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USDA SECURES ADDITIONAL $5 MILLION FOR SAN BERNARDINO FOREST HEALTH CRISIS

New Healthy Forests Initiative tools are making a difference in expediting projects 


LAKE ARROWHEAD, Calif., Aug. 8, 2003 -- Agriculture Secretary Ann M. Veneman today announced an additional $5 million for the Lake Arrowhead and Idyllwild areas of the San Bernardino National Forest for forest health projects addressing the significant wildfire threat from thousands of dead and dying trees brought on by the worst recorded drought in California history.


Secretary Veneman toured the San Bernardino National Forest today with Representative Jerry Lewis to see first hand the impact of drought and pest infestation has had on the health of the forest. 

“The efforts support the President’s Healthy Forests Initiative to address the growing decline in our nation’s forest and rangeland health caused by the unnatural buildup of hazardous fuels and increasing disease and insect infestations,” said Veneman. “With these additional funds, we have more than tripled the San Bernardino National Forest’s original budget for this essential forest health work.” 
Large stands of trees and vegetation are dying in more than 354,000 acres of the San Bernardino and San Jacinto mountains due to a record-breaking four-year drought. The resulting stressed and weakened trees are being killed by rapidly increasing bark beetle populations as well as pathogens, such as root disease and mistletoe. The combination of drought and overcrowded forests has created a significant threat to the approximately 100,000 area residents. 
USDA’s Forest Service will use the funds to continue managing fire risk from tree mortality and bug infestation within and adjacent to communities near the San Bernardino National Forest in San Bernardino, Riverside and San Diego counties. Ongoing work includes removing dead and stressed trees and brush, thinning overstocked stands, replanting trees and vegetation, and providing technical assistance to private landowners and communities. In addition, firefighting resources have been doubled, with additional fire crews and equipment.  

“Forest managers are now saving significant time and money while conducting the work by using the new tools provided under the Healthy Forests Initiative,” said Veneman. “These new tools are cutting in half the time and cost to prepare these high-priority forest health projects.”  
-more-

-2-


The additional $5 million brings the total funding by the Forest Service to $13.3 million, which includes State Fire Assistance and Community Protection/Community Assistance funding, grants under the National Fire Plan and fuels reduction and forest health monies. 

The Forest Service, in cooperation with a host of state and municipal government agencies, has formed the Mountain Area Safety Task Force (MAST) to address the public safety threat caused by the vegetation mortality. The cooperative efforts of MAST include expediting the removal and disposal of dead trees and other hazardous fuels in and around the forest, providing public safety information to homeowners, and identifying evacuation routes and fire protection zones. 

For information on President Bush’s Healthy Forest Initiative visit www.whitehouse.gov.  Information about efforts by USDA’s Forest Service to reduce fuels in the nation’s forests can be found by visiting http://www.usda.gov.
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