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MR. JOHNSON:  Mr. President, today the Senate is considering legislation that will go a long way toward reducing the fire risk to communities throughout the western United States.  The Senate is set to pass bipartisan legislation that authorizes federal land managers to treat up to twenty million acres of at-risk public lands while empowering communities with the resources and tools to protect lives and property.  
The catastrophic fires in California are only the most recent demonstration of how the Forest Service, state and local communities, and private landowners must actively manage the nation’s forestlands.  In South Dakota, fires have endangered the communities of Deadwood and Keystone in recent years, burning nearly one out of every ten acres of the Black Hills National Forest.  I am very supportive of the bipartisan response of the United States Senate toward passing aggressive forest legislation.  

During the last two years, the Congress has debated and discussed the need to actively manage our forestlands, with particular emphasis toward protecting the wildland-urban interface, home to millions of individuals and hundreds of communities.  The Black Hills is a stark example of interface and intermix communities, with a patchwork of private landowners scattered through the 1.3 million acre forest.  Public land managers and communities need the tools and resources to reduce fire risk, restore forest ecosystems to a more natural balance and protect a vitally important renewable resource.  It is overdue over due to end the debate and pass legislation.  

I believe that the agreement crafted today will address many of the challenges facing public forestlands.  There has been a great deal of debate from those on both sides of the spectrum as to the shortcomings and compromises made to craft the Senate bill.  I agree that the bill is not perfect, but in crafting the compromise agreement, the Senate has put forward a bipartisan proposal that will enhance the long-term health and sustainability of forestlands.  
The Senate plan authorizes fuel reduction projects on up to twenty million acres of National Forest System lands and enhances local participation.  In the plan, communities can develop “community wildfire protection plans” to identify areas for hazardous fuel reduction and other treatments necessary to protect the community from wildfire.  The collaborative process established in the Senate bill will identify and prioritize fuel treatments and recommend the types and methods of projects on federal and non-federal lands.  This provision is a key feature that empowers local communities to craft the proper response to the threat of wildland fire specific to their local areas.  
The plan put forward today will allow the Forest Service to focus on its core mission of managing our forest for multiple uses and ease the crush of bureaucratic and administrative appeals.  This fall during a tour of the Black Hills, I witnessed the progress made from recent fuel reduction projects thinning insect ravaged trees, and believe more should be done to reduce fire risk throughout the west.  I will vote for the Senate compromise because it will finally replace endless talk with constructive action.  I encourage the House of Representatives to join the Administration in supporting the Senate bill and quickly passing this important and historic plan.  

