Louisiana Forestry Commission

Golden Nugget
Lake Charles, LA

August 26, 2015

Minutes
Call To Order

The Louisiana Forestry Commission meeting was called to order by Chairman Scott Poole at 7:09 a.m.

Roll Call

The roll was called by Epney Brasher.

Members Present:  Chairman Scott Poole, Tina Meiners, Dr. Allen Rutherford, Michael Hudson, Mike Merritt and Kenny Ribbeck
A quorum was present.

LDAF Staff Present:  State Forester Wade Dubea, Epney Brasher, Roy St. Pierre, Don Smith, David Campbell and Commissioner Mike Strain

No public comments.

Approval of Minutes

Kenny Ribbeck asked for more details of the discussions to be included in the minutes.  MOTION:   Kenny Ribbeck made a motion to approve the minutes from the meeting on May 19, 2015.  Dr. Allen Rutherford seconded the motion.  All were in favor.
Budget

Epney reported that it is the beginning of the new fiscal year, so there is not a lot of activity.  Most activities now are focused on the annual contracts such as tower leases, annual rental, cleaning, anything along those lines.  As far as equipment, there was a little bit of time there that we had some fire response.  There were some fire units, mostly the trucks not the dozers, which needed some work.  That was in the thousands, so not really anything pertinent right now.  We did go into this fiscal session a bit shorter than last year and plan to be on guard for January after the election for what seems to be an annual budget cut.  So that will be kept in mind.
A question was posed regarding Risk Management and the time for payments to them.  It was explained that payments to Risk Management are in the budget and are an interagency payment.  The payments are based on the losses the department has.  That cost is divided up into payments.  Wade explained that Forestry is taking the lead in getting the inventory updated.  The equipment that we no longer have is being removed and any excess property is being sent to surplus, so that should reduce the cost of premiums to Risk Management. 
Commissioner Strain explained the budget cuts that the Department took this year.  There was a second mid-year budget cut of $2.6 million which was reduced to $2.2 million.  They went into the general session with $5.8 million in cuts with $4.5 million restored in the Senate.  That resulted in a $1.3 million reduction in the budget.  Of that total, Forestry’s cut was about $800,000.  
Division Reports

Wade asked for questions on the division reports.  There were no questions at this point.  He explained that the wildfires so far in 2015 were 505 fires for a total of 4,824 acres.  So it has been a relatively light year so far.

There was a question on the number of timber theft cases.  Roy stated that there are 12 ongoing investigations into timber theft at this time.  As far as timber theft State lands & rivers, there was a complaint on Calcasieu Lake regarding the removal of cypress trees on the riverbank.  This case was involved with Wildlife & Fisheries and on state lands.  This investigation is still active and clearly on state land.  
There was a compliment for David Campbell and Pat Aronstein on giving out information as needed on the FPP program.

The new reporting program for Enforcement was discussed.  They are transitioning to a new law enforcement reporting system.  Everything is stored digitally and the reports are generated live.  So complaints are entered immediately into the system and Roy can get an accurate reading at any time from his office.  So he can tell what is going on in real time.
The decrease in fires because of the wet weather caused a decrease in flight hours.  Many of the flights were bug flights looking for emerald ash borer type situations and BMP assessment type flights to get coordinates.   As the weather dries up, the flights will increase based on the probability of fires.
Old Business

