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Introduction:

Mr. Chairman, on behalf of my organization, Wildlands CPR, and the Washington Watershed Restoration Coalition I would like to thank you for the opportunity to provide recommendations on funding for the National Forest Service in Fiscal Year 2009.  We respectfully request $75 million be provided to the Legacy Roads and Trails Remediation Initiative in the US Forest Service’s Capital Improvement and Maintenance account.  Further, we request $30 million of that allocation be allotted to Washington State to address the impacts of deteriorating forest service roads, blocked culverts and flood damage on water quality and fish habitat.

We would like to express our gratitude to you for providing $40 million in funds in the Fiscal Year 2008 Omnibus Appropriations Bill to the Legacy Roads and Trails Remediation account for urgently needed watershed restoration on national forest lands.  In Washington funds will be targeted to priority watersheds that support threatened or endangered species, such as salmon and steelhead, and will result in improved habitat and water quality for communities.  We would also like to thank you for over two decades of leadership in watershed restoration that has brought about the decommissioning of 100 miles of old forest roads.

The Problem:

Washington State has 22,000 miles of National Forest Service Roads that are poorly and inadequately maintained.  Previously timber sales provided revenues for maintenance of the road system but this is no longer the case.  This change has resulted in years of chronic under funding for maintenance and repair of aging forest roads that have endangered our public lands, clean water and fish populations. Thousands of miles of Forest Service roads in Washington and other northwest states block salmon passage and are at risk of triggering destructive landslides. Sediment from these roads smothers salmon and other fish eggs with sediment and dirties our drinking water.  In 2005 the US Forest Services estimated that it would take $300 million and 100 years to bring Washington’s forest roads into compliance with Clean Water Act.  

This vast system of roads is no longer needed for extraction and hence it is imperative to remove unneeded roads and repair those needed for recreation and fire access.  Washington receives approximately $3 million annually to address its road maintenance problem.  Unfortunately $11 million is needed annually and therefore the backlog grows by $8 million annually.  These numbers do not include the damage done by winter storms that in 2006 and 2007 alone added $40 million to the backlog.  Damage from powerful winter storms will challenge the integrity of our national forest watersheds and accelerate the damage to stream habitat from failing roads.  Climate models for the Pacific Northwest predict increased annual precipitation, which will in turn increase the risk of flooding.  The Pacific Northwest is already experiencing intensified storms predicted by climate change models hence the removal of unneeded roads and stormproofing the balance of roads is essential to protect these watershed.  

Washington situation is similar to that in other parts of the nation.  Nationally 380,000 miles of forest roads pose the same problem as those in Washington.  Nearly 85% of these roads are found in fifteen western states.  Last year numerous organizations from Oregon, Idaho, Montana, California, Arizona and New Mexico contacted their delegation to express their concern about the legacy of failing national forest roads and need for sufficient funding to resolve this problem by addressing the backlog of nearly $10 billion in needed repairs to poorly maintained roads.  The forest service has recommended decommissioning up to 186,000 miles of the most problematic and unneeded roads nationally, while other roads need improved maintenance to provide needed access and improve fish habitat.  Due to inadequate funding and neglect, many of these roads continue to deteriorate causing serious environmental damage.  

The solution:

Last year an historic appropriation was made to address the legacy of failed forest roads.  This is an important first step toward a comprehensive solution but it provides less than one half of one percent of the national need and about one percent of Washington’s need.  We strongly urge you to continue an annual appropriation to the Legacy Roads and Trails Remediation account to provide the investment needed to systematically restore our national forest watersheds.  We realize that this is a major request but it is what is needed for the agency to appropriately staff, plan, implement and monitor baseline conditions and road and trail remediation project effectiveness.  The need for recurring annual funding is so great that we believe a line-item in the National Forest Service budget should be created to provide the constancy and accountability needed to build the agency infrastructure to execute the work and expand partnerships with landowners, tribes and other agencies and organizations. 

Development of a Restoration Economy:

Our society is moving into a mature phase of its history and the pattern of fiscal expenditures reflects that transition.  We believe we are now at a phase where restoration needs will dominate our funding agenda.  Rapid growth and new development of the last century has shifted in recent decades to a phase focused on the maintenance and conservation of our built and natural environment.  But now our aging infrastructure and degraded ecosystems have degenerated to the extent that we must now concentrate our efforts on their restoration.  This shift should not be perceived as a problem but as new phase of our nation’s economic cycle.  Restoring the natural resources and functional components of our aquatic ecosystems will provide high-wage, high-skill jobs in rural communities.  A 2003 Wildlands CPR study found that $93 million annually for road removal could provide between 2,000 - 3,000 direct jobs.  It has been further estimated that $30 million in funding for Washington State could provide up to 435 jobs in areas where road reclamation and remediation is implemented, as well as additional/related jobs in the communities engaging in these efforts.  

Considerable savings can be derived from forest road restoration.  For example, the Forest Service estimates that road decommissioning could save taxpayers up to $1,200 annually per mile of decommissioned road.  That is because it is cheaper to remove a road before it fails than removing the sediment from the stream after a road fails.  Some engineers have estimated that road reclamation can cost at least 50% less than fixing the problem after roads fail.  Seattle has spent approximately $6 million over 20 years to reclaim roads in the Cedar River Watershed, the city’s drinking water supply, instead of constructing a multimillion dollar water filtration facility that would incur ongoing facility costs.  An investment in restoration is both good for the land, and good for the communities that depend on the land.

Conclusions:

We are grateful for your continued leadership in watershed restoration and look forward to working with you to provide the impetus to create consistent and dependable funding to heal our forest watershed ecosystems and move the agency toward proper stewardship of its lands and provide safe access for recreational use and appropriate management.
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