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Lawsuit: Stop Trump administration’s parting shot at national forests
Conservationists challenge rule blocking citizens and science from forest management

A lawsuit filed today seeks to reverse the Trump administration’s elimination of critical
safeguards that have protected national forests from unneeded, ill-conceived and destructive
logging, road building, and utility right-of-way projects.

The U.S. Forest Service — under orders from President Trump to sell more publicly owned
forests for lumber — recently finalized a rule that would eliminate transparency, public input, and
science-based review from many of the agency’s most environmentally consequential decisions.
The changes are part of an onslaught launched by the Trump administration against the National
Environmental Policy Act, or NEPA.

NEPA ensures that the people most affected by government actions, like roadbuilding, will have
prior notice and an opportunity to raise concerns and offer alternatives. The Act has also been a
key target of Trump-friendly energy industry and logging interests that seek to put profits ahead
of both the environment and the public. The Trump administration last summer authored a major
and damaging downgrade of NEPA safeguards to favor industry over communities.

The Forest Service is the first agency to exploit the newly weakened NEPA protections.

The Forest Service’s rule would severely restrict opportunities for the kind of public review that
communities have depended on for decades to speak up for places they care about. Public
involvement has protected thousands of acres of old-growth forests, backcountry areas, rare
habitats and clean waters. Many local economies depend on the recreational opportunities that
draw visitors to public lands.

“This new rule is designed to fast-track objectionable projects so a group like mine won’t have
the time to fully understand the proposals and the risks. If the Forest Service determines a project
is exempt from NEPA, we’ll have just a short period to study it, analyze the impacts, and submit
our comments, said David Sligh, Wild Virginia's Conservation Director. "That would be nearly
impossible, which the Forest Service not only knows, but is counting on."

Under the new rule, public oversight would be lost for nearly every logging project in the
Southern Appalachian forests of Virginia, Tennessee, North Carolina and Georgia.

The Southern Environmental Law Center is representing The Clinch Coalition, Alliance for the
Shenandoah Valley, Chattooga Conservancy, Cherokee Forest Voices, Defenders of Wildlife,
Georgia ForestWatch, MountainTrue, Virginia Wilderness Committee, and Wild Virginia in
challenging the new Forest Service rule.


https://www.southernenvironment.org/uploads/words_docs/2021-01-08-_TCC_v_USFS_NEPA_Complaint.pdf

“Forests, especially the national forests of the Southeast, are critical strongholds for imperiled
wildlife, and are essential to addressing the effects of climate change,” said Peter Nelson,
director of federal lands for Defenders of Wildlife. “On its way out of office, the Trump
administration has attempted to roll back the very law that ensures the American people have a
voice in decisions affecting our national forests and the wildlife that depend on them. We ask
that the Biden administration create a new way forward for our national forests and uphold the
original intent of NEPA.”

Separately, SELC also is in the midst of litigating the Trump administration’s changes to
NEPA'’s implementing regulations, which are themselves unlawful.
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Quotes from other participating organizations:

“In short, the Forest Service’s rule allows more commercial exploitation with less public
accountability, and that’s a terrible shift in balance,” said Sam Evans, leader of SELC’s National
Forests and Parks Program. “National forests, and especially those in the Southern Appalachians,
are resources for everybody. But the Trump administration wants to give logging lobbyists
louder voices than the rest of us.” -- Sam Evans, Leader of National Forest and Parks
Program, SELC

“The forests of Southwest Virginia are very vulnerable to being fragmented by new roads and
utility rights-of-way. When that happens, invasive species can take root and proliferate. Native
wildlife, including endangered species, are put at risk. Public voices and scientific studies are
critical when considering commercial projects in our national forests, and taking away those
voices takes away the best tool we have to ensure these wild areas are sustained for future
generations.” -- Walter H. Smith; biologist; vice president of The Clinch Coalition

“When projects were proposed in the George Washington National Forest, we have in the past
relied on the government’s independent scientific study to better understand what is at stake. But
under this new rule, those environmental assessments will be cut. That means we’d have to hire
our own experts and researchers to better understand the consequences. Frankly, a small
organization like ours can’t afford that. This rule makes it harder for the public to have a voice in
decisions affecting our national forest lands, and it needs to be stopped.” — Kate Wofford;
executive director of the Alliance for the Shenandoah Valley

“I spend a great deal of time in the George Washington and Jefferson national forests. | believe |
have hiked practically every trail within them. 1 relish that experience all the more because for
years the Virginia Wilderness Committee has had a hand in protecting these lands through
collaboration and compromise with various stakeholders. But under this rule, many of the tools
that help us work together simply disappear. This new rule shifts the important burden of
scientific research to small citizen groups like ours, but we don’t have the resources to step into
the Forest Service’s shoes.” -- Mark Miller; executive director of the Virginia Wilderness
Committee


https://www.southernenvironment.org/news-and-press/news-feed/lawsuit-government-illegally-cut-corners-to-ram-through-nepa-changes

“I grew up hiking in the Chattahoochee National Forest. It stimulated my curiosity, helped me
connect with family and friends, and led me see the value in protecting the plants and animals
that call it home. But this rule undercuts the critical role people like me and organizations like
Georgia ForestWatch play in preserving balance in our national forests. Among other things, this
rule would allow most logging operations to move forward without review, and worse, to stack
up several small projects at the same time, all just small enough to escape environmental review.
That cumulative impact could be devastating to the Chattahoochee National Forest, and under
this rule it could happen without meaningful public input.” -- Jess Riddle; resident of
Dahlonega, Georgia; executive director of Georgia ForestWatch

“In college, I worked as a raft guide on the Chattooga River. I so fell in love with its beauty that I
have spent my career protecting it. This new rule is built on the flawed notion that the
bureaucracy of the U.S. Forest Service is the only group that knows what’s best for our forests
and watersheds. That wrongly discounts the decades of experience citizens like me and those |
work with have amassed and bring to bear when faced with challenges. We have a long history
of rolling up our sleeves to help craft the best management practices for our watershed, and this
rule seeks to cut out folks like us from the process. It is the height of hubris and arrogance.” --
Nicole Hayler; resident of Mountain Rest, South Carolina; executive director of Chattooga
Conservancy

“I have personally seen the difference an informed public can make on forest management. Some
projects have not been controversial. On the other hand, some projects have been very bad as
proposed but have changed dramatically to avoid harm and to satisfy public concerns. Taking
away the public voices responsible for those improvements would be a huge mistake.” --
Catherine Nell Gidens Murray; resident of Johnson City, Tennessee; director of Cherokee
Forest VVoices

“It’s hard to read this rule as anything other than the government stacking the deck against its
citizens. NEPA was an important tool that provided the public with ample documentation to fully
understand proposed projects but, without that, we’ll have to rely on open-records requests that
take months, even years, to fulfill. By then | worry people like us who care about the forests will
be locked out of the process.” -- Josh Kelly; resident of Asheville, North Carolina; public
lands field biologist for MountainTrue



