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THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE SECURE
RURAL SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITY SELF-
DETERMINATION ACT OF 2000

THURSDAY, APRIL 21, 2005

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
COMMITTEE ON AGRICULTURE,
Washington, DC.

The committee met, pursuant to call, at 10:05 a.m., in room 1300
of the Longworth House Office Building, Hon. Bob Goodlatte (chair-
man of the committee) presiding.

Members present: Representatives: Moran, Jenkins, Gutknecht,
Hayes, Johnson, Osborne, Pence, Boustany, Schwarz, Kuhl,
Conaway, Peterson, Holden, Etheridge, Baca, Herseth, Butterfield,
Cuellar, Costa, Salazar, Boswell, Davis, and Chandler.

Staff present: William E. O’Conner, Jr., staff director; Brent
Gattis, Bill Imbergamo, Callista Gingrich, clerk; Ben Anderson,
and Tony Jackson.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. BOB GOODLATTE, A REP-
RESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE COMMONWEALTH
OF VIRGINIA

The CHAIRMAN. This hearing of the Committee on Agriculture to
review the implementation of the Rural Schools and Community
Self-Determination Act of 2000 will come to order.

I want to thank Ranking Member Peterson and each of the com-
mittee members for taking time to come to this very important
oversight hearing. I would also like to welcome all of our witnesses,
who have traveled great distances to be with us today, particularly
in light of the difficulty we had scheduling this hearing. We were
originally scheduled to conduct the hearing 2 weeks ago. An event
intervened which prevented that from happening. I would like to
thank everyone for their flexibility in accommodating this schedule
change, and I will now proceed with my opening statement.

We are here today to hear testimony on the implementation of
the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act.
This important piece of legislation turns 5 this year, and it will
need to be renewed before the end of next year.

Much of our work on the Healthy Forests Restoration Act and
the Secure Rural Schools Act was a bipartisan effort. I look forward
to working in that spirit as we embark on the reauthorization of
a law that has stabilized payments to rural forest counties, and
more importantly, has brought communities together to accomplish
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projects that improve watersheds, enhance habitat, and help stimu-
late rural economies.

We should recall that the National Forest System was formed in
1905 from the Forest Reserves, which were established between
1891 and 1905 by presidential proclamation. By setting aside these
lands, the Federal Government reduced the amount of land avail-
able for development, and diminished the potential tax base in
many areas, in some cases, by as much as 90 percent. This ham-
pered the ability of local communities to support essential commu-
nity infrastructure, such as roads and schools.

In 1908, Congress passed a bill which created a revenue sharing
mechanism to offset the effects of removing these lands from eco-
nomic development. This revenue sharing mechanism is the foun-
dation of the business relationship between local governments and
our National Forest System. Twenty-five percent of the gross re-
ceipts, primarily from timber sales from the National Forests, were
shared directly with counties, while employment in the wood prod-
ucts industry served as the backbone of many rural economies.

This revenue sharing mechanism and economic development
model worked extremely well for most of the last century. However,
from 1986 to the present, we have reduced our sustained active
multiple-use management of the National Forests. Unsurprisingly,
revenues have declined precipitously. Most counties have seen a de-
cline of over 85 percent in actual revenues generated on our Na-
tional Forests, and therefore, an 85 percent reduction in revenue
sharing payments. As the payments decreased, forest counties usu-
ally experienced rapid increases in unemployment and economic
dislocation as forest products industries closed or dramatically
scaled back their operations.

In 2000, Congress passed the Secure Rural Schools and Commu-
nity Self-Determination Act to stabilize the level of payments to
counties and to create a new cooperative partnership between citi-
zens in forest counties and our Federal land management agencies.
This Act has empowered local communities to improve forest health
and local economies.

This Act is a remarkable success story for rural forest commu-
nities. Stable funding provided through title I has restored and sus-
tained essential infrastructures such as schools and roads.

Resource advisory committees, established by title II, are
partnering with the Forest Service and other organizations to make
additional investments in projects that improve existing infrastruc-
ture, enhance forest ecosystems, and restore and improve land
health and water quality.

These groups are reducing management gridlock and building
grassroots cooperation in counties across America. The resource ad-
visory committees represent a true coupling of community with
land managers that is good for the land and good for the commu-
nities.

The Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination
Act expires at the end of the next fiscal year. While this is an over-
sight hearing, I will note that a bill to reauthorize it has been in-
troduced. Both Mr. Peterson and I are cosponsors of H.R. 517. We
will hold additional hearings on that legislation when it is timely
to do so. This law should be extended so that it can continue to
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benefit the forest counties, their schools, and continue to contribute
to the improving of the health of our national forests.

