
NATIONAL HERITAGE AREAS:
C O M M U N I T Y  L E D  C O N S E R V A T I O N  &  D E V E L O P M E N T  S T R A T E G I E S

WHAT IS A NATIONAL HERITAGE AREA (NHA)?

A National Heritage Area (NHA) is a federally designated region with a deep history and a strong sense of 
place. Where significant natural, cultural, and historical elements come together to create an important, unified 
landscape. NHAs are recognized for their ability to convey stories of national importance, highlighting the richness 
and diversity of America’s heritage. Unlike traditional national parks, NHAs are living landscapes, where people 
and land have had an impact on each other for a very long time.

COMMUNITY-DRIVEN PARTNERSHIPS

NHAs emphasize a grassroots, community-centered approach to preserving heritage and conserving economic 
growth. Through public/private partnerships, NHAs help preserve historical sites, protect natural resources, 
promote recreational opportunities, and boost heritage tourism. These collaborations not only attract funding for 
projects, but also help instill a lasting sense of pride and commitment to stewardship within the local community. 
NHAs use arts and creative placemaking to celebrate local culture, foster collaboration, and drive economic and 
social revitalization. By integrating arts into planning and development, NHAs promote cultural preservation, 
community engagement, and a shared sense of pride and commitment to stewardship within the local community.

FUNDING - AUTHORIZATION & APPROPRIATIONS

Although Congress authorizes NHAs to receive up to $1 
million in federal funding each year, each NHA actually 
receives between $50,000 and $750,000, depending 
on allocations determined by the annual congressional 
appropriations process. It is important to remember that 
an authorization of funding does not mean the NHA will 
actually receive finding. To ensure receipt of funding, NHAs 
must work with their congressional delegations in each 
fiscal year’s annual appropriation process. If approved, 
funding is distributed by the National Park Service (NPS) 
in partnership with NHAs, guided by local agreements and 
performance requirements to ensure accountability. 
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NHAs provide significant long-term benefits to the regions they serve, including:

Sustainable Economic Growth: NHAs typically generate substantial economic benefits, with an average 
return of $5.50 for every dollar of federal investment. This helps create local jobs, drive revenue to 
communities, and support revitalization efforts through community development and tourism.

Enhanced Quality of Life: By introducing new amenities and preserving unique spaces, NHAs contribute to 
an improved standard of living.These areas also offer educational and volunteer programs that strengthen 
community engagement.

Education and Stewardship: NHAs help create a deeper connection between communities and their 
heritage by offering recreational, cultural and educational experiences. These activities encourage interest 
in conservation and build a commitment to safeguarding local historical and cultural resources.



PATH TO DESIGNATION

National Heritage Area designation is a legislative process, beginning with a feasibility study and followed by the 
introduction and passage of a bill in Congress to establish the NHA. New NHAs are evaluated on ten criteria that 
examine the presence of nationally significant cultural, historical, and natural resources, the potential for resource 
improvement through preservation and education, ongoing cultural traditions, and the readiness of a managing 
organization. Feasibility studies, led by local groups, help determine whether NHA designation is viable and timely, 
given organizational capacity and community support. 

All NHAs are established through an Act of Congress, a process requiring the passage of legislation and the 
signature of the President. A feasibility study serves as an important foundational step guiding this legislative 
process.

MANAGEMENT PLANNING

Once designated, NHA legislation mandates the creation of a management plan within three years after the passage 
of legislation. A management plan outlines overarching policies, goals, strategies, and specific actions, including a 
phased implementation plan with short-, mid-, and long-term actions and performance goals; a detailed business 
plan for the coordinating entity; and an interpretive plan that illustrates the historic themes and significance of the 
NHA.

NATIONAL HERITAGE AREAS PROGRAM

NHAs support the mission of the National Park 
Service (NPS) by promoting community-led 
stewardship of our nation’s diverse heritage. In 
2023, the National Heritage Areas Act was passed 
by the U.S. Congress and signed into law (P. Law 
117-339), establishing a system of NHAs. Today, 
62 NHAs across 36 states and territories preserve 
and celebrate the varied and significant stories 
that define America’s cultural and historical 
identity. 

While NHAs collaborate with NPS and receive 
technical support and matching federal funds, 
they are not considered units of the National Park 
System. 

NHA designation does not affect private property 
rights, water rights, or hunting and fishing rights. 
The NPS does not own land within NHAs, and 
each NHA is prohibited from imposing land 
use restrictions, zoning, or other restrictions on 
property.
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