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DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE MODERATOR:  Good afternoon, everyone.  Thanks for calling in.
The three principals are Mark Rey, and Rebecca Watson, and Dale Bosworth.  I think you have their spellings and their titles.  If not, then feel free to ask.
What we'd like to do is we'll do an opening statement by Mark Rey, and then Rebecca, and then we'll take your questions.
If you could, when you ask the question, if you'd just identify yourself and your organization and then address your question to any of the three.  Okay.  We'll let Mark Rey start off.
MR. REY:  Thanks for joining us this afternoon.  A little earlier this afternoon, Secretary Veneman, Secretary Norton, Assistant Secretary Watson, and Chief Bosworth met with President Bush to review the status of our progress on the healthy forest initiative that he announced in Medford, Oregon, this past August.
The purpose of this initiative, for those of you who haven't covered it to date, is to streamline unnecessary burdensome red tape that prevents timely and effective implementation of wildfire prevention and forest health projects on federal lands.
The initiative implements core components of our national fire plan's ten year comprehensive strategy and implementation plan.
Secretary Norton, Secretary Veneman, and the balance of us here joined a bipartisan group of 17 Western governors in announcing this plan last May in Idaho.
The point of the ten year fire plan is to work in partnership with county commissioners, state foresters, tribal officials and the governors in calling for more active forest and range land management.  It also establishes a framework for protecting communities and the environment through local collaboration in the selection of thinnings, planned burns and forest restoration projects.
As I think most of you know, last summer we experienced one of the worst wildfire seasons on record, and now that we have tabulated our final accounts, the single most expensive wildland firefighting season ever, more than 7 million acres, an area larger than the states of Maryland and Rhode Island combined burned.
We had tens of thousands of people evacuated from their homes at different times during the season and we lost over 2300 homes and structures.
This 2002 season, catastrophic as it was, came hard on the heels of the recordsetting fire season of 2000 in which over 8 million acres burned.  Shortly, Assistant Secretary Watson will describe some of the negative environmental effects of these fires that are continuing, that is, the negative environmental effects continuing, even today, long after the fire season has ended.
Together, both of our departments have worked aggressively to respond to this crisis along with our state and local government partners, and yet even though we have more agreement than we've ever had on what to do, our federal agencies are hampered by outdated, inefficient, and time-consuming decision making processes that often delay projects to improve forest and rangeland health, until it is literally too late.
The President, when he spoke in Medford last August, asked Congress for additional authority to pursue this objective, and bipartisan legislation was introduced in the Congress this past fall.
We look forward to working with Congress early in the ensuing session to seek enactment of this legislation.
At the same time, though, in Medford, the President also instructed Secretary Norton, Secretary Veneman, and CEQ Chairman Jim Connaughton, to review our current administrative policies and regulations, and make improvements to ensure more timely decisions, greater efficiency and better results within the constraints of our existing authorities.
Today, the two secretaries announced several tools to implement the healthy forest initiative.  They include guidance to improve the content and the timeliness of environmental documentation required under the National Environmental Policy Act for forest health and rangeland health projects that require such documentation.  As we speak, expert teams of agency personnel are being dispatched to assist our field units with the development of ten especially selected model environmental assessment projects using the guidance that we issue today as a template.
Later, I can go through with you where those ten projects are located, and we can provide you with additional information, if one or more of them are located in areas that serves your readership.
In addition to this model guidance for the development of environmental assessments, we are also proposing today new administrative rules to improve both department's appeals processes for individual projects.  These rules will go forward today as proposals for public comment and they will encourage early and more meaningful public participation, reduce complex procedures in our appeals process, and provide greater flexibility in dealing with emergency situations.
The changes will provide that people must comment on a project during our public comment period, before appeals can be brought, and we will also allow the agencies greater latitude to consider whether or not to stay a project, that is, to halt a project when an appeal is brought, after considering the economic or environmental harm that may occur as a result of delaying a time-sensitive project.
In addition to the proposed changes in our respective appeals regulations, we are also proposing a simpler mechanism for documenting the environmental analysis for hazardous fuel reduction and post-fire rehabilitation and control measures where experience in developing and implementing similar projects in the past has consistently proven that projects that are conducted under these parameters pose limited or insignificant environmental effects.
The proposal that we are issuing today for public comment will take the form of analysis under the National Environmental Policy Act, that will follow an evaluation of 3,000 hazardous fuel projects that were conducted previously, and what we are proposing is that based on that experience in evaluating those 3,000 projects, if projects are conducted within the parameters specified, no further environmental analysis under NEPA will be required.
The authority is limited to hazardous fuel reduction projects and post-fire restoration activities, and it is constrained so that it cannot be used where a project would have adverse effects on threatened or endangered species or their critical habitat.
It also cannot be used in wilderness areas or wilderness study areas, where the project would have some effect on the wilderness character of the area.
Also, we will not use this authority for any project that involves the use of herbicides or pesticides, or any project that involves the construction of any new permanent road or other infrastructure.
Finally, projects that are selected to be done under this authority, that is, the authority to conduct no additional environmental analysis, will have to be projects that are selected through the collaborative process for prioritizing this work that we develop with the Western governors, so state, local government, stakeholders, and other interested groups will be involved in the selection of the projects.  All projects carried out under this authority must also comply with all applicable federal, state, and local environmental laws and regulations, including the regulations that exist in both departments for the use of these kinds of categorical exclusions from additional NEPA analysis.
As I said, this particular proposal will be published in the Federal Register for public notice and comment.  We'll have a 30-day comment period on this and we'll be encouraging review and comment from all interested parties.
Lastly, we're issuing guidance today to improve the interagency planning to more effectively consider endangered species protection, and better provide long-term environmental benefits to endangered species.
This guidance will take the form of guidance memos to both Fish and Wildlife Service, National Marine Fisheries Service biologists in the field, suggesting ways that they can expedite Section 7 consultation for fuel reduction projects under the Endangered Species Act, and also advising them that when they look at a fuel reduction project, they should evaluate both the short-term effects of the project as well as the long-term risks of inaction as far as the prospect of destruction of threatened or endangered species habitat as a consequence of catastrophic wildfire.
Taken today, we think the improvements we're announcing, or proposing today, will give our managers some of the tools they need to address the hazardous fuel situation that all of you have seen build up over the last several years.
In closing, let me observe two things.  First of all, as the Secretary's expressed it earlier today, the key to this initiative is to focus on what we leave on the land rather than what we take from it, and secondly, that we're convinced that with the tools we're providing our field biologists and land managers today, we'll leave future generations a legacy of healthy forests, safer communities and a quality environment.
With that, I'm going to ask Assistant Secretary Watson from Department of the Interior to speak, and then we'll all respond to your questions.
MS. WATSON:  Good afternoon.  The first thing I want to tell you today is that we're dealing with an emergency situation that did not end when the last embers of the fires went out this fall.  The Southwest fire season is only a few months away.  It starts as early in March in places like Arizona, where they still haven't recovered from the devastating fires last year.  This year's fire season burned the equivalent of two states and touched families, friends, businesses, and the environment in many different ways.
As Mark has said, over a 100,000 people in Arizona, Colorado, California, Oregon, and New Mexico had to be evacuated from their homes.  In the Rodeo-Chedeski fire in Arizona, 35,000 people were evacuated.  In the Denver area, 71,000 people.
In South Dakota, the deadwood area was on fire this summer, and that shut down tourism in the Black Hills, the mainstay of their economy.
Destination spots became avoidance spots last summer.  For those whose livelihood depends on tourism, there is no answer to the fact that people don't want to camp in a charred campground or gaze at a dead forest.
You've heard us mention watersheds as areas that need protection, and this is damage that is continuing now, months after the fire season.
In the Missionary Range fire, again, in Durango, Colorado, there have been rains and snows that have caused run-off to go over the burned areas, the soil and the trees, and have loosened boulders, and dirt and sediment and trees that have flowed down in the Animus River.
News reports show boulders the size of cars that came down hillsides and plowed into and damaged homes severely. Sediments ran into the river and the creeks, and the river ran black.  And I myself was just there a couple of months ago and saw the river and it's still brown, carrying loads of sediment.  And this is a river that provides water to the citizens of Durango.
Similarly, Cheesman Reservoir, which provides Denver with 80 percent of its water supply, was severely damaged in the Hayman fire, which put tons of debris into the Cheeseman Reservoir.  It's intake system wasn't built to handle that.  They're spending millions of dollars right now to handle the load of this sediment that came into the Cheeseman Reservoir.
