
National Heritage Areas on knife’s edge as Trump
slow-walks funding
Community groups that manage the 62 sites in the National Park
Service program say they are scrambling to stay afloat.
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GREENWIRE | Nonprofit groups that oversee National Park Service heritage sites have
closed offices, delayed programs and cut positions waiting for the Trump administration
to release funding appropriated by Congress.

The 62 National Heritage Areas set aside in the Reagan-era program have been deemed
significant for their history, cultural value or natural resources.
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A tour group walks into Constitution Hall in Lecompton, Kansas, on June 18, 2009. Officials are hoping to capitalize on the

region's role in the Civil War as they prepare to file a management plan with the National Park Service for the Freedom's Frontier

Heritage Area.Orlin Wagner/AP



But nine months into the fiscal year that began last October, most of the organizations
that manage the sites have yet to receive a dime from the federal government.

“We have probably 10 months of operation left before we run out of operating funds,”
said Johnny Szlauderbach, director of communications and projects for the Freedom’s
Frontier National Heritage Area in Lawrence, Kansas. The site closed its office,
temporarily moving staff to the unused conference rooms of a local museum.

The scramble is going on across the country.

In Louisiana, for example, the Atchafalaya National Heritage Area canceled an expo to
teach conservation practices to private landowners. And in Michigan, the MotorCities
National Heritage Area, which marks the place where the Model-T was invented, a
project to make elevators and bathrooms accessible for people with disabilities had to
scramble to find outside funding.

It’s unclear why the heritage funds have been delayed, despite Congress' passage of a
one-year stopgap funding bill in March.

Sara Capen, chair of the Alliance of National Heritage Areas, said site managers had been
told the White House Office of Management and Budget was holding up funding to
comply with Trump executive orders.

Last week, they received an update that the park service had received the full fiscal 2025
funding for the heritage program, but that the agency was waiting for additional internal
guidance.

NPS confirmed in a statement that the funds for heritage areas were released by OMB
last week.

“The National Park Service is currently working to process financial assistance to
National Heritage Areas with fiscal year 2025 congressionally appropriated funds,” NPS
stated.



The agency added: “The National Heritage Area System expands on traditional
conservation approaches by supporting large-scale, locally driven initiatives that engage
communities in heritage preservation activities.”

While Capen expects funds will be released, it’s not clear if NPS will move fast enough to
help the nonprofits. Many appropriations have a use it or lose it rule, meaning if the
funds aren’t released by the end of the fiscal year in September, they expire.

“That is the pressing concern,” Capen said.

Even in the best of times, the park service can take as long as 12 weeks from when OMB
releases funds before heritage areas get their money. But NPS has lost more than 1,600
staffers to the Trump administration’s effort to shrink federal agencies by encouraging
workers to take early retirement or buyouts.

The administration has asked Congress to eliminate the $30 million budget for National
Heritage Areas for next fiscal year as part of a sweeping effort to slash more than 30
percent of the Interior budget.

The department has targeted the heritage program in other ways as well.

In a draft strategic plan for Interior viewed by POLITICO's E&E News earlier this year,
the department said it planned to transfer "heritage lands and sites to states.” The line
was removed in the final strategic plan, and experts labeled it nonsensical, because
heritage areas — while part of the National Park Service — aren’t owned or managed by
the federal government.

But the proposal fits into the Trump administration's broader strategy to try to transfer
some park sites to states.

'A new kind of national park'
The idea for National Heritage Areas was hatched in the Reagan administration to show
that the nation’s cultural and natural heritage doesn't have to be the sole responsibility of
federal agencies.

In a speech dedicating the first heritage area in 1984, then-President Ronald Reagan
called them "a new kind of national park."

Jonathan Jarvis, who served as director of NPS during the Obama administration, said
the relationship between heritage areas and NPS is “complicated.”



Initially, heritage areas were meant to leverage federal funds until they were self-
sustaining. But they’ve remained on the federal budget, grown in number and garnered
political allies. In 2023, then-President Joe Biden signed the National Heritage Area Act
into law, codifying a National Heritage Areas system. The bill passed with overwhelming
bipartisan support, including unanimous consent in the Senate.

“Federal funds continue to flow by actions of Congress,” Jarvis said. “I personally like the
HA idea and don't have a problem with a modest federal budget for them.”

Szlauderbach, with the Kansas heritage area, said he didn’t understand why the heritage
system, which is usually supported by conservative lawmakers, appears to lack support
from the Trump administration.

“This program began under Reagan. Frontier was authorized under [then-]President
[George W.] Bush,” he said. “I'm not speaking for the entire Heritage Area program here,
but from my point of view, it is a fundamentally conservative project that is based on
leveraging a small bit of federal investment into public-private partnerships.”

Most heritage areas are run by nonprofits, which each take in roughly $500,000 in
annual NPS grants, then match those funds with state or philanthropic support.

For some heritage areas, the seed money from Congress amounts to more than half of
their budget.

A few heritage areas have received partial funding for fiscal 2025 due to dire need. The
MotorCities National Heritage Area, for one, was given 45 percent of its $500,000 grant.

“We were looking at closing down our doors in July had we not been able to get partial
funding,” MotorCities Executive Director Shawn Pomaville-Size said in an interview.

If the rest of the year’s funding isn’t released, MotorCities could again face closure, she
said.

Other heritage areas report similar duress.

The Atchafalaya area has yet to get any of its money for fiscal 2025. It eliminated its
assistant director position to cut costs and canceled its grant program until next year.

“We just deferred it. We're just going to hold off a year, and wait and make sure that the
funding will be, you know, more stable long term,” said Justin Lemoine, a deputy
assistant secretary in Louisiana’s Department of Culture, Recreation & Tourism and the
Atchafalaya area's former executive director.

Atchafalaya is unique among heritage areas because it's a part of the Louisiana
Department of Culture, Recreation and Tourism. But that designation doesn’t mean it



receives any direct cash from the state.

The federal grant pays for “staff salaries and benefits. It pays for staff travel; it pays for
program expenses. It also pays for our sub-grant program and our technical assistance
work that we do in communities,” Lemoine said.

“It's kind of forcing us to look at the way that we operate and see if there are other ways
of doing it that are maybe a little less reliant on that federal funding,” he said.

Szlauderbach said if federal funds are zeroed out, Frontier’s operation would likely fold.
It receives some local funding, but those dollars are currently matching funds based on
the federal investment.

The alliance's Capen said the heritage sites most vulnerable to closure without federal
support are located in rural areas, far away from universities or philanthropic
organizations.

“The clocks are running on them really quickly,” she said.


