Louisiana Forestry Commission

Roy O Martin Headquarters
Alexandria, LA
February 3, 2015
Minutes
Call To Order

The Louisiana Forestry Commission meeting was called to order by Chairman Scott Poole at 10:22 a.m.
Roll Call

The roll was called by Epney Brasher
Members Present: Chairman Scott Poole, Vice Chairman Mike Merritt, Mike Hudson, Tina Meiners, Sam Pruitt,
    Kenny Ribbeck and Dr. Allen Rutherford 
A quorum was present.

LDAF Staff Present:  State Forester Wade Dubea and Associate State Forester Epney Brasher 
Approval of Minutes

No minutes for review or approval from last meeting, the review and approval of the December meeting will be conducted at the upcoming March meeting. 
Public Comments  
No comments at the moment; attendees John Delaney and Derwood Delaney from the LA Forest Seed is reserving comments for later in the meeting.

Budget
Wade Dubea explained the midyear budget cuts and the current financial situation for the Office of Forestry.    Early retirement incentives were offered which helped to offset the amount cut from the general fund.  The cuts were made in the following areas –

Travel was reduced by $30,000 – impacts the ability of personnel to attend program committee meetings
Supplies were reduced by $353,231 – wet fire season and did not use as much fuel

Interagency Transfers were reduced by $75,000 – aviation maintenance was switched over from Division of Administration, Office of State Aircraft Services and we are assessing and doing our own aviation maintenance and using third party FAA approved vendors 
Discussion followed.

Wade discussed that on the early retirement incentives that the Office of Forestry will lose three spots that we will not be able to fill; this will decreased the number of total operating employees.  There were seven employees that were interested, but only three were able to take the incentive based on a first-come, first-serve basis.  Wade explained that we have not suspended any practices that currently the Office of Forestry offers, but at some point we will have to prioritize what is within our mission statement.  Discussion followed.

Wade mentioned that the ideal situation would be for the Office of Forestry to lesson our dependency on the general fund and to be more self-sufficient.  Discussion followed concerning fees that can be possibly imposed to generate revenue for the Office of Forestry. 
Wade passed along information, based on instruction given by Division of Administration to our agency; we will have to reduce employees.  Employees that retired will be taken into account toward that reduction.  Throughout multiple budget cuts, efforts have been made to maintain services that are provided to the citizens of Louisiana.  The Office of Forestry will no longer be able to provide assistance in all of its program areas and maintain an adequate level of quality and safety in doing so.  Wildfire suppression, management efforts, seedling nurseries and seed orchards, education and outreach programs are all Forestry related programs and services will be impacted.  Which could include closing stand-by location for fire crew personnel and remaining firefighters will report to district offices, which in turn make increases response times to wildfires and translates into larger fires, more damage and increased risk to property and people.  Discussion followed.
Regarding the nurseries and the seed orchards an internal audit pertaining to the last three years was performed and the results just issued last week and it has shown that they have not been sustainable.  Discussion followed.  

Scott Poole stated for the record that this is frustrating and for several years now I have requested information, budgets, and updates regarding the nurseries.  You can head these problems off with information and communication and talking about what are the options instead of being faced with dire straits.  We can work together to solve some of these problems if we get out in front of them fast enough.  Now, can we get out of 1.6 million in cuts, probably not?  We are here to help and the way that you help is with good information and talk about these issues.  Now we have to look at shutting down our own nursery.  
Discussion followed regarding options - sale, lease, reorganization, etc., of nurseries and what is mandated under the revised statutes regarding the Office of Forestry.
Proposed Rule Changes – Suggested rule changes for statutes must be voted on and approved by the Board.  Because of the powers and duties of the Commission you have to vote on and you have the authority over the execution of the statutes and the rules are which govern that execution.  To get this moving along, these will be voted on at the next meeting, scheduled for March 10 at LDAF headquarters in Baton Rouge.  The changes that are made from now on and any updates will be published in the Louisiana Register and it is changed and will end with your decision and not have to have an entire rule change process.  Discussion followed on some of the proposed rule changes.    
Public Comments  
John Delaney offered a short term solution, place your order, contract and pay 50% upfront and use the upfront money to put trees into the ground with the balance to be collected when seedlings picked up.  Epney Brasher stated that we did try that in the past with no success.  Mr. Delaney inquired about as to whether or not has the decision been made to close the nurseries.  Wade mentioned that Commissioner Strain has not made any decision as of yet.  Mr. Delaney stated that there is always a place for the state nursery for little landowners.  Would the Commissioner entertain a lease for the nurseries?  Wade will inquire for any details.  Mr. Delaney stated that this should have been starting at least two months to three months ago to lease the nurseries and orchards.  Wade explained that we have a responsibility to be fiscally responsible with the tax dollars to the state.   
Adjournment
MOTION: A motion was made by Sam Pruitt to adjourn the meeting.  Dr. Allen Rutherford seconded the motion.  All were in favor.  Meeting was adjourned at 2:05 p.m. 
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