The President's Healthy Forest Initiative emphasized the need for improvement.  We took the President's directive to our career employees this summer, and we asked them what kinds of tools could we provide through the administrative process that would help them better manage public lands, fight fires, and make the forest healthier, so we wouldn't have to fight so many fires.  We asked them what could be done to do their work and their recommendations are what we announce today.
The Secretary thanked these employees today for their dedication and insight to this very serious land management problem.  One of the reforms that Mark mentioned briefly that we addressed in particular at the Department of Interior is the need for better planning for wildlife and its habitat.
Ironically, while fuel reduction projects are often delayed or prevented due to litigation over the Endangered Species Act, catastrophic fires that can have devastating consequences for species occur.  For example, the Biscuit fire in Oregon destroyed more then 100,000 acres of spotted owl habitat.  Even more telling, the Penasco fire on the Lincoln National Forest in New Mexico in April of 2002 wiped out an entire population of Mexican spotted owls.
Ironically the recovery plan for these owls recommended that the forest be managed to a healthier state through measures such as appropriate thinning.  We can't prevent all fires, but we can influence their impacts with fields treatment.  So the Department of Interior worked together with the Department of Commerce and the NOAA Fisheries Bureau to develop joint guidance that would allow the land management agencies and the wildlife regulatory agencies to work together to expedite projects, yet still meet the requirements of the Endangered Species Act.
But first guidance improves the process by encouraging similar projects be batched together.  It also encourages land managers to come in up front and work together with the regulatory agencies to design the projects, not wait until after the process to present the project to the regulatory agency, but work together to develop project criteria, so when it goes through the Section VII process, it can go smoothly and quickly, because the protections for the species have been designed in up front.
The second guidance recommends that managers evaluate the net benefits of fuels treatment projects in the ESA consultation process.  While fuels treatment can have short-term or long-term adverse effects on some species, the long-term net effect, the net benefit, can be substantial and sustaining to the species.
Compare a fuels treatment interruption to habitat for the Mexican spotted owl to what happened to them in the catastrophic fire that decimated their population in New Mexico.  If you seek to treat these areas, departments will not work alone to decide on priorities and areas to be treated.  As Mark has said, no project will be chosen for fuels treatment without a collaborative process that includes all stakeholders and partners.
This will be done according to the collaborative process as set out in the ten-year implementation plan for the National Fire Plan.  Dense, overgrown forests and range lands have grown like a cancer.  They need to be treated.
USDA MODERATOR:  We'll go ahead and open up the questions now, and again if you could just give your name and your organization.  And if you have a follow-up question, we'll try to work with the operator to make sure you get that question in.
AT&T MODERATOR:  Ladies and gentlemen, if you have a question at this time, please press the '1' key on your touchtone telephone.  If your question has been answered, of if you would like to remove yourself from the que, please press the pound key.  One moment for our first question.
Our first question comes from Katherine Pfleger.
QUESTION:  Hi.  I'm wondering, Mark or someone else, if you can flesh out a little bit more of the details on the two categorical exclusions.  It seems like there's a salvage exclusion and then a hazardous fuels reduction exclusion.  Are they going to be limited in any way, other than what's outlined here, for instance, in terms of acreage or anything?  Can you give us just some details on what we're going to see in the Federal Register?
MR. REY:  Sure.  Let me go through it in a little more detail.  One of the categorical exclusions is a hazardous fuel reduction exclusion for thinning or prescribed burning and other fuel reduction work, brush chopping for instance.  The second categorical exclusion is for post-fire recovery, seeding, contouring, bank stabilization.  I don't think it will involve a significant amount of salvage of fire-killed trees, because we would likely do that as part of the salvage sale [ph] within EA, or if it's a larger sale, an EIS attached.
So those are examples of activities.  And this categorical exclusion is predicated in large part on a categorical exclusion the Fish and Wildlife Service developed in 1996.
QUESTION:  How did that work?
MR. REY:  Basically the way I'm describing this.  What we did to figure out what the right side boards and parameters for this categorical exclusion should be, is we went back in time and collected data from all five of the land managing agencies, and looked at about 3,500 fuel reduction projects in the past, to assess which ones, either done under an existing categorical exclusion, or in a few cases under an environmental assessment, where we concluded that following these parameters the environmental impacts were significant.  And then we built the categorical exclusion with those parameters in place.
And they are basically as follows:  One, limitation number one, the projects that are going to be conducted under the authority of this categorical exclusion have to be projects that were identified and agreed to in the collaborative process that we're working through with state and local government and stakeholders.  So they have to appear on the priority list that we developed with state and local governments in each state.
QUESTION:  And so that's a list of projects that's already been made, that's a priority.
MR. REY:  That's right.  We are in the process now in each state of identifying priority projects that are moving forward with state and local government cooperators.  Now, not all of those projects are going to fit within this categorical exclusion.  But we won't do a project under the authority of this categorical exclusion unless it is first on that list of projects that have been agreed to.  Do you understand what I'm saying?
QUESTION:  Yes.
MR. REY:  Because some of the projects we've agreed to are bigger and they're going to require an EA or an EIS.  And that doesn't mean they're good or bad, it just means they're bigger and they raise some issues that will require an EA or an EIS.
The second limitation is we won't use this authority in either wilderness or wilderness study areas where the project might have some effect on the wilderness character or the wilderness study area.  None in wilderness, none in wilderness study areas where there might be such an effect.
The third limitation is we won't use this categorical exclusion for any project that involves the use of herbicides or pesticides, because we do use pesticides and herbicides in a lot of post-fire recovery, particularly when we're trying to keep down the spread of invasive species.  But because we know that the use of herbicides and pesticides raises a significant number of issues, that additional analyses is required, we'll do the additional analyses either in the form of an environmental assessment or an environmental impact statement, where we want to be able to use an herbicide or a pesticide to deal with invasive species issues in the post-fire environment.
The next limitation is that we won't use this categorical exclusion where the project involves the construction of any new permanent road or any other new infrastructure, because we know there again that the issues that are raised in such a project design are going to require additional analysis.
Lastly, the project will have to comply with all applicable federal, state, and local environmental laws and regulations, including the existing regulations that both agencies have, that say that in extraordinary circumstances, categorical exclusions shouldn't be used.  Those extraordinary circumstances are when you're looking at critical habitat of threatened or endangered species, the presence of significant archeological or historical sites, or other environmental or aesthetic resources that give rise to the need for additional analysis, such that a categorical exclusion isn't an appropriate tool to use to get the work done.
Now, beyond that, what you'll see in the Federal Register notice is a request for the public to give us comments on whether they think this is a right mix of side boards, or whether additional side boards should be included.
Obviously, one side board that jumps to mind immediately would be, "Well, why don't you put an acreage limit on it?"  What we found in the 3,500 projects that we evaluated is that they spanned a pretty wide spread in sizes, based on the nature of what was being done.  And so to pick a size at this point, we felt, would just be arbitrary, and that's one of the things that we expect that we'll hear some public comment on.
QUESTION:  How many projects do you expect these two CEs will cover?
MR. BOSWORTH:  That's pretty hard to guess at this point.  I don't think it's so much a question of how many it'll cover in any given year, but, rather, the kinds of projects that will be covered.  I would suspect that what we'll see is that in addition to these sideboards, that these CEs will probably be more useful in the wildland urban interface, for instance, than they will be in other areas.  They'll be more useful for smaller border projects where there's some impetus to move quickly, and a general agreement that the project, as described, isn't going to raise either a significant environmental impact or, more colloquially, somebody's hackles.
AT&T MODERATOR:  Our next question comes from Zack Coile of the San Francisco Chronicle.
QUESTION:  Hi.  I wanted to ask where the ten pilot projects are and if you could give us a sense of the size of these projects in terms of acreage.
MR. BOSWORTH:  Sure.  I'll do the Forest Service ones, and ask Secretary Watson to do the BLM and other Interior ones.
The Forest Service projects, we have one on the Dixie National Forest in Southwest Utah.  It's called the Pine Valley Fuels Reduction Project.  It's going to treat about 360 acres surrounding primary residences, and other buildings in the vicinity of the towns of Pine Valley and Central in Southwest Utah.
We've already done some of the scoping work, some of the work that precedes the development of an environmental assessment, and have been working with both the towns of Central and Pine Valley as well as the State of Utah, Division of Forestry, Fire and State Lands.  We'll be constructing shaded fuel breaks by cutting underbrush with chain saws, piling the cut material and burning it.