Let me note that several other members of Congress have asked
to submit statements for the record, including Mr. Pombo, Mr. Wal-
den, and Mr. Herger. Without objection, we will include these
statements.

And it is now my pleasure to recognize the ranking Democrat on
the committee, and also a cosponsor of H.R. 517, the bill to reau-
thorize the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determina-
tiondAct. The gentleman from Minnesota, Mr. Peterson, is recog-
nized.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. COLLIN PETERSON, A REP-
RESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF MIN-
NESOTA

Mr. PETERSON. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and I want to thank
you for holding this hearing today, and also, along with you, thank
the witnesses for coming a long way to be here with us.

According to a 2003 report to Congress by the Forest Counties
Payment Committee, the Federal Government is the largest single
landowner in the United States, which I guess a lot of us know,
657 million acres, or about one-third of the Nation’s entire
landmass, and Federal lands comprise 48 percent of the land area
in 11 western States. Some of those, I am told by people from those
States are considerably higher than that. The Federal Government
owns about 5 percent of the land in the remaining 38 States.

As the Payments Committee noted, the presence of federally
owned land can have profound effects, both positive and negative,
on the fiscal and economic base of a community, as well as on the
social fabric. It is because of the profound effects which federally
owned lands can have on rural communities that contain such land
that the Congress enacted the Secure Rural Schools and Commu-
nity Self-Determination Act of 2000.

The rural counties that contain federally owned lands depend on
this legislation to help them fund, among other activities, school
programs and road projects. As section 2(b) of the Secure Rural Act
states, the legislation has three purposes, to stabilize payments to
the counties, for those purposes, to make additional investments in,
and to create additional employment in those counties, which are
having problems, because of the situation with the forests, and to
improve cooperative relationships among the people that use and
care for the Federal lands, and the agencies that manage these
lands.

I look forward to hearing from these witnesses whether the Stat-
ed purposes of the Secure Rural Schools Act are being met through
the way it is currently implemented, and what suggestions they
might have.

And Mr. Chairman, I want to thank you again for holding today’s
hearing, and this, I know, is of great importance to many rural
communities, and along with you, I think it is an act that should
be extended.

Thank you.

The CHAIRMAN. I thank the gentleman, and it is now my pleas-
ure to recognize the gentleman from Minnesota, Mr. Gutknecht.



4

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. GIL GUTKNECHT, A REP-
RESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF MIN-
NESOTA

Mr. GUTKNECHT. Mr. Chairman, I want to thank you for having
this hearing. I think this is an important issue. In our home State,
as Mr. Peterson has already said, we have a couple of very large
national forests, and as we look to the West and the South, it is
an even bigger issue.

But most importantly, I want to introduce some students who
are here from Dover-Eyota High School, watching—so if we are
talking about schools and the importance of rural schools, we actu-
ally have some students from what some people would call a rural
school, so I would like to welcome them to the committee meeting
today.

The CHAIRMAN. I thank the gentleman.

Other statements for the record will be accepted at this time.

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. LINCOLN DAVIS, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS
FROM THE STATE OF TENNESSEE

Good morning. Thank you Mr. Chairman and Mr. Peterson for the opportunity to
discuss the Secure Rural Schools Act of 2000.

I think we can all agree that providing rural children access to a quality edu-
cation is one of the most important things in rural America. I represent the fourth
district of Tennessee. It is the fourth most rural district in the country. It also has
the third highest number of blue collar workers of any district in the country. Need-
less to say, access to quality education is a must for the children of my district.

Without access to local schools they will not be able to compete in today’s world.
The Secure Rural Schools Act of 2000 has helped over 780 rural counties provide
access to a quality education. To this day it remains one of the best sources of reve-
nue for rural schools and counties.

It is my hope that today’s hearing will answer any questions or concerns that
committee members might have on this important piece of legislation. Thank you,
Mr. Chairman.

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. GREG WALDEN, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS
FROM THE STATE OF OREGON

Chairman Goodlatte, thank you for the opportunity to share my thoughts on the
great success of the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act
of 2000 and the need to reauthorize this critical legislation. The County Payments
Law, as it is commonly referred has been a vital asset to America’s rural counties
since its enactment in 2001.

