




JUSTIFICATIONS FOR ANGEL FIRE AS A SITE FOR A VETERANS CEMETERY

A.  Background:

New Mexico has national cemeteries at Ft. Bayard in southwestern New Mexico and a second one in Santa Fe.  The Ft. Bliss National Cemetery in El Paso provides service for some of south central New Mexico.  Nevertheless, New Mexico veterans are underserved considering the distance to a national cemetery for most of the population.  As a solution, Governor Susana Martinez announced a plan on July 16, 2013 to develop state veterans cemeteries.  The initial phase could be limited to three or four.  Governor Martinez and Department of Veterans Services Secretary Tim Hale are to be commended. Veterans Services will evaluate sites, submit federal grant applications, and administer the cemeteries.  The New Mexico Legislature would have to provide initial funding, which would be reimbursed by the Department of Veterans Affairs.

Dr. Victor Westphall, founder of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial at Angel Fire, was a strong advocate of a veterans cemetery at the Memorial.  He regarded that as another way to serve veterans and as a natural complement to the Memorial, but until now there has not been a serious State plan.  All who share Dr. Westphall’s dream need to help convince the Governor that Angel Fire is an excellent site for a cemetery.  A cemetery at Angel Fire is justified on the merits, but it will take a show of support to convince the Governor and Secretary Hale that Angel Fire should be chosen.  I encourage your support and urge you to ask your friends, associates, and any organizations with which you are affiliated for their support.  Also, it is very important to urge New Mexico legislators to approve the initial funding in the 2014 Legislature.

B.  Values of an Angel Fire location:

Section 1:  Angel Fire’s geographic advantage

Angel Fire’s logical service area would include northeastern and north central New Mexico as well as parts of south central Colorado.  There is no veterans cemetery in northeastern New Mexico.  Angel Fire is well located for a north central service area, but also far enough to the east to serve northeastern New Mexico.  Raton is the largest city in that region and is only 80 miles from Angel Fire.  The Memorial already has strong ties to Raton.  North central New Mexico cities would be better served by an Angel Fire cemetery than by the Santa Fe National Cemetery.  Angel Fire is centrally located with respect to cities such as Tierra Amarilla, Taos, and the Enchanted Circle.  Due to its location on the Colorado border, a cemetery at Angel Fire would draw on the veterans population of southern Colorado counties and would serve sizable communities such as Trinidad and Alamosa.  The Memorial already has strong ties to Alamosa.

Angel Fire could have great appeal to Native American veterans.  The Memorial has a strong connection to the Native American populations, including blessing and purification ceremonies.  The Moreno Valley could be a good alternative to burial on ancestral grounds for Native American veterans and their families.  An Angel Fire cemetery would not have a tribal restriction, so it would appeal to all New Mexico tribes.

Section 2:  Santa Fe National Cemetery nearing capacity
The Santa Fe National Cemetery is projected to reach capacity in as short as ten years.  A veterans cemetery at Angel Fire would then geographically be a good site to serve Santa Fe and nearby cities.  It could take as long as five years before a cemetery at Angel Fire is built.  So, now is a good time to start a veterans cemetery at Angel Fire.  Even if a national veterans cemetery is eventually developed in the Albuquerque area, Angel Fire would still likely have a strong attraction for veterans in the Santa Fe area.  
Section 3:  Veterans-friendly community

Several governmental units and community groups have passed resolutions in support of a cemetery at Angel Fire.  Angel Fire has both the Memorial and the National Wellness and Healing Center at Angel Fire, which has held dozens of healing retreats for veterans and their spouses.  Angel Fire and the Memorial regularly host Run for the Wall during its annual trip to Washington, D. C. in May and for their Labor Day Reunion and memorial brick laying.  The community has a strong and active contingent of volunteers that work at the Memorial and would have a strong interest in promoting and supporting an Angel Fire veterans cemetery as well.   

Section 4:  Promotional efforts

The David Westphall Veterans Foundation’s support resolution states that it will actively support the Department of Veterans Services as cemetery administrator.  The Foundation is very active with the Memorial and would do everything in its power to support a good relationship between the Memorial and the cemetery.  In addition, the Foundation would encourage its supporters to support cemetery programs.  

Depending on local circumstances, only about 12% to 20% of veterans are buried in veterans cemeteries.  Distance to a veterans cemetery accounts for much of the low utilization rate.  Another reason is that often veterans or their families are not well informed about availability or benefits of burial in a veterans cemetery.  The Foundation would help remedy that problem by publicizing the creation of an Angel Fire cemetery and the value of being buried there.

C.  Values of the specific location

Section 1:  Donated land next to the Memorial

The small rural cemeteries that are planned would have to be at least three acres in size.  The sites next to the Memorial have at least that amount of acreage.  Having a veterans cemetery near the Memorial will add to the normal level of prestige and value of a cemetery.  Also, the value of the Memorial will be enhanced, which adds value to a State-owned facility. Since the cemetery would be designed, built, and maintained in accordance with National Cemetery Administration standards, it will blend in with the environment and will be a thing of beauty.

Section 2:  An extraordinarily beautiful and peaceful setting

A cemetery location in the Moreno Valley would be among the most beautiful cemetery sites in the country.  The grassy mountain valley capped by 13,000’ peaks will provide a magnificent setting.  The 8,500’ elevation provides cool temperatures in the summer, there is above average annual precipitation for New Mexico, and the winter weather is no more severe than at some other veterans cemeteries.  The Moreno Valley was part of the Moache Ute hunting grounds for centuries before the white man‘s arrival.  For this and other reasons, the Moreno Valley is regarded as sacred ground by Native Americans.  The natural beauty of the Moreno Valley that helps make the Memorial powerful will provide a superb environment for the cemetery.  

