N

00:00:14:25

00:00:27:17

00:00:36:28

00:00:53:17

ORAL HISTORY
JAMES R. LYONS, DEPUTY SECRETARY
NATURAL RESOURCES AND ENVIRONMENT

Q: Today is December 4th of the year 2000. I'm Larry
Quinn with the USDA's Office of Communications and today.
we're visiting with Jim Lyons, Undersecretary of

Agriculture for Natural Resources and Environment.

And, Jim,-you came to the department'very'early in the

Clinton Administration with a significant background in

the resources management area. Tell us a bit about your

background.

A: Sure, Larry; I am-—- actually have undergraduate and
gréduate“degrees in forestry. Undergraduate degree from
Rutgers in New Jersey and a Master‘s‘degree from- the
(Unint.) School of Forestry iﬁ Environmental Studies.: In
fact, that's where I'm gonna héad aftef I finish up‘my

tour of duty with the Clinton Administration.

I worked in Forestry and Natural Resources in Washington,

D.C. for my entire career, in fact. Before I joined the

’administration, I worked on Capitol Hill and‘waé a Staff

Assistant on the House Committee on Agriculture. Dealt
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with many of the issues that I've been addressing during

my.tenure with the Clinton Administration.

.’00:01:14:09 Between the Hill and coming to work here at the
Department of Agriculture,,l'actually served on ﬁhe
Transition Team for USDA which was-a Qery enlightening
experience. Learned a lot about the departﬁent'that I
didn't know.‘ Got exposed to many of theAissues'fﬁat
confront a Secretary of(Agriculture and, inAfact; had an
opportunity to briéf incoming Secretary Espey‘on the
issues in my particular area dealing.with forestry‘and

conservation.

00:01:43:13 So that was a‘véry.good experience and certainly, I
think, gave me a leg up, if you will, in terms of my
ultimate nomination and confirmation for the position

that I hold today.

-00:01:54:09> Q: President Clinton nominated ybu for then an
Assistant Secretary position in March, I believe, and the

confirmation came a couple of months later?
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A: That's right. There wéré actually a lot of thiﬁgs'
going on at that point in time. Président Clinfon,
during,hié-candidacy, made‘aAcommitﬁént with. the Pacifi¢
Northwest 'to try and deal with a very difficult issué

that was affecting the région at the time.

It was a controversy over managing Old World Forest and
protecting the Northern Spotted Owl. It was an issue

that really tied the region up in knots and the Forest -

‘Services Timbér'Sale Program came to a halt because of a

cording junction. But I was asked to do some work on
that issue while at the same time working, if you will,'

to seek the position of then Assistant Secretary.

In working on the Transition Team, one of the issues that
we‘addfessed was the structure of the department. And
given the broad range of issues that USDA deals with,
there‘éas,concern expressed that there-- giving equal
weight to issuesEWithin the departﬁeﬂt. That is thaﬁ~the

issues in Natural Resources and Environment should be
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+given the same standing as issues in World Development'or

issues in Farm Services or in Nutrition.

So one of the things we actuélly recommended to Secretary
Espey was that he look at the structure of the department
and try andAdétermine whether or not some-- some
additional chénges should be made. That ultimately led
to the Secretéry recémmendingva legislative package that
would restructure &be depértment and actually make each
of the missionar;és, as we refer to them, undersecretary

.

level positions.’

So, in my case, what was once the position of Assistant
Secretary was elevated actually by legislative direction
to a position as Undersecretary for National Resources

and Environment.

- Q: That happened in 1994 when the Reorganization Act
passed?
A: That's right. That_was actually part of the
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‘Reorganization Act which did two things. It eliminated a-

number of agencies, but also restructured the department
to give equal standing to each of the missionaries. And,
frankly, I think in the Natural Resources and Environment

area that was long overdue because half the employees in

‘the Department of Agriculture work in Natural Resources

and Environment.

Most of those with the Fofest Service, about 35,000, butr
at the time that we took office, there were almost 15,000
people workingiin NRCS and close to 40,000 working in the
Forest Service. 8o, .given the fact that half the
employees in the department worked in this afena, it
seemed to;-‘fully approp:iate_and I think imporﬁant to
fecognize Natural Resources ahd Environment as ohe of. the

key components.of USDA's prégrams;

Q: At the same time your title changed, the name of the
organization, Soil Conservation Sérvice,Achanged'too,

didn't it?
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Q: Yeah. It was paftyof a philosophy that we were
trying to advocate overall when we first: took office. T
was -insistent on trylng to insure that both the Forest
Service and the NRCS or then the Scil Conservation
Service were recognized for more than 51mply the focus
that the foresters then had on timber and SES's focus on

soll conservation.

Frankly, they were doing a great deal more and their
mission was much broad. The Forest'Service was focused
on~-- more and more on protecting thé environmént, on
proteéting water quality and wildlife habitat. iThev

spotted owl controversy a good example of that.

And the Soil Conservation Service wasvdoing.a greaﬁ deal
more than‘s;mply soil conservation work. So we
recommended a name change for the Soil Conservation
Service to the Natural Resourbes‘Conservation Service to’

really reflect that breadth. In‘fact, Rich Romanger

‘(ph.ﬁ was the person who came up with the name and became

the strongestvadvocate which was, again, adopted in the
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Reorganization.Act;

The Forest Service's name remained the same, but in the

case of the Forest Service and NRCS, I think we really

- broaden the mission. Instead of two agencies focused on

commodities, we stafted to recognize the other
"commodities" that they produced like clean water and
clean air and wildlife habitat and really a healthy

living environment.

- S0, in a manner of speaking, whereas we used to focus on

timber and corn and wheat and soy beans, I think we focus

more less traditional commodities but commodities that

“had réally a broad and significant value to the public

overall.
Q: - With the background you brought to the department,
obviously you had some goals in mind of what you would

like to do in this job. Could you share some of those?

A: Sure. Well, that was one. I think one was to
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assure that the Department of Agriculture stepped up to

the plate, if you will, in dealing with thé brcader range

of natural resources and environmental'issues.

I think common wisdom, or at:least common perceptioh
among the publié wés that natural resource issués were
the purview of the Depértment of the Interior and the
envirbnment was something thaf EPA dealt with. But, as I
menticned earlier, since half the employees in fhe
department of wOrk.in this arena, I think it was
important to élevate,our profile and, in effect, bréaden

the scope of what we did.

