First District Historical Preservation Advisory Council

Tuesday, May 26, 2009

9:00 am
Tappahannock, VA
Rep. Wittman opened the meeting with a summary of ideas from all attendees to enhance and encourage historic preservation and provide input for a good public policy debate for the legislative initiatives of the First District.

He asked the meeting participants to provide information for possible testimony on preservation issues before specific Congressional committees and also for help in shaping future legislative initiatives in this area.  Regionally, there are lots of opportunities to bring together diverse groupings of constituents to leverage their knowledge to assist in adopting policies to strengthen historic preservation initiatives.

Rep. Wittman canvassed the group for input on the agenda.  One attendee suggested that we re-establish a Visitors Center to the area for travelers when they enter Virginia through the First District.  Others wanted to discuss the status of the Northern Neck Heritage Trail and get a group together as a grassroots type lobbying effort to continue to discuss the progress made in this area and ways to continue support.   Others offered that the Northern Neck Tourist Council has been active in the Heritage Trail effort and the new planning district commission is active as well.  Sustainability is an important topic: challenges to land use and sustainable architecture were other issues that were raised by attendees.  One attendee recently visited the American Association of Museums Symposium in DC.  He stated that what is missing is the connection between groups and that the Advisory Council is a good way to use our list to send information out to individuals to get them to connect on historic preservation issues.  There was also a suggestion to link the HPAC portion of our website to tourism activities in the area.

Preservation Tax Credit legislation:   Rep. Wittman explained the status of the legislation; at this point it is up for reauthorization sometime in the future and he offered to post a copy of the legislation on his website for comments from the group.  He indicated that he will notify the Council members of any changes in the status of the legislation.   He emphasized that he would like to help in the discussions on this legislation to structure it in such a way that it will be helpful to the interests of Virginia’s First District constituents.

One attendee asked about the status of IMLS reauthorization and expressed his concerns about it.  Rep. Wittman promised to review its status and inform the group of progress made on this piece of legislation.

Several attendees asked about the existence of a central organization that helps people who maintain private historic homes.  The VDHR Executive Director stated that they have a technical assistance arm and provide grant money as well. Rep. Wittman indicated that he would like this group to develop a forum to educate constituents on how to understand the most pressing issues through workshops offered by the Virginia Dept. of Historic Resources.  These workshops would be held throughout the district.  All were supportive of this idea and Rep. Wittman stated that he will plan to host these workshops after the reauthorization of Preservation Tax Credit legislation.

Congressional Historic Preservation Caucus:  Rep. Wittman described the work of the Caucus and indicated that he would like suggestions from the group on how to promote greater efforts to protect historic resources in the First District along with other locations across the country.  He offered to post a list of the members of the Caucus on his website and urged the Council members to contact these Congressional members when issues arise that affect our area.  He promised to alert members as well to the status of pending legislation on issues affecting the First District. 
The Save America’s Treasures Program (SAT) was mentioned and noted that it should be continued as a national source to get federal funding.  Someone added that this should be offered as more than a one-time eligibility.  Rep. Wittman stated that he will review this and get back to the group during the reauthorization debate on the Preservation Tax Credit Bill.

Many attendees expressed their concerns for funding and that staffing in historic areas is declining as the demand explodes.  It is important that we continue funding.  Many indicated that we are overmatching the federal government by 5 to 1 on the state level.  Rep. Wittman indicated that he would look into this in future discussions with members of the House Appropriations Committee.  His said that the Caucus is a great lever in the budgeting process and if we lose these core programs in state, we will suffer a huge setback.

Heritage areas should be clearly defined, provide background as there is no coordinated effort at this point to educate people on this issue.  Virginia tax credits benefits homeowners; federal tax credits do not--the key issue is to bring the two together.  Discussions were held on tax abatements in a historic district.    There was also discussion about Heritage Area designations and how these should be revisited if they have outlived their usefulness.  Also most local governments do not see historic preservation issues as a priority, especially when other issues arise such as emergency services, education and other citizen protections.
Hampton Tucker, Grants Chief at the National Park Service, presented a slideshow on NPS’s grant program (the presentation will be posted on Congressman Wittman’s website).
The meeting concluded with Rep. Wittman thanking the attendees for their valuable input and urging them to continue this discussion among themselves and introducing a dialogue on the reauthorization of the Preservation Tax Credit legislation with other members of Congress as well as himself.  He urged all to provide their input on this legislation to his office and assured them that their ideas and suggestions would be incorporated into his discussions in Washington.

The next meeting date and time will be determined soon.