Regarding the electronic signature on scale tickets, Roy has been visiting mills and looking at the systems they are using to track the scale tickets.  They have visited Roy O Martin and Boise Cascade and inspected the digital signatures.  They have stored a lot of information on their systems which is above what the law requires and that is very good.  There is even a copy of the driver’s license for whom brought the load.  They visited International Paper facility also.  They are contacting other facilities who are in the process of implementing digital signatures.  Walsh Timber is trying out a system called Trimble.  Weyerhaeuser is trying out a different system called Loader Wiz.  They are experimenting with systems that use an IPad at the loading site.  The loader enters the information onto the IPad.  Then once the load gets to the delivery facility, the copy of the scale ticket is scanned into the computer and it goes directly to the IPad.  That way the loader knows exactly when the timber is loaded and when it is successfully delivered.  They are looking at all the different technologies before they change the law as to what is required with an electronic signature.  Changing the law takes over a year, so they want to do it right the first time.
For those not using digital equipment, the old system is still in effect.  This would only be an addendum to the law to cover the digital signature.  This system helps the larger facilities who have a lot of scale tickets and loads to deal with.  Also the video recordings of the deliveries at the scales where the driver has to get out of the vehicle to sign help.  There is a recording of the driver signing along with views of all sides of the truck.  These can be tracked down easily when there is a discrepancy found in the tickets.   The other information that the driver has to give is great for the enforcement people.  
There was discussion on reducing timber theft in the state.  A mandatory minimum sentence for jail time would curb timber theft in the state, even if for just the third offense.  At this point, there are many thefts by the same people over and over again.  They know that they only have to pay for what they stole and there is not any other penalty now other than a fine.  If it was a felony, that would change things.  It needs to be that payment restitution would not drop the case.  The district attorneys are reluctant to press these cases.  The landowner needs their money and in lots of cases they are willing to settle for repayment.  So the same people keep stealing over & over again.
Wade was asked to get a proposal worked up with the lawyers to be submitted to the Legislature.  The mandatory penalty of jail time would have to be for an actual criminal offense that was intentional.  There should not be a criminal penalty if there was an actual survey dispute or some other case of accidentally cutting a few trees on the edge of a property.  Restitution should be made for that with no jail time.  The Board wants to do a resolution to recommend this action to the Legislature to give it the necessary weight to be considered.  Restitution has to be included along with the jail time.  If there was a license involved, it could be pulled as a punishment.  Maybe this group needs to create a license system along with rules to follow.  Then the governing board could impose a penalty or pull the license.  There needs to be guidelines for the contracts that people have to sign so that they do not get cheated out of their final payments.  
Wade stated that the rule change on Prescribed Burning is now in effect.  The next rule change that was discussed was regarding FPP planting rates.  The comment period ends September 8 and will go into effect on September 9.  The only change that was made was a typo that did not change the content.  The start period will begin at the beginning of a new cycle of approvals of the FPP applications.  
Wade was asked to take historical data maybe last 3 years of applications and apply the new rate to see what the increase for the department will be.   

An update on the nurseries and seed orchard was requested.  The appraisals are completed on the nurseries.  The final appraisal on the seed orchard in Texas has not come in yet.  The attorneys in LAFA are handling the disposition of the LAFA properties.  The Columbia nursery will be offered for lease.    The cleanup part is winding down at the nursery.  The Feds are going to document all the equipment that was purchased with federal grants and they will be sent to other state nursery systems.  The disposition of other equipment will be handled by the Department.  
There are still only three parishes that have had Emerald Ash Borer:  Claiborne, Caddo and Webster.   Claiborne and Caddo are going thru the process to quarantine the parishes.  Once the quarantines are in place, ash will be allowed to be moved out of those parishes, but under restrictions.  No other sites have been identified so far.  
New Business
Buck Vandersteen with the Louisiana Forestry Association gave the information on new timber property tax rates.  Beginning in 2016, is a new reassessment year on property timberland.  The tax commission heard the recommendations in July.  There was a public comment period in August.  They will fully adopt the new rates in September.  The new assessed value will go into effect January 1, 2016, for the next four years.  The value should be the same all across the parishes for the four categories of timberland.  A rumor from the Legislature was talked about that needs to be looked into - how tax is paid on farm land and timberland and the changes they want to make.  
The past Legislative session was a bad one and the next one isn’t looking good either.  The Departments may be looking at a “mid-year” budget cut even before the mid-year happens.   The Legislators were upset that they did not get to collect as much in taxes as they expected.  So there was a shortfall in revenues.  They are looking at changes in tax structure.  They are looking at severance taxes and the way they are distributed too.  Commissioner Strain talked about them looking to take all dedicated tax funds away from what they are supposed to be used for.  They have swept many dedicated funds away with the funds bill last year, but not the FPP account yet.  It could be a target for next year so it needs to be protected.   The budget authority limits the amount of money that can be spent out of that account.  It needs to be raised so that the monies can be used for promoting reforestation and the research to further that.  The annual authority to spend is $2 million on a two year cycle, so $3 million is already dedicated for this year.   
Wade explained a question from a landowner about where the fire plows are located and is one located where it can protect his property.  All of the fire plows have been GPS located on a map.  The goal is to serve the public and units can be moved to serve better if all the factors are considered.  Each of the units have to be maintained, the trucks run a certain amount of time, and located where two fire fighters can get to the units quickly and go to the fire.  The locations are based on the ability to cover the area with the personnel that we have and on GPS probabilities and availability.  We do have GPS locations on all smoke occurrences.  The landowners are now seeing the effects of the budget cuts.  There are real consequences from these budget cuts.  

Adjournment

MOTION:  A motion was made by Dr. Allen Rutherford to adjourn the meeting.  Mike Merritt seconded the motion.  All were in favor.  Meeting was adjourned at 8:23 a.m.
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