with legislation to limit frivolous appeals especially ones of a procedural nature.  The citizens in the West are frustrated that a radical environmental individual can, with a 

41-cent stamp, stop, delay or weaken a project that can significantly reduce the possibility of a catastrophic fire.  As an elected county official, when a citizen or group brings forward a problem I like to have them propose a solution.  I would like to propose a few ideas.
The United States Government spent 2 billion dollars last year on fire suppression, which is just treating a symptom of the real problem that is unhealthy forests.  The Forest Service spent 47% of their budget last year putting out fires which left little money or manpower to do other work that they have the desire, training and expertise to do.  Forest management should be done by the local, on the ground managers not by activist judges on the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals; nor should it be done by radical environmental obstructionists or by regional or national offices of the Forest Service.

I would ask you to put in place legislation that would limit appeals and increase the percentage of funding to the local land managers.  In the last ten years staffing on the Malheur National Forest has decreased by 46%.  When the Forest Service began downsizing some of the first positions to go were the timber and brush disposal crews.  Now with the established targets of fuel reduction the Forest Service is forced to burn “cheap” acres to meet their targets.  The needed mechanical thinning that needs to be done before the under burning is four times more expensive.  The Forest Service is in a death spiral and I would suggest that increasing the funding of local land managers and not administrative offices such as at the regional or national levelswould begin to slow down this spiral.  The local communities are poised to help.  The thinning and fuel removal that needs to be done will put our citizens back to work, preserve the infrastructure within the community and most of all preserve our natural resources for our grandchildren.

Senator Wyden and my friend, Congressman Walden successfully put forward the Healthy Forests Restoration Act which has helped to start reducing fuels within the Wildland Urban Interface and we thank you for that, but for lack of funding, lack of personnel, litigation, and the threat of litigation it is moving too slowly.  We are fortunate on the Malheur NF to have a current Forest Supervisor that has a vision and the energy to push forward.  For years, the Malheur’s employees have been beat down and frustrated by litigation delays, the cumbersome planning process and lack of support from the regional level but the Supervisor is changing the atmosphere of the local Forest Service employees and the community.  One of the silviculturists is a neighbor of mine and for many years when asked, “How’re you doing?” he would invariably reply, “I’ve got 4 years, 3 months and 2 days until I retire.”  Now Eric’s excited about having proactive leadership, he just needs your help.  

The Iron Triangle forests, Malheur, Wallowa Whitman and Umatilla cover an area larger than the state of Massachusetts.  The health of these forests is reflected in the health and well being of our communities.  Wallowa County’s mill has shut down and 54 good family wage jobs along with their health care are gone.  Harney County lost its only mill and 92 family wage jobs are going away.  Here in Grant County, Grant Western Lumber Co.’s mill shut down and we lost 56 family wage jobs along with their health care benefits.  If you were to compare this loss of jobs on a percentage basis to Portland Oregon it would amount to 22,000 lost jobs. The state has come in with assistance from the Federal Government and offered retraining.  That’s well and good but guess what?  Those people are going to have to leave our counties to find a place for those new skills.  Grant County has been decreasing in population at the rate of 2% a year.  We are losing not only the resources of our federal lands but also the precious resource of our people.

The HFRA legislation requires collaboration.  We joined in the process a little over 3 years ago by inviting the scariest thing known to a Grant County citizen -- an environmental lawyer from the Pacific Environmental Advocacy Center.  Old time foresters like Walt Gentis, logger Charley O’Rorke, the County Court and Forest Service got on a bus and toured parts of the forest.  We all observed the same things and came up with a similar conclusion—the Forest needs help.  One of the areas we visited has since burned.  We were able to drive up Highway 395 and see to the west Forest Service managed lands and to the east private lands.  There was total agreement that Forest Service lands were significantly more fire prone than the privately managed lands.  Attorney Susan Jane Brown and Emily Platt from the Gifford Pinchot Task Force even made the comment at a private ranch that had been logged 3 years earlier she wished the Forest Service lands looked this good.  
I understand here in Washington DC the talk about progress being made in Oregon in the West.  I respectfully disagree.  In the years 2005 through 2007 our country has lost 27.2 million acres due to wildfire at a cost of billions.  That’s an area larger than the state of Virginia.  We are in dire need of immediate action.

If I could provide a primitive analogy:  Would the members of this committee if having a bathroom toilet and kitchen sink backed up want to go through a NEPA analysis, collaboration, and review by the Washington Office and Regional Office before you started fixing the problem.  Then, by the way, you would have to get the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals to rule whether or not the toilet and sink were really backed up.  Our sink is plugged.  With proper legislation, the endless appeals won’t stall needed projects.  Increasing budgets to the ground level will help restore our resources and communities to a healthy condition which will be good for the West and good for the country, and perhaps when we talk to our grandchildren we can say we did a good thing and not hang our heads in shame and say I’m sorry we let you down. 
Thank you and I would welcome your questions.