When I first took office, the Forest Service.really was
viewed, I think, by the public at large as focused on
timber and timber prdduction, and timber sale levels were

actually significantly higher than they are today.

So one of the things T -tried to focus on, both in terms

of policy priorities and in terms of some of the.

,restructurin§.we did in the Forest Serwvice, was really to
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broaden the scope of their activities, to enhance their

focus.on land stewardship and water quality and wildlife.

Also to help the public recognize that the Forest Service
was about more than simplynﬁimber. We placed a great

deal more emphasis on recreation. Recreation, in my

mind, was the window through which many Americans got to.

see their naticnal forests.

And'we tried to helpftﬁe public unde:stand that naticnal
forests were a significant source of water, water supply.
The naﬁional foresﬁ§ are principal water sheds for most
of the‘major metropolitan areas.in the west. We provide
more reéreationvthan even the Park Service and still
maintain some_of the'most pristine aréas in the United

States.

We manage, in fact, two-thirds of the wilderness system
in the lower 48. With regard to the Natural Resources

Conservation Service, again, they had a desire to get
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. away from this perception that we were simply focused on
serving farmers, but that, in fact, the work we did in

conservation was much broader than that.

00:bé:O6Ell . Not only did we help farmers or producers improve their
productivity ahd practice good stewardship,,but-in doing
SO and iﬁ working with'private land owners,.we were
helping to improve water quality. We were actually
enhancing wildiife habitat ahd dealing with air quality

concerns.

00:08:21:27 ~ And so many of the policies and the programs we tried to
impiement had that broadened scope! And I was fortunate
and able to bring in some key people-who sharéd that |
philosophy and really helped to broaden the scope of what‘
wé did and I think eight years later, reflecting back,.I
think made a significant-ma;k in enhancing the public
perception of the role of these agencies as good land
stewards, not simply as-- as the producers of

‘. -

commodities.

10
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Q: 30 you and. the two organizations'you described had a

significant part of what was called the "Clean Water -

< Initiative™?

A: Well, actually, an interesting sideline of history, .
when the President announced an initiative to follow up .

on 20 years of progress in the Clean Water Act, he asked

Dan Glickman and Carol BroWner (who's the Administrator

~for EPA) to co-chair that.

So USDA and EPA were given joint responsibility for

addressing-- or I should say developing the new agenda to

address the next century of challenges in clean water.

In fact, the bigges£ challenge ‘that remains in dealing

'w1th clean water is-- is the challenge of (unint.) .

pollutlon and that clearly is a respon81b1l1ty of USDA
worklng with forest land owners and w1th agricultural’
producers to help enhance their ability to reduce the

impacts they're having on water'quality.

Q: Let's talk about the forestry aspect for a bit. The

11
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Northwest Forest Plan was a major activity that involved

you and your staff. Tell us about that.

A: - Well, actually, that was my primary focus when I
first came here. I was concerned about the fact that
forestry had ground to a halt in thevNorthwest, if you
willi Thé issue surrounded the fact that the Forest.

Service in 'the late 80s and early 905 really had failed

- to address its responsibility for protecting 0ld Growth

‘Forest and Spotted Owls/ actually under what are known as

the "viability requirementS"'in the Natural Forest

Management Act.

' This brought things to a halt and the previous

administration, the Bush Administration, was. unable or

unwilling to réally deal with. "When I worked on Capitol

Hills, one of'the-things I dealt with was this issue and
I actually put together a team of scientists that were

affectionately known as the "Gang of Four" by the timber

V'industry.

12.
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There were four eminent scientists who provided some--
some information, in fact, a report offering the congress

some alternatives of how to deal with-this. Nothing came

of that report. The congress was really unable to

develop a solution.

So}when I first «came to the department, my primaryk.
responsibility was first to help the President ful%ill
ﬂié commitment to hold a conferencé in the Northwest to
bring parties together to discuss this issue.. That |

conference was held in early April of 1993.

We called it "The President's Forest Conferencg"'and
actually I worked with Katie McGinty who ultimately |
became the chairperson on the Council on Environmental
Quality, and another gentleman by the name of Tom Tuckman
who‘wdrked'with ﬁs in the Pacific Northwest for a number

of years in putting that conference together.

It was a really unique conference. I don't think since

Teddy Roosevelt. has a President assembled so many people,

13
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so many experts, so much of his cabinet. A number of
cabinet officials attended everything from, of course,
Secretary Espey, Secretary Babbitt, the Vice President,

the Secretary of Labor and others to discuss this issue.

00:11:56:04 But then, based upon the oﬁtcome of the cbﬁfefence, was
given principle responsibility for helping to put
'tqgether the téam'that developed the President's
Nortﬁwest Forest Plan, a team that was headed-up'by Jack
{unint.) Thomas'who was a close friend of mine who
actually had been a member of ﬁhe.gang of four thaﬁ I
mentioned earliér énd was asked by the President to serve
as the leader of this inner agency team of scientific

- éxperts thaﬁ ultimately developed what was known as

“Option‘IX"‘which was tﬁg élternative'chosen'to help
resolve the 1ong¥standing issues over spotted owls and

Old Growth in the Northwest.
00:12:34:02 *  Q: And he was the Forest Service Chief at that time?

00:12;35:14 “A: -No, actually he wasn't.

14
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Q: Oh, he wasn't.

A: Jack was still with thé Forest Service. He was

- their most senior reséarcher actually based in Lagrand,

- Oregon. Jack came into doing this job actually about .

nine months before he became Chief. 1In fact, a story I'd
share with you, when I decided that I was interested in
this pésition, I called Jack Thomas up and told him my

interest.

And I told him;."Jack, if I get this position,™ which was
a:long shot in my mind, "I'm gonna make you Chief of the
Forest Service" and he kind of laﬁghed,and he said,

"Well, we'll see what happens, Jim". And low and behold

things did come to pass.'

But Jack worked on the Northwest Forest Plan while he was
still employed by‘the‘Forest Service. He was detailed to
the job. And then nine months later I actually asked

Jack if he wbuld come in and serve as Chief which het

15
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graciously agreed to do. It was a difficult decisiébn for

' Jack because at the time his wife was actually dying of

' cancer.

