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Dear Dayne Barron and the Medford District of the BLM: 

Attached are the comments of the Josephine County Stewardship Group regarding 
BLM's upcoming revision to its Medford District RMP. Thank you for the opportunity 
to comment. 

Regards, 
Kevin Preister 
Josephine County Stewardship Group 

mailto:kevinpreister@gmail.com
mailto:BLM_OR_RMPs_WesternOregon@blm.gov

July 5, 2012



TO: Dayne Barron, Medford District Office, Bureau of Land Management



FROM: Kevin Preister, Coordinator, Josephine County Stewardship Group



RE: Input into the Revision of the Resource Management Plan for the Medford District



The Josephine County Stewardship Group (JCSG) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the revisions underway to the Medford District’s Resource Management Plan (RMP). In a recent goal setting session, our group developed this vision statement of purpose:



“The Josephine County Stewardship Group (JCSG) is committed to diverse group membership and diverse public involvement in natural resource issues in Josephine County. It was born out of the work of the Josephine County Integrated Fire Plan to promote the use of stewardship contracts and to facilitate fuels reduction projects.  We want to foster stewardship of the land and our local communities. We recognize that ecology and economy must be integrated for true sustainability and we therefore want to support projects that are forest health oriented but are economically-feasible as well. Our goal is to create a new model of forest management that fosters forest health, provides economic livelihood for local people, reduces risk of wildfire to communities and natural resources, and has broad acceptance in our communities and our agencies.



We will promote community-based collaboration as a means to advance a shared approach to natural resource management. Shared approaches require building relationships across the diverse interests and perspectives present in our area. Collaboration will be as broad-based as possible, it will be fact and evidence-based, driven by science, and oriented to practical solutions to public land management challenges.” (JCSG Meeting Minutes, 6/19/12)



Our comments and recommendations will be divided into general and specific. 



General comments and recommendations



1. The scope of the RMP should be the Medford BLM District of Jackson and Josephine County and not all of westside Oregon. Our diverse ecosystems and communities warrant a localized approach like this.



2. Continue to protect communities at risk of fire, especially relevant with the checkerboard pattern of BLM ownership in southern Oregon.



3. Collaboration and shared decision-making, without abrogating BLM authority, is the management approach most useful for gaining public support in southern Oregon. In our opinion, the RMP should be revised with the aim of enhancing the collaborative capacity of the Medford District. It is worth noting that the BLM Planning Handbook mentions this very point two or three times, emphasizing that “shared decisions” can occur and still maintain the legal authority of line managers.



4. The JCSG has strong interest in developing with other local and regional stakeholders a Community Alternative. Rather than drive the BLM planning process strictly through internally-driven management alternatives, the time is ripe to make space within the planning framework to include local communities which have a stake in BLM decisions. Local communities should have an active role in determining management direction. Please note that the collaborative experience in southern Oregon is deep and extensive. The JCSG is linked directly to the Applegate Partnership and the Southern Oregon Forest Restoration Collaborative. The three groups are linked not only in common members and overlapping geography, but united last year under the auspices of the Rogue River-Siskiyou National Forest into a Rogue Basin Collaborative to frame direction for the Forest’s dry forest management approach. There is experience and capacity in this area to develop a Community Alternative from the bottom up that would incorporate changing public interests and issues. Let us help develop common ground and create shared outcomes in the planning process.



5. There has to be a deliberate attempt to reconcile the many competing views of science that emerge with any forest management debate. The endless debate of who has the best science is best not waged at the project level but now, at the District RMP level. We suggest a Joint Fact-Finding approach, particularly around questions of active versus passive management approaches, survey and manage mitigation measures, and climate change strategies.



6. Adaptive Management remains a viable, operational concept that deserves to be implemented more fully.



7. We encourage BLM to explore land consolidation, trade and sale in order to deal with the checkerboard pattern of BLM ownership and promote ecologically-oriented management.



8. We encourage BLM to resist the impulse to drive the planning process with the “same old faces” and with the same few scoping meetings held in the cities. The idea that the “usual suspects” could be brought into a room and somehow things get figured out will likely mean a set of polarized positions with few new strategies for moving forward together. Rather, we imagine a truly community-based approach where people can discuss the issues in their living rooms and small neighborhood gatherings, and we elevate those items that have widespread agreement and direction. A de-centralized approach allows development of common-ground approaches in more informal settings which are more conducive to relationship building and practical results than the larger, more formal settings.



