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                                     Huron-Manistee National Forest, Michigan
MR. SCHULER:  My name is Jim Schuler, and I'm Forest Supervisor on the Huron-Manistee, and I'm glad you've all been able to come out here on this beautiful afternoon.
I'd like to introduce Sally Collins.  Sally is the Associate Chief of the Forest Service, and she's come out here this afternoon from Washington, and we're going to look at some healthy forest initiative projects on the National Forest, and on the Huron Shores District.  And hopefully we'll be able to talk about some things that we can do in the future to expedite these kinds of projects.  Sally?
[Applause.]
MS. COLLINS:  Well, good morning once again.  I guess it's now afternoon.  And hi to all you sports critters [ph], right?  Yay!! I am so happy and honored to be here from Washington, D.C.   But I am not a Washington, D.C. person.  I spent most of career working on a National Forest that, like the national forests in this part of the country are dependent on fires to sustain their natural ecological processes.  And you all have done some really great work in this part of the country, and we're here to look at that and also to celebrate that, because we need to make progress all over the country to get these kinds of treatments to make sure that we get our forests back in balance, and then protect communities from fire.
I am honored today to introduce Mark Rey, who is our Under Secretary of Agriculture, who has been a great support to the Forest Service, with many of these ideas that we've been trying to promote for years and years and years to reduce the risks of wildfire to communities.  So, without further adieu, I'd like to introduce Mark Rey.
[Applause.]
-more-

MR. REY:  Good afternoon.  Secretary of Agriculture, Ann Veneman, would have liked to have been here today, but she's back, worrying about mad cows.  She asked me to assure all of you that our food supply is safe, our system is working as it was intended, and that she and I are going to have steaks for dinner tonight.
Because she couldn't be here, she asked me to take her place and say a few things.  I won't talk too long because I know you fourth-graders are eager to get back into school.
[Laughter.]
MR. REY:  Well, maybe I'll talk a little longer then.
Summer is coming and we're about to start into the heart of the fire season.  And so at the beginning of this fire season, it's important to look back on what last year was like, what our President, George W. Bush, asked us to do to make sure that fire seasons in the future are not as bad, and what we are doing today.
The fire season of 2002 was the most expensive single season in our nation's history.  By the time it was over in late September, we had spent $1.6 billion fighting wild land fires throughout the 50 United States, and we had large-incident fires in each of the 50 United States.  It was the second worst fire season in terms of acreage consumed.  We burned over 7.2 million acres of land.  The only season that was worse was the season during the year 2000.
Last year we spent 62 days of the summer at what our firefighters call preparedness level 5.  That's when the situation is most severe and we have the most resources committed.  That was 22 days longer than we spent during 2000 at that preparedness level.
We involved a lot of different people, including the federal land-managing agencies and state and county agency firefighters in fighting fires last year.  We mobilized the military battalion, and we got the help of firefighters from Australia and New Zealand.  They don't have to fight fires during our summer, because that's their wintertime.  So we have a cooperative agreement with Australia and New Zealand, and we trade our firefighters back and forth.  Because our wintertime is their summer and this past winter some of our firefighters went down there.
As we look forward to 2003, our weather projections indicate that the season will be difficult but not as bad as 2002.  The southwestern United States and the southeastern United States are wetter.  The drought has been broken in the southeast and is much much less severe in Arizona and New Mexico than it was a year ago.  So the season will start a little bit later than it did last year.  And that's the good news.
The bad news is that there are parts of the country that are actually drier this year as we enter into the fire season than they were a year ago.  One of those regions of the country is here in the northern Great Lakes.  And you've already had a few fires here in Michigan and in Minnesota this spring already.  The northern Rockies, Oregon, and Northern California are in a similar circumstance.
So we should have another relatively difficult fire season stretching out before us.  We have prepared for it, however. 

