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Introduction

Thank you.  It’s great to share the podium with Mark Rey once again – we have worked together as a policy tag-team on President Bush’s Healthy Forests Initiative and the Healthy Forests Restoration Act over the last 18 months. It’s been a pleasure to be here today to discuss the work that we are doing in the Bush Administration to encourage partnerships that restore and maintain healthy forests and rangelands. I’ve enjoyed learning about what you are doing in the South.
We meet at one of those hopeful moments in our history when the Federal government’s response to national needs is being translated into economic opportunity at the local level.  The national needs I am talking about are first, to restore the health of our forests and rangelands to reduce the threat of catastrophic wildfires; second, to make use of the woody materials that we remove from our forests; and third, to diversify our domestic energy supply with homegrown, renewable energy.

The Bush Administration’s approach to these issues relies on the involvement of local communities and the participation of the private sector for success.  The old 20th Century, traditional, “command and control,” top-down methods of federal land management won’t work to develop solutions for fire, insects and disease.  Meaningful results will only be achieved through the efforts of many – communities of place and interest, the private sector, tribes, and federal and state agencies – working together towards a shared goal of a sustainable and integrated wood bioenergy industry that supports healthy landscapes, dynamic economies and thriving communities.
Today, I would like to discuss how we might accomplish this.  Over the last 3 years, the Bush Administration has been focused on what the federal government can do, working with its partners, including many of you, to reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfire catastrophic outbreaks of insects or diseases by restoring the health of America’s forests, woodlands, and rangelands.  The removal of noncommercial wood products from overgrown, diseased and fire prone areas will be necessary to accomplish these goals.  The challenge is to transform this opportunity into economic success for small businesses in rural communities throughout the Nation.
Over the past year, I have met with people from all over the country to hear about their successes and failures, and hopes and concerns about their communities, wildfire and wood biomass utilization.  What I heard from you over the past three years is that the only way to restore and maintain our forest and rangeland resources is by working in partnerships.  What is the Administration doing to meet this challenge?  Together, federal agencies have made commitments, both in policy and action, to protect communities, to restore forests and rangeland ecosystems, and to encourage the availability of biomass from federal lands.  
The partnerships that we have all heard about over the past day-and-a-half are embodied in three important policy and action items that have already been discussed at this conference – the National Fire Plan, the President’s Healthy Forests Initiative and Biomass Utilization – all of which depend on strong collaboration and emphasize partnerships.

National Fire Plan

First, the National Fire Plan is a focused cooperative effort among Federal agencies, states, Tribes, state foresters, the Western Governors Association and counties to reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfire.  Policies and projects to reduce the accumulation of hazardous fuels are prioritized and coordinated among Federal, state, Tribal, and local entities through collaboration under the 10-Year Implementation Plan of the National Fire Plan.  The collaborative process was developed with the Western Governors’ Association and it starts at the local level.   

One example of partnering under the National Fire Plan is at Lathrop Bayou, on Florida’s gulf coast. In January, the BLM, St. Joe’s Timberlands Company and the Florida Department of Florida teamed-up to maintain red-cockaded woodpecker and bald eagle habitats through a prescribed fire on BLM-managed land as well as on the lands of two private landowners.
In another example, the National Park Service (NPS) is removing 6,000 acres of tamarisk around Lake Meredith National Recreation Area in Texas, to improve water quality and quantity, allow native species to return, improve the threatened Arkansas River Shiner habitat, and provide for additional recreational usage and protection of visitor health and safety.  The NPS project has received operational and financial assistance from Texas Tech University as well as funding from The National Wild Turkey Foundation, which funded a program to restore sensitive streambeds that are being invaded by salt-cedar and to improve wild turkey habitat.

In addition to funding fuel treatment projects on the Federal lands, the National Fire Plan also includes funding for community assistance grants to mitigate risks of hazardous fuels, and grants for the development of community protection plans.  In many western states, the BLM has joined with the States, local fire-safe councils, tribes and resource conservation districts in shared hazardous fuel reduction planning efforts and with numerous fuel-reduction projects.
Healthy Forests Initiative

Second, the Healthy Forests Initiative is the Administration’s set of administrative and legislative actions to more efficiently and effectively implement the hazardous fuel treatments under the National Fire Plan.  The President’s Healthy Forests Initiative provides a suite of tools, described by Jim Connaughton last night, that can help the federal government restore America’s forests and rangelands and meet its commitment to furnish a reliable supply of wood.  Here are a couple of examples of how these tools can be used.