And, in fa;t, a story related té that, Jack put hisvheait:
and soul ihto putting together the Northwest Fofest‘Plan.
He did an outstanding jéb and it was a 24/7, as we say,
job for all the reséarcherS'and écientists iﬁvolved.in

that effort.

When it was. all over and done, I sat down with Jack and I
asked what I could do for him. T literally commuted out
there every other week to oversee the efforts that they

had undertaken in trying to put things together.

Jack, very‘tired énd blurry e?ed séid, "Yéu know,‘the éne
thing I'd like is I'd like the President of the United
States ﬁo say thank you to my wife who's‘beenfseﬁarated
from me while I've been working on this plan". She was

back in Lagrand, Oregon, in her home.

16



00:14:17:11

00:14:43:06

00:15:06:009

. ORAL HISTORY
JAMES R. LYONS, DEPUTY SECRETARY
NATURAL RESOURCES AND ENVIRONMENT

The President actgally tried to call Mrs. Thomas twicé
buf was unable to connect with ﬁer. She was'back énd
forth to Poftland'getting chemo treatments for his
cancer. But'afte: all was said and done and Jack was
nomirated to be Chief of the Forest Service and come back
here to Washington, D.C., I was. able to arrange through
Katie McGinty an cpportunity for Jack‘and his wife-to
meet with thé President. |

-

It was quite an interesting and exciting moment for all-

" of us. Margaret, Jack's wife, who was quite ill at the

time, went out and bought a new dress and réally got
herself done up.and she just looked wonderful. So she.
and Jack went ovéer to the West Wing and I joined them
along with Katie  McGinty and wé waited for the-- for the

President to invite them in.

He did so and ‘instead of the 10-minute appointment that
we thought we'd have, the Pfesident and the Vice
President spent an hour with Jack and Margaret. In fact,

it turned ouf they had old common friends from Texas and

17



00:15:25:06

00:15:44:21

00:16:03:23 -

 ORAL HISTORY :
JAMES R. LYONS, DEPUTY SECRETARY
NATURAL RESOURCES AND ENVIRONMENT

the President was most gracious and spent most of the .

time talking to Margaret.'

It was as if the rest of us weren't there. It was quite

an incredible moment. Pictures were taken of the event

~and, to make a long‘story short, the President 'signed

those pictures actually a couple of days just before
Margaret died. And Jack-- we were able to get the
pictures to Jack and Jack was able to share them with

Margaret before she passed away.

Tﬁe whole time that Jack lived here in Washington, D.C.'A
after Mérgaret's passage, he had on a piano in their home
hefe in Arlington -- Margaret was a music téacher, so it
was her piano -- that picture. of the President and the
Viée President and Margaret and Jack sitting on that

ra

piano.

. Just a sense of the kind of person the President was and

the kind of commitment Jack (unint.) Thomas‘made to the

job.

18
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Q: You had a lot of issues that I guess the best way to

séy were troubling issues thét you had to face very early

‘on. Besides the Northwest Forest Plan, what were some of

the other challenges that you found?

A: Well, you know, it's.funny. This is a job, I think,
that's often overlooked in terms of its environmental .
significance, but I've had friends tell me they think
this is the toughest job in Washington in terms of the

environment. It's probably true.

Early in our tenure we had to deal with not only the
northern spotted owl issues, but some issues. associated
with the management of the Tohgus {ph.) National Forest

in the Pacific Northwest. There were two long-term

timber sale contracts that had been let by the government

-in the 1950s to try to encourage development in the

Southeast'Alaska region.

Those contracts were sorely outdated and unfortunately

19
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led to a‘situation where the federal government wéé
selling timber fof ridiculbusly low priges and impacting
a unidque ecosystem. I actually had to recommend to
Secretary.Espey that he cancel one of those contracts
when the operator of the contract, the Jépanese company,
actually decided to clese their doors and termihate their
employees, yet claimed under the contract that they were

still operating consistent with the contract.

Thé contract réquiréd4continddus operation oan mill.
That issue is still in iitigation unfértunétely but that
was one. of the'first, mdét signifi;ént controversies.we
had to deal with. That was followed soon after by the
other contract holder coming in and actually asking for

voluntary termination.

But it was the termination of that first contract that
led to quite a bit of controversy for me with the .US
Senate. Senator Ted Stevens who chaired the

Appropriations Committee when the Republicans took the

helm of the congress -- I guess it was 1995 -- was so

20
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outraged at the cancellation and (unint.) by some people
in the Forest Service Qho weren't pleased with‘the
direction it Qas headed'that he»(unint.) an amendment in
the Full-Appropriations Bill in the senaté to‘strip'me of

my authority to manage the Forest Service.

That was actually debated at length on the floor of the

':senate. Senator’ééle,Bumpersvwas*my%- my lead defender.

But the provision passed along party lines. Actually,
one Democrat, Max (unint.) voted along with the
Republicans unfortunately. Max and I have since mended

our ways.

But that provision stood in the Senate Bill untii
conference and then in conference actually the House
insistéd on its position'and the pro&isionlwés dropped.'
So I came very close to being terminated frdm my
employment at leést in terms of administfation of the
Forest Service early one. You know, one indicator of the

nature of the controversial issues that we've dealt with.

21
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Q: Is it because there is such a clash of economics and
environment? Is that one of the major causes of the

controversy?

A: Well, actually, I think it's less economics than it
is just passion for the issues. You know, many of these
envirgnmental issues are focused dn places that people_
care-ébout, whether'it's Southeast Alaska or the 0ld
Growth Forest, the Pacific Northwest,,or it's wetlénds in

the Dakotas, the Chesapeake Bay region on the East.

Péople care passionately about theiriplaces and that
leads to‘a passionate dialog and ;ontroversy. Certainly
economics'comes inté play but we've tried all along as an
administration to try and demonstrate that yoﬁ can

balance those two factors.

Pacific Northwest is an-excellent.examplel In the

' Pacific Northwest, although there were many doom and

gloom prophecies sﬁrrounding the President's Northwest

22



ORAL HISTORY . :
JAMES R. LIYIONS, DEPUTY SECRETARY
NATURAL RESOURCES AND ENVIRONMENT

Forest Plan, the actions that we undertock eight years

later, that region is prospering.