From Oregon to Florida, California to Maine and points in between, counties
across America are graced with the beauty of our national forestlands. These lands
contribute a great deal to the scenic, commercial and economic ways of life for many
Americans, especially in Oregon, where 13 Federal forests and nine Bureau of Land
Management districts which they call home.

Counties containing Federal forestland are unable to generate tax revenue on
these public lands which drastically reduces their tax base and budgets for critical
services such as education and transportation infrastructure the latter of which is
vital if the Federal lands are to be accessible for use and enjoyment.

For nearly a century the Federal Government has recognized the need to offset
this lost tax base. During much of the 1900’s, sharing a percentage of Federal tim-
ber receipts with affected counties worked well, all things being considered. I how-
ever, we are all aware of the precipitous decline in Federal timber sales during the
last decade of the 20th century a decline that resulted in devastating reductions in
receipts for counties containing Federal forestlands.

Oregon was hit especially hard when timber receipts fell. Over 50 percent of my
district, Oregon’s second district, is public land, and 18 of the 20 counties I rep-
resent in central, southern and eastern Oregon were impacted with the decline in
Federal timber sales.

In the eastern part of my district for example, counties containing the Ochoco Na-
tional Forest saw annual payments fall from $10 million to $309,000, an incredible
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97 percent decrease over a 7-year period. This is an insurmountable reduction to
absorb, especially for rural counties already facing economic hardship with closures
of mills and loss of jobs.

Responding to an urgent need, Congress passed and the President signed the Se-
cure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act into law (Public Law
106-393) in 2001. The law provided a stable source of funding for counties contain-
ing Federal forestland so they could provide basic services without fearing uncertain
fluctuations in Federal timber sales. I was proud to proudly support this Act.

e Providing students in rural communities with educational opportunities com-
parable to those in suburban or metropolitan areas;

e Contributing to the financial stability of over 4,400 rural schools and prevent-
ing the closure of numerous rural schools often located in isolated areas;

e Allowing over 780 transportation districts and road departments in rural
counties to address severe backlog in maintenance projects that stemmed from
budgets decimated during the 1990’s;

e Strengthening the relationship between local governments, citizens, the Bu-
reau of Land Management and the US. Forest Service through the development of
Resource Advisory Committees (RACs). So far, 70 RACs have studied and approved
over 2,500 projects on Federal forestlands. These projects include fuels reduction,
habitat improvement, watershed restoration, road maintenance and rehabilitation,
reforestation. campground and trail improvement, and noxious weed eradication;

e The development of over 230 Community Wildfire Protection Plans, 34 of
which are in Oregon, that are identifying and prioritizing hazardous fuels reduction
projects in Federal forests;

e Programs for at-risk youth in Oregon, such as Union County’s Training and
Employment Consortium, educate youth on the importance of responsible forest
management, establish a sense of pride for work done on public lands, and provide
hope and guidance for kids who would otherwise be prone to crime.

Simply put, the County Payments Law is a success and represents government
fairness in action. These are America’s forestlands and America has a commitment
to them and the communities that help maintain their health, beauty and accessibil-
ity.

The time has come for Congress to renew its commitment to rural communities
across the country by reauthorizing this important piece of legislation. On February
2, I was proud to introduce H.R. 517, the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-
Determination Reauthorization Act of 2005 along with you, Chairman Goodlatte,
and Resources Committee Chairman Pombo, and many more colleagues from both
sides of the aisle and across the country.

I look forward to working with this committee, the Congress and the President
as we continue down this successful and responsible course of action.

The CHAIRMAN. We would now like to welcome our first witness,
the Honorable Mark Rey, Under Secretary of Agriculture for Natu-
ral Resources and Environment of the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture.

Mr. Rey has frequently appeared before this committee and is
well known to all of us. However, many on this panel may not real-
ize this, but in addition to his better known previous work experi-
ence, Mark served for 5 years as professional staff for the Senate
Energy and Natural Resources Committee. During that time, he
was intimately involved in drafting the Secure Rural Schools Act,
and so he brings a unique perspective, as one who has helped to
both draft and implement an important statute. I can remember
tﬁose meetings over on the Senate side, as we worked through
that.

Mark, we look forward to your comments. Your full statement
will be made a part of the record, and I want to bring up one other
}ssue before we go into the testimony regarding the legislation be-

ore us.