We will leave the opportunity for some fuel wood gathering in the piles by the local public before we burn them.
The second project is in the Mendocino National Forest, about 90 miles north of San Francisco.  This is the Pillsbury Home Sites Fuel Reduction Project.
In this particular area, we're going to treat about 500 acres surrounding twenty year-round residences that exist in the national forest under long-term permits.
So we're going to treat, by thinning, areas around these home sites, so that there are defensible fuel spaces around them, should a fire ignite.  We'll remove understory through commercial thinning, followed by mechanical treatment, piling material and burning the piles.
There is some amount of material, after we thin it, that may have commercial value, so we'll likely try to sell that in a subsequent contract.
The third one is in the Huron-Manistee national Forest in the northern part of the Lower Peninsula of Michigan.  It's called the Sand Lake Fuels Project.  In that case, we're going to try to develop a shaded fuel break around a couple of small rural communities in Grant Township as well as to protect some more isolated homes and cabins.
We're also trying to do some thinning in an area of habitat for an endangered species, the Kirkland's warbler.  The Kirkland warbler needs jackpine trees of a sufficient size and spacing to survive.  We have in this particular site about 220 acres of nesting habitat for the warbler where we've got too much vegetation of both smaller jack and red pine trees as well as some oaks.
What we need to do is thin out the smaller trees so the larger jackpines will be safe from a catastrophic fire and will therefore maintain their value as nesting habitat for the warbler.
The fourth project is in the El Dorado National Forest in the Central Sierras of California.  It's called the Last Chance Fuel Reduction Project.  Here we're going to be thinning around forest communities of Grizzly Flat, Fair Play, and Somerset, California.  Some of the scoping work has already been done with El Dorado County and those communications and the California Department of Forestry.
We'll be doing thinnings on about 1600 acres, hand pruning in some cases, and also then following that up with, once we get the area thinned, with some low intensity underburning on about 1200 of the 1600 acres.
The last one is on the Sam Houston National Forest in East Texas.  It's called the Four Notch Forest Health Initiative.  Here, we're treating about 10,000 acres, not treating every acre but treating an area the size of 10,000 acres, surrounding primary residences and historic buildings around the town of Phelps, and also a couple of summer camps that are located in the national forest, and other recreation facilities.
We also have habitat here for the another federally threatened or endangered species, the red cockcaded woodpecker.  Somewhat like the Kirkland warbler, the red cockcaded woodpecker needs southern pines of a certain size and age for nesting habitat.  In this particular forest, we've got a significant outbreak of southern pine beetle, such that the nest colonies that the woodpecker needs are being threatened by beetle infestation.
We have, parenthetically, lost nest colonies.  The red cockcaded woodpecker is a colony nester, by the way, in other national forests in the South where beetle infestations have destroyed the nest trees.  So the project here is designed to thin around the communities and also to remove infested trees in the vicinity of red cockaded woodpecker nest colonies in order to maintain the nesting habitat for the species.
Those are our five for the Forest Service.
MS. WATSON:  This is Rebecca Watson again and I'll describe four Bureau of Land Management projects and one Fish and Wildlife Service Project.  The first is the Pavant Project, and that is in Utah, around the communities of Kanosh, Fillmore, Holden and Meadow.  This is an area of expanding wildland urban interface.  It's had past experiences with fire.  The local community has expressed a concern about that.
This project would treat 5,000 to 20,000 acres over a five-year period with mechanical thinning and prescribed burns.  Beyond the benefits to communities and their structures, this project is designed to protect and enhance national resources.
It's going to reduce the invasive pinyon- juniper and replace that vegetation type with open grasslands that will increase biological diversity for species like mule deer, elk, wild turkey and sage grouse.
This project is being done cooperatively with communities, the Utah Division of Wildlife Resources, the Utah Division of Fire, and the Forest Service.
The next project, again a BLM project, this is called the Port Neuf [ph] Project, and it's in Idaho.  This is a 6,000 acre project that involves mechanical thinning and prescribed burning of juniper and aspen stands in fire condition Class 3, which is the condition class most at risk for catastrophic wildfire.  This is in the wild land urban interface around Pocatello, Idaho.  This will protect hundreds of homes in the Mink Creek Subdivision as well as a hundred acres of riparian habitat along Gibson Jack, and Mink Creeks, will remove invasive Juniper, and increase diversity of grasses and forbes, again providing habitats for mule, deer, and grazing for livestock.  Again, this is a cooperative project between the county commissioners and the Forest Service.
The third project is in Nevada.  It's called the Mesquite project.  This is a 500 to 1,000 acre project that involves the mechanical removal of tamarask from the wild land urban interface boundary of the City of Mesquite, Nevada, down to the Arizona border.  This also is condition class III.  The biomass that is produced from this project is expected to be chipped or cut into firewood and made available for public use.  tamarask is an exotic shrub brought over from Eurasia.  It's extremely flammable.  It also out-competes native species, and it helps to create a more fire-prone ecosystem.  This project will restore native vegetation along the Virgin River that flows to the City of Mesquite.
This again will be carried out in cooperation with the Southern Nevada Restoration Team, Clark County, and the City of Mesquite.
The next project is in Oregon, the Rouge River Fire and Fuels Management Project.  This is an 8,000-acre project involving mechanical thinning of brush and timber vegetation that is mostly in fire condition class III.  It is again proposed for the wild land urban interface area, related to twelve communities:  White Horse, Griffin, Ferry, Robertson Bride, Hog Creek, Indian Mary, Innes, Galise, Rand, Alameda, Argo, and Graves' Creek.
This will also provide protection for portions of the Rogue River National Wild and Scenic River Corridor.  During the summer about 1,000 people a day recreate on this river and adjacent camp ground and picnic areas.  This will protect those areas, as well as homes and structures, and also reducing the risk of fire to three known bald eagle nests, about 30 osprey nests, blue hair and [inaudible], and seven species of sensitive plants.  This project is done in cooperation with Josephine County and the Oregon Department of Forestry.
The last project is the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Project.  This is in Washington.  This a 152-acre project that will develop and implement projects located within the boundaries of the Leavenworth National Fish Hatchery to address hazardous fuel conditions which impact both the hatchery and the adjacent community of Leavenworth.  Mechanical treatments will reduce fuels in riparian and non-riparian areas.  The hatchery and local community were both threatened and many homes and structures burned in large wildfires in both 1994 and 2000, and these treatments will address that risk.  This is being developed in cooperation with the community of Glenwood and the Department of National Resources of the State of Washington, Private Timberland Cooperators, and other neighboring landowners, and the Yakima Indian Nation.
MR. REY:  Vee [ph], I'm told now that the description of each of these ten projects are up on the Interior Department and Forest Service websites, so you can pull down what we've told you, if you want to read about them.
I also want to make two observations.  One, if these seem benign to you, and hopefully they seem reasonable, these are projects we're going to do environmental assessments for.  So the projects that are going to fit under a categorical exclusion, by their nature, are probably going to be even more benign.
USDA MODERATOR:  Next question?
AT&T MODERATOR:  Out next question comes from Scott Maben of the Register Guard.  Go ahead.
QUESTION:  Yes.  In terms of the agencies' deciding what qualifies as a forest health project, how can the public be sure that the agencies won't use the guise of forest health to allow the timber industry to log or infringe on healthy stands of timber, including old growth?
MR. REY:  Well, two ways.  First of all, the public is going to have an opportunity to comment on this categorical exclusion and to suggest that by its terms it ought to be written so additional protection should be added, if that's their preference.
Secondly, each of the projects that will be conducted under the authority of this categorical exclusion will be a project that is selected after consultation with state and local government and interested parties and a decision notice will issue, such that people will be aware when a project is going to go forward under the categorical exclusion.  If in a particular case, somebody believes that the project that's being noticed is the kind of project you've just described, then they still have a right to file a complaint in Federal District Court to stop the agency from going forward under that categorical exclusion.
But I think it probably won't get to that point because if we have a project that is a commercial timber sale in disguise, yes, it's going to be found out pretty early in the collaborative process, before the thing moves forward very far.  And then it will be qualified for the categorical exclusion.  It will have to go through a fuller NEPA [ph] analysis, and in the course of that NEPA analysis, there will be plenty of opportunity to argue about what it's doing and why.