Section 3:  Association with the Memorial

Begun in 1968, the Memorial was the first Vietnam memorial in the United States that was national in scope.  It is widely regarded as having as much power and majesty as the better known memorial in Washington, D. C. even though The Wall cost many millions of dollars and receives an enormous amount of publicity.  Long before The Wall was built, the Memorial at Angel Fire was helping Vietnam veterans deal with the trauma of combat and the stresses of adjusting to civilian life.  Many have credited the Memorial with helping them to turn their life around.  Many believe that the Memorial even had an influence on society as a whole in that it helped separate the Vietnam war from the warriors.  The Memorial is, therefore, a national treasure which deserves to have a veterans cemetery associated with it.  President Ronald Reagan recognized the national significance of the Memorial in 1987.  Due to the common purpose of remembrance, the Memorial and the cemetery would enhance one another.  The Memorial will enhance the honor that is paid to the dead during burials.  Visits to the Memorial by relatives and friends of those veterans buried at the cemetery will help in the grieving and healing process.  The intrinsic value of each facility will combine to create a unique and valuable State resource.
D.  Utilization of an Angel Fire veterans cemetery

Section 1:  Possible service area and estimate of burial need

Even before the Santa Fe National Cemetery closes, an Angel Fire cemetery’s service area would extend south toward Santa Fe.  Burial at Angel Fire generally would be as likely as burial in Santa Fe to someone located equidistant from the two cemeteries.  Parts of southern Colorado are also a logical part of an Angel Fire cemetery service area.

The estimates that follow use the veterans population in the specified counties.  The suggested service area consists of the following: (1) the veterans population in the following New Mexico counties: Colfax, Taos, Union, and Harding; (2) one-half of the veterans population in these New Mexico counties: Mora and Rio Arriba; (3) the veterans population in the following Colorado counties: Alamosa, Costilla, and Huerfano; and (4) one-half of the veterans population in these Colorado counties:  Las Animas, Conejos, and Rio Grande.  Some partial counties are used due to (1) the national cemetery at Ft. Lyons, Colorado, and (2) it is assumed that a state veterans cemetery will be located in the vicinity of Farmington, New Mexico.

It is estimated that the defined service area has a veterans population of 11,000.  A more accurate estimate would depend on specifically defining parts of some counties and on the geographic distribution of veterans in those areas.  An annual mortality rate has to be used in estimating a cemetery’s utilization.  Annual mortality rates typically vary between 2% and 4% of a given veterans population.  Using an annual death rate of 3% of a population of 11,000 and a utilization rate of 15% indicates that veterans burials at Angel Fire would number 50 per year for veterans from the service area. The National Cemetery Administration says that a 20% veterans cemetery utilization rate is reasonable for a veterans population within a cemetery’s service area, but a 15% rate is used as a conservative estimate.  These estimates do not take into account the fact that service members who die on active duty are also eligible for burial in a veterans cemetery. 

An estimate for burial of deceased dependents in a veterans cemetery is also needed.  There are statistics that indicate a burial rate of as much as 50% for dependents.  A conservative estimate of 35% is used here.  That would mean 18 additional burials, for an annual total of 68.  There are several existing state veterans cemeteries that have no more than 50 burials annually.  With the closing of the Santa Fe National Cemetery, the total number of burials could at least double.

Section 2:  Appeal to veterans outside of service area

For an Angel Fire cemetery, the State would want to allow burials of veterans from any state.  More than 2 million people have visited the Memorial since its founding in 1968.  Due to its national publicity and large annual visitation, the Memorial has an attraction as a burial site that extends beyond the average state veterans cemetery.  This is due to its notoriety but also to the working relationships that have been established with veterans organizations.

Angel Fire’s attractiveness might not significantly affect the number of casket burials of veterans from outside the service area, but has the potential to produce an unusually high number of inurnments of veterans from all of New Mexico and even beyond.  National Cemetery Administration data for 2012 indicate that burials of cremated remains and casket burials are each about 50% of the total burials for both veterans and their dependents.

The northwest Texas Panhandle provides an example of the potential for burial of out-of-state veterans.  The veterans population in the seven counties in the northwest Texas Panhandle is about 20,000, mostly in Amarillo.  The nearest veterans cemetery to Amarillo is about 220 miles, which is only a little shorter than the distance to Angel Fire.  Assuming an annual veterans death rate of 3% and a veterans cemetery utilization rate of only 10% among these 20,000 veterans, there would be about 60 burials in veterans cemeteries.  There would be additional burials for dependents of veterans.  It is highly likely that Angel Fire would be chosen as the burial site for many deceased veterans and dependents from Amarillo and surrounding cities. 

E.  Other information

Section 1:  Arguments for Angel Fire as a high priority site

Due to prior efforts of New Mexico officials, a veterans cemetery was planned for Ft. Stanton.  The Department of Veterans Services has indicated that it will renew the effort to establish a cemetery there.  There are some similarities between Angel Fire and Ft. Stanton.  Like Angel Fire, the Ft. Stanton site is somewhat isolated, with the relatively large city of Roswell about 50 miles away.  Both sites have other State facilities, but for Angel Fire the facility is one of the country’s premier veterans memorials.  The Angel Fire Memorial would have strong links to a cemetery in terms of purpose, goals, and even in spiritual context.  

The State has said that it may develop as few as three sites in the initial phase. Assuming that the Ft. Stanton site is developed, that could mean that there will be only two additional sites chosen. Without a site at Angel Fire, northeastern New Mexico would continue to be underserved.  Therefore, a site at Angel Fire should be given a high priority.  This is particularly true because the Santa Fe National Cemetery is nearing its capacity.  The effort to get approval of Angel Fire should be regarded as a once in a lifetime opportunity and those who believe in the cause must convince the State that Angel Fire needs to be included even if only three sites are developed.
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