




















U.S. Senate Committee on Appropriations 
Subcommittee on Interior, Environment, and Related Agencies 

Department of Interior 
March 29, 2023  

 
Questions for the Record Submitted to Secretary Deb Haaland, Department of Interior                     

from Senator Feinstein 
 
Question 1:  Secretary Haaland, I understand that the Forest Service was able to achieve 97 
percent of its staffing target for firefighters (GS-09 and below), perhaps due in part to salary 
increases in the bipartisan infrastructure law.  
 
Secretary Haaland, was the Department of the Interior able to achieve full firefighter staffing last 
year, both nationwide and in California specifically?  What are the current wildland firefighter 
staffing levels nationwide and in California specifically? 
 
Response:  The Department of the Interior achieved 98 percent of our 2022 wildland fire hiring 
target nationwide.  The Department employed more than 5,460 personnel, including firefighters 
and support personnel.  In California, the Department employed more than 580 wildland fire 
personnel during 2022, compared to a target of 639. 
 
As of the end of May 2023, the Department had 4,145 total Federal wildland fire personnel 
nationwide.  Considering the number of temporary and permanent seasonal employees within the 
wildland fire management program, who are typically hired in early summer, we expect to reach 
peak employment in July.  Our target is to reach a total of 5,800 personnel over the course of the 
year. 
 
In California, as of the end of May, the Department employed more than 400 wildland fire 
personnel.  The target for California this year is about 670 personnel. 
 
 
 
Question 2:  Recent Department of Interior appropriations have provided significant increases 
for efforts to manage wild horses and burros across the West, doubling the funding in the past 
five years.  Nevertheless, humane management of these wild horse herds remains a problem, 
with the size of these herds impacting the native landscape and the health of the horses 
themselves.  Based on a model developed by the Bureau of Land Management, PopEquus, 
fertility control measures are the most cost-effective ways to keep herd sizes at an appropriate 
level once the herd has been condensed to the Appropriate Management Level.  However, the 
vast majority of the budget for the Wild Horse and Burro Program still goes toward removal of 
horses from public lands and upkeep of those horses. 
 
Secretary Haaland, how much of the funding allocated for the Wild Horse and Burro program 
has gone toward cost-effective fertility control measures? 
 
Response:  Over the last five years, the BLM has spent approximately $2.8 million directly on 
fertility control treatments.  Additionally, the BLM spent approximately $4.2 million on capture 
and handling costs needed to conduct those treatments, and over $3.5 million on new research 
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related to advancing humane and longer-lasting fertility control methods for wild horses and 
burros.  

 
Population growth suppression methods, including fertility control treatments, are most effective 
once a herd management area is at its appropriate management level (AML), though the Bureau 
considers fertility control efforts as vital to helping curb the previously compunding growth rate.  
In FY 2022, only 37 out of 177 Herd Management Areas were at AML.  The removal of excess 
animals from overpopulated herds is a valuable tool to minimize threats to the health of our 
public rangelands from overgrazing, as well as for preventing risks of starvation and thirst for 
wild horses, burros, and other wildlife.  The program continues to maximize humane care and 
opportunities for private care placement of these excess animals through adoptions, sales, and 
transfers as a way to manage off-range costs over time.  
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Questions for the Record Submitted to Secretary Deb Haaland, Department of Interior 
From Senator Van Hollen 

 
Question 1:  The Great American Outdoors Act permanently authorized funding to the Land and 
Water Conservation Fund to support our efforts to conserve lands and improve outdoor 
recreation opportunities across the Nation.  Unfortunately, I understand that the appraisal process 
remains lengthy, with delays and complexities that can risk the loss of critical conservation 
opportunities. 
  
Can you provide details on the agency’s efforts to address this problem? 
 
Response:  The Department is committed to the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) 
programs and has taken strong action to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of Interior’s 
land acquisition functions which are fundamental to implementing the LWCF.   
 