9. The emerging dry forest management approach deserves to be applied more deeply. As espoused by Drs. Franklin and Johnson, as well as others, and as promoted through the Rogue River-Siskiyou National Forest through the Rogue Basin Collaborative, and through BLM through its Integrated Vegetation Management program, this perspective has resonated through Rogue Basin communities.



Specific comments



In addition to the general comments listed above, it is appropriate that JCSG comment on particular program areas of BLM in the Medford District and provide our understanding of citizen guidance in this regard. The basis of our input is the intensive year we have spent in the Illinois Valley conducting the Illinois Valley Landscape Assessment. The IVLA included an ecological assessment of GIS map products depicting current ecological conditions, a social assessment identifying citizen issues regarding public land management, and a series of over 20 public venues to develop mutual direction between citizens and agencies. In a valley of 17,000, over 1,000 people actively participated in these venues and significant improvement was made on several fronts. Although important challenges remain, the project has resulted in improved conditions on the ground, better relations between agency staff and residents, and greater community trust.



Recommendation



JCSG believes that one of the major positive outcomes that could derive from the RMP revision is more effective communication with local residents and greater capacity to engage in community-based collaborative action. Particularly in a time of reduced budgets and staff, accompanied by greater public land activity and management scrutiny, the importance of doing with people, and not to or for people, has never been greater. Quoting from our final report to the National Forest Foundation,



“We found that many of the barriers [to successful issue resolution] related to poor communication. Many people told us the agencies would simply not call them back, adding additional frustration to local concerns. We also learned that agencies often would not respond if they had to talk with other staff or investigate an issue thoroughly which was understandable but did not “close the loop” with residents so that they knew their interest was being addressed. In addition, many times the agency would take action, such as law enforcement action on a trash issue, but such action would never be communicated, leading to a widespread perception that nothing was ever done. We have brought these dynamics forward several times with appropriate agency staff, and like situations anywhere, so much depends on the personality of the individuals involved. At this point, we have had several significant successes but effective communication will remain a cogent topic for some time.” (page 6)[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Preister, Kevin, “Final Report to the National Forest Foundation on the Illinois Valley Landscape Assessment,” Josephine County Stewardship Group (JCSG), June 1, 2012.] 




Our social assessment revealed six areas of outstanding and widespread interest on the part of Illinois Valley citizen, each of which will be addressed in turn:



1. Forestry practices

2. Dumping and trash

3. Off-highway vehicle use

4. Trails and ecotourism 

5. Road closures

6. Job development



1. Forestry Practices



From our social assessment which included in-depth interviews with over 300 people, we developed a vision statement of forestry practices that encapsulated the most common views expressed by residents, as follows:



1. “Public land management should be science-based and fact-based.

2. Public land management should be oriented to ecological integrity and diversity.

3. Economics are secondary to ecological integrity.

4. Clearcuts are to be avoided.

5. Manage for the continued presence of old growth trees.

6. Balance is the watchword for level of harvest. “Take a little, leave a little.”

7. Manage for meadows and hardwoods.

8. Forest health and the need to reduce the severity of fire fosters an approach of Restoration Forestry, defined as a focus on thinning, reduction of fuel load, brush removal, some canopy opening, small diameter tree harvest, and some commercial timber.

9. Replanting must keep pace with removal of forest resources.

10. Reduce burning if possible.

11. No new roads and maintain existing roads better.

12. Monitoring to ensure accountability to all interested people is part of project design.

13. Put local people to work. 

14. Foster market development for biomass utilization and value-added production to support individual and family enterprises and jobs.