-more-

We've mobilized resources as well as airplanes.  We have 55 percent more money budgeted for firefighting this year than we did in calendar year 2000.  So we think we're ready.
Last August President Bush, during the middle of the fire season, went to Oregon to look at some fires that were burning at that time.  And he announced a series of administrative reforms and legislative proposals that we believed would assist us in treating some of the lands that were at risk to reduce the amount of vegetation that was providing the fuel for these large and catastrophic wildfires.
On a hillside not too different than this one, but where a fire had recently burned, he announced the administration's healthy forest initiative.
In December of last year we proposed a number of regulatory reforms governing how we do the environmental analysis associated with the project that are designed to reduce field loads.  We looked for ways to accelerate our efforts in complying with the National Environmental Policy Act, the Endangered Species Act, and hearing appeals from people who thought maybe the projects we were proposing aren't quite right.
Next Tuesday we will be sending to the Federal Register, the government's newspaper of record, the final versions of these proposals, which will allow us to accelerate the work that we do to reduce fuel loads in at-risk forest and range lands and get that work done more quickly.
Nation-wide we have about 190 million acres of federally owned forest and rangelands that are at risk to catastrophic wildfire.  They are at risk because there's too much vegetation on the areas, too much vegetation that feeds large, unnatural and catastrophic wildfires.
We've accelerated our rate of treating those areas this past year even with all the fires that we had to fight, we managed to treat 2.2 million acres, almost a million acres more than we treated in 2000.
But still with 190 million acres at risk the current rate of treatment is inadequate to address the magnitude of the problem that we face.  And that's why we're sending the final proposals to accelerate the work that we need to do, to do the fuels treatment work better, faster, and cheaper, the mantra that the President has asked us to adopt in getting this work done.
In addition to asking us to make administrative changes, things we could do within the authority that we are granted under the existing laws, last August Congress called upon Congress to modify some of the statutes that govern our work to allow that work to be done more quickly as well.
I'm pleased to say that the day before yesterday, the United States House of Representatives passed a piece of legislation, the Healthy Forest Restoration Act, which will make our work easier, better, and cheaper.  And I want to thank Congressman Bart Stupak from here for being a cosponsor of the legislation and voting in favor of it as the House reported.
-more-

Congressman Stupak's support is important because he is from a party different from that of the President.  He's a democrat, we're republicans.   But his support underscores the fact that this is a bipartisan issue.  Resolving the state of the health of our nation's forest and rangelands must not only be bipartisan, it must be non-partisan.  It must be something that we're all committed to doing and to addressing in order to reduce the economic, environmental, and ecological consequences of uncontrolled wildfires burning through forest and range lands, threatening communities, threatening valuable wildlife habitat.
The issue is not only non-partisan; it's an issue that isn't going to be solved by me or by this administration. It's an issue that's been developing for 80 to 100 years as a result of fire suppression policies.  It's an issue that our predecessors struggled with.  It's an issue that our successors will also have to struggle with.
The beginning of a fire season is a good time to talk about what we need to do to restore the health of our nation's forest and range lands.  And Oscoda, Michigan is as good a place as any to talk about it.  This town burned to the ground in 1911, as a result of a catastrophic fire, one of many catastrophic fires that burned during the last decade of the 1800s and the first decade of the 1900s.  Being able to suppress those fires and others like them was the foundation upon which we built the science of forestry.  It was the mission that the United States Forest Service and many of its sister land-managing agencies and the federal government were given at the beginning of their creation.
It was the responsibility that defined the first generation of professional resource scientists and national resource managers.  Solving the problem that we have today and treating these forest and range lands by reducing the amount of vegetation and bringing  them back into balance and harmony with the natural role that low-intensity fires play and should play will define the success of this generation of natural resource managers and scientists and may be a part of the next one.  Maybe some of you fourth-graders here will become firefighters, or natural resource scientists when you grow up.
And to that end, we're going to deputize you today to give you a head start on that.  That'll happen in a minute.  Before we do that, either I or Associate Chief Collins will be happy to take any questions, either from the media or from anybody else who has a question they want to ask.
MS. COLLINS:  Pardon me?
QUESTION:  [Inaudible.]
MS. COLLINS:  Clean up of the forests?  Well, and it would work in a variety of ways and a variety of places.  In an environment like this where you have Jack Pine, you'd probably need to do a treatment, a mechanical treatment first, which usually involves thinning of the trees.  And then some places, depending on the fire risks, reintroducing prescribed burning in that area.  So you get fire playing its natural role in the ecosystem once again.
And I think that's true for many of the pine stands that you see through the intermountain west and the Pacific northwest, where you have these dry pine types that have been, because of fire suppression for many years, gotten way, way, way too dense.
-more-

So that's generally what you do.  And there are a lot of different ways to do that mechanical treatment.  Some places we do mowing. I guess there are a variety of different pieces of equipment that you can use, depending on the ecosystem type and the condition.
MR. REY:  In areas where we've succeeded in reducing fuel loads, and we can use fire safely --and there are some areas here in the Huron Forest where that's the case--we'll also used prescribed burning as a tool to keep fuel loads from building back up.  Because there is a maintenance aspect to this, once you get the system back in balance.
We also can use chemicals in some cases where that can be done safely to keep vegetation down.
In southern California, we cut firebreaks through Chaparral Systems, and we used goats to graze the areas to keep the Chaparral from growing back.  So there's a pretty wide variety of ways to do this.
But the central organizing theme is that the forests we have today are much denser, much thicker, much more laden with brush, and extra material than they were historically in a natural setting.  And that what we need to do is get back to stands of trees or range land conditions that were more characteristic of what they were like when fire played a natural and normal role in these systems.
QUESTION:  [Inaudible.]
MR. REY:  I'm going to start the answer to that, and then ask our Forest Supervisor to finish it, which is usually what I do as a sub-cabinet political appointee:  Start an argument and then leave it to somebody to finish.
[Laughter.]
MR. REY:  One of the reasons we're here on the Huron Forest today is that one of the changes that we proposed last December was to provide our field offices with a model for a streamlined environmental assessment under the National Environmental Policy Act to evaluate the kinds of questions and concerns that needed to be evaluated before a project starts, but in a much more expedited way, so that the key questions that needed to be asked and answered were laid out in a document that went on for 20 or 30 pages as opposed to 200 or 300 pages.
So we laid out a model that we thought would work to achieve that objective, to let that work go faster, better, and cheaper.  And then we asked for volunteers, people in the field who had projects that they wanted to use the model to test.  And the Huron-Manistee Forest volunteered with a project that we're going to take a look at later today.
MS. COLLINS:  Anything else?
MR. REY:  Well, it's not just district ranger.  He'll have a lot more specifics, so if there's something you want to add, Chuck?
MR.          :  Yes. I believe the question was:  How the particular project that we're going to look at today addresses the fuel situation.  

