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It’s a pleasure to be here to discuss forestry matters of great importance to our countries, to our continent, and to the world. Forests are, in many ways, the green lungs of the world … the wellsprings of the world’s water … and so much more. How vital they are to all life is especially apparent now, when the world is facing some very serious long-term challenges.
Two years ago, Dale Bosworth, my predecessor as U.S. Forest Service Chief, spoke here about the impact of climate change. The bottom line, he said, was that climate change is one of the most serious problems facing us in the coming century. A related challenge is the quantity and quality of our water supplies, particularly as our populations grow. These related issues—climate change and water—will take generations to resolve, but children in our increasingly complex, increasingly urbanized societies are losing touch with nature. A third great challenge is to reconnect children to nature.

Today, I would like to focus on these three long-term challenges—climate change, water, and kids.

Climate Change

History will judge the leaders of our age by how well we respond to the challenge of climate change. In the United States, we can already see the effects on forested landscapes:

· Fires are a natural part of most forested landscapes in the United States, but each year the fire season comes earlier and lasts longer. More hectares are burning each year than at any time in the past 50 years, and studies have shown that climate change contributes.

· Insects are also a natural part of forested landscapes, but now the insects—both native and nonnative—are spreading more rapidly than ever before due to temperature changes, faster breeding cycles, and reduced tree vigor.

· The warmer winters also affect water supplies. Snowpacks are far more variable, and snow comes off earlier in the spring. Waterflows peak earlier in the season, affecting riparian resources and recreation use. Droughty forest soils contribute to stress in trees.

There are signs that many forested landscapes are undergoing long-term change, and the U.S. Forest Service is responding in three fundamental ways: mitigation, adaptation, and biofuels.

With respect to mitigation, forests are tremendous carbon sinks. As you know, carbon is stored in forest vegetation, forest soils, and forest products, and we can manage forests to maximize carbon sequestration and storage, for example through afforestation or through more efficient milling operations for more carbon storage in wood products. There are associated market opportunities for private forest landowners, and we strongly support markets for ecosystem services, including markets for carbon offsets created by sound forest management. Carbon markets can create new income streams for landowners who use trees to pull carbon from the air. 

Another element of our strategy is adaptation. When we take a degraded, overgrown forest and restore it to a healthier, more resilient condition, we are also making the ecosystem more resilient to the stresses associated with a warmer, drier climate. Each year, public land managers in the United States treat millions of hectares. In the last eight years, our federal land managers have treated almost 10 million hectares, an area of land larger than the state of Oaxaca, Mexico.

Our adaptation strategy has multiple dimensions. Forest Service scientists are looking for better ways of forecasting how ecosystems will change in response to a changing climate and how the changes will affect overall biodiversity. Through public/private partnerships, we are working to identify the landscape-scale forest conditions most likely to sustain forest ecosystems in a changing climate. We want to work through these partnerships to plan for managing forests on a landscape scale over broad periods of time.

The third element of our climate change strategy is biomass utilization. Left in the woods, woody biomass can fuel huge fires or insect outbreaks and ultimately wind up as carbon in the atmosphere. Instead, we can remove some of this biomass and use it to heat homes, generate electricity—even power cars. This can replace part of our use of fossil fuels like coal and oil, which in turn will reduce the amount of greenhouse gases emitted into the atmosphere.

Water Issues

You cannot talk about climate change without making the link to water—to declining snowpacks, retreating glaciers, and changing patterns of precipitation and runoff. Seventy percent of the Earth’s surface is covered by water, yet about 1.1 billion people worldwide lack sufficient clean water, according to the United Nations, and some 2.4 billion people lack sufficient sanitation.  

North America, as you know, is also affected. In Mexico City, the largest metropolitan area in our hemisphere, groundwater pumping has led the land to subside by more than 9 meters since 1900. In our country, too, subsidence is an enormous problem. It affects more than 44,000 square kilometers in 45 states, including such major cities as Las Vegas, Nevada, and Houston, Texas. In 2002, a drought in eastern Ontario, Canada, caused severe water shortages, and water had to be brought in by train for local communities. Just last year, much of the southeastern United States was affected by severe drought, with water shortages in Atlanta, Georgia, and other cities. The United States has the highest per capita water use in the world, and the rates in both Canada and Mexico also exceed the global average. How Canada, Mexico, and the United States will work together to manage the water we use, partly by managing the watersheds we share—the Great Lakes basin, for example, or the Rio Grande—is a tremendous and growing challenge.
As forest managers, we can help. Spongy forest soils are ideal for holding, filtering, and slowly releasing water. In fact, 53 percent of the water supply in the contiguous United States originates on forestland, even though forests cover just 29 percent of the surface area. As forest managers, we specialize in knowing how land management practices affect water quantity and quality, and we can apply that knowledge by restoring the ability of ecosystems to regulate waterflows and deliver clean water. 
For example, the U.S. Forest Service is restoring high mountain meadows, recreating their capacity to store water for slow release in summer. This offsets some of the effects of climate change and drought, such as reduced summer flows. It also cools the water, protecting aquatic species downstream. In some cases, it obviates the need to build new systems for water storage and flood protection.

