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The Wilderness Society is a national environmental organization founded in 1935, with 
its headquarters in Washington, D.C. and with approximately 200,000 members.  The 
Society is dedicated to protecting a national network of wild lands and fostering an 
American land ethic.  It fulfills its mission through education, analysis, and advocacy.  
The Society works to ensure the wise management and protection of America’s public 
lands, including our national forests, grasslands, parks, refuges, and lands administered 
by the Bureau of Land Management.  This testimony focuses primarily on national forest 
policy. 
 
The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) is the primary legal basis for public 
involvement and consideration of environmental issues in federal public land 
management.  Known as the “Magna Carta” of environmental laws, NEPA guarantees 
that Americans affected by a federal action will get the best information about its 
impacts, a choice of good alternatives, and the right to have their voice heard before the 
government makes a final decision.   
 
In the Pacific Northwest, NEPA has played a key role in protecting the quality of life that 
is vitally important to the region’s economic future.  The federal government owns and 
manages 28 percent of all lands in the state of Washington and 53 percent of Oregon.  As 
federal agencies with “multiple-use” mandates, the U.S. Forest Service and Bureau of 
Land Management undertake myriad activities on their lands that, cumulatively, have far-
reaching consequences for the region’s environmental, social, and economic well-being.   
 
During the 1970s and ‘80s, for example, the Forest Service and BLM systematically 
clearcut the ancient forests of western Oregon and Washington under a logging policy 
aimed at liquidating the forests and replacing them with even-aged tree plantations.  As 
new information became available about the unique ecological characteristics and values 
of ancient forests, federal land managers were required by NEPA to re-examine their 
understanding of the environmental consequences of logging.  The end-product of the 
NEPA process was the Northwest Forest Plan, which established a regional network of 
Late Successional Reserves and Riparian Reserves to sustain the northern spotted owl, 
coho salmon, and thousands of other species that rely on ancient forests. 
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Our experience in the Northwest has demonstrated that NEPA saves time and money in 
the long run by reducing controversy, building consensus, and ensuring that a project is 
done right the first time.  For the past six years, The Wilderness Society has been actively 
involved in the Lakeview Stewardship Group, a collaborative effort in southern Oregon 
aimed at restoring a portion of the Fremont National Forest and providing socio-
economic benefits to communities in Lake County.  Working with its partners in the 
Lakeview collaboration, the Forest Service has successfully implemented numerous 
projects, including salvage timber sales, with minimal controversy or delay.  The NEPA 
process has provided much useful information to those involved in the Lakeview 
Stewardship Group, as well as providing the opportunity for participation by 
organizations and individuals that are not part of the collaboration.     
 
Unfortunately, through a series of regulatory actions that drastically curtail NEPA 
implementation, the Bush Administration has greatly diminished public participation and 
environmental consideration in federal land management.  The anti-NEPA regulatory 
actions affecting Forest Service management of national forests include: 
 

• Categorical exclusion from NEPA documentation of hazardous fuel reduction 
projects up to 1,000 acres in size;  

 
• Categorical exclusion of salvage timber sales up to 250 acres;  

 
• Categorical exclusion of green timber sales up to 70 acres; 

 
• Categorical exclusion of land and resource management plans.    

 
The categorical exclusion of Forest Service management plans from NEPA 
documentation is the most recent – and perhaps the most devastating – administrative 
attack on the role of NEPA in national forest management.  On January 5, 2005, the 
Department of Agriculture issued regulations overhauling the national forest planning 
process required by the National Forest Management Act of 1976.  The regulations allow 
the Forest Service, for the first time, not to prepare an environmental impact statement or 
assessment when it revises or amends its forest plans.  Consequently, the public will not 
be able to comment on any alternatives to the agency’s proposed plan or be informed by 
any analysis of the plan’s potential environmental effects.  Instead, the regulations require 
every national forest to adopt an “Environmental Management System” – a way of 
auditing an organization’s environmental performance that evidently provides no 
opportunity for public involvement.   
 
The Administration claims that getting rid of NEPA will reduce the amount of time and 
government expense devoted to forest planning and will allow the Forest Service to 
accomplish more and better land management.  However, the reality is that successful 
public land management requires public trust and support, or at least acceptance, of the 
land managers’ plans and proposals.  Limiting public involvement and weakening 
environmental review do not foster trust, avoid controversy, or improve projects.  
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Furthermore, circumventing NEPA is likely to cost more time and money in the long-run 
to fix ill-considered projects or repair resources damaged by hastily and poorly planned 
government actions.  NEPA helps ensure that federal agency plans and projects are done 
right the first time.   
 
Past congressional efforts to carve out exemptions or create special rules for reduced 
NEPA compliance, such as those contained in the Salvage Rider of 1995 and the Healthy 
Forests Restoration Act of 2003, have never achieved their intended results on public 
lands.  That is because the American people do not want to sacrifice environmental 
quality or jeopardize the well-being of future generations for the short-term economic 
gains resulting from “streamlined” review of environmentally damaging activities on 
public lands.   
 
In conclusion, The Wilderness Society urges the Resources Committee and Congress not 
to tinker with NEPA.  It has proven to be an effective law in protecting the environment 
and continues to play an essential role in fostering informed public participation in the 
Pacific Northwest and across the nation.  Rather than looking for more ways to change 
NEPA, Congress should provide adequate funding for NEPA implementation and 
exercise its oversight responsibilities by taking a hard look at the ways in which the Bush 
Administration is dismantling NEPA.   
 


