Louisiana Forestry Commission

5825 Florida Blvd.

Baton Rouge, LA  70806

March 18, 2011
Minutes

Call To Order

The Louisiana Forestry Commission meeting was called to order by Chairman Sam Pruitt at 
10:00A.M.
Roll Call

The roll was called by Geri McNeal.

Members Present:  Chairman Sam Pruitt, Vice Chairman Mike Merritt, Dr. Allen Rutherford, 
Scott Poole, Tina Meiners, and Mike Wolfe, Kenny Ribbeck.

Others Present:  Wade Dubea, Epney Brasher, Buck Vandersteen, Don Smith, Charlie Greer, Mark Singleton, Randy Rentz, Whitney Wallace, Gus Rowland, Jeremy Coffey, Dr. Mike Strain, Dick Myers.
Approval of Minutes

Motion:  Kenny Ribbeck made a motion to approve minutes of the meeting for December 13, 2011 with an amendment made to add Dick Myers as present and amendment to Old Business. 
Dr. Rutherford seconded.  All were in favor.

Budget

Epney Brasher reviewed the budget.  Items discussed included that the ‘other charges’ category of the budget involves funding for salaries is not incorporated in forestry’s total operating cost as well as  pass through funding for grants, which is the primary reason the variance between the total budget and total spent is different.   This fiscal year is 66% complete and we have expended 62.4% of the budget.  General discussion ensued pertaining to the budget.  

Wade Dubea updated the Commission on the personnel reduction effective 2/25/2011.  Thirty-Five firefighters were laid off leaving 102 firefighters and a total of 162 employees for the Office of Forestry.  

Dr. Strain informed the Commission about a meeting with Commissioner Rainwater and Senator Riser that involved an avenue of funding collected as a tax through homeowners’ policies.  Senator Riser and Dr. Strain are working together and have identified and requested $2,000,000 of this tax money through a cooperative endeavor agreement. 
Wade Dubea offered clarification on the cooperative endeavor with the Fire Marshall’s Office.  The State Fire Marshall’s Office collects more money than they have spending authority to use on a yearly basis.  This money is collected via taxes specifically for fire suppression.  If the funds are not spent, the balance goes into the state general fund. We are asking for $2,000,000 of the unspent funds in the cooperative endeavor agreement between our office and the State Fire Marshal’s office for personnel, training, and equipment. Discussion followed.

Dr. Strain said that if our funds are cut, we will be unable to do all of our jobs well and the primary area of concentration is fire fighting.  Dr. Strain added that we need to continue to look for other avenues for self funding.  State Forester Dubea added that the Division of Administration said no new fees or increases will be approved.   Dr. Strain stated that the first thing we need to address is that eight cents per acre is collected on all acres.  He said the question is how much would it cost for fire fighting if we assessed 19 million acres.
On the other hand, if we put an assessment on every acre out there, the eight million dollars of general funds that we receive will then go somewhere else.  

Discussion followed.

Dr. Strain stated he has been working with the legislative auditors going over records as far back as 1999 in regards to the Forest Productivity Program (FPP) looking at the amount of money collected as a dedicated tax versus the amount of money that was eventually spent on the contracts.  The difference is $3,200,000. In the beginning of the fiscal year, funds were transferred to the general operating account.  Funds were then drawn from this general operating account to pay expenses.  During this time, there was a number of sweeps by the state general funds.  The auditors are looking into how much of this $3,200,000 was taken by the legislature. We now have a pass through account so this doesn't happen again in the future.  Budget sweeps were based on total budget not operating budget.  All funds from July 1, 2007 have been accounted for.  Discussion followed. 

Division Reports

Don Smith updated the commission on the division reports. 

Protection Branch

January 1 – March 16 we have had 610 fires covering 8009.94 acres for a 13.13 average.  There were 2333 fires statewide in 2010 covering 23,136.76 acres for a 9.92 average size.
Don Smith informed the Commission that the Radio User Guide has been updated.  The Department has been actively working with Governor’s Office of Homeland Security establishing Standard Operating Procedures for Louisiana to request Fire Management Assistance Grants from FEMA.  A training session was conducted for our Department as well as the Governor’s office.   

Reimbursements for the VFA applications began March 1, 2011.  Approximately $412,000 will be awarded to rural fire departments.
Work is being done with the US Forest Service assisting with prescribed burns and equipment work.  
Discovery Channel is working with fire personnel filming “How to Survive a Wildfire” in Minden.  

The Department of Energy received a 1500 gallon pumper through the Federal Excess Property Program and will be giving this equipment to a rural fire department in Dequincy.    

