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Good Morning, Mr. Chairman and members of the sub-committee. 

 
My name is Susan Chandoha and I am the Executive Director of Los Compadres, the non-

profit Friends’ group to the San Antonio Missions National Historical Park.  Joining me today, are 
Sue Ann Garcia, Chairman of the Board of Los Compadres, and her husband, J.A., Betty Bueché, 
Facilities Division Manager of Bexar County, and Scott Bentley, Superintendent of our national  
historical park. 
 

I thank you for the opportunity to appear before you in support of HR 4438, introduced by 
Congressman Ciro Rodriguez and co-sponsored by Congressman Henry Cuellar, Congressman 
Charles Gonzalez and Congressman Lamar Smith.   This legislation will do three things: 
 

1) Complete an immediate boundary adjustment that brings in approximately 151 acres of 
lands owned by the park and lands actively being acquired by the park 

 
2) Direct the National Park Service to conduct a study of lands within Bexar and Wilson 

Counties, Texas to identify lands that would be suitable for inclusion within this park’s 
boundaries 

 
3) Allow the Secretary of the Interior to lease its headquarters, maintenance, research and 

educational space from a non-profit or government agencies 
 

Few can question the national and international significance of the San Antonio Missions.  They 
comprise the single largest concentration of Spanish Colonial resources in the United States and 
include the only 18th century continuously-functioning dam, irrigation system and aqueduct on the 
continent.   These missions represent the finest remaining monuments of Spain’s frontier ingenuity 
in the country.   The missions are living testimony to the pioneering spirit that established the 
Southwest and gave rise to our country’s agricultural and ranching industries.  As such, they have 
been placed on the United States tentative list for nomination as a World Heritage site. 
 

By way of background, some 90 years ago the citizens of San Antonio began their work to 
acquire the protection of the National Park Service for its most valued historic resources.   Our 
national park is based upon a unique set of cooperative agreements under which it operates in 
conjunction with local and state governments, the Catholic Archdiocese and the private sector.   
Very few national parks receive such total support from both the private and public sectors as does 
our missions’ park. 
 

When our missions became a national park, the boundary that was drawn by Congress was 
multifaceted due to the nature of the separate areas of each mission and related historic sites  
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coupled with the ownership of properties by public and private entities within the boundary.   Some 
adjustments were made in 1990.   The most important being the inclusion of the Rancho de las 
Cabras in Wilson County.  This was the working ranch for Mission Espada and contains the only 
extant remains of a Spanish colonial ranch in the entire country.   
 

Today the park consists of 10 diverse, significant cultural sites contained within 813 acres of 
historic farmland and archaeologically sensitive areas.  These sites include Missions Concepción, 
San José, San Juan and Espada; the Espada Dam, Espada Aqueduct and Espada Acequia or 
irrigation ditch, the San Juan Acequia; and the Rancho de las Cabras.  Mission Concepción and the 
Espada Aqueduct have “landmark” status.  However, many additional Spanish colonial resources in 
both counties still remain outside the park boundary without adequate protection. 
 

The boundary adjustment portion of this bill, if passed, will add 151 acres to the park.    In 
actuality, 118 acres of this is owned by the park or will soon be donated or transferred to the park 
through a land exchange.  The additional 33 acres proposed for addition could also possibly be 
donated, and if not, could cost as much as $3.5 million.   This will pay for invaluable historical 
resources, more efficient management and enhanced educational opportunities.    
 

HR 4438 also calls for a new study to determine whether additional Spanish colonial resources 
in Bexar and Wilson Counties should be incorporated within the missions’ park boundary.    
Historically, the missions had strong ties with the San Antonio River as each mission had its own 
irrigation system that depended on the river for its water.    Unfortunately, this historic connection 
was broken when flood control work on the southern, or mission reach, was done in the 1960s.  
 

The citizens in Bexar County continued their efforts to bring the protection of the National Park 
Service to the missions.  In 1975, the National Park Service completed a Feasibility Study on this.   
In this study, several different options for the park boundary were proposed and they were all based 
on the San Antonio River.   However, none of the options were used because the National Park 
Service felt it would be too costly to restore the river’s connections to the missions. 
 

