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When Ancestral Pueblo cliff dwellings dating back to the 12th century were threatened, President Woodrow Wilson saved them by establishing Bandelier National Monument in my home state of New Mexico, 95 years ago this February. Now the designation of future monuments may be in jeopardy. Our next Bandelier, Grand Canyon, Statue of Liberty or other natural, historic and cultural treasures that shape our character and tell our story, may not be protected if current efforts to limit the Antiquities Act succeed.

Bandelier was named a National Monument in 1916. Today, because of the level of protection provided by this designation, 300,000 people each year have the opportunity to be awed by Ancestral Pueblo cliff dwellings carved out of rock walls hundreds of feet high and a spectacular landscape that's home to mountain lions, elk and black bear.

That's the same level of permanent protection I have asked President Obama to provide another treasure in New Mexico -- Otero Mesa. Otero Mesa is the largest and wildest expanse of Chihuahuan Desert grassland left in America, where ancient archeological sites, 1,500-year-old petrogylphs, pronghorn antelopes and one of New Mexico's largest remaining untapped fresh water resources can be found. But now some elected officials want to leave unique and irreplaceable sites like Otero Mesa vulnerable to looting and vandalism, and oil and gas development by limiting the President's authority to create Monuments on land already owned and used by the American people.

Americans are united in our belief that protecting the beauty, health and history of our country for our children and grandchildren is of paramount importance. For more than a century, with the support of the American people, 15 presidents of both parties - from Theodore Roosevelt to George W. Bush - have used the authority of the Antiquities Act to rise above the politics of their day and protect our national treasures for future generations. At a time when the U.S. Congress is much more polarized and partisan than when I served, and less likely to agree or move with urgency, the president's authority to protect natural, cultural, historic and scientific landmarks under immediate threat should not be curtailed or compromised.

But now some members of Congress are working to weaken the Antiquities Act and would deny us all of the inspirational, environmental, recreational, educational and economic benefits of rare and unrivaled national treasures. Economic studies point out that protected lands such as national monuments spur tourism, recreational visits, and the relocation of businesses and people. Monuments are economic engines for surrounding communities and the states where they are located.

In the past month, multiple bills were introduced in Congress that would cripple the monument process by inappropriately inserting state politics - a politically motivated policy change that would cost Americans the chance to marvel at a place like the Grand Canyon if the state of Arizona had objected to naming the natural wonder a National Monument in 1908. Today, however, Arizona proudly calls itself "The Grand Canyon State," and benefits from more than half a billion of dollars in tourism every year.

Such legislation is unnecessary because Department of Interior Secretary Ken Salazar, through the America's Great Outdoors Initiative - the effort to create a locally led conservation and recreation agenda - has appropriately recognized the role of local communities as partners with federal, state and local agencies in the process of nominating and naming national monuments and is expected to recommend in the final America's Great Outdoors report due out this week that communities start and drive the process.

Short-sighted efforts to kill monument-making today cannot be allowed to become tomorrow's mistakes. We need to support the ability of our nation's leaders to protect our land and water and save our national treasures for our children, instead of sacrificing them for short term gains or to the prevailing political winds.

As a national community, we want to protect places like Bandelier, the Grand Canyon and Otero Mesa. We believe our nation's leaders share those values, and we call on them to act to preserve the Antiquities Act so our children and our grandchildren can experience treasures like these too. And we also call on President Obama, who, with his America's Great Outdoors Initiative as evidence, clearly cares about the wild legacy we leave our children, to use all of the tools in his power - including the Antiquities Act - to permanently protect lands like Otero Mesa that connect us to our past and define us as a people.

Bill Richardson is the former Governor of New Mexico: EDITOR'S NOTE: This is an online-only column and has not been edited. 
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