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Chairman Markey and Members of the Subcommittee:

Ladies and gentlemen of the Task Force, thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today. My name
is Tyson Bertone-Riggs, and | am the Coalition Director for the Rural Voices for Conservation Coalition
(RVCC). RVCC is a coalition of rural community-based nonprofits whose mission is to develop an
engaged and diverse network of community leaders, researchers, and restoration practitioners who
advance policy solutions that promote ecologically responsible and economically equitable outcomes that
advance rural community vitality through land stewardship. We are committed to finding and promoting
solutions through collaborative, place-based work that recognizes the inextricable link between the long-
term health of the land and the well-being of rural communities.

RVCC engages at all scales of the issue of land stewardship and conservation, helping to interpret new
and emerging policy for practitioners, organizing trainings and peer learning exchanges in the field, and
to share back with decision makers for adaptation and ideally, adoption. Our current work includes focus
on prescribed fire, the practices of collaborative decision-making, cross-boundary restoration, and fire
risk reduction. decision-making, and cross-boundary restoration and fire risk reduction.

Community-based nonprofit organizations are at the forefront of the work that we do. Such groups play a
critical role in rural communities as bridging organizations, connecting communities to federal programs,
and often fostering and housing the workforce needed to accomplish land stewardship and conservation
projects.

My work with the coalition has included research and policy work, but | also have more applied
experience, having worked for both the Forest Service and Oregon Department of Forestry. I’m also
proud to say that | worked a season for Northwest Youth Corps; my first job working in the woods.

I’m honored to appear before the Task Force today to share my perspective on public lands conservation
and the value of significant investment in a 21st Century Civilian Conservation Corps.

Today, we face an unprecedented combination of challenges to our public lands, to our public-lands
adjacent rural communities, and to the country as a whole. I’1l restrict myself to the topics I know best,
but let me say up front that climate change runs as a thread throughout all of the challenges we face. I’d



like to address the combined challenges of persistent rural poverty and underinvestment in our public
lands - or natural infrastructure, if you will.

Rural Economies in Crisis

Rural communities face disproportionate economic hardships compared to the nation on the whole. Rural
areas overall have yet to recover to employment levels prior to the 2008 recession, and poverty remains
an all too common problem in rural communities.! And now, rural communities have yet again been hit
hard by the current pandemic and economic downturn.

According to the US Census Bureau, in 2019 the median household income outside of metropolitan
statistical areas was about $52,000 - nearly $20,000 less than in urban areas.? The US Department of
Agriculture reports that the rural poverty rate was 16.4 percent in 2017, compared with 12.9 percent for
urban areas.®

The kinds of jobs in rural communities have also changed. While traditional woods work and timber jobs
still exist in some communities, and constitute an important part of those economies, rural communities
need new Kinds of jobs that still make use of existing skills. Jobs that focus on improving ecosystems and
responding to the climate emergency, as well as recreation jobs that make use of public lands.

I want to be clear: this is not an “urban-rural divide” problem. Poverty also concentrates in cities, and
while the nature of the problem may differ (unaffordable housing versus lack of housing stock, for
instance), we should look for approaches that center communities in crafting solutions that meet local
needs.

Public Lands at a Turning Point

America’s 193 million acres of national forests are critical natural resource assets that provide significant
value to local communities, the states within which they reside, and the nation as a whole. They provide
clean drinking water to over 180 million people, are part of a matrix of lands supporting a broad range of
native plants and animals, as well as first foods for native people - and have, since their creation, provided
significant recreational and economic benefits as well.*

In 2021 America’s national forests face unprecedented threats, including growing risk of severe wildfire
in the West, insect and disease epidemics, and loss of species habitat. Climate change exacerbates these
already critical challenges and threatens to transform entire landscapes, disrupting the ecological and
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social communities that depend on them.® Investment in recreation on public lands is also needed, with
decaying recreation infrastructure and a time when more people than ever before make use of our public
lands for recreation, health, and wellbeing.®

But in my limited time, | want to focus on one critical aspect of public lands management that a modern
CCC can help address, namely, the rising risk of wildfires in the West

The Forest Service estimates that there are over 80 million acres of public land under their management in
need of restoration and fire risk reduction.’” That’s an area larger than the entire state of New Mexico.
While the problem is due to a mix of past land use, fire suppression and government opposition to
indigenous burning practices, as the climate warms, this threat will only increase.®

According to the Congressional Research Service, wildfires burned 10.1 million acres in 2020, the
second-most acreage impacted in a year since 1960.° To put that into perspective, 10 million acres is
about 15,000 square miles, or larger than the state of Maryland or almost as large as Massachusetts and
Connecticut combined.