Interior has established a Department-wide Land Acquisition Working Group (working group) of 
realty specialists, appraisers, attorneys, and program officers, focused on making improvements 
in key areas impacting Interior’s Federal land acquisition and appraisal processes.  The working 
group is actively addressing issues identified in the FY 2023 Consolidated Appropriations Bill, 
P.L. 117-328, “…to improve uniform Departmental appraisal policies, utilizing third-party 
contracting, clarifying the roles and responsibilities of Federal and non-Federal parties” as well 
as evaluating “options for returning some appraisal or valuation functions to the bureaus...”.   
 
A two-day session is planned this Spring (May 23-24) to expressly discuss options for returning 
appraisal functions currently managed by Interior’s Appraisal and Valuation Services Office 
(AVSO), to interested bureaus.  On this subject, the working group’s initial efforts focused on 
identifying issues most likely to result in operational efficiencies; and tackling those with the 
potential for nearer-term benefits first.  This included evaluating options to raise the current 
$25,000 threshold ceiling to waive the need for an appraisal allowed in the Uniform Act 
regulations, up to $400,000 with the landowner’s approval.  Increasing the waiver valuation 
threshold will allow bureaus greater flexibility to conduct waiver valuations for more of their 
land acquisition needs without requiring appraisals for uncomplicated cases. 
 
The working group initiated a discussion with the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) 
which has jurisdiction over this requirement.  FWHA has proposed a new rule to raise the 
threshold to $50,000 which could make 14% of Interior land acquisitions eligible for an 
acquisition waiver.  A change in the waiver threshold should help to reduce processing times 
since more than 50% of the overall valuation time is taken up by the appraisal itself and another 
17% is consumed by contracting.  For simple, low risk acquisitions under the threshold, it could 
cut valuation processing time by approximately 67%.  AVSO supports an increased use of 
waiver valuations as allowed by regulation and currently provides training to bureau realty staff 
in conducting waiver valuations. 
 
The working group has also identified policies and procedures that need to be modified, clarified, 
or rescinded including a 1995 policy memo issued by the Assistant Secretary, Policy, 
Management, and Budget that addresses the roles of non-Federal parties in Department of the 
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Interior land acquisition.  As part of this work, Interior’s land acquisition working group reached 
an initial agreement that when appraisals are paid for by non-Federal parties, bureaus can request 
the non-Federal party be named as an intended user of the appraisal report and AVSO will 
execute such requests.  Interior will memorialize its final decision and other related operational 
changes in the form of a new policy memo that defines guidelines for real estate transactions 
involving non-Federal parties. 
 
The Department is also taking action to strengthen Interior’s appraisal capacity including 
realigning appraisal operations on a regional basis to improve efficiency and service.  With the 
help of Special Pay Rate authority for appraisers provided in the FY 2022 and FY 2023 Interior 
Appropriations bills, as of May 2023, AVSO increased the number of appraisers on-board 22 
percent from 2021.  AVSO has also secured dedicated legal support and is standing up an 
appraiser apprentice program to build internal capacity.  AVSO is collaborating with the working 
group to improve its automated systems and processes to simplify how appraisals are requested 
by the bureaus and to provide bureaus with status tracking reports of pending appraisal actions.   
 
These are examples of the work underway to reevaluate and improve Interior’s Federal land 
acquisition activities.  The Department will continue this comprehensive review and will keep 
the House and Senate Interior Appropriations Subcommittees informed as more progress is 
made. 
  



 

5 
 

 
Questions for the Record Submitted to Secretary Deb Haaland, Department of Interior                    

from Senator Fischer 
 
Question 1:  To date, how much funding has DOI spent implementing the America the Beautiful 
Initiative?  

• Please include what staffing resources have been used to plan, coordinate, implement and 
track the initiative.  

• Please also cite the congressional authorization used to justify any expenditures.  
 
Response:  America the Beautiful is an interagency initiative to support voluntary, locally led, 
partnership-driven conservation and restoration nationwide.  Interior is an active Federal partner 
in supporting the broader initiative driven by our mission and responsibilities for land and 
resource management.  A variety of DOI programs-- authorized by Congress --support the goals 
of the initiative.  As such, the Department does not track funding for it as it would a formal 
program. 
 
