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SUPPORT THE NATIONAL HERITAGE ACT OF 2019
By Lowell Perry Jr.
March 12, 2019


The National Heritage Area (NHA) program is one of the Department of the Interior’s most cost-effective initiatives, relying on a public-private partnership in which every federal dollar is matched with an average of $5.50 in other public and private funding. Often the match to the federal investment comes from the contributions of volunteers, who commit their time and expertise within individual National Heritage Areas to support programs, maintain trails, and assist with community conservation projects.  In 2017 alone, National Heritage Areas benefited from 38,061 volunteers contributing over 823,902 hours for heritage area projects- a $19.6 million- dollar value. 
In Yuma, Arizona, 812 volunteers contributed over 3,125 hours valued at $70,747 for local Heritage Area projects.  One recent project of note involved international agricultural firm, the Gowan Company.  In addition to funding the project, over 500 Gowan employees from around the world volunteered to plant over 700 trees and shrubs in a 7-acre section of the West Wetlands Park along the Lower Colorado River.  This effort further cements the West Wetlands as Yuma’s favorite park where children, families, hikers, bikers and anglers gather regularly.
National Heritage Areas are currently funded through the National Recreation and Preservation Account and represent considerably less than 1% of the total National Park Service budget.  The National Heritage Act of 2019 (Act), also known as HR 1049, will bring appropriations into greater alignment with the number of Congressionally-authorized National Heritage Areas.  The Yuma Crossing National Heritage Area (YCNHA) has joined with other Heritage Areas nationwide to request that federal funding be increased to $32 million, as outlined in the Act. 

While the Heritage Area program currently models the type of efficiency we need to see in more federal programs, we believe it can be modernized to better ensure long-term sustainability and savings.  As the chart below demonstrates, funding levels have not kept pace with the growth and popularity of the program.  In the past 15 years, the number of National Heritage Areas has more than doubled, while federal funding has increased by less than 50%.  This has resulted in significant underfunding of the program to individual National Heritage Areas, including the YCNHA. It should be noted that this past month Congress passed S.47, which adds six new National Heritage Areas—further exacerbating an already underfunded program.   
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   Why support this bill?
Besides the outstanding average return on investment of tax dollars the Heritage Area program has seen nationally, the YCNHA has been a strong local player in Yuma in terms of its value.  It has a proven track record, and educational historic gems such as the Yuma Territorial Prison, Colorado River State Historic Park, and the Wetlands must continue to evolve into becoming more destination attractions that bring new visitors to Yuma, who invest in our local economy.  That requires resources.  
Yuma Crossing National Heritage Area has the distinction of carrying a National Historic Landmark designation.  In partnership with the Quechan Indian Tribe, the City of Yuma, and other strategic partners, the YCNHA has transformed the downtown riverfront from a literal dump and dangerous hobo camp into an extensive multi-use trail system, several beautiful riverfront parks, over 400 acres of restored wetlands, and major private investment in Historic Downtown Yuma along the riverfront.   We have systematically been eliminating non-native vegetation such as salt cedar and Phragmities, both of which are known to consume large quantities of water.  Replacing the non-native with native Mesquite, Cottonwood and other native flora, is helping to conserve water, as well as triggered the comeback of previously endangered species such as the Yellow-billed Cuckcoo and Ridgeway’s Rail (Yuma Clapper Rail).

The residents of Yuma have always taken pride and a sense of ownership in the long-term success and stability of the Yuma Crossing National Heritage Area.  For example, when state funding was being cut in 2009, the local community rallied around the YCNHA to raise over $70K in two months to save Yuma’s two historic state parks – The aforementioned Yuma Territorial Prison and the Colorado State Historic Park.   
      What can you do to help?
· Call or email Arizona’s representatives and senators and tell them that you are a constituent, and strong supporter of the Yuma Crossing National Heritage Area, and that you are asking for them to support the National Heritage Act of 2019. (HR 1049)
· Post this information on your own social media.
· Ask your friends and family to do likewise.  Even those in your network who are not in Arizona, are likely to have a Heritage Area in their area.
THANK YOU!
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