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Good Afternoon, Honored Chair and Committee Members

It’s my great pleasure to be here at Sen. Bingaman’s invitation to participate in this hearing.  I am the Las Cruces City Councilor for District 6 and, also, the mayor pro tem. I’m honored to represent the City of Las Cruces and our over 90,000 residents.

My district is the area that lies along the east side of Las Cruces, closest to the Organ Mountains.  Residents in my district are passionate about their love of the Organ Mountains.  Many of my constituents have chosen to live in District 6 precisely because of the proximity to the Organ Mountains and their ever-changing drama, one of New Mexico’s top natural wonders.  Consequently, the majority of residents in District 6 whole-heartedly support conservation of our natural areas through Wilderness and National Conservation Area designations.  And, of course, we have overwhelming support from our city council members who have unanimously passed a resolution in support of this legislation.
I also have a special link to those mountains.  I first came to Las Cruces in the early 1990s when our son was in graduate school at New Mexico State University.  I can clearly recall the sweeping grandeur of the Mesilla Valley that came into view as we came over the San Agustin Pass and into the valley below.

A few years later, when our son and his girlfriend were nearly finished with their education at New Mexico State University, they decided to open a café in Las Cruces.  Because of our love of the Organ Mountains and the gorgeous purple/red color they turn when the sun is setting in the west, we named our restaurant and coffee bar, the Red Mountain Café.  Due to my husband’s role in the local arts community (he’s a poet), the Red Mountain Café became a gathering place for artists and writers and musicians.  The walls were soon adorned with photos and paintings of the red Organ Mountains.  We even acquired a tile mosaic of sunset on the Organs.  We sold the café in 2003, but it remained a local favorite until late last year when the third owner finally closed the doors.  

I have watched the slow but persistent movement of the effort to preserve not only the Organ Mountains, but many of the other natural areas in our region—the Robledo’s fossil trackways, the desert grasslands in the Portillo Mountains, Broad Canyon’s special riparian areas and more.  I’m delighted to endorse and encourage passage and Presidential signature of Senate 1689, the Organ Mountains - Desert Peaks Wilderness Act.    

In recent months, as the legislation has been fine tuned, the stakeholders have worked long hours to ensure that the designated lands (both Wilderness and National Conservation) will also accommodate traditional ranching uses, border protection, law enforcement, and recreational pursuits.  In addition, for the city, a number of other concerns have also been accommodated. 
I am particularly grateful to Dara Parker for her constant attention to the needs of the City of Las Cruces.  Let me give you some examples.

Those of us who live on the east side of Las Cruces have long feared that development might some day march up the side of the Organ Mountains, destroying not only their majestic grandeur but, also, the fragile ecological systems that exist there.  There is considerable agreement across the community that we would like to see Weisner Road, near the base of the mountains, eventually become the eastern edge of the city.  In the current draft of this legislation, the National Conservation Area now begins east of Weisner Road; thus allowing for development on both sides of that road, but not beyond that area.  
Adequate right of way for future utility infrastructure to support future growth was also a concern.  All the utility suppliers in the area have been contacted to make sure the areas they will need for future expansion will be available when that time comes.  We cannot expect our city to grow if we cannot provide electricity, gas, and water.  The drafters of this legislation made sure they understood the needs of these utility providers and made changes accordingly.  In one case, some land was even withdrawn to make sure that future Right of Way needs can be met.
Although Las Cruces is a high desert community, flooding during the summer rains is a constant problem (much to the surprise of newcomers who sometimes fill in that strange hole in their front yard, not realizing that it’s a water retention pond).  The City has gone to great lengths to map and increase understanding of the watershed of the entire region and its effect on our city.  Again, the drafters of this legislation have been extremely accommodating.  The section of land around the Broad Canyon dam has been removed from consideration so that future expansion of that dam can occur should that become necessary.  In addition, some areas of Broad Canyon have been designated National Conservation Areas (NCA) so that the berms used for flood control can be constructed and maintained.  The NCA designation of the Organ Mountains area also allows for flood control structures as necessary in the future, though we, of course, hope that control can be achieved in other places.  The due diligence of the legislation drafters to make sure all concerns are addressed has been considerable.
Finally, because we are in a border region, security is also a concern.  In the latest draft of the legislation, over 16,000 acres of Wilderness Study Area (WSA) along the southern boundary of the West Potrillo Mountains will be available for border security operations.  Another 8,000 acres south of the East Potrillo Mountains are also now available for border enforcement activities.  

These and other provisions in the current draft of this legislation give both city officials and residents confidence that the needs of the Border patrol have been met and we can rest assured that our safety concerns are being addressed.  

Currently, the City of Las Cruces and Dona Ana County are working together on a regional comprehensive plan for our area.  This is the first joint planning effort of its kind in the state of New Mexico.  In the public input meetings that occurred early in the process, residents expressed very high interest in the preservation of open space and agricultural and ranching areas in our region.  Certainly the Wilderness and NCA designation of our most precious natural areas will be widely celebrated.  In addition, efforts to allow grazing to continue on those lands currently designated as Wilderness Study Areas is also much appreciated.  The current proposed legislation does allow access to current ranching activities.  I understand that language has been changed to state that “The Secretary shall [not may] permit grazing within the conservation Areas, where established before the date of enactment of this act.”  We appreciate that effort.
Natives and newcomers alike are drawn to our area because of the natural beauty, the recreational opportunities, the cultural resources, and the pleasant climate.  Homes and businesses that offer a view of the Organ Mountains, or the city lying in the agricultural valley, are highly sought after.  Visitors to our area often choose to hike in the Organs, explore the trackways in the Robledos (now a National Monument), or investigate the unusual beauty of Broad Canyon.  The preservation of these areas ensures future access for generations to come, contributes to the popularity of our city as a location for retirees, helps us preserve cultural and historical features, and is an important factor in our area’s economic well being.
In the City of Las Cruces, there is broad support for the preservation of our natural areas and we are very grateful to our senators for their leadership on the Organ Mountains - Desert Peaks Wilderness Act.  They and their staffs have shown an astonishing commitment to their responsibility to respond to the concerns of all the stakeholders in our region.  The areas of conflict have been resolved and we have now come to the time for action.  I know I speak for many of our citizens when I say that I wholeheartedly support this legislation and urge you to move forward with all possible haste so that we can preserve our iconic landscapes, protect our recreational and cultural resources, manage our watersheds, ensure the safety of the border, and continue to grow our economy.  

Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you today about this historic legislation.  
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