During the hearing, Secretary Haaland gave examples of funding requested for several DOI 
programs which help to support the objectives of America the Beautiful including the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service’s Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program.  The budget proposes $79.7 
million in FY 2024 for the Partners program, an increase of $19.5 million above FY 2023 
enacted.  The program is authorized by the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Act (16 U.S.C. 3771-
3774) to establish a program that works with private landowners to conduct cost-effective habitat 
projects for the benefit of fish and wildlife resources in the United States.  The projects provide 
other benefits to the local communities, such as enhancing drought resilience through water 
conservation projects, strengthening resilience to wildfire, and supporting habitat and migration 
corridors for game and other plants and animals of cultural significance. 
 
The Partners Program works in all 50 States and territories, to consult with landowners to help 
them conserve and improve wildlife habitat.  Landowner conservation is important because 
nearly 70 percent of land in the United States is privately owned.  Public and private landowners 
are critical partners in ensuring the health and sustainability of America's fish, wildlife and plant 
species.  Projects are voluntary and customized to meet landowners’ needs.  Participating 
landowners continue to own and manage their land while they improve conditions for wildlife. 
 
Many Partners for Fish and Wildlife projects take place on working landscapes such as forests, 
farms and ranches.  FWS efforts focus on areas of conservation concern, such as upland forests, 
wetlands, native prairies, marshes, rivers and streams and designing projects to benefit Federal 
trust species including migratory birds, endangered, threatened and at-risk species.   
 
All private landowners interested in restoring wildlife habitat on their land are eligible to 
participate.  Current partners include farmers, ranchers, forest landowners, recreational 
landowners, corporations, local governments and universities.  In addition to private landowners, 
the program partners with other Federal agencies, State agencies and non-governmental 
organizations to complete projects on private lands.  Participating landowners do not forfeit any 
property rights and are not required to allow public access. 
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Another example mentioned at the hearing is the Land and Water Conservation Fund State 
Grants program managed by the National Park Service, which was permanently reauthorized in 
the Great American Outdoors Act.  The program receives mandatory funding which is allocated 
annually by Congress through Appropriations.  The budget proposes $305.5 million in FY 2024 
for these competitive and formula matching grants to States.   
 
The State grants support the acquisition and development of land and facilities that will provide 
the public with access to new opportunities to engage in outdoor recreation through a variety of 
projects such as parks, sports and playfields, swimming and boating areas, trails, and 
campgrounds.  Grants to States also provide for continuing State planning efforts to address 
outdoor recreation needs.  Since 1965, more than $5.2 billion has been apportioned to the States, 
resulting in the award of over 45,000 grants.  States, Tribes, and localities have matched this 
amount at least dollar-for-dollar, doubling the Federal investment.  
 
This program has successfully allowed States to take greater responsibility for the protection and 
development of open space and outdoor recreation resources.  The Land and Water Conservation 
Fund Act of 1965 (54 U.S.C. 2003), provides funds and authorization for funding to the States in 
planning, acquisition, and development of public outdoor recreation areas and facilities. 
 
 
 
Question 2:  How does DOI define “conservation” in relation to the America the Beautiful 
Initiative?  

• For private landowners, does the Department only consider land “conserved” if a 
landowner is participating in a Federal program?  

• What is the baseline percentage of land that the Department considers to already be 
“conserved”?  

 
Response:  Interior is working with our other Federal partners to engage the public in this 
question of “how do we define conservation.”  Many uses of lands and waters can be consistent 
with the long-term health of natural systems and help address climate change, and the 
Department appreciates the continuum of conservation activities occurring across the Nation.   
 
The America the Beautiful initiative relies on broad engagement across the country, including 
agricultural and forest landowners, fishers, outdoor enthusiasts, Tribal Nations, States, territories, 
local officials, and other important partners and stakeholders working to identify strategies that 
reflect the priorities of all communities.  Integral to this approach is the voluntary conservation 
work of fishers, ranchers, farmers, and forest owners which takes place as part or independent of 
participation in a Federal program.  Voluntary conservation work that occurs independently of 
Federal programs is an important part of America the Beautiful, and recognizing such efforts is 
best accomplished by building partnerships with individuals or organizations that would like 
their efforts to be included in the initiative. 
 
With regard to a baseline of land considered to be conserved, the interagency team collected 
public comments in 2022 and continues to work on next steps.  




