Nice to See You Sen. Daschle - Glad You Could Join Us

Submitted By Congressman Denny Rehberg (R-Montana)
As a Congressman representing a western state currently fighting two wildfires, I was surprised to learn that Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle (D-SD) recently pushed through a legislative rider that would allow for active forest management and timber harvests -- on fire-prone national forest lands in South Dakota -- to move forward free from burdensome environmental regulations and lawsuits.  Many of America’s public lands have become so overgrown and neglected that they are now powder kegs waiting to erupt into dangerous wildfires.  Given this reality, Senator Daschle’s move appears to be a sound, common sense decision in light of America’s current fire season.  

Unfortunately, for those of us that have long been proponents of environmentally sound forest management to curb the risk of catastrophic forest fires, Daschle’s midnight deal only helps South Dakota.  Even as Sen. Daschle slipped his late night amendment in under the radar, 37 major wildfires (designated by the U.S. Forest Service) rage across the United States in more than nine states.  None of these fires happen to be in South Dakota and none will be helped by his last minute deal.  

If this legislative maneuvering represents a new found conviction on the part of Sen. Daschle, I wholeheartedly welcome him aboard.  If, as I fear, this is nothing more than a political ploy to garner election year votes, he should be ashamed of himself.  

Forest fires are not Democrat or Republican issues.  They are public safety issues.  Mother nature has already unleashed the awesome power of forest fires throughout the West this year by burning more than three million acres.  Thousands of homes have been destroyed and dozens of lives have been lost, causing more than a billion dollars in damage.

As a fifth generation Montana rancher, I have personally witnessed the devastation wrought by wildfires and I have heard the pleas from across the state to allow for sound forest management that reduces fuel loads and prevents fires from ruining the lives of those caught in their deadly path.  

Many of my colleagues from the West, who have also seen these wildfires first-hand, are skeptical of Sen. Daschle’s action -- fearing it is merely a political ploy designed to silence criticism in his home state during an election year in which his protégé, embattled Sen. Tim Johnson (D-SD), is in the political fight of his life against Rep. John Thune (R-SD).  Western lawmakers need to know: is this sudden change of heart and willingness to stand up to the Washington, DC based extreme environmental lobby a matter of conviction for Senator Daschle or is it simply political expediency?  

Well, I am going to give Sen. Daschle the opportunity to answer this question.  This week I will introduce legislation to extend his South Dakota specific forest plan to the rest of America.  Thereby freeing all national forest land at risk of catastrophic fire from the shackles of burdensome regulations and lawsuits.  Senator Daschle said that his amendment was the “fastest way to get the forest thinned,” during one of our country’s worst fire seasons.  With 51,000 fires already this season and 400 new fires just reported this week, I am hopeful that I can count on Senator Daschle to extend South Dakota’s newly won provision to the rest of the country.  Senator Daschle was right when he said that “we need to get crews on the ground as soon as possible to reduce risk.”  During the 18 months that I have worked in Congress to reform our antiquated forest management regulations, more than two dozen firefighting heroes have given their very lives trying to control raging wild fires throughout the West.  

It is my hope that not a single additional firefighter be made to make this ultimate sacrifice before the Senate Majority Leader realizes that what is good for the seven hundred thousand voters in South Dakota is good for the more than two hundred million Americans now at the mercy of his hypocrisy.
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