With stewardship contracting authority, the Forest Service and the BLM can develop contracts for the removal of currently low or no-value vegetation, like tamarisk, pinyon or juniper, that allows the contractor to keep the vegetation in exchange for the removal service – “a goods-for-service-contract.”  Rather than paying the contractor to simply pile and burn the biomass, the contractor is encouraged to find a commercial use for the material.

For example, the BLM Yuma Field Office has a pilot project to use biomass from a hazardous fuels reduction project for renewable energy.  Tamarisk was cleared mechanically, chipped and transported by a contractor to a commercial, wood-fueled biomass power plant.
Could this work in the inland floodplains of the Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Arkansas that are being invaded by nonnative plants like the Chinese tallowtree, and suppresses natural fire and biodiversity?   Or, in the Florida Everglades wetlands that are being invaded by the exotic melaleuca tree which thrives on fire like tamarisk and cheatgrass in the West?  Forests of the South and East are affected by more numerous and more complex plant invasions than in the West.  Here in the South, plant growth is rapid, so there should be numerous opportunities for biomass energy utilization. 
Biomass Utilization 

My third topic is biomass utilization for energy.  The President’s National Energy Policy has described goals for diversifying our energy supply and increasing domestic energy production from both fossil fuels and renewable resources.  
Affordable, available energy is part of the President’s 6-part economic plan.  Our economy runs on energy and any disruption in supply or increase in energy cost ripples through the economy, with devastating effect.  Interior and the Forest Service can contribute to the Nation’s energy supply by providing access to a reliable supply of biomass materials from overgrown forests, woodlands and rangelands on public lands.  The private sector can then invest in biomass plants with the confidence that Federal lands provide a sustainable supply of energy fuel. At the federal level, agencies involved in the research, funding and policy decisions necessary to promote bioenergy are working together.  
In June 2003, the Secretaries of the Interior, Energy and Agriculture signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) pledging to work together and with their non-federal partners to encourage the utilization of biomass from federal lands.  Interior’s Bureau of Land Management, Bureau of Indian Affairs, National Park Service, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife are developing a strategic business plan for biomass production to work cooperatively with industry and the public.

Interior and Agriculture are currently developing contract language for all commercial timber sales and service contracts that will provide an option for utilizing the noncommercial biomass.  The contract language will be developed by this fall.  

Interior worked with the National Association of Conservation Districts to sign the MOU to do public education and outreach on biomass that was announced by Secretary Veneman here yesterday.  
To address some of the barriers to biomass use, the Administration supports language in the pending Energy Bill to provide transportation grants and an energy tax credit for biomass.  Ask Congress to pass the Energy Bill.  We supported provisions in the HFRA to provide authority to encourage commercial biomass utilization, including authority to request up to $5 million for biomass facility owners.

All over the country, local communities and agencies of the Department of the Interior are working together to successfully meld community needs with the land management objectives of the federal government.  For example, pinyon-juniper woodlands in New Mexico, Colorado, and Utah are disappearing due to increased density that leads to bug-killed trees that are more vulnerable to fire and disease.    

In New Mexico, Sandoval County saw economic, as well as environmental benefits, in converting organic municipal waste and biomass into a valuable composting material.  The County had municipal waste, but needed woody materials.  Working with the Bureau of Land Management, diseased and insect-infested pinyon-juniper from BLM lands, as well as from tribal lands, found a productive secondary use as a product that can be used for mulch, soil amendment and site rehabilitation/stabilization.  The county has reduced its landfill volume.  In addition, using our new stewardship contracting authority, the BLM contracted with the local tribe to perform the restoration work, providing much needed employment to the local native community.

This is just one example of how communities of place and interest can work together cooperatively to improve land health, address important national needs and create rural economic sustainability.

Conclusion

Success in restoring America’s forests and rangelands,  promoting a viable smallwoods industry, and encouraging biomass utilization will depend upon the synergy of communities, researchers at land grant universities and government agencies, the private sector, conservationists, tribes, federal and state agencies.  It’s all about partnering.

We are at the beginning of our journey, we face serious hurdles to success, but together, we can help realize a shared vision of healthy lands, dynamic economies and thriving communities.  
Thank you all for your participation at this conference and for your strong support of the Health Forest Restoration Act.
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