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Editorial - March 6, 2011
Monuments too permanent to be political pawns

As revolution continues to burn in Africa and the Middle East, young people in Egypt were doing something notable this week: They were cleaning up areas surrounding their world-famous monuments. Their "Egypt is Safe" campaign was designed to tell the world that revolution has moved to other countries, now. But it is notable that in addition to their signs and outreach, tending to their monuments was considered important. 

We don't have ancient pyramids in America, but we do have beloved monuments -- the Statue of Liberty, for instance. We have landscapes and ruins that are preserved to protect our ancient past. 

In 1906, the Antiquities Act was passed by Congress and signed by President Theodore Roosevelt, giving the president authority create National Monument areas of great historical or scientific interest. Many also serve as wildlife sanctuary. The act creates controversy whenever it's used -- Americans don't like to be told what to do. But in the end, we're grateful to have them. Arizona complained mightily when the Grand Canyon was designated a monument. Today it remains one of the most famous natural attractions and one of the top tourist destinations in the country. 

Imagine a parallel world where Dinosaur National Monument or Devil's Tower were ripped apart for mineral exploration, or the Aztec Ruins in New Mexico or Hovenweep in Colorado and Utah were appropriated into a development that would weaken or destroy them for future generations. 

Conservative Congress members are trying to dramatically change the system, offering a small flurry of bills that would shift all the decisions to individual state legislatures, or put monument status before the Congress, rather than the current and future presidents. A supporter of the latter is Rep. Denny Rehberg (R-Mont.) "This is about standing against the insufferable arrogance of Washington, D.C., that assumes an unelected bureaucrat can make better decisions from behind a desk than the folks who live and work the land in Montana." 

Well, bureaucrats are certainly unpopular. But last we checked, the Antiquities Act was in the hands of an elected official, and Congress itself could be considered part of Washington D.C. 

As the great monuments in Egypt show countless tourists and historians every year -- and the reason today's young revolutionists there apply tender care to them now -- there is a great value to monuments. They show us our past, they allow new generations to see themselves in the context of world events, they are lasting treasures that also serve as important economic engines. 

Almost every president -- Democrat and Republican alike -- has used it since its design. To paint it today as yet another power grab by that Socialist guy in the White House is disingenuous. 

To weaken it now under the current slash-and-burn politics would be a shame. To weaken it forever, to have our national treasures bandied about on the whims of political trends or future fancy, would be a travesty. 

