25 Percent Forest Reserve Payments and the Secure Rural

Schools and Communities Act (SRSCA) – Remembering the History
The President of the United States was given the authority to create Forest Reserves by Presidential proclamation on March 3, 1891 in the Forest Reserve Act.  In the next six years over 40 million acres of forest land was placed in Forest Reserves.  Across the west rural county commissioners, school superintendents and school boards expressed grave concerns over the withdrawal of large blacks of land from settlement, economic development, and taxation within their counties.  Many communities were also highly dependent on these lands for grazing, timber, and water.  Rural public concern was growing about a) the purpose of these lands and how they would be managed and b) the economic impacts of locking up these lands in forest reserves – especially the impacts on roads and schools.

In 1897, Congress finally specified that the Forest Reserves would be used for three purposes:

1. Improve and protect the forests in the Reserve.

2. Secure favorable conditions of water flows.

3. Furnish a continual supply of timber for the use and necessities of citizens of the United States.

However, the concerns about economic impacts continued, and in 1897, over 30,000 people gathered in Rapid City, South Dakota to protest the establishment of the Black Hills Forest Reserve on the grounds that it was disastrous to the economy of the Black Hills.

In 1905, the Forest Reserves were renamed the U.S. National Forests and the U.S. Forest Service was founded that same year to manage the lands set aside.  Presidents continued to set aside more lands by proclamation and the concerns and oppositions of rural county commissioners and school superintendents continued to grow.  By the mid 1900’s over 153 million acres had been set aside as National Forests.
President Theodore Roosevelt and Gifford Pinchot, Chief of the Forest Service were so concerned that rural county opposition would politically compromise the future of the U.S. National Forests, that they proposed a new concept – revenue sharing.  In 1906 they proposed and Congress approved a bill that specified that 10% of all revenues raised on National Forests would be sent to counties which contained these forests to be used for county roads and public schools.  In a classic showdown, county officials said “no deal” and in 1908 Congress increased the revenue to be shared with counties and schools to 25%.  For 100 years, this 1908 revenue sharing act has been on the law books and provided revenues for rural counties and schools.

“The Compact”

It is important for County Commissioners and School Leaders to remember that these funds are to mitigate for the removal of these lands from economic development and settlement – in order to form our National Forest system.  This was a compact with the rural citizens of America to make possible the establishment of our National Forests.

From 1908 until the late 1980’s this “Revenue Sharing” system worked well for forest counties and schools by providing a steady and significant income stream.  By the late 1980’s national environmental laws and aggressive environmental organizations caused most national forests to discontinue or drastically cut grazing, timber management, and mining.  As a result, U.S. Forest Service revenues declined very rapidly as did the 25% Forest Revenue receipts to counties and schools.  By 1998 these revenues had declined by over 70%.
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Forest Coalition Forms – 1998
In 1998 County Commissioners, school leaders, and concerned business leaders from the forest counties formed the National Forest Counties and Schools Coalition (NFCSC).  This Coalition was formed for two purposes:

1. To advocate for the restoration of active and sustainable multiple-use management to our National Forests.

2. To secure a short-term county and school payments safety-net until such time that actual receipts could be increased on an equal basis nationwide.
The Secure Rural Schools and Communities Act (SRSCA)
In December 2000 the Secure Rural Schools and Communities Act was signed into law.  This bill provided Title I payments to counties (for roads) and to public schools, it also provided payments to counties to invest in Title II Forest Improvement Projects on National Forests and Title III for specific projects and programs in counties.  The Act also authorized the counties to create, in cooperation with the USFS, collaborative Resource Advisory Committees.  This Act was enormously successful in that it restored county and school revenues to their 1980’s and early 90’s levels, resulting in restoration of public services and school programs.  The 62 Resource Advisory Committees completed over 4000 projects on National Forest lands without a single lawsuit or appeal.  The SRSCA expired in September 2006.

2007 – A One Year Extension SRSCA
After an almost year long fight to convince Congress of the need to extend SRSCA, Congress attached the Secure Rural Schools and Communities Act to an Emergency Supplemental Appropriations bill in June 2007.  The Act was extended until September 2007.  Counties and schools, as a result will receive a safety-net payment for 2007.  In the spring of 2007, over 15,000 school and county workers received layoff notices, most of which were rescinded in June 2007.
2008 – No Reauthorization to Date
Throughout the summer and fall of 2007, the NFCSC and county commissioners and school leaders lobbied long and hard to convince Congress to approve a multi-year extension of SRSCA.  In December 2007, a four year extension of SRSCA was included in the House Energy bill as part of the tax package.  One week before Christmas, the Energy bill failed to get 60 votes (we got 59) needed to shut down a filibuster.  As a result, the tax package, including SRSCA, was stripped out of the Energy bill.  The remaining Energy bill was passed by both sides of Congress and signed by the President before Christmas, but without the SRSCA included.
So, as we enter 2008, SRSCA is not reauthorized, and the Coalition is pressing hard to achieve either a multi-year extension or if need be, a single year extension.  We are urging members of Congress to attach SRSCA to any legislation moving through Congress in an attempt to achieve reauthorization before personnel layoffs are finalized this spring.  If SRSCA is not reauthorized, it will be tantamount to the federal government walking away from the compact they agreed to in 1908 as part of the deal to establish our National Forest System.  The federal government still retains the forest lands and they are obligated to mitigate the effects for counties and schools through either adequate revenue sharing or some other safety-net like SRSCA.
National Forest Counties & Schools Coalition

forestco@forestco.net / 530-527-0666 / www.forestco.net