As you, I think, are now aware, it was recently brought to our
attention that there are some activities under way at the Depart-
ment that were not brought to our attention by the Department,
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but we rather read about them first in the news media, and these
relate to—in fact, I first heard about it through a contact with my
district director in my office, who heard from a supervisor in Alle-
gheny County, Virginia. It is a pretty remote way to hear about an
activity taking place in the Department. But I discovered that
former Deputy Chief Tom Thompson had issued a memo to the
field on March 4, directing all regional offices of the Forest Service
to conduct a review of all of their recreational facilities by July 1.
Now, we are keeping in mind that the President’s budget said the
administration would be conveying language enabling them to close
and sell facilities in order to reduce the number of unused facilities
and reduce costs. They have thus far failed to submit proposed leg-
islation, but they have objected to individual bills addressing sale
of unused facilities on individual forests, on the grounds that they
would soon be sending proposed legislation.

So the issues that I would like to raise with you, Mr. Rey, deal
with this. First of all, we would ask that you be more proactive in
informing me personally and others of these politically sensitive
initiatives.

Second, we would ask that we not find out about potential clo-
sure of Forest Service facilities in my district and elsewhere in the
country from a local county elected official. And finally, we need to
have a cooperative effort undergoing here. We are not averse to the
idea that these facilities need to be reviewed from time to time, but
we are concerned about the timing of such a review, as we head
into this budgetary process.

So I hope that you can give us some insight into what the De-
partment plans in this area, and if you can assure us that we will
be more readily informed about these activities in the future. So
sorry to start out on that note, but it is a great concern of this com-
mittee, and if you can address that as well as your other remarks,
we would appreciate it greatly.

STATEMENT OF MARK E. REY, UNDER SECRETARY, NATURAL
RESOURCES AND ENVIRONMENT, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AG-
RICULTURE

Mr. REY. OK. Well, let me start with my comments on the Secure
Schools legislation, and then I will finish with a summary of where
we are at on the other matter.

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to present the experi-
ences of the Department of Agriculture implementing P.L. 106-393,
the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act
of 2000, and I will summarize my remarks for the record.

On October 30, 2000, the legislation was signed into law, in part
to offset the effects of decreased revenues available to States from
declining timber harvests on Federal lands. This Act authorized an
alternative to a receipts-based payment system.

The Act embraced three basic objectives. First, to establish a sta-
ble payment for schools and roads that supplements other available
funds. Second, to make additional investments in public and adja-
cent private lands, and third, to improve the cooperative relation-
ships among the people who use and care for Federal lands, and
the agencies who manage them.
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Title I of P.L. 106—-393 provides a stable full payment amount for
eligible States to benefit public education and transportation. Of
the 717 counties in 41 States that were eligible for their share of
the State’s full payment amount under the Act, 550, or 77 percent
of them, initially decided to accept that payment in fiscal year
2001. Under the Act, in fiscal year 2002, the counties were given
another opportunity to receive their share of a State’s full payment
amount. Sixty-five additional counties chose to take that payment,
bringing the total to 615 counties, or 86 percent of those that were
eligible.

Counties receiving their share of a State’s full payment amount
are found in 39 of the 41 States that are eligible for funding. The
majority of these counties are located in the western and southern
portions of the country, while those that have remained under the
1908 25 Percent Fund Act are primarily in the Great Lakes area.

Payments authorized by P.L. 106-393 have totaled $1.2 billion in
total, and have averaged over $301 million each year since the Act
was implemented. Funding derived from the Treasury has provided
participating counties a significantly higher payment than would
have been the case under the 25 Percent Fund Act. For example,
if payments were based solely on 25 percent of receipts, the total
25 percent payment for fiscal year 2005 to all States would have
been approximately $71.4 million, based upon National Forest re-
ceipts. The payment, in comparison, for the legislation for fiscal
year 2005 was $395.7 million.

Title I requires that counties that receive a share of the payment
amount of greater than $100,000 set aside 15 to 20 percent of the
payment for projects under titles II and III or both. Under title II,
funds may be used for a variety of projects on or near Federal
lands. Title II also directs the establishment of 15 person resource
advisory committees comprised of a balanced representation of
stakeholder groups to recommend projects on National Forest Sys-
tem lands and Oregon and California Bureau of Land Management
Lands, using title II funds. The committee structure included in
P.L. 106-393 was the first attempt to create direct community in-
volvement in recommending on-the-ground projects on the National
Forests on a system-wide basis.

To date, we have established 56 resource advisory committees
under the Act. They operate at the community level and are found
in 13 of the eligible States. The resource advisory committees have
recommended, and the Forest Service has approved, over 2,500 re-
source projects on or near Federal lands with an investment value
of over $100 million.

