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ALISA HARRISON, PRESS SECRETARY: We're going to be getting started here, momentarily, so if everyone will take a seat.  We will begin, as I said, shortly.  Just a few reminders.  When all the remarks are finished, if you would raise your hand, if you need to ask a question we'll give you a microphone, and also if you would introduce yourself and what organization you are with, we would really appreciate it.


So, with that, Secretary Veneman will be out here, momentarily.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Good afternoon, everyone, and thanks to all of you who are here today, and those of you who are joining us on the phone, thanks to you as well.


I want to thank our members of Congress who are here with us today.  Senators Craig, Wyden and Smith.  Congressmen Goodlatte, DeFazio, and we had expected Congressman Walden to be here but I don't think he's here with us today.


But we really want to thank these gentlemen for their leadership in advancing the important issues of natural resources, forest stewardship, and rural communities.


The legislation that we are implementing today provides payments for--and it's one of the most far-reaching pieces of forestry legislation that Congress has passed in many years.


The members of Congress that are here today deserve a large measure of credit for this achievement along with Senators Murkowski, Domenici, and Congressmen Boyd and Deal, all original co-sponsors of the measure.


Also with us today are Randy Moody from the National Education Association.  There you are; thank you for being here.  And Paul, I may say this wrong, Bidot , of the National Association of Counties.  So thanks to both of you gentlemen for being here as well.


Both of these groups have lent considerable support and effort to the successful passage of this legislation.


We also have Sally Collins here, who you will hear from shortly.  She is the associate chief of the Forest Service.


Each year, the Forest Service helps our nation in many, many ways.  Every day, firefighters from across the nation are on the front lines, keeping our forests safe.  Our Forest Service teams were there in the wake of the September 11th tragedies, with hundreds of firefighters, equipment, food and supplies, assisting in the recovery efforts both at the Pentagon and in New York City.


Just a few days ago, we joined members at the Capitol to light the national Christmas tree, and as is tradition, the Forest Service delivered that tree, and this year's tree was from the Ottowa National Forest in Michigan.


Today, we will talk about how the Forest Service's efforts are even helping improve our schools in rural communities throughout America as part of the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act of 2000.


This act is truly a visionary piece of legislation, and, again, I want to applaud the members that are here with us today, and the Congress, as a whole, for advancing this important issue for our rural communities.


The act is beginning to yield its first benefits for the American people and for our rural communities.


Today, we are releasing $384 million to 41 states and Puerto Rico.  That's a copy of the check, not the real one.  The majority of these funds will be used to help improve our schools for the benefit of children in communities all across our nation.


A portion of these funds will also be used to strengthen forest stewardship programs and improve road projects in rural communities throughout the country.


For almost a 100 years, counties where there were national forests received 25 percent of the revenue from timber sales on lands managed by the USDA Forest Service. 


Especially in rural areas, local communities depended on these payments for things like roads and schools.  Over the past 15 years, declining timber sales in the national forests have hit many local rural communities very hard, and, as a result, local roads and schools have suffered.


In America, we owe it to all of our children to give them the best education we can.  Stabilizing our rural schools and restoring opportunities for self-determination in our local communities is an important priority for this administration, and this historic legislation helps provide an important solution to some of the challenges that our rural communities face.


Over the next six years, the USDA, through our Forest Service, will release $1.1 billion in addition to this $384 million announced today, to help the schools build and repair roads and invest in our national forests.


Under the new law, counties have the option of taking a predictable share of the new payments or continuing to receive payments under the old system based upon timber sales receipts.


The choice is theirs, giving flexibility to local governments.  This administration is committed to local decision making.  This legislation allows communities to decide at the local level how these critical funds will be used.


These funds allow rural communities to determine how best to improve their schools based upon need.


Whether it is purchasing books for students, improving buildings or investing in computer technology, this legislation enables us to help our rural areas throughout this nation to invest in education that will benefit our children for many years to come.


In addition to improving our schools, local communities can also use some of these funds to improve rural areas through county projects such as fire protection and search and rescue, or they can invest in the land by restoring healthy and resilient forest eco systems.


