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Mr. Chairman and members of the committee, I come before you today in an effort to provide information and answer questions that will hopefully be of assistance as you consider the reauthorization of the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act of 2000.

On September 30, 2006 that Act expired, leaving over 700 counties and 4,400 school districts in 39 states in financial limbo as they approach the end of their fiscal year.  It was hoped when the original safety net was passed in 1993 and then updated in 2000, that the Forest Service, the BLM and various stakeholders involved in the federal forest management issues would be able to move forward with plans and solutions.  It was the intent of Congress that these updated plans and solutions would provide stability for rural communities, counties and schools while improving forest health and strengthening the environmental values we all support.  While some progress has been made, the communities of rural America continue to struggle as a result of the precipitous decline in forest management jobs and revenue, combined with the grim prospect of a future in which there are no safety net dollars to fill the gap.

What are some of the factors that have contributed to the current conditions faced by our rural counties and schools?  Consider the significant increase over the last decade in visitor days to our national parks and federal forests.  This increase alone has put an enormous strain on local governments in the form of search and rescue responsibilities, on public works departments that are responsible for road and bridge maintenance, and on local law enforcement.  Recent multimillion dollar search and rescue efforts on Forest Service land performed by local counties in Oregon have been well covered in the national press.  Adding to the burden of rural counties and communities has been a significant increase in the size, number and intensity of forest fires.  If that wasn’t enough, a recent audit by the USDA OIG suggests that the federal government will expect even more from rural communities and counties in the form of resources and assets to fight these fires.
While rural counties and communities continue their struggle to meet these challenges, there are few components of rural America more impacted by the loss of the safety net than rural education.  I think most people can agree with the concept of “no child left behind”.  Consider this:  Over 8 million kids in rural schools throughout our country will potentially be hurt by the loss of P.L. 106-393.  That is a lot of kids to leave behind.  Those kids attend 18,000 schools in 4,400 school districts, and are taught by thousands of teachers in rural communities.  If there is not significant progress made towards reauthorization by March 14th of this year, 7,000 of those rural educators will receive layoff notices.  Add to that the thousands of termination notices being prepared by rural counties and the loss of critical public services supported by those county employees, and you begin to get a sense of the breadth and depth of the catastrophe about to befall rural America.
One of the greatest setbacks, if reauthorization does not occur, will be the loss of the Resource Advisory Committees.  Over the last 6 years we have seen communication and cooperation among stakeholders who, prior to P.L. 106-393, had never been in the same room together and had little interest in even speaking to each other.  Because of opportunities to make meaningful contributions to land management by serving on RACs, interest groups which formerly shunned one another are now collaborating and starting to find common ground.  In addition to these developing relationships, we have also witnessed thousands of projects nationwide that have greatly improved forest health and made meaningful contributions to local economies.
Many of our states have been blessed with natural resources in the form of rich deposits of oil, gas, coal and other minerals.  Other states like California, Oregon, Washington, and Idaho have been similarly blessed with high value timber lands.  These natural resources, to a large extent, were the driving force for development of the west.  The social, physical, and cultural infrastructures that were developed around these federally controlled assets are now at risk.

What does “at risk” mean?  Consider Curry County in southern Oregon that has approached the Attorney General seeking advice on how a public entity files for bankruptcy.  Without reauthorization, they will be insolvent.  
Consider the situation in Greenlee County, Arizona where the school that accommodates the special needs of severely physically and mentally challenged children will be closed.  Add to that the dozens of counties and school districts in Mississippi, where they are already struggling to recover from Hurricane Katrina, who will lose an additional $8,457,000.  As you can imagine, the list of what “at risk” means could go on all day.  Suffice it to say, the loss of the resources provided to rural counties and schools would be devastating.
In closing, let me ask, on behalf of thousands and thousands of counties, communities, and schools in rural America that you reauthorize this legislation and that you do so quickly.  We, who inhabit the more remote areas of this country, don’t want a handout or welfare.  We want the opportunity to solve the issue of federal payments to rural counties and schools.  While great progress has been made, six years was simply not enough time.  By working with us as full participating partners, we can improve forest health, stabilize rural economies, strengthen our system of rural education, and save the federal government money.
---------------
PAGE  
2

