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The members of the American Forest Resource Council (AFRC), several of which are located in close proximity to the Mt. Hood National Forest, have a strong interest in the future health and management of the forest.  Mt. Hood provides important ecological and economic benefits, including recreation, clean water, wildlife habitat, and forest products for society.  The ecosystem is ever-changing and dynamic, so any management decisions should take this reality into account.  This summer’s Mt. Hood Complex fires remind us that major wildfires do occur on the mountain and we must not limit the ability of the Forest Service to take actions to prevent and suppress these potentially destructive events.   
AFRC has indicated that additional Wilderness may be appropriate for certain areas on the mountain.  Proposals have been developed by both the House and Senate to significantly increase the amount of Wilderness and other restrictive designations on Mt. Hood.  AFRC believes it is important to limit the amount of acres designated for several important reasons.     
First, it is important that any Mt. Hood Wilderness legislation takes the conditions on the ground into account.  Considerations such as fuels condition class, insect and disease infestations, forest age class (plantation LSR forest, mature forest, etc), roads, community safety, and available timber base should be of particular interest.  The need to control the risk of wildfires and insect infestation spreading to neighboring private and tribal forestland is also of concern.  In general, the House proposal paid much closer attention to these important details.
Additionally, the ability to meet the ecological and societal goals set forth in the Clinton Northwest Forest Plan is at stake.  The plan envisioned management activities within Late Successional Reserves (LSRs) to improve habitat conditions for the Northern Spotted Owl (NSO).  The US Fish and Wildlife Service is currently developing a recovery plan to improve the chances for recovering the owl and could call for new management approaches to improve and protect owl habitat.  Second, the plan made an important promise to local communities by promising 1.1 billion board feet of timber – down from approximately 4.5 billion before the plan.  The Mt. Hood National Forest has an important contribution to make in this regard.  With the future funding and allocation formula of the County Payments program in doubt, it is also important to retain the ability to conduct revenue generating forest management activities on all available and appropriate acres.

Finally, although greater focus has been placed in recent years on the need to manage and thin forests, significant procedural and judicial roadblocks still limit the ability of the Forest Service to conduct this work.  If significant additional acres are designated as Wilderness, AFRC believes that greater certainty should be provided to ensure that management does occur on the limited remaining acres available for timber harvest.   Reforms to the burdensome procedural and judicial framework facing the Forest Service would lower the costs of achieving these projects and ensure appropriate forest management activities are taking place.            
Our ability to provide a thorough review of the Senate proposal has been encumbered by the limited amount of time available to review the GIS data that underlies the maps.  These are only initial comments that will be revised and updated as more detailed information becomes available on both proposals.  Some provisions of concern within both legislative proposals are detailed below. 
The Importance of the Mt. Hood National Forest to Maintaining Critical Forest Products Infrastructure

The Mt. Hood National Forest consists of 1.1 million acres of some of the most prolific forest growing conditions in the world. The 2002 Monitoring Report of the Mount Hood National Forest reports annual forest growth to exceed annual harvest by a factor of 13 to 1 and annual forest mortality to exceed annual harvest by a factor of 8 to 1. Under the Northwest Forest Plan crafted by the Clinton Administration, the Mount Hood National Forest is programmed to harvest and sell approximately 60 million board feet of wood fiber per year but only a fraction of this has actually occurred per year since 1994.  Forest growth is far outpacing mortality and harvest levels, and with the near removal of fire from the natural ecosystem, the forest will require long-term management to reduce the effects of wildfire, drought, insects and disease outbreaks.    
Nearly everyone agrees that the Mt. Hood is in need of hazardous fuels reduction and forest health treatments to protect communities and key wildlife habitats and watersheds.  Only by retaining the nearby sawmill and biomass utilization infrastructure will the Forest Service be able to prevent catastrophic wildfires, insect and disease infestations, and protect local communities.  This local industry infrastructure will only remain if the Forest Service is able to offer a predictable and adequate level of timber from the Mt. Hood National Forest. 
Retaining the Ability to Treat the Acres Most in Need
Matrix acres should be excluded from any Wilderness, Wild and Scenic River, or National Recreation Area designations.  Most matrix acres have been previously managed, require future management activities, and constitute the available timber base on the Mt. Hood National Forest.  Under the Northwest Forest Plan, timber management is limited to about 183,000 acres of “matrix” on Mt. Hood, or 16% of the total land base, (total forest size is 1.1 million acres).  Matrix acres have been included for Wilderness, Wild and Scenic River, and National Recreation Area designations in various Mt. Hood proposals and should be excluded.  The legislative language included in the NRA title of the Senate bill would virtually ensure that no management takes place within the matrix acres slated for NRA designation.  Inclusion in a W&S River designation would also delay, or limit outright, the management that can take place in those areas.  
· A preliminary analysis from the Mt. Hood National Forest indicates that the Senate proposal contains approximately 14,000 acres of matrix:  Wilderness 5,200; W&S River 4,400; NRA 4,200.
· The House proposal includes over 4,500 acres of matrix in Wilderness designations. 