With stable, predictable payments, I am confident that our local communities will make the choices that will best serve their schools, their children, their lands, and their citizens into the future.


Now--are you all being called for a vote?  Do you want to talk quickly, and we'll introduce Sally later?


MS. COLLINS: Fine; go ahead.


SECRETARY VENEMAN: Is that all right?  Larry, you go ahead and we'll all just say a couple of quick words.  Senator Craig will say a few words, first, and we'll adjust the schedule to meet their vote.


SENATOR CRAIG:  Well, Madam Secretary, first of all, thank you very much for asking us to come down and be a part of what I think all of us who are here assembled agree is a historic day.


From the very beginning of our national forest preserves, we understood that local counties ought to share in the relationship of the resource and the value of the resource that flowed from those preserves.


That was a concept that was well-established, longstanding, and as you have said, when timber sales began to decline, these dependent communities and school districts really became isolated, revenue-lost islands, that had very little capacity to generate revenue on their own except from the broader sense of state or federal largesse. 


Those of us here, Senator Wyden, Senator Smith, the two congressmen assembled with us, were looking at this problem.  We also saw an opportunity not only to try to stabilize that situation, but also to step forward in what I think is a major move from a conservation standpoint, to reengage interests that were oftentimes in conflict, to come together to see if we could not establish a positive resolution, and put some enticement with it, money.


That they could play a role in creating these regional advisory groups, that could actually select projects to work with the Forest Service, under the forest plan, to assure that those projects were taking place.


That has been the intent of this legislation, and I agree with you, it is far-reaching legislation, and it is legislation that is a very real first, after a long period of conflict, I think, now, important resolution to solve this problem.


I believe that this will be also one of the most significant educational bills because this money passes right through to the counties.  It doesn't pass through the Department of Education and state departments of education.  It is a direct infusion of money back into local, county, and county school districts, which could well mean that this is one of the larger education packages coming out of a Department of Agriculture and the U.S. Forest Service, that this Congress has been involved in, in a good number of years.


So we see it as a win-win, and for those who are in the audience, who were major players in this, we build a very aggressive, dynamic coalition of interests, that looked at the value of education and the value of the community, 

and the value of resolving conflict on our national forest lands, we came together, the product is now before us, the money goes out.  Thank you.


SENATOR WYDEN: Ann, thank you for doing this, and this comes at a critical time.  There is a "world of hurt" out there, right now, in rural Oregon and rural America, and these funds are going to help to put people back to work, and provide a critically needed "shot in the arm" to those rural communities across the country.


And I think that our presence here today also illustrates that if you want to get something done that's important to natural resources, it's got to be bipartisan, and that's what this effort was all about.


When Senator Craig and I started in the Senate, people thought you couldn't get a bill through the United States Senate.  They hadn't gotten a major natural resources bill through the United States Senate in more than a decade, and Senator Craig and I found a group on one side that wanted to use this legislation to incentivize a higher cut.  There was a group on the other side that wanted to essentially use it to cut nothing at all, and Senator Craig and I said we were going to have a bipartisan front in the Subcommittee on Public Land to say no to both of those groups, and as a result, working with our House colleagues who did an outstanding job because this was a roller coaster every step along the way, today, I think we're prepared to say to rural America, we are seeing how hard hit you are right now.


Those communities, a lot of them, are walking on an economic tightrope, where, if they take another body blow, they aren't going to exist, and these funds, in effect, are a transfusion to those rural communities that are hurting so badly, and I'm just really glad to be here with this bipartisan assemblage, and excuse our bad manners for running off and making a vote. 


I can yield to my Oregon colleague.  Ann, thank you.


SENATOR SMITH:  Thank you, Ron, and Madam Secretary, and my colleagues here, this is a happy and historic day.  If you're from a rural community like I am, you understand how interconnected natural resources are from the standards of living that people have, and this is an immutable law of economics.  For over a century, the Federal Government has had to deal with rural people, and the management of public lands, and the decision with respect to those lands, and yet as our environmental ethic has changed and improved, that deal has been subject to a great deal of change, and what we're saying today is that local communities still have a voice, they still have the resources, and we're reconnecting conservation and our commitment to people with this county payments bill.  


