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Chairman Young, Ranking Member Ruiz, and Members of the Subcommittee, my name is Ann 
Marie Bledsoe Downes and I am the Deputy Assistant Secretary for Policy and Economic 
Development in Indian Affairs.  Thank you for the opportunity to present the Department of the 
Interior’s (Department) views on H.R. 3477, a bill to enhance and integrate Native American 
tourism, empower Native American communities, increase coordination and collaboration 
between Federal tourism assets, and expand heritage and cultural tourism opportunities in the 
United States.  While we note below the need for adequate funding for the activities proposed in 
H.R. 3477, the Administration supports the bill 

The Native American Tourism and Improving Visitor Experience Act or NATIVE Act, H.R. 
3477, is a step forward in ensuring that federal agencies and resources are coordinated in a way 
that supports tourism in Indian country. The NATIVE Act would support the work of an 
established support network for tribal capacity building for community and economic 
development in Indian country that is focused on tourism.  In 1991, Congress passed the 
Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act of 1991 (ISTEA), recognizing the need for 
broad based infrastructure investment to support our nation’s capacity to compete in the global 
economy.  There were several programs created in the Department of Transportation addressing 
a broad spectrum of ways that transportation infrastructure is related to economic development 
and trade and providing the capacity for states, local governments and tribal governments to 
participate in the planning and development of long term strategies for economic access and 
success.  This landmark legislation recognized tribal governments as the responsible agency for 
transportation planning. 
 
The need for technical assistance and training was also recognized as part of the Local Technical 
Assistance Program (LTAP) at the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA).  Included in the 
program of training needs was the mandate to provide technical assistance and training in 
recreational travel, tourism and trade. The Bureau of Indian Affairs has been responding to this 
need in a variety of ways including participation in the establishment of the National Scenic 
Byways Program, the Tribal Technical Assistance Program, Transportation Enhancements 
Program, Tribal Transit Program, Tribal Statewide Planning guidance, and Rails to Trails among 
others.    



 
 
H.R. 3477 seeks to promote success in tribal economic development, tourism and trade.  Tribal 
community development coupled with the value of tribal culture and tradition is central to 
promoting an industry that provides for businesses that bring economic stimulus into the 
community while raising economic viability for future development and sustainability.  H.R. 
3477 would promote coordination among a broad spectrum of existing programs that both 
support tribal community development and recreational travel and tourism and provide for the 
updating of strategic plans to ensure better coordination, outreach and delivery of existing 
resources to tribal governments, organizations and members interested in tourism. H.R. 3477, 
thus, would support both the Department and the Department of Commerce’s work that has 
already begun as evidenced in the 2012 National Travel and Tourism Strategy. H.R. 3477 would 
include Indian Country in the Administration’s efforts to encourage domestic and international 
travel throughout the United States. 
 
Effective tribal tourism efforts provide both the capacity for small business development but also 
a means of sustaining and building on culture and traditions. This growth will further strengthen 
tribal governments and support tribal self-determination.   
 
The President’s Executive Order creating the National Travel and Tourism Strategy in 2012 
coupled with the Executive Order creating the White House Council on Native American Affairs 
as well as the establishment of tribal liaisons at most federal agencies provides a strong platform 
for implementation of the NATIVE Act.  H.R. 3477 would  create  an additional opportunity to 
provide federal interagency support of tribal capacity building and economic development.  
Improved coordination and support of tribal tourism at the federal level, when coupled with 
current increases in visitor travel, are likely to increase the ability of tribes and industries 
supporting tribal tourism to succeed.  
 
The Department of Commerce, National Travel & Tourism Office forecasts 0.4 percent to 4.2 
percent annual growth rates in visitor volume over the 2015-2020 timeframe. By 2020 this growth would 
produce 90.3 million visitors, a 20 percent increase, and more than 15 million additional visitors 
compared to 2014. The latest forecast produces a compound annual growth rate over the forecast period 
of 3.1%.  
 
Of the 35 million overseas visitors to the United States in 2014, a record 1.65 million travelers 
visited Indian country, based upon Department of Commerce estimates.  That is about 5% of the 
overseas visitors to the United States.  Indian country has seen its visitors grow from a low point 
of 693,000 overseas visitors in 2007 to the record total in 2014.  Each year there is an increase in 
interest in travel to Indian country.   
 
H.R. 3477 would require agencies to update existing management plans and tourism activities to 
include an Indian tribes and tribal organizations.  In particular, the legislation calls for a proposal 
to improve travel and tourism data collection and analysis.  Currently, the Department of 
Commerce works with tribal groups to provide them with any currently available data.  The 
Administration hopes this committee will support the President’s budget request for data 
collection efforts including, increased funding for the Survey of International Air Travelers.    
   



 
Competition in the international travel market is strong and both the United States travel industry 
as well as the tribal travel industry will benefit from better use of existing resources to promote 
travel to Indian country. As outlined in the National Travel and Tourism Strategy, nature-based, 
culture-based, heritage, and outdoor adventure travel represent an important opportunity in the 
tourism market. The Department of the Interior is working to drive economic growth and job 
creation in rural and gateway communities by attracting new visitors and encouraging extended 
visitation to public lands and Indian country. These efforts support the President’s goal of 
welcoming 100 million international visitors annually by the end of 2021. 
 
The Department supports H.R. 3477, with the above noted concern, and looks forward to 
maximizing the potential of increased tourism in Indian country.  Thank you for the opportunity 
to provide the Department’s views on H.R. 3477.  I am available to answer any questions the 
Subcommittee may have. 