This increase in the extent and severity of fire is supported not only by researchers and scientist, but also
by the lived experience of our communities. I, myself live in Oregon and had friends and family directly
impacted by the intense wildfire season of last summer. The wildfires put an estimated half million
residents, or over 10 percent of the state’s population under an evacuation warning, including homes in
some of the suburbs of Portland.' Fires in Southern Oregon were particularly destructive of homes, and
like in Paradise, California and the Camp Fire, the events have led to persistent housing challenges.

Let me put this in sharp terms - what we are seeing is the phenomena of climate refugees in our own
country. This is not a problem for tomorrow - this has already been happening.

I also want to make clear that this is not just a rural community or a western issue - this affects everyone
through air pollution and associated health risks, the loss of forest ecosystems, impacts to our ability to
recreate outdoors, and to the associated outdoor recreation industries, and through the positive feedback
loop of additional release of carbon into the atmosphere. Furthermore, as with many disasters, wildfire
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disproportionately impacts vulnerable communities - the homeless, those living in poverty, and those
living with disability.

21st Century Conservation Corps is a Solution

So what can we do about the combined problems of rural poverty, rising fire risk, and undervalued public
lands ?

While the topic is complicated and the details do matter, we know that we can reduce fire risk through
community planning, home hardening, and fuels reduction treatments, including mechanical thinning, the
recognition of, and support for indigenous knowledge and practices, and, critically, the use of prescribed
and managed fire.!! Likewise, we have solutions to the backlog of recreation and restoration work needed
on public lands, but the scale of needed investment in massive and requires building out a workforce to
match it.

We also know that resilient forests are a part of the solution to climate change, helping to store carbon,
while providing important resources to both human and natural communities. And we know that
investment in public lands restoration can help create jobs in all communities, but in rural communities in
particular.

What is required is a sea change in our approach to the problem. We will need to see massive investment
in existing programs used to address the problem, and in the the workforce needed to accomplish this
work.

For too long we have thought about public forests in a commodity framework - logging trees produces
revenue which can be used to accomplish restoration. While the value of wood products may help offset
costs, we much change our thinking to realizing that restoration work on public lands is an investment in
avoided costs.

The creation of the modern climate or conservation corps and passage of the 21st Century CCC Act
would address these issues by providing a boost to the needed workforce to address these pressing issues.
The 21st Century CCC would further create a job pipeline to further skilled work in conservation and fire
risk reduction.

Research shows that lack of workforce capacity is one of the largest barriers to increasing prescribed
fire.12 Conservation corps and community-based organizations play a critical role in meeting this capacity
challenge. Nonprofit organizations represent the largest increase in prescribed fire use over the past 10
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years - a key ingredient in restoring fire-adapted ecosystems and reducing fire risk.> And community
nonprofits often play important bridging roles between public land management agencies and private
landowners, connecting the latter to federal restoration programs and often performing restoration work
on private lands. Community-based nonprofits also aid in the planning and implementation of cross-
boundary burning, helping “carry the drip torch” onto willing private landowner’s ground.

Lack of funding for existing programs is also a critical barrier we need to overcome. The state of our
forests presents a massive public health and safety problem that requires investment in solutions that are
equal to the challenge. The Forest Service’s budget must be augmented by at least $2 billion a year for the
next ten years to invest in science-based wildfire and climate resilience.™ Increases will also be necessary
for the Department of Interior agencies and private land management to increase resilience to fire,
including in ecosystems adjacent to forests, such as rangelands

Corps jobs don’t just benefit rural communities. These jobs also help connect urban and rural
communities, helping to serve as an antidote to the siloed and polarized conversations that have become
all too common in our country. I, myself got to experience this years ago in my own conservation corp
work by working on a crew that brought together youth from rural communities, inner-city Los Angeles,
and everywhere in-between.

I also want to highlight other important elements of the 21st Century Conservation Corps Act. As
important as conservation corps are, we also need investment in programs that help produce, long-term
living wage jobs. The 21st Century Conservation Corps Act emphasis on use of stewardship end-result
contracting, which allows for “best value” contracting, not just lowest bid. Stewardship Contracting can
be used to consider local benefit, but also potentially to reward good labor practices including pay at or
above prevailing wages.™ This is a particularly important tool to use as so much of the restoration and
forestry workforce in not unionized.

The Act would also support the FEMA Building Resilient Infrastructure and Communities program to
improve resiliency for communities impacted by wildfire, including home hardening. And related
legislation, including the Prescribed Fire Act, Wildfire Emergency Act, and the Outdoor Restoration
Partnership Act would further provide investment in prescribed fire training centers to create the mid-
career, high-skilled workforce needed to continue fire risk reduction efforts. Investment in community
collaborative capacity to bring local solutions with community support...

In closing, the 21st Century Conservation Corps Act is a vital contribution to making good on the promise
of a Green New Deal and President Biden’s American Jobs Plan and will help begin to address poverty
and unemployment while making significant contributions to improving public lands, reducing the risk of
wildfires, and addressing the climate crisis.
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