-more-

We began the project in that vicinity in 1997.  We did some hydro-ax work, which is a big front-mounted mower on a big piece of equipment, and we reduced Jack Pine fuels around the high school and the River Road Scenic Byway and the subdivisions and the interface with the Oscoda-Osawabo [ph] community there.  And in 1998 just a spring after we implemented that project, we had a wildfire that started back behind the school and burned in a northwesterly direction, fanned by the high winds of that day and the low humidity.  And we showed effectively there what that kind of fuel break can provide for effectiveness in stopping the fire and for the safety afforded the firefighters.
The Oscoda Township Fire Department and the Michigan Department of Natural Resources was out in cooperation with us that day in suppressing that fire.  And Oscoda Township Volunteer Fire Department was able to station their structure protection equipment on Grass Lake Road only because of the protection offered by the fuel breaks.  If it had not been for those fuel breaks being present, the fire would have been way too intense for those folks to have been positioned there.
The project that we're going to look at today is building upon the success of that project and expanding those fuel breaks, making them wider, and we hope more effective.
MS. COLLINS:  I think we have as question right over here.
QUESTION:  [Inaudible.]
MS. COLLINS:  Why did I pick this career?  Hmmm, that is a great question.  I picked this career because when I was about your age, my mother and my father took me out on lots of hikes.  How many of you have your parents taking you out on hikes?  Yes.  They took me out on lots of hikes on forests and in parks like this, and I learned to love the out of doors.  So when I went to school, I decided that's what I wanted to do, spend more time out of doors.  It's not what I do very much any more, but it's what I used to do a lot of.
Go ahead.
QUESTION:  [Inaudible.]
MS. COLLINS:  I've been doing this job for almost 30 years.  Long time.
I want to get one more question, and then we're going to do a pledge for you all.
MS. COLLINS:  I've been doing this job, wearing this uniform, for about 30 years, working for the U.S. Forest Service.  We've got lots of kids that have lots of questions.
[Laughter.]
MS. COLLINS:  Go ahead.  What is your question?
QUESTION:  [Inaudible.]
-more-

MS. COLLINS:  I started when I was in my early 20s.  Probably 23 or 24 years old.  Yeah.
One more, or two more.
QUESTION:  [Inaudible.]
MS. COLLINS:  Well, this part of my job, talking to people like you, by far, is the most fun thing I do, is talk to people.
Go ahead.  And I know that there are people saying I'd better do the pledge.  But we're going to do one--
QUESTION:  [Inaudible.]
MS. COLLINS:  Okay.  Why don't we do that?  Why don't we do the pledge, and then if we have another minute or two, we can ask some questions.  Do you have your pledge cards?
Smokey.  Okay, Smokey’s is going to help us do this pledge.  Hi, Smokey, how are you?
MR.          :  A good cold day--
MS. COLLINS:  [Inaudible.]
MR.          :  For the Smokey--
MS. COLLINS:  Okay, get ready.  "I give my pledge to faithfully protect my country's forests."
[All respond.]
MS. COLLINS:  Excellent.  You're not deputized.
[Applause.]
MS. COLLINS:  Okay.  Yes.  Okay, now I think we're going to be giving out some pens in a minute.  But, are we done?  Do we have any more questions?
MR.          :  We've got one more.  Right behind the tree.
MS. COLLINS:  Somebody right behind that tree.
QUESTION:  [Inaudible.]
MS. COLLINS:  How many years of college did I go through?  I went through six years of college.  You can make that.
[Laughter.]
QUESTION:  [Inaudible] side jobs?
MS. COLLINS:  No, other than being a mom.  That's a big side job.
[Laughter.]
MS. COLLINS:  Okay, we've got one more up in front.
QUESTION:  [Inaudible.]
MS. COLLINS:  Well you're going to have to ask somebody behind who knows this.
MR.          :  Cook Pond.
MS. COLLINS:  It's Cook Pond.  Okay?
All right.  Thank you very much.  Great questions.
[Applause.]
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