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MS. CURTIS:  Good afternoon, reporters.  This is Brenda Curtis, from the USDA radio studios in Washington, and with me is Under Secretary of Agriculture Mark Rey and Interior Assistant Secretary Lynn Scarlett.


MR. REY:  Today we are interested in providing you a peek at the fiscal year 2005 budget that the administration proposes to devote to the Healthy Forest Initiative and the Healthy Forest Restoration Act passed by Congress last November, and signed by the president here at the Department of Agriculture on December 3rd.


There will be a news release, a fact sheet and budget numbers posted on the USDA and Department of the Interior websites later today for your use in working on this story.


As you will see from these materials, the administration is proposing a fiscal year 2005 budget total for both the Department of Agriculture and the Department of the Interior of $760,420,000 for implementation of the Healthy Forest Initiative and the Healthy Forest Restoration Act.  This request compares favorably the $760  million authorization Title I of the Healthy Forest Restoration Act for the wide array of activities included in the language of the Healthy Forest Restoration Act authorization. This request consists of significant increases in a number of line items, most notably the hazardous fuel accounts of both departments.


Second, it's reallocating work and funding in some accounts to achieve the goals of the Healthy Forest Initiative and the Healthy Forest Restoration Act.  And, third, providing an accurate accounting in all of the line items that will fund the achievement of the goals of the initiative and the Healthy Forest Restoration Act.


This request is a reflection of the president's support for the Healthy Forest Restoration Act, which passed Congress last year with overwhelming bipartisan majorities in both Houses of Congress.   And I want to digress for a moment, and again thank the Republican and Democrat members of both the Senate and the House who showed leadership in moving the president's legislation through to enactment.


In putting together the fiscal year 2005 budget, we found it helpful to have the unifying theme of the Healthy Forest Restoration Act authorization to organize our effort in the budget cross-cuts that you will have before you when you check our websites.




The figures that we are sharing with you today are exclusive of our fiscal year 2005 request for fire preparedness and fire suppression, which will be released with the balance of the administration's request for fiscal year 2005 next Monday.  We also did not include in today's release certain healthy forest related expenditures, such as our $5.8 million investment in woody biomass utilization research.  This and similar efforts are supported by mandatory spending accounts to bills like the Farm Bill, and are strictly speaking not part of this request, even though they contribute directly to the Healthy Forest Initiative and Healthy Forest Restoration Act goals.


As you review the numbers that we will be providing later, I would point out that the numbers listed for most of the accounts are only those portions of the account totals that fund activities that contribute directly to the achievement of the Healthy Forest Initiative and Healthy Forest Restoration Act goals.  The balance of the account totals will be released next Monday with our budget in total -- or our budget in total, I should say -- for fiscal year 2005.  But, again, the administration's request, combining both USDA and Department of Interior budgets for implementation of the Healthy Forest Initiative and Healthy Forest Restoration Act for fiscal year 2005 is $760,420,000.


Now I'll turn it over to Lynn to talk a little more about these numbers, and about what we hope to accomplish with this investment.  And then we'll take your questions.


MS. SCARLETT:  Thanks, Mark.  Well, thanks everyone for joining us today so that we can share these budget figures with you and where we're trying to go.


As Mark Rey indicated, this effort is a seamless one.  We have never worked more closely than at the current time with the Forest  Service and all the Interior agencies combined.


There are several other features I want to highlight. In addition to our seamless working together, our emphasis also is on community collaboration as we select fuel treatment projects, and also on science; that is, importing information on where those treatments will best help us achieve our risk mitigation goals.


We expect with the funds that Mark just briefly outlined in overview to achieve nearly four million acres in fuel reduction projects.  That compares to a level in 2000 of about a million acres.  So just in a matter of a few years we've managed to quadruple the performance that we will be achieving.


Key to that effort is a multi-faceted endeavor, so that the funding that we've outlined is not only the direct fuels reduction effort, but also monitoring, which is important to ensuring that we are achieving the successes that we want; also some planning efforts and specific wildlife management efforts for T&E Species -- or that is threatened and endangered species -- that are related to our fuel reduction goals and our healthy forest and rangeland goals.


In addition to the collaborative effort, I do want to underscore the importance of the stewardship contracting authority.  Of course the Forest Service has had some experience with using that tool before.  We just got underway at Interior Department in 2003 with a couple projects, but we will be moving forward.  And in fact last week too the Federal Register sent the guidance out on how we will be implementing the stewardship contracting authorities that we have.