MS. WATSON:  And I'd like to add too that one of the specific sideboards around the categorical exclusion is that timber sales that are not primarily designed to reduce hazardous fuels buildup will not be covered by this categorical exclusion.  So they have to have as their primary purpose hazardous fuels reduction.
USDA MODERATOR:  Next question?
AT&T MODERATOR:  Our next question comes from Lee Davidson of the Desert News.
QUESTION:  Hi.  This is for Chief Bosworth.  You've talked a lot about analysis paralysis.  How far do these proposals go to solve that?  Are they just a first step?
CHIEF BOSWORTH:  I think these proposals are a good start.  These are approaches that our people both in the field as well as in our Washington office have worked on and been asking us to try to move some of these approaches forward.  Obviously this doesn't solve all of our analysis paralysis problems.  Many of our problems are just strictly internal to our organization.  Some can be helped through these kinds of regulatory changes, and together by working both internally to straighten out some of our processes, some of these things through the regulatory processes that this help that we're getting by working with CEQ and Department of Interior and Department of Agriculture together, now they're a good first step towards getting us where we need to go.
AT&T MODERATOR:  Our next question comes from Vena Bunos? [ph]  Go ahead.
QUESTION:  Hi.  I have actually two questions if I can.  The first one, these ten projects, are these part of the 3,500 that you talked about, these ten pilot projects?
MR. REY:  No, the 3,500 projects that we discussed are projects that have already been conducted in the past that we analyzed to decide what the sideboards should be on a reasonable categorical exclusion for projects that have very minimal environmental impact.  These ten projects are projects that we have selected, sort of at the next level up to use our new model environmental assessment guidance on, to see if we can make that environmental assessment work.
What we're trying to do with this model environmental assessment guidance is to make our environmental assessment document more approachable, less complicated, and easier to both develop, as well as for the average person to read, understand, evaluate, and talk to us about.  You know, some of our environmental assessments today go on for 200, 300 pages.  And that's not reasonable, given what the average person can tolerate in terms of understanding something about a project in order to tell us what they think about it.
So, we're trying to get these down to 30 pages instead of 300.  Because, remember, assessment is a level of analysis below an environmental impact statement for activities that require some additional analysis but don't rise to the level of a full-blown EIS.
QUESTION:  Okay.  Then I'm curious why none of the ten projects you selected were in either Arizona or Colorado, two of the states that were most impacted, or impacted much during this past fire season.
And I also would like to know what kind of time do you think this process will save?  In other words, if it normally would take a year or two years to get one of these projects done by having this streamlined analysis, how much time will you save?
MR. REY:  Okay, two questions.  Let's take the first.
To some extent our field units volunteered to be guinea pigs.  And we selected from among volunteers.  Now, remember these are pre-fire fuels reduction projects.  So in a state like Arizona or Colorado, where we have already had massive wildfires, our staffs are heavily consumed in doing fairly large post-fire recovery efforts.  So it may be that they have decided they had their plate full just trying to deal with the aftermath of the 2002 fires, and that's why we didn't get any volunteers from those two states.  That would be, in my mind, perfectly understandable.
Under our current procedures, the kinds of project of the ten that we just described would take us a year or more to put together at a cost of upwards of $100,000.  We're hopeful that with the guidance that we're issuing today these projects can be completed in something closer to four months, at a cost of tens of thousands of dollars less, each.  So that's kind of an order of magnitude difference that we're seeing.
QUESTION:  I'm sorry, you're saying at a cost of $10,000 each?
MR. REY:  No, no.  At a cost tens of thousands less.
QUESTION:  Like have the $100,000, or--
MR. REY:  Yes, half, or maybe a third.  That would be a reasonable aspiration for us.  Obviously this is speculative, because we're testing a new technique.  Six months from now, we'll be able to give you something a lot firmer in terms of how we fared.
QUESTION:  And just one last thing, if I can.  One of the things that was mentioned most during the last wildfire season was that it was really, in addition to what the Chief said was some internal issues, that it was the continuous litigation that was holding up the ability to get some of these fuel reduction programs in place, I know you mentioned some issues having to do with the appeals, but is this guidance also designed to help eliminate some of those appeals, some of those court actions?
MR. REY:  No.  Narrowing the range of court actions is something that's not within our authority to do administratively.  You may recall that in the legislative package the administration sent forward in September, one of the things we asked Congress to do is to give the court some direction on how to balance the harms associated with delaying these projects when deciding whether to issue injunctive remedies in court cases.  But for stuff like that, we'd need Congress' help.
CHIEF BOSWORTH:  This is Dale Bosworth.  I'd like to add one thing to that.  We believe that if cut down on the paper work and improve, spend more time up front, working with people in a collaborative way, that the end result will be fewer law suits.  So while we don't have any direct control over that, we can end up with fewer law suits if we do a better job, up front, doing collaboration with people who are interested.
QUESTION:  Thank you.
USDA MODERATOR:  Next question.
AT&T MODERATOR:  The next question comes from Paul Rogers.
QUESTION:  Hi.  It's Paul Rogers with the San Jose Mercury News.  I have a couple of quick things.  I'm a little confused on the scope of all this.  Maybe this is a question for Chief Bosworth.  Last year, the Forest Service cut about 3 billion board feet.  Roughly how much of that, Chief, would you say would qualify as fuels reduction or post fire work, and would we expect under this new proposal to see a similar number, or more, going forward?
MR. BOSWORTH:  I believe that we cut two last year.  At least we sold about 2 billion last year.
QUESTION:  Okay.
MR. BOSWORTH:  Now the amount of that volume that we sold, I would guess that about 60 percent of that volume was for purposes such as habitat improvement, such as fuel reductions, you know, for purposes of other land management objectives, and then the other 40 percent would have been in order to provide timbre, commercial timber.
QUESTION:  So we could be looking at a billion feet, or so, affected by this new rule, going forward?
MR. BOSWORTH:  I don't think that we're going to--that these rules that we're, or these things that we're announcing today are going to have much effect in terms of commercial timber.  Now there may be some in some places, but, by and large, most of this is going to be thinning, it's going to be prescribed burning, it's going to be chopping.  It's going to be those kinds of projects in and around communities primarily, or municipal watersheds.  There may be some of the small diameter material--you know, I'm talking four, six, seven inches, like that--that there may be some way of utilizing it, but in most cases, there's no industry to utilize the material.
QUESTION:  So we are talking about some larger trees here then?  There's no limit on the diameter of the trees?
MR. BOSWORTH:  There's no limit on the diameter of the tree per se, but I think in most cases, again, we'd be talking about trees that are four or five inches, six inches in diameter, or smaller, which are generally considered--generally are not commercial, of not commercial value.
QUESTION:  One more question.  Actually, one and a half, if I could.  Is this proposal anywhere on the Web?  I mean, do you have the actual "guts" of it up anywhere?
MR.     :  It should be up on both agencies' Web sites.
QUESTION:  Okay.  Not just a summary of it but the actual detail?
MR.      :  The objective is to get it up on the Web this afternoon.
QUESTION:  Okay.
MR.      :  Now some of these are going to take a while to load cause they're fairly lengthy documents.
QUESTION:  Okay.  Last question.  Given that this could theoretically affect as much as half of the woods that the Forest Service cuts, and given the fact, Mark, that you worked for the American Forest and Paper Association, and that Secretary Watson's husband works for Plum Creek Timber--
MS. WATSON:  That's incorrect.
QUESTION:  --or used to work for Plum Creek Timber, what would you folks say to the environmentalists, and people like Congressman Miller, who are already sending out press releases saying that this is the biggest gutting of forest regulations in years?
MR. REY:  What I would say is this.  The principal driving force--I'd say three things.  The principal driving force behind this initiative is the quality of the forests that we leave behind and not what we take out of them, and if we take something out that has commercial value, it's incidental to that objective, and I would hope that we haven't reached a point of distrust, such that we would have to waste that, just to show that we're wasting it.  I mean, I think probably the American public expects a little more out of us.
The second thing I'd say is that dealing with the forest health situation that we have today, that we have right before us today, is the most critical challenge that this generation of professional biologists, scientists, and resource managers faces.
It doesn't matter who sits in these policy making seats, or where they came from, or where they're gone when they're done.  That challenge is going to remain and it is going to define the success or failure of this generation of professional scientists and resource managers, just as the application of the scientific principles of forestry defined the success of a generation of resource managers a century ago.
And a third point I'd make is if we can't accept that, then we are condemned to see a repeat of what we saw on the 6:00 o'clock news this summer for the next several summers in succession.