00:19:55:17 And &hile some communities were impacted, we committed
over a billion dollars over eight years to_job training,
to worker fetfaining, to_jobs in the woods Qhere we<took
mill workers and others and provided them opportunities
to work in the woods tb restore damaged ecosystems, fo
improve roads and reduce the impacts of past management
practices on the environment and also invested money in
rural communities to heip them broéden their economic

base.

00:20:23:15  So I thiﬁk the challenges and perhaps the controversies
aééociated'with these issues, as long—étanding as they
are, really come down to the passion that peppie feel for
those uhiqueyplaces. And I‘think one of the reasons
Qe've had a controverSiél tainter,‘if'you will,'ih
dealing with these issues, and I.guess some would say
1'vé beén a éontroversial figure, is becauselunlike

previousVadministratioﬁs we decided to try to deal with
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them.

I think we owe it to the people who live in these places’
to provide some certainty and some resolution to these
issues so they can get on with their lives. ‘And for all
too long in many of these instances, 0ld Growth and'the
Northwest is a good éxample, these iséues went on and on

and on without resolution.

That meant peoplé sufféred, communities didn't know &hét

they could depend on in terms of their economic base and,
frankly,'industries and companies couldn't ‘decide whether
or not to‘invest in those communities. We've tried to

deal with many of those difficult issues and as a result,

~ have helped many of these communities move on and really

have redefined land stewardship and conservation in the

United States.
Q: There was a Lake Tahoe Conference that the President

was involved in. How did that impact some of these

issues you're talking about?
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OO:21:39:15? A:A: Well, the Lake Tahoe Conferehce which came later in‘
our tenure was really the brainchild of Senator Harry
'Reid who was very interested in water quality in Lake
Tahoe and very concerned that management practices.aroun@

the lake were impacting Lake Tahoe's unique quélity.

00:21:58:13 It's-- it's a beautiful and unique ecosystem. Thé waters
are so clear, you can still see 15, 18 feét»down. But
that wéter'quality is eroding and the\abilify to see ihto
those waters.is~diminishing. The President, along with

~the Vice President, put together a conference.

00:22:l9:1l I had the lead for the Deéartment of Agriculture,
Zactuéliy the lead for the administration in actually‘
convening aiseries,of pre—conferences to that focused on
the issues that were impacting,thé lake and then
ultimately coordinating the President'é and Vice

President's visit out there.

00:22:33:27 It helped to highlight the fact that you can balance
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ecbnomics in the environmént. I think it helped to
highlight the extent. to which this administration has
tried to balance economics in the environment and I think
lt helped to hlghllght our understandlng of the important
role we play in protecting the environment, protecting
these unique ecosystems and in helping to protéct thdse

special places that people care about.

Throughout our tenure, we've taken .action to try and

protect other unique places. Think of the Vios (ph.)

~Kildara (ph.), the Baca Ranch in New Mexico, the cut-

- ranch just north Qf Yellowstone, the Giant Sequoia

Natibnal Monument»that‘the President created earlier this
fall, the roadless area initiative that we've undertaken
with the Forest Service which when completed'will,protect
58 million acres of remaining unroaded.areas across the

United States in national forests.
These were .unique opportunities to leave a lasting

legacy, but more importantﬁy to protect some unique

elements of the American landscaping. I'm very proud of
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the work we've doné; In fact, the National Forest System
has grown by,aLmost two million aérgs during our tenure
in office, despite a Republic congréss, despite many who .
were concerned aboﬁt what they see as the federal

government dcquiring too much land.

We've got tremendous public support and ultimately
congressional support to protect many of these unique

places, these special places.

Q: And just last month you mentioned the roadless
areas. There was an announcement made. .Is that kind of
a culmination of your work in the roadless area?

A: Well, still pending is the final decision on that.
But this was an initiative that was undertaken working

with Chief Dombeck of the Forest Service who succeeded

'Jack (ﬁnint.) Thomés as Chief. It really is a uﬁique

opportunity to set aside allong—standing controversy over
) [

how remaining roadless areas, those areas that haven't

been roaded or at least don't have permanent roads on em
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in the National Forést, how they should be dealt'with in

the future.

Been a lot of controversy over these areas over the
decades; Every time the Forest‘Servicé'sought to'dqr
something in a roédless area, the agency was challenged,
again refiecting the passion and concern thét many of the

public feél for these areas.

We decided to take that issue on aé part ¢f a new ageﬁda
we call "The Natural Resources Agenda". In fact, to give
you gome sense .of how the Forest Services' focuses
shiftéd, in 1993'we had a timber sale program-- scheduled

program that was close ﬁo ten billion board feet in

. timber sales.

That program's now down to about three or just under
three and the Forest Services Natural Resources agenda,
which_MikeADombeck certainly helped to structure and
bring focus to, includes protecting water shedé and watef

shed values, addressing the issue and concern about
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‘extensive roading on the Nation Forest.

We focus on recreation and maintaining recreation gquality

'in sustainable forestry. So timber's just one small

element of fhe larger picture in terms of our‘refocus and
retooling in the agency and really a recommitment to its

conservation legacy.

. Q: Conservation on the farm side has-dramatically

changed in terms of how it has been paired with the farm

legislatioh in recent years. Discuss that a little bit.

A: Well; we've gone througg an:interesting
metamorphosis in dealing with conservation as well. When
I took office, I»had just finished work on Capital Hill.
as a ﬁember of the staff'on the Hill (unint.) Committee"
on the 1990 Farm‘Bill, helped to craft the conservation
and forestry titles there and really £ried‘to ﬁee-up, if
you will, opportuﬁities for the department to step up to
the plate and deal with the challenges bf impreoving land

stewardship on private lands.
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00:26:34:08 The Sc¢il Conservation Service has had an butstanding
record in dealing with those issues. But some perceived;'
and I think rightfully so, that when push came to shove,
the Soil Conservation Service would defend the farmer
first as opposed to trying to balance the interest of

farmers with protecting the larger environment. .

OQ:26:50¥08 I tried to>place a little mQrevemphasis on the
| conservation part of the Soil Conservation Service énd,’
ip facf, as discussed earlier;‘we changed the name to
Natural ResourceS'Conservation'ServiCe to really reflect
their broader mission. Beyond that, was fortunate in
bringing in as Chief early in my tenure a gentlémén by

the name of Paul Johnson.