I'm thrilled to be a part of it and I thank all who have contributed, Republican and Democrat alike.  President Clinton, President Bush, Madam Secretary, Senator Wyden and Senator Craig were relentless in this and I was privileged to be a part in helping them through some of the final machinations of getting this to a vote in the Senate.  So, thank you.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  I would now like to introduce Sally Collins who is our associate chief of the Forest Service.


MS. COLLINS:  This check, to my right, in the amount of $384 million symbolizes a down payment on a future of hope for resource-dependent communities throughout all of America.  It's the future of community involvement in federal land management and it's a future of local choices and local self-determination.


Madam Secretary mentioned that local communities will have an opportunity to use some of this money to invest in county projects and restoration projects to provide for this healthy, more resilient eco system we're looking for.


Local communities will help choose these projects through these Resource Advisory Committees that several people had mentioned.  These committees have 15 members chosen to reflect a balance of interests--labor, commercial, developed recreation interests, environmental, preservation, and disburse recreation interests, and state, local and tribal officials.


I'm really confident and I have experienced, personally, the strength and power of these local groups like this, that will give local communities a real strong voice in the management of natural resources in their communities.


So to you all, and to those that have departed, on behalf of the USDA Forest Service, we want to thank you for your vision and courage in passing the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act.  It's an honor and a privilege for us to pass this money to you all as representatives of the American people.  Thank you.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Thank you, Sally.


I also want to introduce our Undersecretary for Natural Resources and Environment, Mark Rey, who I think was involved in this legislation as well when he was working on the Hill, and Dave Tenney , who is our deputy undersecretary, who was on the Hill as well and was active in this legislation as well.  So we also want to recognize their efforts.  I would now like to ask the members of Congress who are here to speak.


Congressman Goodlatte, we'll begin with you.


CONGRESSMAN GOODLATTE: Secretary Veneman, I very much appreciate being invited down to be with you today.  This was very important legislation that I was pleased to work on with my House colleagues, including Congressman DeFazio and the members of the Senate, and I think that Mark and Dave deserve double credit because they did help us get this legislation through the Congress, and then came over to the executive branch and now are helping us to get it implemented, and I thank both of them as well.


This is a good day for rural America, and I'm proud to stand up here as a member of the team that helped to make it happen.  It is something that will be of great benefit to many parts of my congressional district.  This is not strictly a Western initiative.  Certainly, Western communities have probably been the hardest hit by the reduction in timber harvesting in our national forests, but it has impacted other areas of the country, including the Southeast, that I have the honor of representing.


This historical first payment to the states is very, very sizeable, and under the new legislation is going to help educate rural school children and promote stewardship of our nation's forested lands.


This landmark event, marking the success of a large diverse group of concerned citizens and law makers who gathered around a table and formulated a new way of making payments to the states, designed to be a stable payment for our states, counties, and schools, and one which they can depend on.


I'm especially excited about this legislation because it did not originate inside the Beltway on Capitol Hill, but, rather, out in the rural communities and the states it will affect.  More than eight hundred,  I'm sure it's an even larger number today,  but 800 counties banded together to press for a change in this policy, and it's my hope that this policy will not only benefit the counties on the basis of the money that they will receive, but it will help to restimulate the connection that they have with the forest that surrounds them.


It is not good environmental policy or economic policy to, as some have advocated, have no timber harvesting in our national forests, and that is not the approach that any of us have taken in pushing forward this legislation.


It is our hope that through the stewardship programs we will rekindle an interest in responsible balanced management of our national forest.  It is most especially harmful to the counties not to have good timber harvesting programs in our national forests because, regardless of the cash payments received, the connection between the community and the land around it, the jobs that are dependent upon it will not be solved solely by the cash payment.  It is that stewardship program that we want to stimulate and come up with new creative ideas for how to best manage our national forests under the leadership of our Secretary of Agriculture and our Forest Service.  Thank you very much for letting me join you today.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Thank you, Congressman.