QUESTION:  Thanks.
MS. WATSON:  I'd just like to add that I want to emphasize the basis of this whole entire process, and that is a collaborative effort where we're reaching out to people in the states, the communities, the tribes, and we are seeking common ground, and we would hope that we could join together and address this problem as Mark has laid out to you just now.  This is a serious issue.  People's lives, people's homes, people's landscapes, their wildlife are at stake, and we need to work together on this and take up the challenge.  We need to find solutions that make a difference on the ground, and we think the collaborative framework laid out in the National Fire Plan provides that guidepost and that these are thoughtful, limited approaches under that plan.
MR.      :  Do you want to clarify the point that he made earlier about your background?
MR.      :  One second.  Hey, Paul?
QUESTION:  Yeah.
MR.      :  Chief Bosworth wants to add an explanation point to that.
QUESTION:  Sure.
MR. BOSWORTH:  I guess what I want to say is that most of the, well, all of these, actually, these proposals, are coming from within our organizations.  This is the folks down in the trenches, our folks out in the ranger districts, in the forests, at the BLM districts, are the ones that are asking us to try to help them find some ways to get this job done.  So I believe that this is something that's driven essentially from the bottom up, and we're trying to give some people some tools so they can get the job done in a thoughtful way and work with the public while they're doing it.
QUESTION:  No question, but you can understand why it's controversial if you're talking about eliminating EISs and EAs for potentially half of the logging on the national forest.
MR.      :  Yeah.  That is not correct.  That's not a correct--
QUESTION:  Well, I've been taking the numbers that you talked about earlier.  If there's a different number, let me know about it.
[Simultaneous conversation.]
MR. BOSWORTH:  I think we're talking--we need to talk this through a little more because this doesn't have--you know, we're not talking about timber sales here.  What we're talking about are fuels treatment projects, and as I said earlier, I believe that very little of what we do--very little, if any, of what we do under categorical exclusions, or under these EAs that we're looking at, are going to result in timber sales of any type.
QUESTION:  No, but how much--you said 60 percent of the logging last year was for the purposes of fuel reduction and habitat improvement.  That's where I took that number.
MR.      :  But that's not these at all.
MR.      :  But most of those were done under EAs or EISs.
MR.      :  Yeah.  Most of those are EIS's.
QUESTION:  And wouldn't that be waived now?
MR.      :  No.
QUESTION:  Okay.  Well, how many--what percentage of the logging, roughly, are we talking about?  Is it half?  Is it a quarter?  Is it 5 percent?
MR.      :  I don't think we know with any certainty.  What we can tell you for illustrative purposes is if you pull down the description of the ten projects that are going to be covered under the model EA, at most, only two of them are going to produce anything that may have commercial value, small-diameter material that may come off incidental to the thinning that was done for fuel reduction purposes.
Now those are projects that are being done under an EA.  So I don't think you're going to see these categorical exclusions produce a significant amount of volume.  Even though we do some timber harvesting for other land management purposes, I don't think those are going to be done under these categorical exclusions.
At the same time, though, if incidental to the purpose of doing the fuel reduction work that needs to be done, somebody produces enough six-inch logs so that there's some market value to it, I think it would be foolish to just say, well, we can't use that so let's burn it.  I mean, that's silly.
MR.      :  Paul, do you need any other clarification because--
QUESTION:  Well, yeah.  I mean, I don't want to monopolize the call, there are others who have questions, but--
[Simultaneous conversation.]
MR.      :  [inaudible] your question.
QUESTION:  I mean, there are others who have questions.  But essentially, I don't understand the way this rule's going because essentially you could say virtually anything is a fuels reduction sale, and now no longer requires any IS, no longer requires an EA, no longer requires public meetings, no longer requires a weighing of the alternatives or the same appeals processes that those requirements have already, and you're saying you have no idea how much of the national forest that's going to impact.
So how are we to write stories without any specifics, I mean, "meat on the bone"?
MR.      :  Well, what we do know is having looked at 3500 projects in the past, that fit this bill, relatively little commercial volume was produced off of any of them, and we do know that there are certain common sense sideboards that have to attach to the use of this authority as we laid it through for you earlier.
QUESTION:  Yes.
MR.      :  What we can't tell you today is, you know, what percentage of commercial volume might attach to some of these projects as they go forward in the future.  What we can say is that it, at most, has to be incidental to the other purposes that we're serving here.
MS. WATSON:  Well, this is Rebecca Watson from Interior, and the categorical exclusion, number one, has to go through this collaborative process, and for the year 2003, at Department of Interior, we have identified 1301 projects that totaled 1.05 million acres.
So that is the universe that this categorical exclusion could apply to, but some of those, out of that category, would have to get an EA, they might work under the model EA, or they might have to get an EIS.  So in the year 2003, the maximum number is something under 1 million point 05 acres.  So I hope that helps and I know the Forest Service--
MR.      :  Comparable numbers.
MR.      :  Comparable numbers and a lot of ours will be [inaudible] burning.  I mean some of this doesn't--we're not even talking about thinning in some cases.  Some it's just burning, some of it's chopping, some of it's--I mean, whatever kind of project is necessary to get the land in the condition that it needs to be in so we can reintroduce fire into these ecosystems.
MS. WATSON:  So if you understand that the collaborative process is a limiting funnel and we literally get around a table--the Forest Service, the BLM, the tribes, local communities and counties, and work out what they call a work plan for the upcoming year, and for the year 2004, that work plan, project, that plan of work will be developed in May, and so that will be the outer limits of whatever categorical exclusion projects could come from.  That they won't be outside of the collaborative process, cause that is the number one requirement.
So you can know for all three, that this will be dealing with, out of the 190 million acres at high risk, this will be between one and three million acres, at most.
QUESTION:  Thank you.
MR.      :  Okay, Paul.  Thanks.
AT&T MODERATOR:  Our next question comes from Jim Barnett.
QUESTION:  Yeah.  Jim Barnett at The Oregonian.  Mark, some of the concerns you brought up about the NEPA process and the ESA were brought to your attention about a year ago in a meeting with industry officials in Oregon, and now, again, we're discussing this in terms of an emergency here.
So I'm wondering, what concerns about the bureaucratic process were brought to you by the industry and what did you learn separately from our experience with the catastrophic fire season this last summer?
MR. REY:  You know, we've had innumerable meetings with innumerable groups, and I think what you're seeing in these proposals today is our best effort within the authority that we enjoy, to try to address those concerns, and primarily the concerns of our field level managers, and the way this administrative proposal was put together was not, first and foremost, to solicit views from outside groups.  That's what we're going to do now as we propose them, so that we can modify them in the future.
But the proposals that we're issuing today were put together primarily by polling the field level professionals in the five land managing agencies, and, in some cases, looking at the experience of one agency to see if there was something useful that could be expanded upon for the benefit of the other agencies.  This categorical exclusion is one of those examples, cause this is a categorical exclusion that was developed by our predecessors in the Clinton administration for use by the Fish and Wildlife Service.  We're modifying it now for the use of other agencies.
The specific meeting, just to go directly to your question, because you've written on it before, was actually a meeting to talk about other issues.  We didn't get too deeply into the hazardous fuel problem there.  But that's probably another story for another day.
QUESTION:  That's my point, I guess.  I was just curious.  You know, again, some of the issues with NEPA that were raised in that meeting, irrespective of the fire issue, are coming up here again.  So I was asking you to sort of separate those two things.
You know, again, what are some of the issues that the industry's concerned about versus what are some of the issues you're addressing here, that are specific only to the problem with wildfires?
MR.      :  The issues we're addressing here are the issues that were raised predominantly by our field people.  I expect we'll hear what's important to the industry as well as to the other parties as they comment on these proposals.
But what we're trying to reflect here, most accurately, is what we heard from our own field people.
QUESTION:  Thanks very much.
AT&T MODERATOR:  Our next question comes from Peter Harriman of Argus Leader.
QUESTION:  I've got a couple of questions, actually.  It seems to me that the ten projects you've outlined here look to me like the kinds of things that district rangers and their staffs routinely did 15 to 20 years ago.
Is that what you're trying to get back to?  Secondly, what kind of a budget commitment do the agencies have to accomplishing these fuels reductions?
MR.      :  I don't like to characterize this as returning to something we did 15 years ago, because we're looking forward, not back.  To the extent that we were more effective at doing on-the-ground work 15 years ago, and that that on-the-ground work had positive environmental and social benefits, yes, we'd like to be doing that kind of work.  But there are a lot of differences.  I think our field level people now understand that there is a wider range of public interest and a wider diversity of public views about what we ought to be doing.
