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H.R. 1011 – Virginia Ridge and Valley Act of 2007

Thank you for the opportunity today to speak before the Committee on Agriculture regarding H.R. 1011, the Virginia Ridge and Valley Act of 2007. I am Paul Howe, Executive Vice President of the Virginia Forestry Association (VFA). We are a not-for-profit organization representing some 1500 members in Virginia. Our members include private forest landowners, pulp and paper companies, sawmills, loggers, private and public foresters, and individuals, all interested in forestry in the Commonwealth of Virginia. The association’s mission is to promote stewardship and wise use of sustainable forest resources for the economic and environmental benefits of all Virginians.  

The Virginia Ridge and Valley Act proposes nearly 39,000 acres of wilderness area, another 3,575 acres of study areas or potential wilderness, and more than 11,500 acres as National Scenic Areas in the Jefferson National Forest. The United States Forest Service is very adept at describing the specific natural resource and public use needs of all these areas in great detail. VFA would like to focus on two primary concerns.

First, VFA and many other groups and individual citizens provided public input and participated in the development of the current Jefferson National Forest Plan. The plan development process for each National Forest is long, tedious and very thorough, and includes careful attention to the need for and designation of wilderness areas. The current Jefferson Forest Plan recommends 25,200 acres of wilderness, a recommendation that VFA finds acceptable. To the extent that H.R 1011 circumvents and diverts from a plan based on broad public input, and introduces concepts such as “potential wilderness” not currently in the Wilderness Act, we would not support the additional wilderness area proposals or the additional national scenic area proposals.

Our second concern is one based on the practical need for an active forest management program that can best maintain the long-term health of the Jefferson National Forest.  Our National Forests are already suffering from lack of on-the-ground management. The hard working and dedicated Forest Service managers are capable of caring for National Forest lands in a manner that addresses the Congressional mandate for multiple use, but restrictions on their day-to-day authority are creating forests susceptible to poor health, pest attacks, fire threats, loss of certain wildlife habitat, and public access.
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Wilderness areas can actually make good science-based management very difficult. Without prescriptive silvicultural techniques, the forests in wilderness-designated areas may deteriorate, resulting in fire, insect, and disease problems which can spread to adjoining private land. Recreational opportunities can be limited in wilderness areas. Lack of access and strict use limitations severely curtail use by the majority of the public, particularly families with young children, the elderly and the handicapped. Also, non-management does not allow for nurturing a diversity of habitats, with subsequent negative impacts on some wildlife populations, including both game and non-game species. 

The process of managing and in some cases harvesting forests to meet overall National Forest goals and specific forest plans, such as the current Jefferson Forest Plan, can provide timber and fiber supporting local forest product businesses as they produce wood goods in demand by the American public. Current timber harvests on the Jefferson and its sister National Forest in Virginia, the George Washington, are miniscule, reflecting a great waste of the economic potential of a total of 1.66 million acres of forestland covering much of western Virginia.  

On behalf of the Virginia Forestry Association and the forestry community in Virginia, we appreciate your attention to our opinions regarding H.R. 1011 and natural resource management of our National Forests. I would be happy to answer questions or provide you with additional information as you address this legislation.  

