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● An estimated 190 million acres of federal forests and rangelands face high risk of catastrophic fire.  Drought conditions coupled with years of fuel buildup make these lands vulnerable to intense and environmentally destructive fires.  Many ponderosa pine forests are 15 times denser than they were a century ago.  Where 25 to 35 trees once grew on each acre of forest, now more than 500 trees are crowded together in unhealthy conditions.  

● Last year’s fire season – among the worst in the past four decades – saw more than 88,000 fires burn 7.2 million acres.  Three states – Oregon, Colorado, and Arizona – registered their worst fires in their history in 2002. 

● Outlook for 2003 Fire Season - Parts of the country, especially the East and the Southeast, are at less risk of wildfires this year because of substantial winter snow and spring rainfall. Nationally, so far this year, the number of fires started and the number of acres burned are half of the eight-year average. 

● A bipartisan effort to address the wildfire situation - The Bush Administration has work to increase the resources available for fire fighting and fuels treatment work by enlisting bi-partisan support. The result: Interior and Agriculture dollars available in 2003 to fight fires have increased 55 percent since 2000.  These additional dollars have resulted in more firefighters, helicopters, air tankers and heavy equipment to fight fires.  This has allowed us to continue to do an outstanding job of fire fighting, controlling over 99 percent of the wildfires on initial attack.  

● The long-term solution to catastrophic wildfires – The Healthy Forest Initiative seeks to reduce fuel hazards and return our forests and rangelands to healthy conditions.  Tree thinning and removal of dense underbrush can ensure thriving forests while reducing risks of catastrophic fires and the dangers they pose to firefighters and communities. Last year, the Administration set a record in the amount of fuels treatment work done.  More than 2.25 million acres were treated.  This is a million acres more than were treated in FY 2000.  By the end of FY 2003, even more acres – 2,853,000 acres – are projected to be treated.  

● On a legislative front - last year President Bush asked Congress to expand stewardship contracting authority.  Congress responded and provided that authority.  These contracts allow contractors to keep wood products in exchange for the service of thinning trees and brush and removing dead wood.  Sixty-two stewardship contracts are projected to be approved this year up from 26 last year.  
The Administration commends the House Agriculture, Judiciary and Resources Committees for passing H.R. 1904, which would provide authorities consistent with the President’s Healthy Forests Initiative.  

●Action by the House - Recent passage of the Healthy Forests Restoration Act of 2003 by the House is an important step toward implementing the kind of active forest management that is good for both the environment and our economy.  As this year's fire season progresses, we must equip Federal land managers with the tools they need to protect lives and communities, restore forest health and safeguard habitat and watersheds.
For more information on the President’s Forest Health Initiative visit the DOI, USDA or the White House websites or call the DOI Office of External and Intergovernmental Affairs at 202-208-1923