I think, quite honestly, the broad range of public views wants them doing this kind of fuel reduction work, particularly from among those interests who have property and livelihoods at stake.
So we want to make sure that they continue to reflect that as they move forward but we are trying to give them the opportunity to do that in a way that is more interactive with their local people, earlier in the process, and that it's less hidebound, and paperwork-driven.
We want to produce on-the-ground results rather than more people.  There's no doubt in my mind, based on the questions that we're getting, that there are interests that are going to object to this, and that's not surprising.  There are a lot of people who believe that the system, as it's designed today, suits their interests perfectly, and I would not expect them to willingly agree that a simpler way of getting to a decision on the ground is a better way.
MR. BOSWORTH:  I'd like just to add one thing, this is Dale Bosworth, regarding the, say, 15-20 years ago.  I think projects that we did 20 years ago tended to be more projects that removed some of the larger trees.  They tended to be focused, in more cases, around producing timber, although there were projects for habitat improvement, for example, for big game habitat improvement, and some of those kind of things.
What we're looking at here are going to be projects designed to remove the smaller diameter brush, the small diameter trees.  They're focused on fuels treatment and they're going to be focused more around the wildland-urban interface.  But we would like to be able to simplify our processes so that we can get work done on the ground, after working up front, in a collaborative way with the community of interest, and so from that standpoint we need to improve.
USDA MODERATOR:  Next question.
AT&T MODERATOR:  Our next question comes from Bill Harland [ph].
QUESTION:  Hi. It's Bill Harland at the Rapid City Journal.  A couple questions.  One, this new streamlined EA process, will that be applied to different kinds of projects that it would now?  Or is it the same kind of projects that we'd normally get in EA now?
MR.      :  It's primarily the kinds of projects that we get in EA now.  I don't think we have an objective of trying to either expand or contract the universe of that, of what generally qualifies for an EA.  I think the primary objective here is let's try to make these EAs something that an average person can pick up, read, in something less than two weekends, and give us their thoughts on whether they think it's right, wrong, or indifferent, and we'll see how successful we are.  I mean, this is gonna be an interactive, or an iterative experience.
We're going to do ten of these, bring them back, see how we like them, see if we can sort of capture lightning in a bottle, and make this the normal for these kinds of fuel reduction projects.
If we can, you know, it's my hope that what we'll get is the opportunity to reprogram some of the time, money, and effort that's going into producing a 300-page document instead of a 30-page document, into actually getting more of this work don eon the ground and more of these fuel treatments finished.
QUESTION:  The other question I had was a follow-up on the earlier one.  I'm still not sure I understand what projects might qualify for this.  Let's say that 60 percent of the timber sales have, as part of their purpose, hazardous fuel reduction.
How do you answer the environmental groups that we know will say, What's to prevent local governments and local feds to get together and say, classify virtually any timber sale as a fire reduction project?
MR. REY:  Well, here are the things that have to occur.  First, they have to notice, put a decision notice together of what they're proposing, that is, the field level agencies.  Then they've got to work with not only the state and local governments but with local interest groups to make sure that it gets on the priority list of projects that, for fuel reduction purposes, they believe should enjoy priority treatment.
Then they have to make sure that if the primary purpose if fuel reduction, number one, number two, it doesn't violate any of the sideboards that we reviewed earlier, number three, it complies with all other federal, state, and local environmental laws.  Then they have to notice that, and if somebody disputes the proposition of whether any of those are correct, they can immediately challenge it.
QUESTION:  Thanks, Mark.
MS. WATSON:  And, again, the primary purpose has to be hazardous fuels reduction. It can't be among the purposes.  It has to be the primary purpose.
QUESTION:  Got it.
USDA MODERATOR:  Next question.
AT&T MODERATOR:  Once again, if you have a question at this time, please press the one key on your touchtone telephone.
Our next question is a follow-up by Scott Maben.  Go ahead.
QUESTION:  Yes; thanks.  Scott Maben, Register Guard, Eugene.  You say you want to encourage more meaningful public participation as part of the changes in the appeals process.  What is it about the public participation now that you find lacking?
MR.      :  The primary problem with the way our processes work now is that it rewards people who lay back and wait for more adversarial points in the process to express themselves.  There is no encouragement nor incentive to register your concerns early when, by doing so in a less formal and, more importantly, less adversarial way, they might be resolved.
For instance, in the current Forest Service process, you don't ever have to comment on a project when it's out for public comment, if you don't want to.  You can wait until it's final and then spring an ambush appeal on the Agency, because you know that when you do that you're going to get an automatic stop order on the project; an automatic stay.
All that does is reward people who want to lay back in the weeds until the last minute to maximize their leverage, and essentially disadvantage people who want to participate up front in a more collaborative, some cases, even "good faith" might be the right adjective, way.
So what we're trying to do in these changes to the appeals process is give our managers the authority, the flexibility to start the public comment period earlier, even before they have a proposal that they're ready to send out for formal comment, and to make it clear that that's when we want to involve the public, when we haven't spent all the time, money, and effort to develop a project, taxpayers' money, only to find that somebody's been laying in the weeds waiting until they could spring their appeal.
QUESTION:  If I could just follow up on that then.  If an individual chooses not to participate, then, in the early part of this process, would they waive their right to an appeal later in the process?
MR.      :  In the proposal that we're offering today, you have to participate in the public comment process when we have a proposal out there.  You've got to tell us what you think is wrong with it, if you think there's something wrong with it.  Hopefully, we'll get comments from people telling us what they think is right with it.  But you have to have done that, you have to have made that good faith effort to tell us, before the issue is decided, what you want.
If you don't do that, then you have foregone the opportunity afterwards, after everybody else involved has told us what they want, after the field level people have gone out of their way to try to accommodate that as much as they can, you've foregone your right afterwards to then spring an appeal on the agency.  You know, I have a hard time finding anybody, including the most militant opponent of some of our projects, who would make a case to you all with a straight face, that that's somehow unjust.
QUESTION:  Thank you.
MR.      :  Thanks for the follow-up.
AT&T MODERATOR:  Our next question is also a follow-up by Peter Harriman.
QUESTION:  Yeah.  I would still like an answer to the cost component of this.  Is there going to be an agency-wide commitment to these kinds of projects?  If so, what, or are individual districts going to have to come up with the money for these projects out of their existing budgets?
MR. REY:  No, we'll--there are two parts to that answer.  One, we are going to see, you know, increases, albeit increases that are going to be constrained by larger budget realities in our investment in fuel reduction work.  You've already seen that in the last two budget cycles, and that will, I believe, continue.
But the second part of the answer is one that I think is equally, maybe more important, and that is if we can effect some savings here in how much it costs us to do each of these projects, we can get a lot more of them done on the ground even if budgets remain stable, and, you know, if we can cut the cost of an environmental assessment from $100,000 to $50,000, we can do two projects where we could have only done one before.
USDA MODERATOR:  We probably have--we've been on this thing about an hour and twenty minutes or so.  Are there any other questions on the phone?  We have a reporter who's here who's going to ask questions.  So I'd just ask if there's anybody else that wants to do a follow-up, with the idea that probably some of you are trying to get off to start to file.
AT&T MODERATOR:  Yes, there are currently three questions.  Two are follow-ups and one is a new question.
USDA MODERATOR:  Okay.  Can we make that the last three, if everybody's okay with that?
AT&T MODERATOR:  Would you like to take the--actually, there's only two now.
USDA MODERATOR:  Well, okay, yeah, let's go ahead and do the two follow-ups on the phone and then Mark Sorhan [ph] with the Denver Post is here.
AT&T MODERATOR:  Okay.  Our next follow-up is with Paul Rogers.  Go ahead.
QUESTION:  Hi.  Thanks for the follow-up opportunity.  I was just noticing, by the way, that there still is nothing on the DOI Web site or the Forest Service Web site, that is the specifics of this rule, so if it's possible to get that posted today, that'll reduce errors in the stories.
My question, though, is a very basic one.
MR. REY:  Paul, I'm going to have somebody call you with more specifics on that.
QUESTION:  Thanks, Mark.
