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Ceremony Marks Expansion, Beautification of VA Cemetery

WASHINGTON – The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) will hold a dedication ceremony Sunday, April 1, at 1 p.m., to unveil a $13 million expansion and beautification project at the National Memorial Cemetery of Arizona in Phoenix. 

VA Secretary Anthony J. Principi, who will lead a delegation of national, state and local officials and members of various veterans service organizations, said the expansion and beautification reflects VA’s promise to provide a final resting place for America’s veterans.

“The veterans of Arizona have worked hard to make this cemetery a distinct place of honor,” Principi said.  “They now have another national shrine befitting the sacrifice and dedication of our nation’s defenders.” 

Because of the aging veterans population, VA officials have made cemetery expansion projects a priority.  The latest census figures show that World War II veterans are dying at a rate of more than 1,100 a day. 

According to cemetery director Mark Maynard, the project more than doubles the size of the cemetery, adding 32,000 burial spaces for casket and cremation burials.  It was accomplished by developing additional land on the cemetery property.  The cemetery now has available space to continue burying veterans and their dependents through the year 2030.   

In the 1990’s, Arizona experienced an increase in its veteran population, and similarly, the death rate for the state’s veterans increased.  In 2000, the Phoenix cemetery had over 2,300 burials.
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“The National Memorial Cemetery of Arizona holds the distinct honor of being one-of-a-kind among VA’s 119 national cemeteries,” said Maynard.  “We are very proud of this distinction.”

The distinction is that the cemetery has limited grassy areas.  Instead, plants and vegetation native to the area, such as saguaro cactus, desert marigold, purple aster and sand verbena, are interspersed among pebbles and stones, and set against a serene mountain backdrop.  

 A newly added feature is an eternal flame, much like the one at Arlington National Cemetery.  This feature is located at Founders Plaza, which leads to a memorial trail, containing commemorative memorials donated by individuals and groups. 

Other improvements include a public information center, three new committal service shelters, assembly area, maintenance building, new entrance way, expanded roads, landscaping, irrigation and drainage systems. 

 
VA accepted the 225-acre Arizona Veterans’ Memorial Cemetery from the state in 1989.  In 1998, construction began on the expansion and beautification project and was completed in February 2001.    

The cemetery, which is located on Pinnacle Peak Road just east of Cave Creek Road, still has 104 acres of land to be developed.  Currently, more than 31,000 veterans and their eligible dependents are buried there.  The national cemetery will provide more than 46,800 burial spaces — including columbarium and garden niches — once the 225-acre cemetery is fully developed.

Veterans with discharges other than dishonorable, their spouses and dependent children are eligible for burial in a VA national cemetery.  VA also provides grave markers and headstones for the unmarked graves of eligible veterans even if they are not buried in a national cemetery.  

Information on VA burial benefits can be obtained from national cemetery offices, by calling VA regional offices toll-free on 1-800-827-1000, or from VA web sites on the Internet at http://www.va.gov or http://www.cem.va.gov/. 
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