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October 10, 2008
To:
Members of the National Forest Counties and Schools Coalition

FROM:
Bob Douglas, NFCSC Executive Director

RE:
Next Steps! – SRSCA 2008

Thank You!

Our thanks goes out to all of you that wrote letters, made phone calls, sent faxes and E-Mails, and traveled to Washington, DC in person and helped tell the forest counties and schools story.  The final vote last Friday and the President’s signature represented a huge and long awaited victory for “Team Rural America”!  Without the consistent and broad support of all of you, this would not have been possible.

Implementation of 2008 Secure Rural Schools and Communities (SRSCA-2008)

By now you are aware that the Secure Rural Schools and Communities Act (SRSCA) was included in the Tax Extender Financial Stimulus Package approved by Congress and signed by the President on Friday, October 3rd.  SRSCA-2008 provides for four years of county payments starting in federal fiscal year 2008 and lasting through federal fiscal year 2011.  The payments will ramp down approximately ten percent (10%) per year during the 2009, 2010, and 2011 years.  At this time we have been told to expect the FY2008 payment in January 2009.

Distribution Formula to States Changes in SRSCA-2008

SRSCA-2008 includes a complicated new distribution formula to states which is based on 50% historic payments from 1986-1999, 50% the percentage of the national forest system in acres in each state and county, and then an adjustment factor based on the per capita income compared to the national average per capita income in forest counties.  These calculations are currently being completed and validated by the U.S. Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management and will likely be available by early November.

SRSCA-2008 essentially creates two categories of Payments to States under the Act.

I.
Hold Harmless States – (Referred to in the legislation as “covered states”.)
These are the states of California, Louisiana, Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, South Dakota, Texas, and Washington.)


a.
The calculation of payments to these states is relatively simple until 2011.  The ramp down 



looks like this:

· FFY 2008 - 90 percent of the amount received for FFY 2006

· FFY 2009 - 81 percent of the amount received for FFY 2006

· FFY 2010 - 73 percent of the amount received for FFY 2006

· FFY 2011 - The calculated amount for each state under the new SRSCA-2008 formula (yet to be determined).

II.
All Other Forest County Payments Receiving States
The new SRSCA-2008 formula will result in all other states increasing their payments from a modest amount to, in a number of cases, a very significant amount.  The 2008 calculated payment will be the new baseline payment for these states.  The ramp down for the new formula states will be as follows:

· FFY - 2008
New State Payment Baseline Calculation - SRSCA-2008

· FFY - 2009
90% of the 2008 Payment to States Amount

· FFY - 2010
90% of the 2009 Payment to States Amount

· FFY - 2011
90% of the 2010 Payment to States Amount

As you can see until the baseline calculation is completed and verified, the other calculations cannot be made.  Again we expect these data tables to be released by early November.

Opt In or Opt Out of SRSCA-2008

As in the previous bill, this bill allows counties to decide to participate in county payments under SRSCA-2008 or to accept the original 25% Forest Reserve Receipts.  It should be noted for those counties that are considering staying on the traditional 25% program that SRSCA also modified that program.

Under SRSCA-2008, 25% Forest Reserve payments will now be based on a 7 year rolling average.  The exact language is 25% receipts shall be based on an amount equal to the annual average of 25 percent of all amounts received for the applicable year and each of the preceding six fiscal years from each national forest shall be paid.

Opting into SRSCA-2008 in 2008 is irreversible for the life of the legislation (until 2011).  Counties that do not choose to participate in SRSCA-2008 this year, will have an additional opportunity to opt into the program in 2010, for the last two years of the Act.

Title II and Title III Projects

Counties are required to elect to allocate not less than 15% but no more than 20% of their full payment amount for Title II and III projects.  However, SRSCA 2008 significantly changes how project funds are split between Titles II and III and substantially restricts how Title III funds can be expended.

Title III

No more than 7% of the full payment amount can be applied to Title III and these funds can now only be used for the following 3 purposes:

a) To carry out programs under the Firewise Communities Program through education and assistance to homeowners regarding ways to reduce the risks of wildfire; and

b) To reimburse counties for the cost of search, rescue, and emergency services, including firefighting on federal lands; and

c) To develop community wildfire protection plans in coordination with USFS and/or BLM.

The balance of the project funds (8-13%) must be allocated to Title II projects or returned unused to the U.S. Treasury.  All funds may be spent on Title II.  There is no requirement to spend part of the funds in Title III, but if a county chooses to do so, no more than 7% can be allocated to Title III.

Title II

Counties allocating money to Title II must have an existing Resource Advisory Committee (RAC) or must individually or in cooperation with other adjacent counties apply for and form a new Resource Advisory Committee (RAC).  A RAC Committee must be in place to approve projects.  We anticipate that the original RAC's will be re-approved by the USFS and BLM and that every attempt will be made to assist counties that wish to start new RAC's.

The Coalition and the National Association of Counties both stand ready to work with the federal agencies to assist counties across the country that are interested in forming new RAC's.

Immediate First Steps

Counties will be asked to make two elections in the next few weeks in order to start the process.

1. Counties will be asked to opt into participating in SRSCA-2008 or not.  A sample resolution will be sent out in the next week for your use.  This resolution will need to be filed with the Governor's office and sent to the USFS office in Washington.

2. Counties must also elect by resolution to allocate 15 to 20% to Projects and then designate what percentage of that funding they are allocating respectively  to Titles II and III.

The Allocation Rules are as follows:

· If your full payments amount is over $350,000, you may put all of your funds in Title II, or assign no more than 7% to Title III and the balance to Title II or you can return the unassigned amount to the U.S. Treasury.

· If your full payment amount is between $100,000 and $350,000 then you may assign your Title II and III funds to either category or split your project money between Titles II and III or return it to the U.S. Treasury.

· If your full payment amount is $100,000 or less, you are not required to set aside funds in Titles II and III, and can spend the full amount in Title I.

PILT - Also Reauthorized

SRSCA-2008 also included full funding for the Payment In Lieu of Taxes (PILT) Program for each of the fiscal years 2008 through 2012.  The Bureau of Land Management administers PILT allocations and they are working with the National Association of Counties to complete these calculations.  At this time, NFCSC does not have an estimated time of completion for this task.  It is important to note that this is the first time that PILT has been funded at the full authorized level since the program was passed in 1976.  This fulfills a long held goal of the National Association of Counties (NACo), and we salute them for achieving this victory.

More information will be disseminated to all of you as we receive it.  For now, please start your discussions on electing to participate, and decide what percentage of funding you intend to allocate to Titles II and III.  We will be providing sample resolutions for your use, with directions on how to complete the process in the very near future.
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