That brings me back to the 10 million hectares of federal land that the United States has treated since 2001. Those treatments were partly designed to restore the functions and improve the conditions of the watersheds they were in. Restoring an overcrowded forest to health and resilience improves hydrology, helping to regulate waterflow and filter water. In some cases, we have brought back streams and aquatic ecosystems that had been gone for years.

Kids in the Woods

Our most important resource is not forests, vital as they are. It is not water, although life itself would cease to exist without it. It is people. The challenge of climate change and looming water shortages will not be resolved in a few years. It will take generations. Today’s children—and theirs—will need to be able and willing to meet that challenge. For that, they will need a good understanding of why forests are so valuable and why a well-managed forest is so important. 

For generations, most children in the United States grew up with that understanding because they lived on or near the land and saw the importance of forests in their daily lives. Today, however, 80 percent of our people live in metropolitan areas, where outdoor activities for kids are often limited to supervised playgrounds and playing fields. At the same time, electronic gadgetry and imagery are drawing kids indoors. My concern is that a whole generation of kids might be growing up estranged from nature in a way they never were before. 

So what can foresters do about it? The answer, fortunately, is a lot. 
We can probably all remember the awe and wonder we felt as kids in the woods, how open we were to all the sensations surrounding us. Maybe we’ve actually taken kids into the woods and remembered through them, through their reactions and questions, how wonderful it was—how eye-opening the experience could be—and how deeply it can affect future lifestyles and life choices. Those of us who work in and with forested landscapes, who know something about the woods—we have a special obligation to share that knowledge with kids. We have the ability … and the responsibility … to get more kids into the woods. 

The U.S. Forest Service accepts that responsibility. We have long had programs for getting kids in touch with nature, and our newest program is called More Kids in the Woods. We work with partners on dozens of projects around the country to give kids opportunities to get outdoors, up close and personal with nature. For example, some of our projects are getting hundreds of inner-city kids out into a truly wild setting for first time in their lives. We even involve them in restoration projects, where they get down and dirty restoring streams or woodlands. We also have a partnership with El Valor to develop monarch butterfly gardens and summer camps for the Latino community in Chicago and to strengthen programs for conserving monarch butterfly habitat. As you know, the monarch butterfly migrates across all three of our countries, and many Latinos in Chicago have roots in the Mexican state of Michoacán [mee-cho-uh-CAHN], where the monarch overwinters. Through steps like these, multiplied many times, we can help prepare the next generation to become good stewards of the land. After all, these are the conservation voters of the future.
Implications for Global Peace
North America is blessed with an amazing variety of forest ecosystems. We have long understood how remarkable our forests are—how many benefits we get from them, such as clean water, habitat for wildlife, and opportunities for outdoor recreation. We have long understood the need to conserve the health, resilience, and productivity of forest resources for future generations. 
What we have not well understood until fairly recently is the scope and scale of the challenges we will face in the 21st century. The future of our forests is precarious unless we act, and act decisively, and soon. Climate change is perhaps the greatest challenge, partly because it will affect our water supplies, our most precious natural resource. We must be prepared—and we must prepare our children—to meet the challenge. 
Partnerships will be key—partnerships on a local and national scale, but also on a regional and a global scale. The importance of global partnerships lies partly in the implications for global peace. Climate change, population growth, and water issues all have profound implications for the distribution and abundance of the world’s forest and other natural resources. Mark Twain once said of the water wars in the western part of our country, “Whiskey is for drinking and water is for fighting.” More recently—and ominously—a Middle Eastern observer has noted, “You think we have bad fights over oil. Just wait until we start fighting over water.”

From its beginnings a century ago, conservation has derived its rationale, at least in part, from the premise of sustainability … from a shared understanding of the need to manage natural resources for the benefit of present and future generations … and from the shared belief that if we manage natural resources in this way, then there will be enough for everyone. 
Climate change and looming water shortages will put that premise to the test. I ask you to work with us through the North American Forest Commission and other international forums to rise to these great long-term challenges—to help us find regional and global solutions, for the sake of future generations.
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