MR. REY:  Cause I think they're telling us it's up, so--
QUESTION:  Okay.  I may be a slow learner out here in Silicon Valley, but as I look around on my Web site, I can't find it.  Anyway, the question has to do with when EAs and EISs will be necessary.  As I read the release that you put out today, it says, "Based on the Agency's experience with hundreds of these projects where environmental analyses showed no significant environmental impact, the proposed procedures will determine that similar new projects do not result in significant impact, eliminating the need for individual analyses and lengthier documentation."
Now the code word there, "significant impact," is what triggers an environmental impact statement.
So as I understand this--and tell me if I'm getting it wrong--what the new rules would do would allow you to waive any EA or any EIS when you determine that a fuel reduction project is the main goal of some logging, or some other type of project.
MR.      :  No, that's--
QUESTION:  Are you talking about shrinking EAs or are you talking about eliminating them?
MR. REY:  No.  You've got the system not quite right.  You do an EIS when there is a significant environmental impact.  You do an environmental assessment when you're not sure and you need some analysis to find out.  At the end of your environmental assessment, one of two things occurs.  You either publish your environmental assessment with a finding of no significant impact, which we call a FONSI in the trade, or you go on and do an EIS.  You build on the analysis that you've already done, develop a range of alternatives and go into the EIS process.
MR.      :  And that's the way it's always been.
MR. REY:  That's the way it's always been and that's not going to change.
Now it has also been the case for some twenty or so years, that there are categories of activities where, because of their routine nature, under certain circumstances, based on previous experience, that you know that if you did an environmental assessment, you were always going to come out with a finding of no significant impact, and it has been the case for 20 years, that CEQ has said to agencies, when you approach that kind of a situation, then go through an analysis of the activities as a category and if you can put reasonable sideboards on that category, then that's all you need to do.
But you need to publicize that you're going to use that approach for each project.  You just don't have to additional analysis.  We for instance don't do an environmental assessment when we give a reporter a permit to go out and cut a Christmas tree off the national forest.  Because we know that given the number of Christmas tree permit requests we get in a given year, that they're not going to be sufficient in number, so that we're going to approach a level where additional analysis is necessary.
So what we're doing here is nothing different than executing that authority as it has been executed by agencies for the last 20 years.  We think, based on our experience for a certain class of fuel reduction projects, that we can reach that conclusion as long as the projects fit within the sideboards in the proposal.
QUESTION:  And that conclusion means no EIS or EA, right?
MR. REY:  What it means, in essence, is that we are reasonably certain, and this is why we're doing a proposal, to solicit comments on how people feel about this.  But it means we are reasonably certain to the point of certainty that if we did an EA every time we do a project like this, that EA would end up with a finding of no significant impact, that in 3,500 out of 3,500 cases the EA ended up with a finding of no significant impact, because of the nature of what we proposing to do.
And so then you ask yourself if the EAs are always going to produce findings of no significant impact, what value is the EA providing?  You know, we could do an EA every time you came to us and asked us for a permit to cut a Christmas tree in a national forest.  In your case, Paul, it would be the Los Padres.  If we did that, you'd have your Christmas tree in time for Easter.  But there's no point to be served by it, because of the basis of experience that we've accumulated with projects of the magnitude that we think we're accurately describing and constraining in the categorical exclusion.
MS. WATSON:  And I might add that that background, the analysis that the categorical exclusion is based on will also be up on the website.  So the data that this proposal is based on will be available for public review.
MR. REY:  People can go in and look at the 3,500 projects, and say:  'No, no, this is right, or this is wrong,' or 'This is how you should have constrained this categorical exclusion differently.'  And that's all part of the comment period for a categorical exclusion.  That's the time for people to say 'no.'  You know, Christmas trees over a certain size shouldn't be part of this categorical exclusion.
Paul Rogers has got cathedral ceilings.  He wants a 40-foot Douglass Fir.  We ought to do an EA for that.  And if he wants it by Christmas, he ought to ask by Memorial Day.
QUESTION:  Well as you know, Mark, the real estate's so cheap out here in the Bay Area, that we all have cathedral ceilings.
[Laughter.]
[Simultaneous conversation.]
MR. REY:  Do you have a number that you--Paul, we got information for you, at least for USDA.
QUESTION:  This is George Lennon at the Forest Service.  [inaudible] on the line.  Our website was up but it seems to be crashing back down.  There's a link incapability issue that they will work on through the night to fix.  But I think most importantly to you all, you want to see what these ten projects would look like versus, you know, all the notes you were taking.
MR. REY:  No, no, not the projects.  We want to see--
MR.        :  The CE.
MR. REY:  We want to see the--
QUESTION:  Right.  But to fax that will break my machine.  But at a minimum, if you will call this number at my office, there are people standing by and they'll try to get pieces to you as best they can.  Because right now we may not get that site fixed until late tonight.
MR. REY:  The question, George, though, is do you have the ability to e-mail the proposed rule change to reporters?
QUESTION:  The answer is yes, and if you call this number, they will help you, Paul.  They're listening in on this conversation.
CHIEF BOSWORTH:  And just give them your e-mail address.
MR. REY:  Good.
QUESTION:  It's (202) 205-0914.
MR. REY:  Thank you.
QUESTION:  Okay.
AT&T MODERATOR:  Okay, the last question comes from Ellen Ferguson.
MR. REY:  I'm sorry, who?
QUESTION:  Ellen Ferguson, Gannette News Service.
MR. REY:  Okay, Ellen.
QUESTION:  Okay, it's a real basic question.
On the ten projects, those pilot projects, what's the time table?  Are those linked to the 30-day comment period, or are those proceedings now?
MR. REY:  No.  The 30-day comment period is on the proposed categorical exclusion for projects smaller in scope and bore than these ten.  For these ten, what we hope to be able to do is to produce an environmental assessment, which is the next highest level of environmental assessment.  Within the next three to four months for these, and then they'll go out for public comment on their own, individually.
QUESTION:  Okay.
MS. WATSON:  And I might add that today and yesterday, career MEPA experts from each department and then MEPA experts from out in the field from both departments have been meeting in Salt Lake to go over the model EA, and then these people will be working with the regional teams in the particular ten sites to help facilitate the use of this model EA.  And it's hoped that some of that some of those contacts could begin as early as next week and then resume after the holidays.
USDA MODERATOR:  Any more questions?  Ellen, do you have a follow-up or anything else?
QUESTION:  No, that was it.
USDA MODERATOR:  Okay.
AT&T MODERATOR:  There are no further questions.
USDA MODERATOR:  All right.  Mike, do you want to?  Thank you.
MR.          :  Thank you all.
[Simultaneous conversation.]
QUESTION:  My question is if I'm just a [inaudible] environmentalist or neighbor [inaudible] one of these projects, CE or the new EA, is there a Cliff Notes version of what [inaudible] Can I comment or appeal to the CE if you have a pending project next to my house?
MR. REY:  Now, the point to comment and appeal on the CE is when we develop the CE.  After that you get a notice with any project that's going to be conducted under the authority of the CE.
After that, if you're interested, if you're paying attention while we're pushing these projects through the collaborative process with project selection, you'll be able to say, "Look, I don't want that project."  You can say a couple of things.  One, "That's a good project.  My home is nearby.  I'd like that thinning done, and I think I agree it should fit under the CE."  Or you can say, "Look, I don't have any problem with the project, but there are issues that it raises that I think require additional analyses.  And I would prefer that you not do it under that CE."  Or you can-
QUESTION:  I'm addressing this to the body set up under the ten-year plan, or I'm addressing this to a federal--
MR. REY:  You're addressing it during the collaborative process.
And then the third you could say is "I don't like that project at all.  I don't want it done, period."  So you have that opportunity for input.
Then depending on how that collaborative process goes, including your input, if they decide to go forward, you're going to get a public notice:  This project is going to proceed under the authority of this categorical exclusion, found at this place in the Federal Register, code of federal regulations.
If you decide you don't like it then, you can still go back to the Forest Service and say, "If you proceed with that project under the CE, I'm going to sue you."  And then you just go directly to federal district court and it's pretty much a straight up or down proposition, because what you're going to tell the court is "This project doesn't fit the sideboards of a CE.  It's a facial matter of fact."  And the court can make a fairly quick determination of either you're right, or no you're wrong.  If you're right, the project is stumped, and the agency either abandons it, or decides we'll take it back and do an EA or an EIS.  If you're wrong, what the court will tell you is "This project squarely fits within the CE.  This CE was developed with public comment.  It was challenged by people who thought it was too bad.  The court sustained the challenge.  The agency is operating within the parameters that it sets for itself.
