BILL DESCRIPTION

H.R. 5309, the Wildfire Prevention and Forest Health Protection Act of 2002

Congressman John Shadegg

H.R. 5309, the Wildfire Prevention and Forest Health Protection Act of 2002, is designed to break the current gridlock on responsible forest management by allowing projects involving the removal of trees to proceed if they meet certain criteria.

The legislation allows the Forest Service to proceed with a tree removal project on National Forest lands if the Regional Forester finds that the project will take place in an area with a high fuel load and that a significant possibility exists that a crown fire could occur which would cause extreme harm to the forest ecosystem.  This criteria is based on the fact that fires in areas of high fuel load burn at such a high intensity that they devastate the ecosystem.  Alternatively, a project could proceed if it involves trees which are either dead or severely damaged by fire.  This criteria acknowledges that dead and dying trees can pose forest health concerns by providing an environment conducive to insect infestation.

In addition, the process incorporates two safeguards to ensure that these projects are in fact necessary for responsible forest management.  First, the Regional Forester must make all decisions regarding the necessity of the projects on the basis of the best available scientific information to ensure an objective factual basis for the project.  Second, the Regional Forester must certify the necessity of the projects to both the Chief of the Forest Service and Congress.  This gives a meaningful opportunity for Congress and Forest Service headquarters to oversee the Regional Forester’s findings and override them if they do not believe that the project is warranted or factually supported.

Once the Regional Forester has made these findings on the basis of the best available science and given Congress and the Chief of the Forest Service the opportunity to oversee his findings, the project may proceed without legal challenge or review using the exact same language inserted by Senator Tom Daschle in the Supplemental Appropriations Act for fiscal year 2001.

For further information or to cosponsor this legislation, please contact Lance Wenger at X5-3361.