15. Public land should be available for a wide variety of public uses.

16. Outdoor recreation opportunities should be supported, especially eco-tourism approaches that fosters extensive, dispersed and low impact uses of the land while supporting local businesses and jobs.” (page 13) [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Preister, Kevin, “Interests and Issues of Illinois Valley Residents Regarding Public Land Management,” Josephine County Stewardship Group, with support from the National Forest Foundation and Title III, Secure Rural Schools Act, 2008, October 26, 2011.
] 




This vision is consistent with the ecological forestry approach espoused by Johnson and Franklin and represents common ground between the two extreme approaches of “Don’t touch” and “Where’s the cut?” This year has shown that a great many Illinois Valley residents do not understand the management trends within the agencies, as many believed the current clearcutting and herbicide spraying was occurring on public land, and further, that the agencies have no ecological model or mandate with which to conduct their work, neither of which is true. It is fair to say that the ongoing requirement to “make the cut” is still interfering with community trust. For those residents who follow forestry practices regularly and understand current BLM direction, while they appreciate the lighter treatment approaches and the growing ecological perspective guiding management, the concomitant requirement for BLM to get the cut undercuts trust because people never fully understand if a new project is guided by what the land needs or by BLM’s requirement for production.



Recommendations:



· Encourage Congress to resolve the “O & C Debate” of whether the O & C Act is truly to maximize timber production under a sustained yield regime, or whether broader ecological considerations are lawful to consider. Although the Act may be a dominant one, it is not a singular one either and the BLM must incorporate the Endangered Species Act, the Clean Water Act, and other relevant laws into the mix. Surely, O & C lands are not exempt from these subsequent pieces of legislation. BLM can argue that within those constraints production is a priority.  This is an area that BLM should be helping people understand and seek their idea about solutions, and not simply continually assert the importance of the O&C Act.



· Rather than have Congress dictate the levels of timber production, have the cut number evolve from each area through a community-based collaborative process by which all parties can measure the health of the land over time with different production levels..



· Develop capacity within Medford BLM to engage in community-based collaborative management approaches routinely in the development of forest treatment projects.



· Deepen and broaden the use of stewardship contracting as a means to accomplish multiple ecological objectives and to offer local employment opportunities. Document the economic benefits of such contracting to educate the larger community.



2. Dumping and Trash



· Improve the effectiveness of BLM’s response process by:



· Assigning a single point of contact for dumping and trash issues.

· Assuring a timely call-back to residents who report problems.

· Assuring the BLM staff person interacting with the public is friendly, encouraging and facilitating.

· Facilitating coordination with other agencies to produce a comprehensive response, including effective law enforcement responses.



3. Off-highway Vehicle Use



· Facilitate discussions and develop an effective means to channel off-highway vehicle use into non-destructive uses. The sites identified for OHV use by the Western Area Plan Revision were widely seen as random and inappropriate and would have been resisted had BLM sought to implement that direction. Instead, engage in collaborative discussions with diverse interests to ensure appropriate and environmentally-benign locations. It is not adequate to state that no BLM lands are appropriate OHV sites; rather, BLM should be in a facilitative mode to seek solutions with multiple partners



4. Trails and Ecotourism



· BLM could assist in developing citizen capacity for recreation initiatives. Whether parks, trail development, trail maintenance, and events development, there is no mechanism at the present for residents to be paid for their initiatives, nor an easy way to generate maintenance revenues. There are opportunities, like “Friends of…” groups, that could be developed with the proper support.

· The BLM process of issuing special recreation permits for events continues to be a rankling issue for many involved in recreation. The perception of volunteers is that they work to maintain trails but BLM takes the revenues they make with their public events, even though those revenues are used in trail maintenance. BLM has lost volunteers as a result.

· A means is needed to encourage and reward monetarily citizen involvement in recreation development, perhaps with the application of stewardship contracting authority to recreation development.

[bookmark: _GoBack]

5. Road Closures



· More effective communication is needed about why certain roads are closed and the conditions under which they can be opened. The widespread and deeply felt loss of residents of being cut off from access to public lands unnecessarily clouds community relations for other BLM initiatives. Citizen issues regarding road closures needs to be addressed with better education, flexibility, and the encouragement of citizen responsibility.



6. Job Development



· For a variety of reasons, not many local people derive jobs from BLM management activities. Rather than taking a passive approach, that is, simply fulfilling the myriad management mandates, BLM needs to actively seek ways, in conjunction with other federal and local agencies, to assure local job development. To provide local residents an economic stake in BLM management is the single best way to build support for BLM direction.



Thank you for the opportunity to comment on BLM’s planning process.
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