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SUBJECT:   Allocation of Title III funding under PL 106-393, the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act of 2000

SUMMARY:   The federal government has historically addressed the status of US Forest Service lands which are exempt from local taxation, by awarding 25% of timber revenues generated from those lands to the counties in which they are located; these revenues are directed to schools and roads purposes.

Timbering activity has declined substantially in recent years on such lands, due partially to environmental restrictions and habitat concerns.  As a result, timbering revenues delivered to local governments have declined as well.  This has proven particularly problematic for Northwest regions that have large proportions of their land base in federal forest acreage, and have little alternative economic base to support schools and roads.  In response, Congress has approved the “Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act of 2000”.  That act provides those counties which have substantial US Forest Service timberland an increased and predictable level of funding for local schools and roads, as well as resource stewardship projects. It allows a county to choose between receiving the traditional 25% of federal land timber revenues derived from USFS forests within the county, or alternatively, the average of the three highest payments made between federal fy 1986 to 1999.  King County, by letter jointly signed by the County Executive and the then-chair of the County Council, selected the latter option, establishing the funding level at the average revenue received between 1989-91, or $2.1 million annually.

A county selecting this option must set aside 15-20 percent of revenues received for resource/restoration related projects under Title II or Title III of the Act, described below.  The county must also notify the Secretary of Agriculture what proportion of available funding it will use for such projects; and how it will divide funding between Titles II and III.  

Title II

Projects under this funding category are reviewed by a Resource Advisory Committee, appointed by the designee of the Secretary of.  Each Committee is comprised of 15  people, representative of designated sectors with interests in resource project funding.  The proportion of funding allocated to expenditure under this title is at the discretion of the county.

Title III

Projects under this title must be in one of the following categories:

· Search and Rescue

· Community Service Work Camps

· Easement Purchases

· Forest related education opportunities

· Fire prevention and county planning

· Community Forestry

These projects require 45 days of public comment, and are selected at the discretion of the county.

Actions to Date

A number of actions have occurred to date to secure funding and comply with the provisions of the federal act.  As noted, the county has notified the Secretary of Agriculture that it will elect to receive the highest 3-year average of timbering revenue between specified years; and that it will use 20% of available funding to do Title II and III projects. 

The 2002 County Budget approved by the Council addresses the expenditure of $2.1 million in available funding.   $422,000 annually was designated for resource projects under Titles II and III; the remainder was split equally between funding for schools, which is directed to the state, and funding for roads, managed by the county Department of Transportation.  The timing of the federal fiscal year allows the 2002 county budget to address two years of funding, or what was estimated at $844,000 for available for Titles II and III.  The Executive, acting under time constraints associated with notification requirements and the county budgeting process, provided for the allocation of $85,000 for Title II projects, to be designated by the Resource Advisory Committee.  

The remaining $759,000 has been appropriated in the 2002 county budget to three specific projects.  There is a requirement, however, for a 45-day comment period prior to the expenditure of the funding for Title III projects.  The Department of Natural Resources has worked with the Clerk of the Council to schedule and give notice of a public hearing through the County Council, to address the requirements of this section and provide the opportunity for public input.  The Council is scheduled to address this issue on March 4 at its regular 1:30 session (see attached notice); the notice is dated January 14, 2002.

Projects

Ames Lake Forest

This is a 446 acre forest currently owned by Port Blakely Company; there is a concern regarding its potential for housing development.  It is at the confluence of the Tolt and Snoqualmie Rivers, and provides spawning opportunities for Chinook salmon.  

The proposed purchase would acquire development rights for the forest through King County’s Transfer of Development Rights program.  The total amount requested for this project in the 2002-2007 CIP is $500,000 in USFS Title III funding; $800,000 in local REET funding; and $950,000 in Conservation Futures funding.

Urban Forests Program

This program would deliver forestry services in suburban and urban areas, to supplement the existing Natural Resource Stewardship Network, which is primarily a pass through grant program; the Washington Department of Natural Resources has committed $90,000 to continue the program in 2002.  This additional funding will allow the program to provide technical assistance and project grant support to local jurisdictions and community groups, and to pay for project training materials and supplies.  Title III funding for this project is proposed at $90,000.

ORCA 4-H Youth Education Program

This is a program jointly supported by EarthCorps and WSU Cooperative Extension, which trains EarthCorps apprentices to conduct forestry education and restoration among high school students, who will receive a stipend.  The Executive has proposed $169,000 for this project, to pay for stipends and summer wages, and staff and program expenses. 

The Department of Natural Resources has suggested two technical amendments:  first, to correct the actual funding amounts provided by the US Forest Service ($437,000 annually, rather than $422,000); and to correct the reference to the federal fiscal years associated with this funding (fiscal years beginning in October of 2000 and 2001, rather than October of 2001 and 2002).

As a result of timing constraints associated with requirements for notification of program direction to the Secretary of Agriculture, and with the constraints of the county budget process, this first round of project proposals appear not to have resulted from a rigorous and transparent screening and selection process—but are important projects for which needs exist.  While there does appear to be some relationship with the priorities of the current Endangered Species Act efforts of the region—Ames Lake Forest, for instance, contains Chinook Salmon spawning habitat—the extent to which there is correspondence between the priorities of the proposed Near Term Action Agenda projects, and projects which would be supported by this Title III funding, appears largely coincidental.  There is no required or necessary relationship between Title III projects and salmon recovery;   these projects derived from a need associated with the tax-exempt status of local US Forest Service timberlands.  Still, there may be an opportunity to take advantage of the rigorous evaluation process which the Near Term Action Agenda draft reports for WRIAs 7, 8 and 9 have undertaken, in support of the same general purpose of this Title III funding—that is, restoration and conservation of resource lands.  The committee may wish to consider amendatory language which encourages the review of projects identified in the Near Term Action Agendas in allocation of Title III project funding.

Committee Amendments:  Natural Resources, Parks and Open Space Committee

NRPOS amended this measure to correct several technical references to the federal fiscal year and to the actual funding received through the US Forest Service.  Additionally, the Committee amended the measure to direct the Executive to give due consideration to projects identified through the Near Term Action Agendas of Water Resource Inventory Areas 7, 8 and 9, when selecting projects to be supported through the Urban Forestry Program and the ORCA 4-H Youth Education Program.
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