· The proposed Wilderness designations contained within the Senate proposal overlap 1,560 acres of matrix lands on the Clackamas River District alone.

· The National Recreation Areas envisioned in the Senate proposal include substantial matrix acres (4,200).  The designation would be a de-facto removal of matrix acres in an area in need of forest management due to forest health conditions and the proximity to Hwy 35.
Previously managed and overstocked LSRs should be excluded from any Wilderness, Wild and Scenic River, or National Recreation Area designations.  Late Successional Reserves (LSRs) consist of many previously managed and “plantation” forests in a real need of thinning activities to improve the health of the forest and wildlife habitat, including habitat for the Northern Spotted Owl.  The environmental community, locally-based groups, and the forest products industry have been able to agree on at least this much.  Including these acres only limits the ability to improve the condition of these forests and return needed management to the forest.  Areas with heavy concentrations of previously managed and overstocked LSRs have been slated for Wilderness, Wild and Scenic River, and National Recreation Area designations in various Mt. Hood proposals and should be excluded.    
Initial reports from the Clackamas River District of the Mt. Hood National Forest indicate that the Fiscal Year 2007 planned thinning program within LSRs would be substantially impacted by the Senate proposal.  In fact, as many as 8 million board feet of planned thinning sales in Fiscal Year 2007 would be impacted.  This represents one-third of the Mt. Hood National Forest’s planned timber program and would be a major blow to local industry and the Forest Service’s program.    
· 2 units planned for thinning in FY07 are included in the Senate’s proposed Clackamas Canyon designation. 
· 90 acres of plantation thinning scheduled for FY07 are included in the Senate’s proposed Wild and Scenic River designations of the Collawash and Fish Creek drainages.

· The Senate bill’s proposed South Fork Clackamas Wilderness designation includes 91 acres of a timber sale under contract – the Orchard Thin.

· Proposed Wilderness designations overlap 1,554 of existing plantations on the Clackamas River District primarily within the Roaring River and Clackamas Canyon sections. 
Areas experiencing class II and III fuels condition class conditions should be excluded from any Wilderness, Wild and Scenic River, or National Recreation Area designations.  Due to over a century of wildfire suppression efforts, a substantial portion of the Mt. Hood National Forest is experiencing an unnatural level of fuel loading that puts substantial portions of the mountain at risk of catastrophic wildfire.  Congress passed the Healthy Forests Restoration Act of 2003 to help address this growing threat nationwide.  Including these acres in any designation that limits the ability of the Forest Service to conduct hazardous fuels reduction activities should be excluded.  Some examples of areas that have been slated for inclusion include:
· The proposed Badger Creek additions include a substantial amount of Class II and III fuel condition class and will require forest health treatments.
· The Hellroaring Creek, Boulder Lake, and Shellrock Mountain proposed NRA areas also include a substantial amount of Class II and III fuels condition class.  The language included in the NRA will undoubtedly ensure that no proactive management will take place to reduce this risk and should be avoided for this area.
· The Senate’s proposed Lower White River, Bonney Buttte, and White River Wilderness additions also include significant Class II and III fuels condition class.        

Areas experiencing insect and disease infestations should be excluded from any Wilderness, Wild and Scenic River, or National Recreation Area designations.  Similar to overstocked forests, areas experiencing insect and disease infestations should be treated to reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfire and restore forest health.   Leaving these areas untreated through restrictive designations will only increase the risk to neighboring healthy forests.  

· Within the Sisi Butte addition, 80-acres were recently thinned to halt the outbreak of insect infestation in lodge pole pine.  Not only is this area isolated, but it may require future management activities to control these outbreaks.