I'd now like to introduce Congressman DeFazio.


CONGRESSMAN DeFAZIO: Thanks, Ann.  Madam Secretary, Sally, Bob, thank you.


This was, as Senator Wyden said earlier, a bipartisan effort, but it was also a bicoastal effort.  There are often times when we've been dealing with federal land issues, federal forest policy, public land issues, when we feel kind of like the East Coast picks on those of us in the West, and this was a time when we joined together in a bicoastal, bipartisan commission, fully integrating the education folks interested ineducation, the counties, county commissions, and people interested in good resource management, and it was an extraordinary victory, I believe, and one that until the last moment, until in fact I saw the signed facsimile today, given that we even had some glitches this year, I was worried would never happen, and, in part, from my experience.


I came to be a county commissioner in Lane County, Oregon.  More than half my district, half my state are owned by the Federal Government.  We have been extraordinarily dependent upon these public resources, not only the resources for the jobs in our rural economies, and people even in Lane County would be surprised how much that is still dependent upon the lumber and wood products industry.


But also the revenues that flowed from those lands because we were unable to tax the products of those lands, or the lands themselves being owned by the Federal Government, and in partnership with the Federal Government we had done well for many years.  When I became a county commissioner, it was because of a downturn in the economic cycle, and we were devastated.


I came to the county at a time when a third of the workforce had been laid off and the two-thirds that remained were working only two-thirds time.


It was devastating for public services, public safety, essential things were being cut, and we couldn't meet the needs of our populace.


Now we moved out of that cycle, and in fact we prudently put in place the idea of a rainy day fund at the county, knowing that these cycles come and go, but then a dramatic change came in federal policy toward public lands, and first brought about by litigation, then, ultimately, by the Clinton administration with the Clinton forest plan, which basically put us in a position of looking at revenues from the public lands that were even lower than those which decimated our governments and our schools in the early 1980's.


The other thing was there was very little opportunity.  We talk about the boom of the nineties.  Well, the boom of the nineties didn't flow to the rural areas in Oregon or many other rural areas around this country.


So it was sort of "a perfect storm" aimed right at the heart of my district and rural counties across the West, and this legislation comes to their rescue, just in time.


This guarantees that a sustainable amount of revenues will flow to maintain and improve our schools, to fund vital county services, and in my district we're doubly dependent because we'll also be receiving funds off of the interior lands, the ONC lands, which are pretty unique to my district, Congressman Walden and Congresswoman Hooley's districts.  So, again, we were extraordinarily at risk here and we're extraordinarily grateful for the help we've received from this administration, the past administration, from our colleagues on the other side of the aisle and on the other side of the country.


So I'm just thrilled to be here today and I'll be going home tonight or tomorrow, and I'll go home with the knowledge that even in these difficult economic times which have hit our state we have the second highest unemployment in the country we're at least going to have a base there to maintain some of our services and meet the needs of our people.  Thank you.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Thank you very much, both of you, for being here today, and thanks to our senators as well who, unfortunately, had to go vote.  But we will now take questions that you have and I think you've gotten quite a lot of information about this program but folks here, Mark Rey or Dave Tenney are also here to help with technical questions on our project here.


QUESTION: Congressman DeFazio--


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  We have people on the radio, I mean, on the phone lines, and so if you can introduce yourselves and use a microphone when you ask questions, it will be helpful.


QUESTION:  Sure.  I'm Katie Pflager with the AP.


I'm wondering if Congressman DeFazio or anyone else can speak to some legislation that Senator Wyden is trying to advance--unfortunately, he is not here to do it himself--in the labor appropriations bill to essentially make Oregon use all of the money, all of the education money that they will be receiving from this fund for rural counties.  As I understand it right now, it's just going into a general education fund that can go to any county in the state.


CONGRESSMAN DeFAZIO:  Well, I hesitate to try and characterize Senator Wyden's legislation because in my conversation with him this morning, he has proposed some new language, which he has received from the State of Oregon, and we're trying now to find out what the impact of that would be.


