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Thank you, Chairman Bingaman and Senator Udall for the invitation to testify on S. 1689, the Organ Mountains Desert Peaks Wilderness Act. Protecting our mountains has been a community supported effort for many years, and this community is everything to me. I was born and raised in the Mesilla Valley. After attending Mayfield High School, I went on to New Mexico State University, and ultimately graduated with a Bachelors Degree in Social Work and an Associates Degree in Police Science. Directly after college I went to work helping the children of migrant farm workers. I then moved to Doña Ana County, where I am proud to have worked for over 25 years. Upon retiring, and at the urging of friends, family, and coworkers, I ran for, and was elected to, the Doña Ana County Commission, representing District 5. 

Growing up, my family often went on picnics in the Organ Mountains. I recall the excitement that would take hold as we left the valley, heading toward the towering peaks and cool breezes waiting above. We would walk in a little ways and then just enjoy the afternoon. I am pleased to note that, with passage of S. 1689, families many generations from now will have that same opportunity—to enjoy a small slice of solitude while just outside of the bustling Las Cruces metropolitan area. 

In high school I joined Junior ROTC. One year, our commanding colonel led our group on an exciting adventure—up and over Baylor Pass, beginning at Baylor Canyon Road. We went in winter to avoid rattlesnakes, but one couldn’t avoid the incredible experience of walking with friends and classmates, and the Colonel’s huge St. Bernard. I didn’t take enough water that trip, and held the dog’s leash so it could help give me the extra oomph to make it through. We all certainly enjoyed the trip—especially the warm meals prepared by our parents on the other side of the mountain in Aguirre Springs Campground. Again, I note with pleasure that, when S. 1689 passes, this same experience will be preserved forever for our young people who call this region home. 

I will relate one last personal experience. During college, I took some time off to live in Albuquerque. While up there, friends and I went hiking in the Sandia Mountains. I know now that this area had just been given wilderness protections. Those many years ago, my friends and I admired Albuquerque far below, and were thankful that within such a short reach we had the chance to escape just a little bit. Albuquerque was then and remains today fortunate to have its mountains receive wilderness protections.  

As you may well imagine, the Doña Ana County Board of Commissioners has high regard for our area mountains, and we have been carefully watching the process by which wilderness legislation is being crafted.  

Going back as far as 2004, the Doña Ana County Board of Commissioners has formalized resolutions calling for federal protections of the Organ, Robledo, Doña Ana, Potrillo, and Sierra de Las Uvas Mountains along with Broad Canyon. These resolutions have been passed as legislative efforts began with former Sen. Pete V. Domenici, and are now maturing under Senators Jeff Bingaman and Tom Udall. The lands under consideration for wilderness and national conservation areas are representative of the natural beauty that is so loved by natives of Doña Ana County and which has attracted untold thousands of new residents to southern New Mexico. The Doña Ana County Board of Commissioners has consistently been supportive of these protective designations that will preserve the area’s beauty for coming generations. 

Protecting the natural beauty of our mountains is incredibly important. So too is balancing our region’s rapid growth and need for community and regional planning to prosper with this growth. Because of the vast number of stakeholders who had input into the Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks Wilderness Act, this legislation helps here as well. 

One example is Doña Ana Mountains NCA boundary. It was adjusted to account for roads that will be necessary as our community continues growing. Similar adjustments along the proposed Weisner Road will help meet our community’s transportation needs far into the future, while still protecting ample open space along the “apron” of the Organ Mountains.  

I know of many examples where, because of outside input, the legislation was altered. Room for larger transmission corridors and petroleum pipelines in the southern part of Doña Ana County was built in through boundary modifications. Several flood control structures were excluded to provide for unimpeded maintenance, and even larger designation changes were made when proposed wilderness areas were switched to national conservation area. Many changes made for cattle ranching infrastructure are also apparent, while huge swaths of land were excluded from wilderness protections near the border to better promote border security. 

An extraordinary amount of work has gone into this legislation. There have been numerous public meetings on weekends and weekdays, at night and during the day. We’ve seen dozens of news articles and the topic has been discussed at great length in the local press. Tours, forums, and conferences have all come and gone. Most importantly, Senator Bingaman’s staff has held direct, in person meetings countless times with stakeholders, including Doña Ana County. All of this points to what I began with—protecting our mountains has enjoyed strong community support over a number of years. I am pleased that today’s hearing will move us an important step forward toward enactment of S. 1689, the Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks Wilderness Act.  

We recognize that not every group is happy with all facets of the proposed legislation. However, based on the years of public input that are capped by today’s hearing, we believe the will of the people has been heard and the compromises that have led us to this point in the process have crafted an outstanding proposal. I urge quick Congressional consideration of the proposed designations as soon as possible. 

Thank you.

