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Chairman Wyden, Ranking Member Barrasso, and Members of the Subcommittee, my name is James Murray, Professor of Biology Emeritus in the University of Virginia and President of the Virginia Wilderness Committee.  Thank you for the opportunity to testify before the Subcommittee in support of the Virginia Ridge and Valley Act.  I last had the privilege of appearing before your antecedent Committee in 1973, during hearings on Senator Jackson’s Eastern Wilderness Areas Act, which gave the Commonwealth of Virginia its very first Wilderness, the James River Face.  We have come a long way since then.  

S. 570, the Virginia Ridge and Valley Act, would designate nearly 43,000 acres of national forests as wilderness or wilderness study areas and nearly 12,000 acres as scenic areas.  I should like to commend Senators Warner and Webb, as well as the House sponsor, Congressman Rick Boucher for their hard work on this legislation.  This bill has taken shape in its current form under their leadership.  In developing this proposal, they listened to all interested parties including the Forest Service, other interested Members of Congress, local governing bodies, representatives of users’ groups such as hikers, horseback riders, and mountain bikers, and, above all, members of the general public.  Today’s bill is different from that which started out in 2001, as changes have been made to accommodate the various points of view.  The result is that it enjoys wide local support.  Four county governing boards have passed resolutions of endorsement, Craig, Montgomery, Bland, and Smyth.  The list of supporting organizations is very long.  We are most pleased to have received the endorsement of the Virginia Council of Trout Unlimited and the International Mountain Bicycling Association, truly a first endorsement of wilderness by the latter group.


Some concerns have been expressed by representatives of the Forest Service with respect to the proposed wilderness areas on Brush Mountain.  Brush Mountain is unusual in that it consists of a very large area of very wild forest, eight and a half thousand acres if we include the adjacent proposed Brush Mountain East Wilderness, almost at the back door of the community of Blacksburg, VA and its university, Virginia Tech.  The Forest Service has concerns about fire in the forest-suburban interface, and also about their ability to use prescribed fire in the management of Table Mountain Pine.  While it is no doubt true that management of the suburban interface poses particular issues, consider what a wonderful resource this wilderness will be for the University and the community.  We must remember that one of the purposes cited in the Wilderness Act is the use of wilderness for scientific research.  Also we should note that the possibility of fire spreading from the wilderness to suburbia is mitigated by the existence of a road along the crest of Brush Mountain, serving as a ready-made fire-break, and by a substantial buffer of non-wilderness national forest land between the road and the development.  The proposed Brush Mountain Wilderness has been endorsed by the adjacent homeowners’ association and the Montgomery County Board of Supervisors, and the proposed Brush Mountain East Wilderness has been endorsed by the Craig County Board of Supervisors.


Table Mountain Pine is an endemic species restricted to special rocky ridge habitats in the southern Appalachians, and the Forest Service is concerned that populations may be on the decline.  Since it is a semi-serotinous species, i.e. fire serves to increase the frequency of germination, the Forest Service would like to use prescribed fire in sites like Brush Mountain.  Two points can be made here.  First, an accommodation has been made whereby some of the larger stands of Table Mountain Pine have been excluded from the wilderness proposal.  Second, research at Virginia Tech suggests that the current extent of the pine populations has resulted from the extensive logging of a century ago, which allowed the pine to extend its occupancy into habitats where it would not normally be able to compete.  Hence the current retrenchment as the species retreats to more favorable habitats.  We can therefore reasonably expect Table Mountain Pine to continue its hold on its preferred habitat.  Populations of Table Mountain Pine can be found in all the mountain counties of the Jefferson National Forest except in the Clinch Ranger District in far southwest Virginia.


Mr. Chairman, the Virginia Ridge and Valley Act represents a truly bi-partisan effort to protect some of the finest lands in the Jefferson National Forest.  Its companion bill was supported in the House by a majority of the Virginia delegation, from both sides of the aisle, and we are most grateful to Senator Warner and Senator Webb for their unwavering support in the Senate.  We earnestly solicit your favorable action on this bill.

