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FROM THE TOP

BOLD INITIATIVES SEEK TO BOOST VISITS

3 | TO AMERICA’S NATIONAL PARKS

by MI(II-}/\I'I_ SCIULLA

ong a favored destina-

tion for RVers, our national

parks got a welcome dose of

attention last summer as the

first family took advantage
of one of three “fee-free” weekends by
visiting Yellowstone and Grand Canyon
national parks. Add in Ken Burns' 12-hour
PBS documentary, “The National Parks —
America’s Best Idea,” and renewed inter-
est in getting Americans off the couch and
out into the great outdoors has definitely
taken hold.

To that end, steps are being taken by
the Obama administration to reverse a two-
decade decline in visits to national parks.
U.S. Interior Secretary Ken Salazar, whose

department manages 25 percent of the
nation’s surface, used a June 2009 visit to
Cuyahoga Valley National Park in Ohio —
where he was joined by Airstream President
Bob Wheeler — to announce the first of the
fee-free weekends to kick off a promotion
of the 391 national park units.

More recently, at a Washington, D.C.,
forum on stimulating gateway communities
through park visitor spending, Salazar was
joined by U.S. Transportation Secretary Ray
LaHood, who outlined a new “livability”
focus for transportation policies that en-
courages time outdoors. Salazar echoed the
thought, suggesting that the administration
would soon launch just such a crusade.

Focusing on actions and not words is

a good rule of thumb when trying to decide
if Washington is serious about an issue, and
there is encouraging news here. The park
entrance fee waiver experiment was a tan-
gible step in helping to stimulate demand
for recreation, but the Obama administra-
tion also has directed almost $1 billion in
stimulus money for road rehabilitation,
facilities maintenance, and restoration and
protection projects across the country. Ac-
cording to Salazar, the money will “create
jobs and preserve American history and
heritage for future generations.” Addition-
al funding to provide new and upgraded
shuttle systems to reduce congestion in the
parks is also in the works.

Beyond the immediate stimulus fund-
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ing, Secretary Salazar has hinted at a “cru-
sade for America's landscape” that would
involve getting the government to spend
billions of dollars that were authorized but
never appropriated under the long-dormant
federal Land and Water Conservation Fund.
Fed by offshore oil revenues, the fund was
created in the 1960s and was supposed
to provide a major and steady source of
funding for land acquisition and outdoor
recreation.

“There has been no greater broken
promise than what has been allowed to
happen to the Land and Water Conserva-
tion Fund,” said Salazar, noting that up-
ward of $22 billion could have been
spent on outdoor projects had successive
Congresses actually allocated what they
authorized.

Whether Salazar will ultimately suc-
ceed is an open question. However, based
on his record in Colorado — where he led
successful efforts in the early 1990s to
guarantee use of state lottery proceeds
for outdoor projects — he seems to be up
to the challenge.

The renewed emphasis on the great
outdoors and the potential of more funds
for recreation is music to the ears of Der-
rick Crandall, president of the American
Recreation Coalition. “We are fortunate to
have outdoor champions and experienced
Washington insiders like Secretary Salazar
and Secretary LaHood going to bat for
outdoor recreation in the highest councils
of government,” he said.

What this will mean for RVers and the
RV industry is unclear. But with more than
63 percent of those responding to a 2009
Recreation Vehicle Industry Association
(RVIA) survey saying that RVing in a nation-
al park was a “favorite activity,” it seems
that the administration’s efforts will find
favor not only among the 8 million current
RVers but also potential new RVers.

In fact, RVIA President Richard Coon
was delighted to show Salazar and LaHood
around a new Winnebago Via Class A
motorhome parked at the front steps of the
U.S. Department of Interior, three blocks
from the White House — and to celebrate
with them the first significant increase
in park visits in years. Nudged, perhaps,
by the first of the fee-free weekends, the
National Park Service noted a 3 percent
upswing in attendance through the end of
July 2009 compared with a year earlier. ¢
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