Interviews with resource advisory committee members, county of-
ficials, and Forest Service officials, conducted under a study by
Boise State University, suggest that cooperative relationships be-
tween the National Forests and their surrounding communities are
improving. All groups interviewed noted increased cooperation
flmgng the various groups that use, care for, and manage Federal
ands.

Title IIT authorizes counties to use funds allocated under title I
for title IIT projects for certain specific purposes, such as search
and rescue, emergency services on Federal land, community service
work camps, conservation and recreation easements, forestry relat-
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ed after-school activities, and fire prevention and planning. Unlike
title II funds, which are used to carry out projects proposed by re-
source advisory committees, counties decide how to use title III
funds. Many counties have used these funds to establish Fire Safe
councils and for other community fire planning activities.

When we examine what is working best with P.L. 106-393, 1
would have to go back to comments made by resource advisory
members, who said that the law encourages relationship building,
discourse on public policy issues, and a dialogue among groups
through the interaction found on the resource advisory committees.
Additionally, approximately $88 million in title IT projects and $94
million in title III projects have been used on National Forest Sys-
tem lands during the Act’s first 3 years. These projects have had
a significant impact on improving natural resources conditions on
National Forests and Grasslands.

Mr. Chairman, the Act is, in general, working quite well since,
as you accurately noted, I have had a role in both drafting it and
implementing it. I suspect that is a good thing, since there would
be very little alternative for me to blame someone else if it wasn’t
working very well.

But that concludes my statement on the implementation of the
legislation, and now, I will turn to the other matter that you men-
tioned. I think the other matter that you mentioned is a perfect il-
lustration that the best way to get media coverage on an issue is
to give a reporter a memo that he or she thinks they shouldn’t
have, and you can almost guarantee that then they will write a
large story on it.

The memorandum from former Deputy Chief Tom Thompson to
the field was a part of our ongoing recreation facility planning and
inventory process, and what the memorandum required was that
each National Forest unit should, by July 1, 2005, provide a sched-
ule to complete their inventory of recreation facilities, not actually
have completed the inventory. In fact, we will probably complete
the inventory on roughly 20 or 22 National Forest System units
this year, with the balance of the inventory work being completed
in out years. But what the Thompson memo said was let us have
all of your schedules together, so we know how and when these in-
ventories are going to be complete.

The inventories are done as part of a normal business manage-
ment process, to assess both the use of recreation facilities, as well
as ongoing maintenance needs. Any decisions to close recreation fa-
cilities do involve the public, and at this point, we are a ways off
from making those kinds of decisions, as we are simply assessing
what our maintenance requirements will be, and getting a better
handle on what the use levels are on some of the facilities.

As you might guess, some facilities are in better shape, mainte-
nance-wise, than others, and some of them are used more than oth-
ers, as they are more popular. The objective here is to order the
maintenance priorities so that those that are in the most need of
maintenance, or subject to the highest use, get a priority on main-
tenance dollars. But we will obviously keep the committee informed
as we move forward, and as I said earlier, any decisions that are
made to close recreation facilities, and there may be a few of those
in the future, those would be facilities that are not being subject
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to heavy use, but those decisions will be made after the public has
an opportunity to comment on them.

That is the recreation issue. Now, there is a separate issue, in
the ones that you discussed, and that is the proposal that we sent
forward with our budget, and for which, we will be very shortly
submitting legislative language, and that is a proposal to give the
agency the authority to convey at fair market value excess and no
longer needed administrative sites, not sites that the public uses
for recreation purposes, but sites that were and are part of the For-
est Service’s administration of the National Forest System.

Over time, our needs in that area have changed significantly,
and we are currently carrying an inventory of administrative sites,
warehouses, and the like, that we no longer need, and that could
be used to generate revenue to put into a working capital fund.

Just to give you a sort of an order of magnitude sense of that,
the Forest Service today has a little over 30,000 employees, and a
little over 40,000 facilities on the National Forest System. Some of
those facilities are not of great value, but some of them are, and
are excess to our current needs. And we think that we can serve
the taxpayer and the management of the National Forest System
both very well by conveying those are fair market value, and rein-
vesting the proceeds in routine maintenance. That legislative pro-
posal will be up shortly. It is just going through review with GSA
right now, since they have sort of abiding interest in how this sort
of thing is done.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Rey appears at the conclusion of
the hearing.]

The CHAIRMAN. Secretary Rey, thank you for that explanation. I
would point out that when you undertake initiatives like that, it
is a lot easier for this committee which, as you know, has been
quite supportive of a numb