· The Bonney Butte, White River, Badger Creek Additions, and Lower White River Wilderness areas proposed in the Senate bill contain bug and insect infestations that could spread to neighboring forests or increase fire risk if they are not managed.  

Protecting communities and the forest from the risk of catastrophic wildfire by limiting the acres in close proximity to communities and limiting isolated tracts of Wilderness.  This summer’s wildfires should serve as a reminder of the risk Mt. Hood faces from catastrophic wildfire.  Over 1,800 acres burned on Mt. Hood this summer and easily could have grown larger due to poor forest health conditions on the mountain.  Many times, including this summer, these fires originate in Wilderness areas and can easily spread to endanger local communities and neighboring forest ecosystems.  As a result, Wilderness designations should be avoided when they are in close proximity to communities or are isolated and surrounded by non-Wilderness forest.  Isolated and relatively small Wilderness areas can also be costly for the Forest Service to administer and manage.  The House proposal included one isolated Wilderness area, the Big Bottom addition.  The Senate proposal includes numerous isolated and relatively small Wilderness designations. 

· The Senate proposal includes isolated Wilderness areas in the Mirror Lake, Sisi Butte, Lost Lake, Lower White River, Barlow Butte, Twin Lakes, Big Bottom, and Upper Big Bottom additions.
· More troubling are Wilderness areas proposed in close proximity to communities.  These Wilderness areas will only make future hazardous fuels reduction and firefighting efforts more difficult and put communities at risk.  The recent proposed inclusion of the Mirror Lake, Sand Canyon, and Hunchback Mountain areas bring Wilderness, and the prohibitions that go with the designation, dangerously close to communities and roads.  These areas should be excluded all-together or reduced in size to reduce this risk. 

Other Concerns
Old Growth Definition.  The Senate proposal defines the term “Old Growth.”  Legislating “old growth” in this manner is a dangerous precedent.  The bill language doesn’t even include the term “old growth” so one is left to wonder why this definition is even included.  
The term “previously unmanaged” would include an area that had a stand replacement fire that is now a brush field and needs management.  The term “previously unmanaged” also ignores the fact that the Forest Service manages for many values – wildlife, viewsheds, etc.  By defining old growth in this manner, there could be a precedent set other forests, or certainly for the future management of the Mt. Hood, including requiring the expensive and impractical survey and manage reviews.  The Northwest Forest Plan considers old growth to be 180-220 years old with other important characteristics – not “120 years” or “previously unmanaged.”  This definition should be removed.    

The term “unmanaged” is not defined, but you can be certain that the Mt. Hood has a lot stands that have not been managed for timber that are young and are experiencing forest health issues.  The language defining “old growth” and “unmanaged” should be removed.  
BLM O&C Land Designation.  The Senate proposal would designate BLM O&C lands as wilderness within the proposed South Fork Clackamas addition.  While the bill includes language directing the Secretary to identify lands of an equal size to classify as O&C land, the outcome and equity of this reclassification remains uncertain and we request that any BLM lands be removed from the proposal due to the importance of O&C lands to Oregon’s county governments for future receipts.     
Costly Studies and Management Plans.  Region 6 of the Forest Service, and the Mt. Hood National Forest, continue to struggle with flat to declining budgets.  This trend is likely to continue into the foreseeable future.  Both the House and Senate proposals contain many costly and time-consuming required studies and management plans that will drain agency resources away from managing the forest.  For example, the Senate bill would require 24 different studies and management plans to be developed.  Given staffing shortages within the Forest Service, these studies will likely take many years to complete.  The Senate proposal’s 10-year sunset language further dilutes any marginal value that some of these studies would have provided.  Unless the Congress intends to appropriate significant funds to make these studies possible, the number should be reduced to those which are truly needed.
Outright Inclusion of Roads or Wilderness Boundaries that Limit the Ability to Maintain Road Systems.   
On the Clackamas River District alone, the Senate proposal includes 16.8 miles of roads that would be clearly inside the Wilderness, including 4 miles of roads within matrix acres.  There are also 120 miles of road that would form the boundary of the Wilderness designation.  This close proximity of Wilderness boundaries to major roads could limit the ability of the Forest Service to clear hazard trees, maintain road infrastructure, and ensure these important roads remain open.

· The proposed Eagle Creek addition includes the 4 miles of roads within Matrix acreage.
· The future management of Hwy 224 and 46 could be limited by the close proximity of a Wilderness boundary.  