Our citizens did get their dream partially fulfilled when Congress created a smaller, but 
somewhat discontinuous park in 1978.   The citizens vowed to continue their local support to 
protect the missions and to develop them into America’s premier Spanish colonial national park.   In 
so doing, they overwhelmingly voted in a local tax that raised $271 million to fund the restoration 
of the mission reach of the San Antonio River.    The historic connection between the river and the 
missions will be re-established when this work is completed in 2013. 
 

Bexar and Wilson Counties have worked tirelessly to provide enhancements to our park over the 
years.   The dream that started in 1924 and partially fulfilled in 1978 can now become a reality with 
the authorization of this study.   We urge you to direct the National Park Service to 1)  re-evaluate 
the addition of lands that meet the criteria for inclusion based on the 1975 feasibility study; and 2)  
evaluate the other known Spanish Colonial resources within these two counties that meet the criteria 
for inclusion.   
 

We do not want to lose historic farmlands and ranch lands to urban development, but it is 
happening.   Precious parts of our cultural heritage are slipping away.    The bells of San José,  
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Concepción, San Juan and Espada rang long before the Liberty Bell and we cannot afford to lose 
any more of this history.  

 
Los Compadres is comprised of individuals and businesses who are civic leaders who are 

passionate about our missions’ national park.   Los  Compadres funded the first capital 
improvements project at the park in 1987 with the construction of a visitor contact station at 
Mission Concepción.   Los Compadres funded the complete landscaping and tour bus drop-off at 
the federally-funded Visitor Center at Mission San José and we continue to fund landscaping 
throughout the park on an annual basis.   Our non-profit funds 15 to 20 projects each year – critical 
educational and preservation projects that could not be done without our support. 
 

Los Compadres has worked with the park and the City over the past two years to develop 
property near Mission San José.   The City purchased lands adjacent to the mission and has started 
construction on a much-needed library at the site.   The development plan also includes the 
construction of a new headquarters facility for the park that would contain an archival storage 
facility for the park’s 990,000+ artifacts and a research facility.   It would also contain space for 
educational programs and community forums. 
 

Los Compadres would like to construct this facility and lease it to the park and HR4438 would 
allow the National Park Service to do this.   Once the building was paid for, we would place the 
lease funds in an endowment in which 100% of the proceeds would be donated back to the park for 
preservation, restoration, development and educational projects.    This is a win-win situation for all. 
 

We would ask that the language in the bill give the National Park Service the authority to lease 
specifically from Los Compadres.   If not modified, then the National Park Service would have to 
advertise the project with other non-profits who might be interested in building on the property.   
Or, at least insert the language that specifies a non-profit contribute, after debt payment, all rental 
proceeds from the lease be donated back to the missions’ park. 
 

Additionally, we would also like to see specific funding for several one-time highly specialized 
National Park Service needs in the amount of $5.7 million for specialty equipment, security 
measures, archival storage and access control.   Los Compadres’ portion of the construction cost of 
the building would be $6 million and we are ready to move forward. 
 

Mr. Chairman and members of the sub-committee, in our opinion Bexar and Wilson Counties 
have satisfied our early promises to Congress to support a national park.   We are now asking the 
federal government to assist in meeting our joint commitment and needs for the future.  We look 
forward to a continued successful relationship with you and the National Park Service. 
 

From a business perspective, I see the San Antonio Missions National Historical Park as a 
significant economic generator for our city.   Park visitation has increased over 761% since its 
creation and now has over 1.6 million annual visitors.   And, as an American and Texan, I am 
committed to the preservation of our cultural heritage.   I see these missions as more than 
architectural relics – they are the windows to our past and the foundation of our future.   
 

Thank you for your consideration this morning. 
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In addition to the attached letters of support, the following letters were also received: 
 
 
South San Antonio Chamber of Commerce, Chairwoman Jane Thomas 
 
Floresville Economic Development Corporation, Executive Director Jesse M. Perez 
 
Mission Trails Oversight Committee, Co-Chair Milton Guess 
 
National Parks Conservation Association, Suzanne Dixon Regional Director 
 

 
 


