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Mr. Chairman, thank you for the opportunity to present the views of the Department of the Interior on H.R. 1121, a bill to authorize a land exchange to acquire lands for the Blue Ridge Parkway from the Town of Blowing Rock, North Carolina, and for other purposes.
The Department supports H.R. 1121 with amendments that are described later in this testimony.  H.R. 1121 would authorize the Secretary of the Interior to exchange approximately 20 acres of land at the Moses H. Cone Memorial Park, a popular recreational area located within the boundary of the Blue Ridge Parkway, for approximately 192 acres of land owned by the Town of Blowing Rock (Town).  This proposed exchange would be mutually beneficial to the National Park Service (NPS) and the Town. 
In 1949, the Moses Cone Hospital Trust deeded the 3,500-acre Moses H. Cone Memorial Park to the Blue Ridge Parkway.  This property had been held in trust by the hospital from 1911 until 1949 under a deed from Bertha Cone, the property’s owner.  During that period, Mrs. Cone gave permission to the Town of Blowing Rock to install a pipeline from the Town to a creek on the property.  In 1955, the NPS issued a permit to the Town allowing them to dam the creek to form a reservoir, which continues to be used by the Town as its primary source of drinking water.  

The Town and NPS officials at the Blue Ridge Parkway have long been in agreement that it would be better for the Town to own and manage their municipal water supply, rather than accessing it through the NPS permitting process.  Several years ago, NPS and the Town sought to initiate an administrative land exchange.  In November 2003, the Town purchased a 192-acre tract of land adjacent to the Cone Memorial Park in anticipation of exchanging this land for approximately 20 acres of land within the Cone Memorial Park that would include the reservoir and a small amount of land that the Town could flood in order to increase the size of the reservoir.  The proposed exchange would give the Town an unencumbered water supply and the potential for some expansion of capacity, while the NPS would receive a 192-acre buffer tract that would provide recreational opportunities and preservation and protection of resources at the Blue Ridge Parkway.  
We believe that this exchange, which has been underway for several years, would be facilitated and hastened through passage of H.R. 1121, authorizing legislation that establishes clear expectations for both the Town and the NPS regarding the exchange process.    

The Department recommends amending the bill in two areas, as explained below.  We would be happy to work with the committee on developing language for these purposes.

H.R. 1121 would require the land exchange between NPS and the Town to be conducted in accordance with laws, regulations, and policies applicable to exchanges of land administered by the National Park Service, including those concerning land appraisals, equalization of values, and environmental compliance.  We strongly support this requirement.  However, the bill also requires that the Secretary of the Interior seek to complete the exchange within two years of enactment.  We estimate that it will take closer to three years to finish the necessary appraisals and environmental compliance because of the complexity involved in determining the value of the reservoir and other factors.  Although the bill does not require the completion of the exchange within two years, expectations about finalizing this exchange will be more realistic if the bill provides that the Secretary seek to complete it in three years, rather than two.  
We also recommend that the bill provide additional language regarding the equalization of values. We would like to ensure that if the lands proposed for exchange are found to be unequal in value, that the acreage amounts specified in the bill are allowed to be adjusted to meet the equalization requirement.  This would help guard against the need for NPS to spend any funds on acquiring the Town’s land if the appraised value of the Town’s 192 acres exceeds the appraised value of the Blue Ridge Parkway’s 20 acres.
Finally, the NPS will be submitting a map to accompany this legislation soon.  The map should be referenced in the bill as “Blue Ridge Parkway, Proposed Land Exchange with Town of Blowing Rock,” numbered 601/90,000A, and dated April 2008.
Mr. Chairman, this concludes my statement.  I would be happy to answer any questions that you may have.
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