00:27:11:27 Paul, like Jack (unint.) Thomas in his leadership of the
| Forest Services, is a'visionary, was an outstanding |
spokesperéon and really a conservation philosopher, if
you willf éaul hélped to'restructufe and- refocus the

agency. And working together»we tried to put new
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emphasis upon conservation as the agency's bottom line.

We expénded our work in trying to‘reduce soil erosion
impacts on water quality. Wé developed new programs ﬁo‘
embhasis wildlife habitat, wildlife habitat protection;
placed new emphasis on trying to restore soil quality in
using less destructive tillage methods like no till,
minimal till approaches to conservation; pla;ed'new
emphasis’on protecting wetlands and the use Qf something
called the "Wetland Reserve Progfam" which was part of |

what was created in the 1990 Conservation Title of the

Farm Bill.

We really emphasized ecosystem management, if ‘you will,

as we had done. in the Forest Service so that we tried to

"equip the soil conservationists, the state

conse:vationists with- the tools to’apply a broad range of

conservation measures across the landscape.

We placed emphasis, for example, on establishing

conservation buffers on waterways to serve as filters to
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filter-up pollutants so they wouldn't enter waterways.
Critical issue for dealing witﬁ unique ecosystems like
the Chgsapeake Bay or to deal with issues such as
feéteria in the lower Mississippi in the Gulf of Mexico,
as well as to ﬁry arid tackle the challenges of restoring

salmon runs in the Pacific Northwest.

We really-- we really tried to, if you will, modernize
the mission of the Natural Resources Conservation Service

and help the organization expand its role and its

. function in expanding conservation across the landscape.

We also did more work in urban environments. This is an

increasingly urbanized nation.

Eighty percent of all Americans live in urban
environments. And,‘well, the Forest Service has done a
great deal in trying to expand its scope mainly through'a

"

which I actually helped structure when I worked on

‘Capital Hill.
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NRCS had been doing less work in that afena SO we
developed a strategy and an approach to try and work with

subdrban and urban land owners to help them understand

" their role in conservation. So we were dealing with

conservation issues, if you will, from-- from the
headwaters, whether it was a headwaters administered by

the Forest Service in the West or whether it was private.

And all the way the stream reaches right into those urban
communities and neighborhoods where we could also help 
reduce the impacts of what urban residents were doing

thrgugh programs like the "Backyard Wildlife Program" and

"a program.I helped to structure, an experimental program

- we called "The Urban Resources Partnership”, all geared :

towards trying to get communities more engaged in
protecting the environment, practicing good land

stewardship.

Sc conservation was something that didn't jué£ occur in

the rural landscape or in National Forests, it was
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something that could actually occur in everyone's

baékyard.

Q: There was quite a lot of awareness work done in this

respect -- national awareness with the general public.

A: Well, again, I think, you know, one of the keys to

ensuring as we look ahead to the 21st Century that we

continue to invest in conservation and in land

stewardship is helping an urbanized nation understand

their connections to the land.

You know, at the-- the beginning of the 20th Century, we
were still mainly a rural nation. Many more people lived
in rural comﬁupities. Many more people had connections
to'the land. Many more people understood where their
focd came from or that the water that came out of -the tap
didn't simply come out of the tap; It had to start

somewhere else.

We've changed dramatically as a nation and some of us in
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)
the conservation leadership of the nation feaf that those
conﬁectiohs are being lost. So we?ré lboking for ways to
build those connections, to re—establishlan understanding
and an awareness among children, among urban residents,
among dfhers that what happens on public lands and on
private lands and those rural landscapes is gonna have a
big impact on the quality of life for all Americans

whether they live in rural areas or urban areas.

We did so through educational efforts, but we also did so

through developing new iniﬁiatives and projects. I

alluded to one already -- The Urban Resources
Partnership. This was an experiment really designed to
try to make more efficient use of the limited amount of

moriey we had to work in urban environments.

A number of federal agencies do work in urban
environments, but the money they commit to it is less

than 1/10th of one percent of the total Natural

'Resources' budget for all those agencies. Probably

1/100th of one percent to be frank.

35



00:32:13:02

00:32:37:28

400:32:53:23

: ORAL HISTORY «
JAMES R. LYONS, DEPUTY SECRETARY
NATURAL RESOURCES AND ENVIRONMENT

We took the limited dollars we had. We brought agencies
together and we used those monies to provideAsmall grants
to community groups and technical assistants'tobhelp‘them
do things like urban‘regreening or urban gardening, to
clean up vacant lots, to replant repairing are@s and
clean upywaterways, to educate school kidé to what good
conservation was aboﬁt and really trying to rebuild

connections.

And the rewards, I think, have been substantial. I've
seen projects, hundreds of projects, in 13 cities across
the United.States where we've implemented this
experiment, have those prdjects really become the

centerpiece of those communities.

s

One example, there's a project known as "The Rock Garden"
in the South Bronx of New York. It was a project
developed by the New York -(unint.) Partnershié. ‘A leader
oﬁ one of the projects. in South Bronx came to the

coordinator for the Urban Resources Partnership and asked
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for help in restoring a garden.

When this géntleman brought the coordinatof to tHe»sité,
the éite was basically a dump.' It'was én area that had
served basically as the place where all fhe refuge was
dumped when the projécts were built in this portion of

the South Bronx 20 years earlier.

But yet, to this member of the community who wag a child
that played in this-- in this park, this rock garden, he
still saw that rqck garden and wanted to see if .we
wouldn't help them. We committed some money to help do -
design work in restoring the garden and technical

assistance.

As a result 6f the limited federal dollars we provided,

the Bronx Borough President provided funds to haul debris

off the éite.A The Park Service pfovided landscape

architect to do some design WOrk.A The Environmental

Protection Agency put some money into the project. And

today there's a garden where the was dump once before.
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That garden is now the fbcué of that.projéct and really
the pride of the entire community. It brought kids
tdgether,,it brought the elderly together, it brought a
mix cf races and ethnic groups together and they

understand‘what conservation's about because of the work

- they did in that community.

