A Message from Interior Secretary Gale Norton

On behalf of Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman, the National Invasive Species Council, and our sponsoring organizations, I thank you for participating in this important conference -- Team Tamarisk: Cooperating for Results.

By joining us for this meeting, you help to underscore the magnitude of the problem of invasive tamarisk – or saltcedar – in the Southwest.  You also help emphasize the importance of native habitat management throughout the region. 

The conference will provide an overview of current control efforts and available best practices.  It will highlight critical research gaps; map the best current understanding of the regional distribution of tamarisk; and set priorities for control projects in the Southwest. 

The goal of your deliberations is to establish a framework for forging close working partnerships, leading to on-the-ground projects that make the most efficient and effective uses of our collective resources. 

As former state officials, Secretary Veneman and I appreciate and respect the path-breaking progress that state and local governments and private landowners and groups have made in treatment and control of invasives and conservation of native plant communities. 

Interior, Agriculture, and other federal agencies are here as committed partners. We stand ready to cooperate with all levels of government and with local leaders, private landowners, researchers, non-profit groups, and the environmental community. We hope your time here will be productive. 

We also realize that the real work of tamarisk removal and control takes place after the conference, out there on the riparian lands flanking your major river systems, in your floodplains, rangelands, and upland areas.

At the national level, we have been working hard over the last three years to better coordinate federal efforts to tackle invasive species. We have been talking about common goals, common strategies, and shared performance measures. 

We have also focused our attention on a relatively small number of topical or geographic areas to explore the potential for interagency coordination. Tamarisk in the Southwest is such a focus area. 

Tamarisk is found not only in the eight Southwestern states but also throughout the West and some of your colleagues from other western states are here with you. However, by focusing on the “core” states affected by tamarisk, we can limit the scope of this effort to a manageable size. We can narrow our focus toward concrete results in the Southwest. 

At this conference, we should explore ways to reach out to other affected states with smaller and isolated populations of tamarisk that may be relatively easy to eradicate.

We also realize that tamarisk is associated with other invasive weed species, such as Russian olive and Siberian elm. Realistically, we need to address weed complexes, not just single weed species. However, tamarisk is such a widely recognized problem that it is a useful “flagship” species to rally around, as we work together to address the daunting -- but by no means impossible -- riparian weed problems of the West.

We all must bring a sense of realism to this conference. Through budget increases proposed for 2005, as well as existing funding, the Federal Government can help the collective effort on tamarisk.  Federal competitive grant programs may provide federal matching funds to assist the Southwest communities in tackling this problem.  

We all need to work smarter, more strategically, and pool our financial, technical, and human resources to get the job done.

On a final note, your work here is an outstanding example of what I call our 4Cs approach: Conservation through communication, consultation and cooperation. Your presence serves as an example of the spirit of collaboration that will enable this initiative to succeed. With these watchwords, I urge you to explore the spectrum of partnerships and focus on the health of the land and the future of our Southwestern communities.  

Rebecca Watson, my Assistant Secretary for Land and Minerals Management, and Jim Tate, my science advisor, join you for your deliberations.  I look forward to hearing from Rebecca and Jim about how Interior can carry forward the ideas that you generate over the next three days.
Thank you.