One other thing I want to highlight before turning to questions is the importance of science.  A major investment that we are making is in our land fire program.  In the 2005 budget we are proposing approximately $8 million for that. 

 Land fire is a technology-based tool that will better allow us to understand the health of the land, and better help us to select projects so that we achieve the optimal effect of the dollars spent.  This is an ongoing effort, but we will be doing a big push.  That represents a $2 million increase over the previous year.


With that, I would like to open this up to comments and questions, and look forward to your remarks.


MS. CURTIS:  Okay, thank you  very much.  Now, reporters, before we begin the questions, remember you are all on a listen-only line. Therefore, in order for you to ask a question, you must press "1" on your telephone.  Now, go ahead and press "1" for our first questioner, please.  Okay, up first is Matthew Daley or Daly, I don't know which it is, from the Associated Press.  Go ahead.


Q     Mark, could you just maybe elaborate a little bit more on the $760 million and how you came to the decision basically to fully fund it this first year?


MR. REY:  Well, the decision to provide this level of funding this year is a reflection of the president's commitment of achieving the goals of the act.  The rationale behind the decision was very simple and very direct.


What you'll see when you see the line-item account is that we're looking at fairly significant increases in several of the accounts.  And, as I said,  we've looked at the work we were doing in some other accounts, and we programmed money to support the objectives and goals of this initiative.


We think that this is a good start in implementing the act, and we think it's an appropriate response to the bipartisan support that the act enjoys.


MS. CURTIS:  Thank you, Matt.  It is Matthew Daley -- my fault on that.  Okay, up next is Chris Derring from Reuters.  Chris, go ahead.


Q     Hi, Mr. Rey.  I was wondering if you could give me an estimate of how many board feet you anticipate removing from the four million or so acres that you are going to be able to spend this year?


MR. REY:  No, I really can't give you a sense of that.  First of all, when we talk about four million acres, we're talking about proscribed burning and thinning.  Obviously in the case of proscribed burning I can tell you that there will be no board feet removed as a consequence of that effort.


But with regard to the mechanical thinning, those projects are going to be driven by a single overarching objective, and that is the quality of the  forest that we want to leave behind.  The amount of volume that is removed to achieve that objective is incidental, and  we will tabulate that as we go.  But we are not going to make predictions about what it will amount to in advance.


The other thing that I guess I would say about the four million acres is, as we have talked before in previous press conferences, is that the projection is dependent not only on the investment of money that we make, but also other factors that are beyond our control, like the weather -- particularly with regard to our proscribed burning program the weather plays a large role in how much burning we accomplish.  So that's our goal, based on the investment, obviously a change.  So far in the last couple of years, last three years, we have actually been able to exceed our projections, and that's obviously what we hope for in this year  as well.


MS. SCARLETT:  Let me supplement that response from the perspective of the Interior Department.  The four million acres that we described as our goal is a composite, as Mark said.  It does include some proscribed burn.  For Interior in particular it also includes rangeland improvements -- for example, invasives removal and related activities that also help to bring forth some rangelands back into healthy conditions.  So our test of success is to achieve that risk reduction and that improvement in the health of forests and rangelands, rather than a board feet of timber kind of metric of success.


MS. CURTIS:  Thank you.  Up next would be Jim Barnett.  And you are on the air, Jim.


Q     Mark, hi.  I just want to follow up on Matt's question about the funding.  You said 760.4 million I think.  Is that all for Title I, for the hazardous fuel reduction, or is that for the other titles of the bill, such as biomass?  And of that $760 million, could you tell us how much is actually new money that is not being reprogrammed?


MR. REY:  The answer to the first question is it is a number for Title I.  The other titles have either no authorization or in some cases relatively modest authorizations.  We are funding work in those other titles, and you will see that funding request as part of our overall 2005 budget request next week.  For instance, I think you'll see a request for some funding in the healthy forest reserve area.


But I think most of the discussion during congressional enactment -- congressional consideration and congressional enactment of the bill -- was about the project and the authorization in Title I, and that's why we wanted to give you a peak at our thinking there today, in advance of next week's budget roll-out.


With regard to how much of it is reprogramming and how much of it is new money, I think that what you'll see when you see the  budget numbers next week is somewhere between $80 and $100 million will be new money,  and the balance will be reprogramming.  The reason I'm giving you a  range is because in some accounts we're going to see both, and I haven't really done the computation yet to distribute between what's new money and what's reprogrammed money.


