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THE DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS 
Affairs maintains 131 national 
cemeteries that provide the final 
resting places for more than          
4 million military veterans and 

their family members. Soon, even more 
will be able to choose a national plot as 
the VA’s National Cemetery Administration 
(NCA) oversees the largest expansion of 
the system since its inception during the 
Civil War 150 years ago. 

The expansion encompasses 18 
new locations and increases the size 
and capacity of many of the existing 
burial grounds. There will be space for an 

estimated 2 million more eligible veterans 
and family members when the expansion 
is completed, said Ronald E. Walters, NCA’s 
interim undersecretary for memorial affairs. 

Walters said the NCA discovered gaps 
in its service coverage after reviewing its 
policies in 2011 and 2013 and receiving 
feedback from veterans’ families. A revision 
has lowered the required veteran popula-
tion density for the construction of a new 
national cemetery from 170,000 veterans 
residing in a 75-mile radius to 80,000 
veterans. 

The VA plans to establish five new 
national cemeteries, one in western New 
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New cemeteries provide more space for the nation’s warriors

“Part of our mission 
is also to memorialize 
and honor veterans, as 
well as bury them, and 
that means telling their 
story.”

— Mike Nacincik, National  
Cemetary Administration
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Fort Rosecrans National 
Cemetery near San Diego 
no longer accepts new 
burials, an example of why 
the National Cemetery Ad-
ministration is expanding 
to new burial grounds.



“In general, cemetery sites 
were chosen based on where 
troops were concentrated — 
camps, hospitals, battlefields, 
railroad hubs — and mostly in 
the Southeast,” Perunko said. 

In July 1862, Congress 
passed the Omnibus Act, 
giving President Lincoln 
the authority “to purchase 
cemetery grounds, and 
cause them to be securely 
enclosed, to be used as a 

national cemetery for the soldiers who shall die in 
the service of the country.” That year, the first 14 
national cemeteries were established. 

The government’s mission 
to provide a final resting place 
for the soldiers who served 
our country was born out of 
necessity during the Civil War. 

“The War Department 
needed to do something with 
the thousands and thousands 
of soldier deaths,” said Jennifer 

Perunko, a National Cemetery Administration 
historian. “It started small on Sept. 11, 1861. The War 
Department directed commanding officers to keep 
accurate and permanent records of all deceased 
soldiers, and it made the Quartermaster’s Office 
mark each grave with a headboard.”

York, one in southern Colorado and one in 
Omaha; in Florida, the Tallahassee National 
Cemetery was dedicated earlier this year, 
and the Cape Canaveral National Cemetery 
is expected to be dedicated this fall.  

The NCA is also working to address 
the needs of veterans and their families, 
whether they live in urban or rural areas. 

Under its Urban Initiative, the VA wants 
to add five columbarium-only cemeteries 
for cremations in New York City, Los 
Angeles, Indianapolis, San Francisco and 
Chicago. 

Through a Rural Initiative designed to 
better serve less-populated locations, a 
new national burial ground was dedicated 
in Yellowstone County, Mont., in 2014, and 

additional burial grounds are slated for 
North Dakota, Wyoming, Wisconsin, Utah, 
Maine, Idaho and Nevada. 

In addition to the two new cemeteries 
in Florida and the rural cemetery in 
Montana, the other cemeteries are still in 
the pre-construction phase, Walters said, 
noting that a completion date for all the 
projects is difficult to pinpoint. The cost 
of the expansion is being funded through 
a specific construction appropriation 
from Congress, as requested by President 
Obama. The VA budget request for 2016 
includes about $156 million for the NCA’s 
major construction projects.

“It’s difficult to estimate the cost of the 
18 new cemeteries, because a number of 
them are still in the land-acquisition stage 
and some are in the design stage,” Walters 
said. “We do have full funding for eight 
of the 18 new cemeteries, and we’ll be 
requesting additional funds in the future. 
The full funding of the eight is estimated at 
about $172 million right now, and we have 
that money in hand.”

The NCA also makes an ongoing effort to 
expand and preserve its existing cemeter-
ies, currently overseeing about 20,500 
developed acres of cemetery space. 

All new and existing cemeteries will be 
outfitted with GPS and GIS technology to 
help locate graves. Information kiosks at 
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“It’s difficult to estimate 
the cost of the 18 new 
cemeteries, because a 
number of them are still 
in the land-acquisition 
stage and some are in 
the design stage.”

— Ronald E. Walters, NCA’s interim 
undersecretary for memorial affairs
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Camp Butler National 
Cemetery near Riverton, Ill.,  

is located on the site of a 
Civil War-era training camp.
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By 1872, there were 74 national cemeteries, 
as well as a number of small soldiers’ lots within 
private cemeteries. Today, there are 131 national 
cemeteries in a total of 40 states and Puerto Rico.



 

national cemeteries will remain in use. The 
NCA also has a National Gravesite Locator 
on its website (gravelocator.cem.va.gov). 

These technologies both assist and 
educate visitors, because the NCA aims to 
do more than just provide burial benefits 
and interment space, said Mike Nacincik, 
chief of communications and outreach 
support for the NCA. 

“Part of our mission is also to memorial-
ize and honor veterans, as well as bury 
them,” he said, “and that means telling 
their story and the story of the military, 
how military service has changed, how 
conflict has changed and how veterans 
have, in many ways, shaped the country.”

The NCA plans to roll out a new pro-
gram, called the Veterans Legacy Initiative, 
which will help to share veterans’ stories 
by developing educational programming 
for students, educators and the general 
public. 

“We (at the NCA) have a special calling 
as caretakers of what we refer to as 
‘generations of heroes,’” Walters said, 
“and we feel we’re very responsible for 
their legacy, in addition to the day-to-day 
operation and maintenance of the national 
shrines in which they’re placed.” 

The cemetery expan-
sion encompasses 18 
new locations. There 
will be space for an 
estimated 2 million 
more eligible veterans 
and family members 
when it is complete.
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Miramar National Cemetery 
near San Diego, left, was dedi-
cated in 2010 and serves the 
235,000 veterans in San Diego 
County.

Willamette National Cemetery 
near Portland, Ore., above, pro-
vides space for the interment of 
ashes as well as burial grounds.
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