Another exampie a little bit différent, we-- we, through
NRCS and the Forest Service have Qorked to try and -

improve‘conserQation in the New York City water shed’in
the Catskills about two hours from New férk City. Most
Americans aon’t know that New York City's watervis still

unfiltered.

It comes down thrbugh huge aqueducts underground, under
the Hudson River into Manhattan and other parts of the‘
city. But the water originally is in the Catskill
Mountains. Through a project Qe developed with local
land owners through NRCS, we actually invested in

establishing a conservation reserve enhancement program,
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putting‘bdffer strips in to limitjthe amount, of waste

mainly from dairy operatioﬁs that would flow into those

waterways and reduce the impacts on water quality.

The . Forest Services has done a great job in promoting

- reforestation and better land stewardship with a private

forest land.OWners in the region. As a resulﬁ, EPA
decided that New York City didn't have to build a
filtration plant which was-- really was the catalyst for
this concern ‘that colorform counts and other water
indices were such that New York City was actually gonna
have to sbend billions of dollérs to build this water

treatment plant.

Instead, we spent several hundredvmiilion dollars,
improved landscape, improved.wildiife habitat and the
visuél quality of the area and p;evented the need'to make
that much more costly investment;- Another example of how
we've tried to connect rurai areas and urban |

environments.
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And, in fact, the city of New York éommittéd several
million dollars to this project in.Up-Stéte NewlYork to
improve their water shed. Really an unheard of
investment in NeQ York City since most New Yorkers, or at
least most reéidents in New YQrk City, think that Up-
State New York is another country and not a part of their

own state.

Q: Also, on the rural side there;s been partnering with
the farmer Qho's long been known as a good steward of the
land. When economics get tight, it's often hard to make
ﬁhat decision to be é cOnserving farmér.' There's been
some -programs that have come figﬁt along‘with other farm

programs to giVe them more opportunities.

A:' Well; we've developed a number of programs, worked
with the congress inufashibning a 1996 Farm Bill that
included some new tools to put in the "Conservation Tool
Kit" as we refer to it. The Environmental Quality
(unint.) P;ogram is one example. I mehtioned‘CREé, the

Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program.

40



, . ORAL HISTORY
JAMES R. LYONS, DEPUTY SECRETARY
NATURAL RESOURCES AND ENVIRONMENT

00:36:46:24 ~ We've actually been working at a watershed level with
many rural land owners‘to try and enhance theéeir
investments in improving water quality and’in prémoting
the improved“productivity of their land. We‘veAworkéd
closely with EPA on developing strategieé to try and
address, ‘for example, the im@acts that animal feeding

operations are‘having on water quality.

00:37:11:20 There's been proliferation of confine animal feeding
operations and,a great .deal of»concern across the United
States that théy were héving é big impact on water
quality and air quaiity. Senator Harkin actually
»cbnvened a forum to deél Qith this iésue that Secretary
.Glickﬁan and Administrator -(unint.) were a part of a year

or SO ago.’

\00:37:31515 I took the lead under the Clean Water Action Plan in
working with my colleagues at EPA in putting together a
strategy to try and deal with this. We also worked

jointly with EPA on .a strategy to address a concern in

"
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the Clean Water Act that has never been dealt w1th and

that‘s something called the development of "TMDLs" Total

‘Maximum Daily Loads for Waterways.

Basically a (uﬁint.) budget‘for how much- (unint.) points‘
or run off could-- would be allowed in a given watershed‘
and could impact water quality. It was an issue that
engendered a great deal of controversy. There were
opponents, particularly from the agriculture commenity/
but most {(unint.) and‘thevHouse Agricultufe‘Commietee,‘

who didn't want to see USDA working with EPA on these

‘issues to try to reach a resolution.

In the end, we‘spent a lot of time-- my‘office spent six

months working with EPA to try and resolve this issue.
The Presideht did announce a TMDLAruling. Unfortunately,
the agriculture opponents who still view EPA as the enemy
as opposed to a potential partner in dealing with these
issues succeeded in getting an amendmeht atteched te‘the'

Agricultural Appropriations Bill for FY 2000.
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One in the fiscal year we're in now that strips me of my:

authority to oversee both my agencies. Evidence.of}the"
Strong feeliﬁgs~that,still exist about these
environmental»issues; That provisionlétayed in the Bill.

Though it had only minimal impact, I continued to do the

work that I have done all along simply working directlyr

with the Secretary's office as opposed'té directly

So thére?svstill a lot of controversy about the

envirconment and natural resources and agriculture, and

how weAdeal with those isSues. " That cohtroversvaillv
probably continue, but the bottom }ine for me is that
unless we7attempt to tacklé those iséues, unless we helpf‘
an urbkan populous underStand thevimporténcé of land
stewardship and ehvi?onmentai quélity,'uniess wé‘help‘
conﬁe?t wérld éommunitiéé and urban communifies, we're:
gonna havé éontinued copﬁroversy andrthe environment will
suffer, producers will suffer, our quality of’live will |

Suffer overall}
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One of the things we've tried to tackle, certainly one of -

‘the things I focused on;'is'trying to bridge those gaps

so we make program, improve economic prosperity and

improve the environment at the same time.

Q: Probably one of your biggest challenges this year
was fire. What a tremendous crisis.

A Fire was a big issu€. A significant issue for us.
Fire was a big issue for us. Fire's been a big issue

throughdut my tenure in office. I can tell yQu'in 1993,
the:Fall of 1993 when the hills of Los Angeles were
burning, I got a call from the (ﬁnint;) from.the_

Secretary's office.

. They had just been contacted by the White House and they‘

said, "Send us sOmebody'out to Los Anéeles".' I;d never
been exposed to wild fire like thatl I spent a very

brief time, one summer job with the Forest Service on a
firé crew. Never seen anything quite like the wild fires

we've dealt with over the last eight .years.
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Sé within 24 hours I was on a pléne éut to Southern
Califorﬁia td'try and deal with these‘issues.‘.We’ve had
a number of periéds of severe'fire. Earlier iﬂ ou?‘
tenure, in, I guess it was 1995, we had a tragic fire, a

South Canyon'fire in Colorado.

