PRESS RELEASE

COUNTIES PROPOSE SOLUTION FOR CRISES IN PUBLIC SERVICES FUNDING AND UNEMPLOYMENT

REQUEST CONGRESSIONAL ACTION TO HELP FUND FEDERAL FOREST DEPENDENT SCHOOLS AND COUNTIES 

and

PERMANENTLY TRANSITION 18 OREGON COUNTIES AWAY FROM RELIANCE ON FEDERAL TIMBER HARVESTS
Association of O&C Counties

September 15, 2010

The Association of O&C Counties today introduced a proposal for federal legislation that would permanently resolve battles over management of a substantial part of the federal timber in Western Oregon. The proposal would primarily affect Bureau of Land Management lands in 18 counties in Western Oregon, but would benefit schools and counties nationwide for ten years, and provide a permanent replacement for reliance on shared timber receipts for 18 western Oregon Counties.

The proposal, called the Federal Forest Counties and Schools Stabilization Act of 2010 (FFC&SSA), combines preservation of almost 1.2 million acres of timberland for old growth dependent wildlife species, with the sale of an equal number of acres that have previously been cutover or burned and have already been subject to intensive management and have extensive road systems. The proceeds from the sale of land would partially fund a ten-year program of safety net payments to schools and counties nationally and would provide a permanent trust for the benefit of Oregon’s 18 O&C Counties.

"We have had almost two decades of controversy and seemingly endless federal government dithering, punctuated with periodic financial crises for local communities,” said Commissioner Doug Robertson of Douglas County, President of the Association.  “Besides funding schools and county services, this proposal would help create more than 20,000 new, family wage jobs in Oregon communities that desperately need economic help,” added Robertson.  Unemployment in Douglas County and some other rural counties is routinely 50 percent higher than the State average, with joblessness sometimes reaching nearly 20 percent.

The 2.1 million acres managed by the BLM are lands that were formerly in private ownership. They were granted to the Oregon and California Railroad Company in the late 1800s in exchange for the construction of a railroad from the Columbia River to the California border. After several decades in private ownership, the "O&C lands" were taken back into federal ownership in 1916, with the intent that they be resold to private owners as rapidly as possible.  Since 1937 the O&C lands managed by the BLM have been under a statutory requirement to be managed primarily for timber production, with 75 percent of the revenues from timber harvests directed to support public services at the discretion of the 18 counties.  An additional 496,000 acres of O&C lands are managed by the Forest Service under separate legislation, but they too are subject to the requirement that 75 percent of timber revenues be shared with the 18 counties.  Since the early 1990s, severely diminished timber harvests on both BLM and Forest Service Lands have devastated local economies, and resulted in a 90 percent decline in shared harvest revenues to pay for public services.   

"It is time to end the battle over these lands," said Commissioner Robertson. "These lands were once privately owned and have always been intended for the financial support of local communities. This proposal would honor those economic goals and at the same time preserve the most ecologically sensitive lands with the largest set aside in a generation for environmental purposes.”

The proposed legislation would produce funds to pay for about half of a ten year extension of the Secure Rural Schools safety net, which currently provides funding in 41 states with National Forests, but is due to expire at the end of 2011, depriving Oregon schools and counties of about $220 million annually if not reauthorized.  The proposed legislation would also create a permanent trust fund for the 18 O&C counties, replacing their current statutory right to 75 percent of annual timber sale revenues from O&C lands.

“Oregonians support this proposal” said Rocky McVay, Executive Director for the O&C County Association.  “We had independent voter research done, and results indicate strong majority support across the whole state, among all age groups, and regardless of political party affiliation.  Sixty-six percent of voters polled want the members of our Congressional delegation to support this proposal” added McVay.  “We are offering a permanent solution, and are asking for help from our Congressional delegation in getting this solution implemented.”

Details of the FFCSSA can be found at the proposal website:  www.FFCSSA.org.

For additional information, contact Commissioner Doug Robertson at (541)440-4201, or Rocky McVay, the Association's Executive Director, at (541)412-1624.