Discussion followed.

Management Branch
Southern Pine Beetle (SPB) trapping materials have been sent to the field.  Flights for detecting SPB begin this month.

We continue to monitor Cogan grass infestations.  Plans are in motion to create a Cooperative Endeavor with the Department of Transportation to begin spraying for invasive species.  
FPP applications are being funded April 1 – May 31.   Applications are being accepted and reviewed then returned to landowners with suggestions for updates.  The balance in the account as of January 24, 2011 was the complete and total amount we are allowed to take in.   As of 1/24/11, we had expended $258,532 of the $2,637,216 available for funding in this year's budget.  That leaves a total of $2,378,684 left for spending this year.  Any "cash" not spent will carry forward into next year, but we will still be limited to the $2M budgeted figure within FY 11/12.
Foresters continue to provide technical assistance for CRP by writing management and practice plans. 

The Forest Service has notified us that a lot of our management funds and allocations will begin to be directly correlated to the number of Stewardship and managements plans we have in the state as well as the number of acres covered under these plans.  

The Forest Legacy Program has two projects, one in the Florida Parishes and the other in the central Louisiana.

A timber sale is being put together on the State Forest.  The timber has been marked and bids are out.  
There is a 60 day window to bid.  Advertising was done via newspapers.

ArcGIS and Management Writing training continues for department foresters.  

Wade Dubea offered further clarification on the FPP funding process.

Discussion followed
Information & Education

Project Learning Tree has had 23 educator workshops training 531 educators.  Twelve new facilitators have received training.  
Cindy Kilpatrick has been named the 2010 Outstanding Educator of the year.  
Students from Amite Elementary participated in PLT activities while learning about the importance of forestry in Louisiana.

Staff demonstrated how to correctly plant a tree for 1000 students from West Feliciana area schools.  Seedlings were given out to participants.  
The Office of Forestry sponsored the “Trees and Trails” fun hike at Burden Center.  On Arbor Day,   seedling packets were given out as well as wooden log truck toys that were assembled by the Office of Forestry.  

Twenty people participated in a docent training course led by Whitney Wallace and Cindy Ybos at the Burden Center.
State Forester Dubea trained four teams for the statewide Envirothon competition. The competition will take place Saturday April 2nd. 

The 2011 Forestry Teacher Tour will be held June 13 – 16.  We are seeking sponsors as well as teachers.

Whitney Wallace updated the Commission with information regarding twenty-one new Tree City USA communities and four Tree Campus Universities.  

Teacher Tour fees this year will be $400.  Any offers of help will not be turned away. 
Aviation Division
Jeremy Coffey updated the Commission on the aviation section.  The first six months of this year we spent almost $400,000; we have approximately $350,000 remaining in the aviation budget.  Some of these funds are carry-over funds from the sale last year.  Purchases made between now and the end of year will be for fuel and routine maintenance.  In April, we will have a better idea of the remaining funds and if there are available funds, we plan to purchase GPS units with downloaded weather capabilities.   Due to the increased size of the districts, updated equipment is a necessity.  
This quarter, our pilots flew about 1100 hours.  Engine changes have been completed.  Emergency location transmitters are up-to-date.  There are three remaining engines that need to be changed out.  Survival backpacks have been added to the aircraft.  
There is going to be a tree clearing at the Woodworth airport within the runway safety area in the near future to prevent future violations from the Department of Transportation and Development.  We will clear the areas that we control, but part of this land is on railroad property and we do not have access.  

The seal coat work on the runway of the Woodworth airport has been finished.  This will prolong the life expectancy of the runway by about three to five years.  Discussion followed.

Reforestation Branch
Reforestation Branch report was given by Randy Rentz.  He informed the Commission that we have sold out of all the trees and believes we will do this again next year.  We plan to increase the longleaf production this year.  Monroe nursery is hardwood seeds in small quantities.  Breeding has begun in Slash and will begin in March for loblolly.  Wade Dubea stated that the nurseries are ahead of their budget for the first time in three years thanks to Randy Rentz's advertising as well as a price increase to cover expenses. 
Seedling price increase was discussed and a proposed amendment to regulations resolution was handed out. Wade Dubea explained that by statute, the Commission has the authority to set seedling prices.  We need to increase by two dollars per thousand on pine and five dollars per thousand on hardwood.  We can charge less than the regulations state, but not more.  

Motion to adopt the resolution raising seedling prices as per the administrative procedures act was made by Scott Poole. Seconded by Kenny Ribbeck, All in Favor.
A discussion was held regarding the amendment of management service fees.  A proposed amendment to regulations was handed out.  Changes discussed included amending fee schedule and better defining the difference between light and heavy dozer work. 