- Fourteen brave fire fighters were killed as a result of--

as a result of some mistakes that were made in fighting
that fire. And a very unfortunate circumstance. Fire is
a difficult issue for all the agencies that deal with it,

but we've tried over time to try‘and'improve the public's

‘understanding of wild fire -and also to improve our

ability to deal wiﬁh fire.

Not only our Ability to fight fire, but mﬁre‘importantly
to improve public understanding and, in fact, agencies'
understanding of the impoftance of restoring fire—--
éontrolled fire, proscribed firg tc ecosystems where

because of past management practices where every fire was

put out, we have now the increased risk of these huge
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wild fires.

In .fact, it was when the Republicans took office in 1995

- that they elected to deal with this issue through an

interesting approach. They passed legislation attached
to a Bill that the President was forced to éign. This
was a Bill that inc¢luded funding for some critical

issues.

It included a rider that was known as.a "Salvage'Rider".
"That rider basically wiped away the_environmental
requirements for preparing timber sales and set as a
priority'salvage timber sales across the United States.
In fact,-it was very hard fought negotiation between:the
Hill and the White Housé and people like myself who were

involved in it.

There was a 1ot of resistance to allowing it to go
forward. But, as I said, ultimately the President was
put in a position where in order to fund certain critical

progfamé, he.elected to sign the Bill_(unint}). Actﬁally
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had a chance to visit with the President one night about

- this legislation.

It was a very interesting experience. I had gotten a

.call from Leon_Panetta who was then Chief of Staff at the

White House. I had worked for Leon on Capital Hill for a

number -of years and so Leon and I talked from time to

time about these issues.

He called me up one night. I happened to be in my office

at ' 9:00 at night and he basically said, "Get yourself

‘over: here". He didn't put it in that nice a term. Leon

was a little more colorful'than that. And so he summoned

me over to his office in the West Wing and ultimately

‘brought me down to visit with'the President in his living’

gquarters.

The President was grappling with whether or not to sign
this piece of legislation.' He knew that it would
engender some controversy. He'd gotten feedback from

others in the administration about the concerns
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. associated with it and also some provisions in this rider

that would have impacted his Northwest Forest Plan which

was a huge success, at least at that point in time.

And he asked me some questions about how to deal with:

this issue and how he should view it in light of these

“other national priorities. I gave him some feedback,

~explained what a difficult issue it was. fExplained that

I thought if he signed it, he would be the firét
President in memory who had actually signed legislation

to wave away all the environmental laws.

But I also‘pointed out to him that if he felt that he had
to sign ‘it for the sake of-these other prioritieé... I |
think, for example, there was money included in that Bill
to help (unint?) deal with some disastérs that year and
also, if I remember correcgly, some monies.to help deal

with the Oklahoma bombing disaster.

- So the President'certéinly felt some’ pressure to'sign the

Bill. So I offered him my advice and then interestingly
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enough members of the Secret Service had burst into the

. room because a gentleman had jumped over the south gate

of the White House and had been shot by the Secret

Service.

It was an interesting ending to guite an exciting evening
for me. I got an armed escort out of the'gate‘of the
White House because they_had'gone into high alert because
this individual decided to jump Qver-the south lawn‘

fence.

But in dealing with fire, i think we've made.every effort
to try and help expand an uﬁderstanding of our ﬁeed to
better manage forests, to reduce the ({(unint.) that
developed as a result of the ceﬁtury of forest
suppression across the landscape (é policy that hindsight

now was not the best policy to proceed with).
And most recently,'as a result of the wild fires this

year-- extensive wild fires this year, secured a

significant increase in the Forest Services budget which
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will finaily allow us -- in the context of existing

environmental laws, without the need to wipe them away.

I think we demonstrated .that that is not neceséary -- to
begin a more aggressive program of reducing (unint.), of
reintroducing proscribed fire and hopefully helping focus
in most especially on What we've termed "fhose
commuﬁities at'risk", communities, primarily (unint;)
environments, whefe (unint.) are'such that if a.wiid fire
were to pass through their partiéﬁlar area, there would

be high risk of the loss of those communities.

‘That initiative is now underway. I'm working very

closely with David Hayes who's the Deputy Secretary at
the Department of Interior in actually coordinating

efforts to put that strategy into place.
Q: You probably came into this job with an informal

score card for yourself in terms of what you wanted to

do. How did you come out on that?-

50



00:46:24:01

00:46:45:25

00:47:03:17

ORAL HISTORY
JAMES R. LYONS, DEPUTY SECRETARY
NATURAL RESOURCES AND ENVIRONMENT

A Well, that's a good question. That's a godd
gquestion because I had a friend who offered me some
advice when I firsﬁ took.this job. He told‘me, "Jot down
the four or five things that you want to accomplish and
put them on a piece ofypaper and stick em in your desk
drawer. And every once in a while take a look at them

and see how you've done”

Well, I did that and I stuck that piece of paper in my
deék drawer. But I'm a pack rat éo it got éhoved way'
back in the back of the drawer for a time. Récently I
was cleaning that drawer out for obvioﬁs réasons since
I'm preparing a‘transition and I found'that piece of

paper.

And I accomplished the'five.things that I wanted to
accomplish. They were focused on some of the issues that
I talkéd’about. Focused on some otﬁer things'as well.
The Northwest FofeSﬁ Plaﬁ, that was one of my goals was
to address the issues in the Northwest Forest Plan and

demonstrate that there was a better way to manage
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national forest system lands using the.concept of

ecosystem manégement which eight years ago wasn't even on

the radar screen, sc to speak.

It was a scientific term. Now it is.a regularly accepted

public'term.' In fact, Jddgé Dwyer, in his famous ruling

which basically lifted the injunctions that impacted the

Northwest, actually noted that without an ecosystem

management approach to dealing with this issue, it could

not have been resolved.

That was a significant finding in my mind. A second

issue was to address the challenges associated with

management of the Tongus National Forest. Then, when I

took office, I was very familiar with the controversies
associated with the Tongus because I dealt with it on

Capital Hill.

Again, congress sought to deal with the issues. Never

guite brought it to resolution. During my tenure,. we

cancelled one timber sale contract. ‘We oversaw the
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voluntary cancellation of anothéer and, after 11 years,

completed rewriting the Land Management Plan for the

Tongus National Forest. o A -

Something that I had a personal hand in helping to
complete. A third issue that I was very concerned about
and interesting was water quality in the health of the

nation's waters.