MS. CURTIS:  Okay, Matthew Daley, I see you have another question, Associated Press.  Go ahead, Matt.


Q     Okay, Mark, I wanted to just go back to that for a second.  Just one real obvious question that's kind of dumb one -- is it's fiscal '05, this really wouldn't -- you are not going to be able to do any of these thinning projects this year, this calendar year.


MR. REY:  We're not going to -- right, we're not going to do any of the ones that would be funded under this budget.  But we have what we think is a pretty robust budget and a robust program of work for 2004 as well.


MS. SCARLETT:  Yeah, I would add to that obviously over the last several years we have been engaged in some fuels reduction activity.  This 2005 effort will be a substantial additional boost.  But we are trying to achieve the goals we set forth, as I noted earlier, on two fronts.  One is through the application of additional dollars, including the dollars we will be spending in '04, and then with this new boost in '05.  But the other is to better tailor those dollars to really high priorities in our land fire investment, in the science tool, the technology tool that helps us know where those lands that most need to be treated are will also help us achieve our goal in terms of risk mitigation and achieving the healthy lands and forests that we are looking for.


MS. CURTIS:  Okay, up next is Margaret Polly.  Go ahead.  Margaret, you are on the air, and you press number "1," and it looks like you should be asking a question, go ahead.  Margaret, you're off mike, you're off telephone, we cannot hear you.  Sorry we had a problem with that.


If you would press "1," for any reporters wanting to ask a question.  Go ahead.  Okay, Jim Barnett, go ahead.


QUESTION:   Mark, could you talk a little more about just sort of some of challenges you face as you sort of ramp up to this newer level of hazardous fuel reduction, and sort of how you see it playing out not just this year and next but even three, four years out?


MR. REY:  Well, I think the challenges are threefold.  One, we have to work together with our partners in state and local governments in setting clear priorities in what we want to treat, what the order of treatment should be -- what has to be done first, second, et cetera.


The second is to make sure that the continued efforts through the Healthy Forest Initiative to improve the quality and the speed of our decision-making return the kinds of efficiencies that we hope for, so that this investment is maximized.


And then the third, which will follow from the first two, is to continue what will in the out-years probably be a somewhat more gradual increase in funding devoted to this initiative.


MS. SCARLETT:  I would like to supplement that from the Interior perspective.  As Mark highlighted, the order and specific focus of the treatment will of course continue to be a challenge.  But for Interior, since we are just embarking on our stewardship contracting authority, that too getting geared up will be a challenge and something that we will be focusing on.


One of the things we've learned is that not only do we need to engage in training with our field folks on deploying stewardship contracting, but we have many community folks coming to us and saying, How do we participate, how might we be part of this effort?  So there's a community outreach component that we view as a challenge as well.


MS. CURTIS:  Okay, reporters, continue to press "1" on your telephone, if you wish to ask a question.  We'll take a second here and let you go ahead and do that.   Go ahead.  Okay, Jim Barnett again?  Okay, Ellen Ferguson -- this is going back and forth.  Ellen, go ahead.  Ellen, I do not hear anything from you.  You're Gannett News Service -- go ahead.  Okay my screen shows everything is muted, so I guess you just want to listen to us.


So, anyway, is there a closing statement from Under Secretary Rey and Assistant Secretary Lynn Scarlett?  Go ahead. 


MR. REY:  Thank you all for joining us today.  This is by any measure I think good news.  Hopefully that will make it big news.  And check our websites later in the afternoon.  We're busy  processing the documents now.  They're going through the usual inter-departmental clearances, so it may be a bit yet before they're up, but we'll have them up there by the end of the day.


If you have any questions, you can call Lynn or I.  If you have trouble getting a hold of me, you can also call Hank Kashdan at the Forest Service.  I think most of you know who he is and how to get a hold of him.


MS. SCARLETT:  And I will simply add my thanks to you for joining us here.   And, likewise, if you have follow-up questions, in particular those that would be specific to the Department of the Interior and our bureaus and activities, I would be delighted to answer them.  You can reach me at the Department of the Interior and/or you can reach Chris Kearney or Tim Hartzell -- Chris Kearney, my deputy -- Tim Hartzell, the head of our Office of Wildland Fire Coordination.  We'd be happy to follow up with any more detailed answers.


MS. CURTIS:  Thank you for the call in today, and thank you both.  And this is Brenda Curtis from the USDA radio studios in Washington.
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