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U.S. Forest Service Criticized for Inadequate Response to Federal Forest Emergencies





Washington D.C. - The U.S. Forest Service was severely criticized for not responding appropriately to environmental emergencies affecting federal forests at a hearing held this afternoon by the U.S. House Subcommittee on Forests and Forest Health.





The purpose of the hearing was to determine why the U.S. Forest Service has not used a special provision in the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) more often to speed up the process for removing dead, downed, or severely root-sprung trees as a result of catastrophic events to avert further environmental degradation.





Background on Federal Forest Emergency Procedures





When the Council for Environmental Quality (CEQ) issued regulations in 1978 for the implementation of NEPA - the national charter for the protection of the environment - it provided for alternative arrangements to the normal NEPA procedures in the case of environmental emergencies. Although these arrangements speed up the process, the CEQ has only granted them three times to the U.S. Forest Service since 1980 because it often involves action with some environmental impact.





U.S. Rep. Helen Chenoweth (R-ID), the Chairman of the Subcommittee on Forests and Forest Health, has drafted legislation entitled the "Federal Forests Emergency Act of 1999," that identified numerous incidents where she believes alternative arrangements should have been allowed and the Forest Service and CEQ refused.





Federal Forests Emergency Act





Alternative arrangements, however, were granted by the CEQ for the first time ever for the removal of timber in eastern Texas after a strong windstorm damaged 103,000 acres of Forest Service land in 1998. The draft legislation upholds this situation as an ideal model for dealing with other areas that deserve similar treatment.





The draft legislation calls on the Secretary of Agriculture or the Secretary of Interior, as the case may be, to request from appropriate officials in the executive branch the authority to use alternative arrangements for dealing with emergencies in ten different areas. The official in the executive branch shall submit to Congress a report describing the specific reasons for approving or disapproving the request, no more than 90 days after receiving each request.





"Unfortunately, it has become politically incorrect to harvest trees on federal lands - for any reason - even when it is scientifically the most appropriate means for protecting wildlife habitat, soils, and private property," said Rep. Chenoweth at the hearing today. "Hopefully, we can get beyond the political aspects of this issue and have a serious dialogue on the merits of using expedited processes in critical forest areas."





Forest Service Opposes Broader Use of Alternative Arrangements





Sandra Key, Associate Deputy Chief for the U.S. Forest Service, testified that "...we believe that the procedure we use for requesting alternative arrangements to NEPA compliance for emergencies works. The existing authority is appropriate and adequate to administer our national forest and grasslands." Ms. Key also explained why the Forest Service felt the windstorm in Texas warranted the use of alternative arrangements and other areas did not.





"Of course, I am disappointed with the Administration's position on this bill," said Rep. Chenoweth, regarding her bill calling for broader use of alternative arrangements. "The Forest Service has become so concerned with process that it seems process itself has become the goal rather than the actual management of the forest.





"When Congress passed NEPA, NFMA and other laws, process was intended to be a means to an end, not the end itself. This is why NEPA was written with the 'alternative arrangements' provision. It was always recognized that there would be times when expedited processes would be needed. This is just common sense. What doesn't make sense is the agency's reluctance to use this provision. Since NEPA was passed, the agency has applied for special arrangements from the CEQ only once regarding the expedited removal of timber. We all know that there has been more than one emergency in this regard."





Witnesses Testify In Favor of Broader Use of Alternative Arrangements





"The big difference between the Texas and Idaho situations is that in Idaho, the bark beetle outbreak has already killed trees on 125,000 acres," said Stanley Hamilton, Director of Idaho's State Department of Land. "The Forest Service needs to take quick action to reduce the spread of these insects and, most importantly, reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfires. The Federal Forests Emergency Act of 1999 will go far toward allowing the Forest Service to proceed rapidly in the current situation and provide for timely action for future emergencies."





"When natural disasters strike such as: fires, tornadoes, ice storms, insects & disease epidemics, timber harvesting must be expedited in order to prevent further damage," said Roger Hayes, Chairman of the Winston County Commission in Double Springs, Alabama. "In the period of 1993 to 1998 there were six to eight disasters within the Bankhead National Forest." Mr. Hayes concluded, "I believe that alternative arrangements for the harvesting of damaged timber must be enacted in order to preserve our forest and the opportunities it presents."





Jack Phelps, Executive Director of the Alaska Forests Association, testified on the need to use alternative arrangements for removing timber in Alaska's forests, due to the epidemic of spruce bark beetle infestation.





For more information, please check the House Committee on Resources Home Page at http://www.house.gov/resources/