And.so both from the sténdpoint of the work I did with

thé~Forest Service in dealing with water’quality and
refocusing, if you willj on watershed management as a way
of doing business, éonﬁected'to our challenges of
eéosystem‘management but specifically connect to
challenges like restoring salmon runs in the Pacific
Northwest and improving water qﬁality.in places like Lake.

Tahoe, I think we accomplished a great deal.
On the NRCS side, certainly we've done a great deal more

to bring communities together to work in watersheds, to

use the voluntary assistance and tools that we have-- the
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(unint..) systems tools we have, to refocus on watersheds

snd watershed health.

00549&14:20 . And I think we've made a tremendous difference there.
‘We're starting to gain ground in that regard and I'm

certainly pleased_with the progress‘we‘ve made there.

00:49:24:01 A‘fourth area of focus for me was enhancing the

understanding of urban residence of the importance of

~conservation and investments in land stewardship. So
through programs like the Baokyard Wilolife'Programy
through the Urban and Community Forestry'Program, the
Forest Service and most importantly, through
expeerental programs llke the Urban Resources
Partnership, I think we demonstrated that a minimsl'
investment can make a big difference in expanding public

understanding of the importance of conservation.
00:49:54:07 In ennhancing children's_knowledge of what conservation is

and what soil conservation is. Improving wildlife

habitat means, of-- what it means to plant a garden and
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to nurture it and to take care of it. I think we've

built bridges.

In fact, I'm very proud of the Urban Resources

Partnership Program. It has been attacked a little bit

of recent by some in congress who think, frankly, and

these are mainly farm state legislators who think that

money spent on urban environments is money wasted.

I would predict that at some point in the future they're

gonna find that their decisions to cut funding for that
program-was at a significant cost for their constituents
and for agriculture overall because, again, it‘is an

urban populous.in'the United States.

An important lesson I leérned in wofking in the House
Agriculture Committee §n'the 1990 Farm Bill was'that
urban legislatots havé a big impact on world policies and
agricultural policies. Unless urban législators

understand the importance of conservation and investments

in land stewardship, we're gonna lose the resources we
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have to make those investments.

And the nation will4suffef. 'Our.weélth and our well-
being w;Ll.bé impacted. Lastly, an importance focus fort
me, was on in try;ﬁg to improfé_public pe:ceptions of. the
Department of Agricultﬁre'sbrole in conservation of
forestry and of therForest-Services and the Natural

Resources Conservation Service.

Again, when I took office, both agencies were kind of
uﬁder«siege. I don't think they were well respecﬁed by
the pubiic. I don't think the role they played as
conservation leaders was really understocd.. I think
we've really turned‘that around‘througﬁ initiatives like

the roadless initiative.

The work we'vé done to address and protect 0Old Growth

- Forest in the Northwest. Thrdugh the efforts to deal

with roadless areas and to try and tackle the 380,000
miles of road we have in fhe national forest systém. To

put roads to bed we don't need anymore. To repair the
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ones that we do need. And to enhance recreation

opportunities.

I think we realiy‘have changed how the'publié views the
Forest Service. We're not the black hats anymére. We're
tﬁe good guys.’ Oh the NRCS side, I think we have built
coalitioné; We have the'iﬁdustry working with privately

land owners.

We have the en?ironmental commuhity talking with Sg“
producers and farm state legislators about new ways to
enhance ponservation.‘ I'm confident that the 2002 Farm
Bill, which will be debated by the congress in the next
year, will have as a significant focus conservation as an
important bottom line. Opportunities to invest in

conservation..

To compensate private land owners for producing those
non-traditional commodities that aren't traded in the
market place, at least not today. You know, we still

think of farming as corn and soy beans and crop
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production. But, again, I think an important element of
what a land owner. does, of what a farmer or rancher does
is how he or she takes care of the landscape that they

own.

Aﬁd more and more programs are geared to providing
compensation for good land stewardship practices, whether
it's throuth(unint.)'aSSiétahce under the Quick Proéram
or the.Wildlife Habitat Improvement Program (unint.), or
through the payments we make fdr the Wetland Reserve
Program or the Cbnservation (unint.) paymenﬁs we maké

under farm land protection.

These are important tools. The biggest conservation
investment we make, in fact, is through the Conservation
Reserve Program. We have over 40 million acres in a
reserve system that helps to protect fragile soils and
helps_to filter out those pollutants -before they get into

waterways.

I think it's important that we continue to enhance the
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opportunity to make those investments and enhance the
public's understanding and privately~owners'understénding

of the role they play in land stewardship.

So I think on all five counts, we've done pretty damn
well in terms of what we Sought to éécomplish. It wasn't
without some pain and suffering. Almost being ﬁoted out
of a job by the congress once. - Uitimately having that

happenvas we get ready to exit.

But i think—; you know, if you're gonna accomplish
anything in a job like tﬁis, you've got to push.thé
envelape.v You've gof to deal with the tough issues.v You
owe it to thé American public to provide leadership in
dealing with issues that really have an impact, not only

for today but for the future.

And, certainly, I've taken that responsibility to heart.
I've been on this job longer than any of my predecessors
and I can tell ybu you can't do this job if you're gonna

stay here for just two. or three years. It takes you that
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long to figure out who the players are and to understand

- the processes..

00:54:47:24  So I'm proud of the investment I've made for .eight years.
| I'm proud of.the record of the_ClintOh—Gore
Administration. It really is outstanding. We've
accomplished I thiﬁk.a great deal more in conse;vation
énd'forestry than any modern administiation and probably'

any administration since that of Teddy Roosevelt.

00:55;02:16 Ironically, you know, the administration that saw the
beginning of the 20th Century, here we are in the
threshold of the 21st Century celebrating a Centﬁry of
conservation.and I think we have reinvigorated the

conservation movement.
00:55:17:26 At least we certainly have here at USDA in the leadership
of the Forest Service and the Natural Resources

Conservation Service.

00:55:23:25 Q:' Thank.you,‘Jim Lyons, for talking about your time as
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. Undersecretary for Natural Resources and Environment at

the US Departmeht of'Agriculture{“ I'm Larry Quinn with

"USDA's Office of Communications in Washington.

END OF TAPE
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