Restoring Our National Parks: Good News for America’s Best Idea

By National Park Service Fran Mainella


The Many Glacier Hotel has welcomed visitors to the shores of Swiftcurrent Lake at Glacier National Park since 1915. Unfortunately, decades of long Montana winters have taken a toll on the grand old chalet with its massive timbered lobby and giant picture window. 


Today, the National Park Service is in the middle of a three-year renovation project funded by $8 million provided under President Bush’s National Parks Legacy initiative. While visitors have continued to enjoy the hotel, crews have finished a massive stabilization project and are now restoring the historic appearance of both the interior and exterior of the building. When work is completed next year, vacationers will be able to travel back in time to experience hotel and the park as visitors did 90 years ago.


In many ways, the Many Glacier Hotel is symbolic of our national parks as a whole. Our system of 388 parks has been described as the best idea America ever had. From the Everglades in Florida to Mt. Rainier in Washington, from Haleakala in Hawaii to Acadia in Maine, our parks are America’s treasures. More than 270 million people visited them last year, awed by their beauty and inspired by their history.


But over the years, many of the facilities and roads in our parks have fallen into disrepair. When President Bush took office in 2001, the backlog of maintenance projects stood at an estimated $4.9 billion. Roofs were leaking, roads were filled with potholes, antiquated sewer systems were polluting nearby waterways, and so forth.


  These facilities did not fall into disrepair overnight, and they will not be restored in a day. President Bush has made a long-term commitment to address the backlog of deferred maintenance in our National Parks. He is keeping that promise.

  
The Administration already has provided $2.9 billion toward this goal.  The National Park Service has completed more than 900 restoration projects, with another 800 scheduled over the next two fiscal years.  By the close of fiscal year 2006, the President will have budgeted more than $5 billion dollars to address the maintenance backlog.


In addition, the President is proposing budget increases to repair the extensive system of roads in our national parks. In 2001, only 35 percent of park roads were in "good" condition. The President has proposed increases for parks in the new multi-year highway bill, providing more than $1.89 billion over the next six years for the Park Roads and Parkways Program. With this new funding, we expect 80 percent of park roads to be restored to "good" or "excellent" condition. (Make an appropriate connection to the Going-to-the-Sun Road.)


The President and the Congress also have also provided $104 million in funding for the Natural Resource Challenge, a new initiative to improve the scientific research in the parks and provide information, expertise, and tools to help protect their natural resources. (Glacier connection?)

More money alone is not sufficient, however. We need to ensure the money is well spent. 


To meet this goal, the National Park Service is accelerating efforts to complete facility condition assessments at all 388 parks.  For the first time ever, park managers will have a system in place to evaluate the condition of these facilities and set priorities for what needs to be repaired first. In many respects, it is like maintenance of a home. You must fix the leaky roof before you replace the carpet.


In advancing President Bush’s National Parks Legacy Project, the National Park Service has substantially reduced the deferred maintenance backlog and instituted measures to prevent its recurrence.

Here at Glacier National Park, this commitment assures that generations of Americans for years to come can enjoy and be inspired by this park’s natural splendor and its manmade, historic marvels such as the Many Glacier Hotel and the Going-to-the-Sun Road. 

