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Think of some of the things that make the Alleghenies special: its lushly forested ridges and scenic vistas, lively waterways increasingly filled with aquatic life, hiking and mountain-biking and rail trails, and fascinating remnants of its rich histories.
Think of the opportunities you have to enjoy all of these things: your easy access to parks and state forests, the abundance of lakes and streams where you can fish and boat and swim, trails in or near almost every town where you can hike or bike, and national, state and local historic sites to experience.
Now think of what these resources have meant to you, your family and your friends, especially during this unprecedented time of sickness and stress.
That should put you in the proper frame of mind for some good news: All of these outdoor assets should be growing and getting even better over the next few years.
Amid the gloomy news dominating the news cycle these days, you may have missed a development that took place this summer in our nation’s capital. With strong bipartisan support, our Congress passed the Great American Outdoors Act, which then was signed into law by our President.

An impressive array of organizations are praising this new law in near-hyperbolic terms.
“It is the single greatest investment in protecting public lands in this generation,” stated the National Trust for Historic Preservation.

The Associated Press wrote, “Supporters say the Great American Outdoors Act is the most significant conservation legislation enacted in nearly a half a century.”

What has everyone excited are the funding levels committed to the Act’s two basic components, which should have real impact on our nation’s outdoor resources.
First, the Act commits $9.5 billion to enable national parks, national forests, national waterways and national reserves to catch up on deferred maintenance that has been building up for decades. Here that should mean funding for the Alleghenies’ five National Park sites: Allegheny Portage Railroad NHS, Flight 93 NM, Fort Necessity NB, Friendship Hill NHS, and Johnstown Flood NM; and Allegheny National Forest.
But the Act also commits “permanent funding” to the Land and Water Conservation Fund, which first was established in 1964. While in the past funding levels varied, the LWCF now is guaranteed to receive $900 million annually.

The LWCF’s mission is to provide recreation, improve water quality, preserve wildlife habitat, enhance scenic vistas, maintain wilderness areas and protect archaeological and historic sites. Through various programs this money flows to federal sites, state and local governments for land acquisition and development of parks, trails, refuges, boating facilities, and other recreational resources.

The State Grants Program casts the widest net. Since 1965 it has provided matching funds for projects in almost every county in the country – 42,000 projects valued at $3.9 billion.

The Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, for example, reports that 1,200 state and local parks in Pennsylvania all have received LWCF funding at one time or another. Typically in the past, Pennsylvania has received $8 million annually; thanks to the Great American Outdoors Act, that allotment is expected to increase to $12 million each year.
A Forest Legacy Program provides grants to state partners for the purchase and protection of environmentally sensitive forest lands. Nationwide, over the life of that program to date, $1.4 billion has been spent to protect 2.37 million acres.
And a Cooperative Endangered Species Conservation Fund has enabled private landowners and conservation organizations to protect and conserve habitat through 246 projects valued at $394 million nationally.
All of these programs should grow because of the Great American Outdoors Act. So it shouldn’t be surprising that groups as diverse as the Rails-to-Trails Conservancy and the National Marine Manufacturers Association are praising this new law.
With all of our national resources, trails, parks and waterways, we should get excited too. For the Great American Outdoors Act will be good for the Alleghenies.
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