The problem was created by the state legislature.  Our state legislature treated the funds in a way, the entire delegation joined together sending a letter saying it was the intent of this delegation, and we believe the Congress, that these funds should flow through to the school districts and the counties that were most impacted without impediment by the states.


Unfortunately, our state legislature saw fit to act a bit differently with the school funds and the school formula and not fully passing through the funds to rural areas.  To fix that on the federal level, it's very difficult, to wade into state law, very complicated funding formulas and problematic.


I'm not certain whether, and Senator Wyden admits that there were some problems with his initial language and is now hoping to propose some different language, which I do not yet have an analysis on.  I don't know whether the Senator does or not.


Basically, in trying to reach into the state formula, you're going to create winners and losers, and I believe the Senator's intent now and hope with this new language is that it would not have that impact, but would, in fact, levy the rurals without disadvantaging others, but I'm not exactly sure how that can work, and we're waiting to hear from the state revenue office.  So I can't go any further with that, Katie.  I'm sorry.


QUESTION:  Are you supportive of legislation to try to--


CONGRESSMAN DeFAZIO:  I'm in a position where I felt very strongly the legislature should act responsibly in doing this, and they didn't.  That has created an almost impossible problem at the federal level.  I am respectful of state's rights and many issues, particularly vigorously defending Oregon's assisted suicide law.  I am hesitant to overrule the judgment of my legislature, whether I think they were right or wrong, at the federal level, and I am particularly reluctant to do it in a way which creates winners and losers within my own district, which the original language did.


I would have had five counties win, one county lose big.  I would have had within those counties some school districts win, some lose, and I don't know whether that would be fair.  So I'm hoping that this new language will be only winners, but, again, I do not yet know whether I can support this language or not.  I've got to see the analysis before I can say.


QUESTION:  Does the administration have any thoughts on that?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  No.  This is problem unique, I believe, unique to Oregon, and it's something they're trying to work out.  So we haven't taken a position on this.


QUESTION:  Secretary Veneman, Tom Detzel from the Oregonian.


This is a question about the farm bill.  Senator Wyden has some language that he's going to have added to the farm bill in the Senate that would take $175 million from Commodity Credit Corporation commodity programs and use it to try to fix the water problems in the Klamath Basin.  Are you aware of that?  Does the administration have any position on that?  Do you support it?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I haven't seen language.  And there are a couple of provisions, I believe Senator Wyden and Senator Smith are both looking at certain language on things that might be of assistance to the Klamath Region in the farm bill.  I haven't seen the language.


Certainly, we have worked very hard in this department to try to address the devastating situation in the Klamath Basin this year with the lack of water.  The farmers have been very hard hit.  We had some assistance that was allocated by the Congress earlier this year.  We worked hard to make sure that we could get that assistance out as quickly as possible, and we're doing everything that we can.  But I can't comment specifically on the language that either of the Senators has in mind because I haven't really seen an analysis of it.


QUESTION:  One of the things that he is trying to legislate is that you would create a task force, an interagency task force, that would try to tackle some of the water issues in the Klamath.  Do you think that's a good idea?  Would you be willing to lead a task force effort like that?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I think it's a good idea, and we are doing that.  We're working very closely with the Interior Department, and the Commerce Department and other agencies of government that have some interest in this issue because this may not be a unique situation, in terms of what happened in the Klamath, and I think we do need to address the longer-term impacts not only of Klamath, but other regions of the country where we might see similar issues arise.


So we are working in a very close coordination, interagency, on these issues.  In fact, we're doing it at a high level too.  Our Deputy Secretary, Jim Moseley, has been overseeing this issue and coordinating it.


QUESTION:  Do you have any idea, then, Secretary Veneman, how quickly the new biological assessment is going to be available for the Klamath?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  I don't.  I don't know.


ALISA HARRISON, PRESS SECRETARY:  Any other questions?


[No response.]


ALISA HARRISON, PRESS SECRETARY:  Great.  Thank you very much for coming.


[Whereupon, the press conference was concluded.]
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