Motion to adopt the adjustment in the management service fees made by Mike Merritt.
Seconded by Allen Rutherford, All in favor.

Enforcement Branch
Charlie Greer updated the Commission on Enforcement activities.  

Commission members were given an updated arrest log for this quarter.  Alison Suggs was arrested for failure to remit payment.
The Ernest Biddle case is a carry over from 2007 when the department was cross utilizing enforcement agents from various divisions within the Agency.  Mr. Greer urged the Commission to remember cases like this that go unsolved for years due to cross utilization and to ensure that the program of cross utilization is not implemented again.   
There is an outstanding warrant on an individual in Beauregard Parish for equipment vandalism.  Another warrant is in place for an arson suspect.  Charlie Greer will be meeting with the US Marshal’s task force to have the arrest made for the two individuals with warrants.  

The conviction in Vernon parish is being appealed and will be heard in appeals court in Lake Charles.  Mr. Greer does not expect it to be overturned.  

Discussion followed.  

GIS

Gus Rowland gave the GIS update.  WinDet training has taken place around the state.  ArcGIS was also included in the training.  Based on a significant Forest Service delay to the much needed updates to WinDET, our office has transitioned to a plan writing template based on Kentucky's.  We are getting a lot of positive feedback from the foresters.  The Forest Service tracks how many plans are written each year.  Louisiana trails far behind other states.  Hopefully we will have better success with the new plan writing system.  This system allows the plans to be easily customized for each specific landowner.  This program encourages foresters to encourage landowners to incorporate Stewardship rather than just the FPP type plan.  This plan will allow the foresters a lot more options to include photos, maps and surveys of the land.  Currently, we produce approximately 22 stewardship plans yearly and with this program we will be able to increase this number.  

We picked up the 2010 NAIP imagery from NRCS and have distributed it to the southern half of the state.  We are working on getting it distributed in the northern portion of the state.  

We did our first merger of FPP survival and plan data.  
We are compiling the 2011 wildfire data from our online reporting system.  We had a 95% parish accuracy, which is really good.  There were over 2350 wildfires in this database.  

Discussion followed.

Mission/Vision Committee
Mike Merritt proposed assembling a group for the Mission/Vision Committee.  He suggested three people from the LFC, Wade Dubea, and Buck Vandersteen.  Discussion ensued on having three commission members rotating on the committee.  It was decided that a couple of additional people would be added in addition to the five currently selected.  Recommendations for additional members will be sent to Mike Merritt. He stated that the purpose of the Mission/Vision Committee was to focus and coordinate the forest community and determine what services the Office of Forestry should provide and to prioritize the services.  The current goal is to establish where we want to be in the future and how to get there. Wade Dubea commented that we need to make a decision as to what our priorities are, what services need to be suspended, and how to best inform the public.  It was determined that both short and long term goals need to be identified by the Vision Committee.  Discussion followed.   
Public Comments
Buck Vandersteen stated that NRCS, Stewardship plans, and Tree Farm Plans are coming under a memorandum of Agreement that they will all be mutually recognized.  

Arklatex Forestry Forum met in Shreveport.  The main topic of discussion pertained to the need for a mill in the northwest of Louisiana.  It was also discussed in the meeting that they do not know enough about forest inventory.  Mr.Vandersteen spoke with Dr. Strain about funding additional resources for an inventory to get it on a regional and local basis.  

Mr. Vandersteen stated he recently participated in a meeting on alternative uses of the Chinese Tallow.  There was a presentation in Livingston Parish pertaining to the use of Chinese Tallow for biofuel.  The Office of Forestry needs to be engaged in what is happening with the Chinese Tallow tree.

This year is a use value reassessment year.  There will be a preliminary meeting in early April to set up the perimeters of how to collect the data and develop the use value assessment for the next four years.  

The Supreme Court case on timber theft is terrible.  Mr. Vandersteen stated that in speaking with Dr. Strain, it was said that we need to find out what can be done within the law when one person takes timber from another without their permission- subject to damages.  

Mr. Vandersteen said he is getting a lot of calls from people concerned with the recent explosion of Ipps.

There will be a Forest Appreciation day in Leesville; the date was unknown at this time.  

Sam Pruitt thanked the Louisiana Forestry Association for all their advertising and assistance they have given the department.  
Wade Dubea informed the Commission that a landowner has requested that a power line be moved onto the State Forest at the landowner’s expense.  It was decided that this was not an option the commission was interested in.
Adjourn

Chairman Sam Pruitt adjourned the meeting at 1:50 P.M.