QUESTION:  But that is not a public--you said it was developed with public comment, that is not a public comment under traditional NEPA, right?
MR. REY:  No, the public comment period that we're going to start when the CE appears in the Federal Register is a NEPA comment.
QUESTION:  Okay.
MR. REY:  People are commenting on the CE.
QUESTION:  Not the project.
MR. REY:  Not individual projects.
QUESTION:  Now, the EA, what's the short version of what you want out of that EA?
MR. REY:  I think the big difference there is we want the EA to be shorter, more understandable and easier for the public to deal with and for our people to develop.  We think that--
QUESTION:  What do you take out of the existing process?
MR. REY:  You take a lot of data and information that is extraneous and fairly evaluating the project on its face, a lot of cross-referencing to information that may be a function of some court decision that occurred five years ago, which said you ought to make sure that you footnote the encyclopedic references to every species that's going to be affected by this, and so we've been doing that, lo these many years.
What we're trying to do is take a step back, say that the EAs that we're developing now are not documents that communicate clearly to the public what we're trying to do, and therefore we may be grinding up a lot of time and effort producing them, but they're not materially improving either our communications with the public or the quality of the work we're doing on the ground.
QUESTION:  This is kind of a two-part question.  Given that this is a rulemaking or a regulation, rather than legislation that is meant to be there forever, why not have diameter limits, have limits near some sort of urbanized area?
And we've already started to hear some of the criticism, what did you do in this process to build up trust?  There always seems to be the question of trust.  What have you done to build trust to tell people this is not us letting in the [inaudible]?
MR. REY:  Well, the first thing we did was to go through an extended exercise with the Western governors, state and local governments, and environmental groups to develop a comprehensive strategy and an implementation plan.
One of the agreed-upon elements of that was that the agencies would look at ways to improve and streamline their procedures for fuel-reduction work.  Everybody agreed, in principle, that that was something that ought to be done.  So I don't think there's any misconception or misrepresentation about the need and purpose of doing that.
Now, we're proposing some things, and people don't need to be trustful or distrustful, they just need to tell us what they think are some reasonable additions or deletions to these proposals.  We're ready to listen.  We went through the process with local stakeholders and state and local governments.  We agreed that our existing procedures were not ideal, and maybe the agreement didn't go too much further that, but it did go so far as we agreed on one deliverable, and that is that the agencies would review their procedures to find ways to make them better.
Now it's time, we spent the intervening time from late May to date working with our field people, the people who we think actually know where the problems lie and where the improvements can be made, and now we're proposing some things for the broader public and for the other levels of government that have been cooperating on.
So I don't think there's any reason to be either trustful or distrustful of this.  I certainly trust the environmental group.  They've spent millions of dollars on political ads to demonize the administration, but that doesn't mean I don't trust them.
MS. WATSON:  I guess one other thing I'd point out in response to your question is that, again, the categorical exclusion has to be worked out underneath the National Fire Plan, and the National Fire Plan requires that 60 percent of its dollars be spent in the WUI.  So, again, there is the limitation on where the focus needs to be, and that is built into the categorical exclusion, so there is a required focus on the WUI.
QUESTION:  Going back to diameter, given that you probably have more stuff that's under, 14/16 inches whatever, than you could do in two/three years, why not just do that and build that level of trust that you're going to go out and do that first?
MR. BOSWORTH:  I'd like to comment on that.  You know, for me the problem with diameter limits is trying to apply something like that across the country.  A 6-inch-diameter tree is one thing in the Pacific Northwest and something entirely different in Western Montana or South Central Montana or you go South, and it's different yet.  And so it's really tough to come up with a diameter limit and say, okay, this makes sense.
A tree in California, you'd say, well, if the diameter limit is 16 inches, you don't get 16-inch trees in parts of the country.  That's a big tree.  In other places, a 16-inch tree is a small tree.  That's just one part of it.
The other part of it is our focus has got to be what you leave in the land.  It has to be, and what we need to be doing is leaving the right number of trees, and the right species, and the right--the largest trees disbursed across the landscape to try to get us back to the conditions that we had pre-European days.  If that means that you take nothing but one-inch trees, then that's fine, because what you need to leave are these others, but if that means you've got to take out a couple of 10-inch trees to get the right number left, then that's what you ought to do.
So our focus should be on what we leave, and that's why diameter limits don't work for me very well.
MR. REY:  You also have the case where you're dealing with insect and disease infestation.  If you're trying to stop an infestation, a diameter limit is an impediment to getting the work done quickly.
The people we trust are the people who do this work on the ground every day, the biologists, the fisheries people, the forestry specialists who do this work, and if we can help give them some tools to do it well--
And if you just look at something as arbitrary as a diameter limit or an acreage limit, and what you're doing is you're saying we don't trust your judgment.  We think that it would be better to just tell you that no matter whether there's an insect or disease infestation or not, no matter what the stand condition you're trying to create is, no matter what kind of forest you're trying to leave behind, this is an arbitrary limitation that you need to keep in mind, and if you can't make it work, then you've got to do some additional analysis.
That's not, I think, going to get us to the kind of quality forest that we want as quickly as we'd like to get there, given that we have 190 million acres of ground that needs some sort of treatment to bring it down out of these high-risk circumstances.
The other observation I'll make is this.  Trust is a two-way or a multi-way street.  We hear from a lot of people who criticize the people who just say give us the 19-inch diameter limit, and this will all be fine, and the criticism is that once they get one thing, they ask for another.  So this is a two-way street.
If somebody wants to make a compelling case to us that they will support wholeheartedly and unreservedly one of these proposals if we impose some of these arbitrary limits, we're prepared to hear that, but they have a burden of trust to assume as well, and that burden is that they won't secure that result and then go on, and appeal, and sue, and litigate these projects to death thereafter because they're after something else.
That's not a criticism I'm levying against anybody, nor is it one that I want our field people to levy against anybody, but it is one we hear with frequency, particularly among people whose homes and communities are threatened by wildfires, and it's probably one you've heard traveling in rural Colorado as well.
QUESTION:  You're saying the Sierra Club wouldn't support it.  If you put a 10-inch-diameter limit on it, the critics that we're talking about here would still [inaudible].
MR. REY:  I'm saying that's something I'm hearing from a lot of people.
QUESTION:  One last thing, a lot of what's been said, more when the President rolled this out, was that the two-year plan, the governors, whatever we called the thing that was signed out West, they have consistently said, and I'm not an expert on it, that that plan specifically says that environmental regulations did not need to be reduced or lessened; is that--
MR. REY:  It said that the broad fabric of environmental laws didn't need to be greatly improved, but at the same time it did say that our regulations and decision making processes needed to be improved.  There is a distinction there.
MS. WATSON:  Yes, and we are not proposing changes to the law.  Categorical exclusion is one of the three tools under NEPA, and it's encouraged to use it because the costs and time involved to do EISs and EAs are considerable, and there are some projects that are routine that should utilize categorical exclusion.  So that's one of the three recognized tools in NEPA.
As far as the Endangered Species Act changes, those are guidance documents that highlight provisions that are already in our ESA Handbook, and, again, they've been agreed to by the regulatory agencies, NMFS and Fish and Wildlife Service.
MR.          :  If I can just throw a comment out to reinforce what the Chief was making because it shows the complication on the diameter issue.
You know the Capitol holiday tree sitting up here is from the grand State of Oregon, and its age is 27 years.  It's approximately the same dimensions as the tree from Colorado two years ago that was 75 years.  Now we're not talking species, we're not talking location, but in general, though, you've got pretty much the same, you know, the common public, you've got pretty much the same tree, but look at the difference.  You have a very juvenile tree, when you look at the length of tree age, so how would you be able to determine?
And so I think what the Chief keeps reinforcing here is it's not the diameter, it's the condition, and that's the operative piece here.
MR.          :  I think the word "diameter" has just become, frankly, it's a sound bite to the environmentalists.  It's an easy argument they can make to make themselves sound reasonable, and it ignores things like insect infestation and what do you do about that.  It ignores your argument.  It's an easy one to hang on, and it's one that keeps coming out.
MR.          :  In the end, we really do need to have people at the local level, our professionals that have been in the business, they know the land, they know the community, they work together with people, they're professionals, and they've been doing it for 20/30 years in a lot of cases, and they need to have some flexibility to make a decision based upon how to get the land into the condition that you want.
USDA MODERATOR:  We're done.
[Whereupon, the briefing was concluded.]
