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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee, I appreciate the opportunity to appear before you today to speak in favor of  S. 1689, The Organ Mountains – Desert Peaks Wilderness Act, introduced by Senators Jeff Bingaman and Tom Udall.  My testimony represents my own personal strong support for this important conservation initiative, as well as that of the entire Board of the County Commission for Doña Ana County, which unanimously passed a resolution in support of The Organ Mountains – Desert Peaks legislation on September 22, 2009.

Mr. Chairman, I highly commend Senator Bingaman and his colleague Senator Udall for their good work, diligence and dedication in developing this far-reaching, well-thought-out proposal to protect forever some of the most scenic and environmentally important lands in Doña Ana County and, indeed, the entire State of New Mexico.  Senator Bingaman has championed this proposal over many years, taking his time to ensure he reached out to all interested parties, listened to their concerns and recommendations, and developed a broad-based piece of legislation that represents a very reasonable compromise that will protect our cherished lands and the rights of the people to enjoy them.

Senator Bingaman listened to his constituents---those who love and cherish these lands---and developed, through a collaborative process, a solid piece of conservation legislation.  Adjustments were made in both the scope and policies contained within the proposal and, while not everyone is 100 percent satisfied, I believe everyone was heard by the Senator. 

Mr. Chairman, the legislation before the Subcommittee today represents what can be accomplished through the true spirit of cooperation and compromise.  I can assure you that the vast, vast majority of the citizens of Doña Ana County and the State of New Mexico support Senator Bingaman and Udall’s efforts.  From sportsmen to local businesses, horsemen to hikers, there is a consensus that these special lands deserve the protection this legislation will provide.

Mr. Chairman, let me take this opportunity to tell you a little about my background and the great County I have the privilege to represent.

I currently serve as the Vice-Chair of the Doña Ana County Board of Country Commissioners, having been first elected to the Board in 2002.  I have also served my community in many other capacities, including:  President of the New Mexico Association of Counties; board member of the New Mexico Water Dialogue Board and the Lower Rio Grande Water Users’ Organization; past chairman and current board member of the South Central Solid Waste Authority and the Doña Ana County Extra Territorial Authority; and past president of the Doña Ana County Water Association.

Doña Ana County is the second-largest populated county of the state’s 33 counties, and comprises some 3,800 square miles of territory.  I have the great honor to represent the largest commission district, District 1.  The County has a population of just over 200,000, but is expected to continue to grow to over 300,000 by 2015.  The county seat, Las Cruces, is considered to be one of the fastest growing communities in the United States.

As a result Mr. Chairman, our communities know full-well the difficulties involved in managing development and growth, and we are particularly aware of the importance of protecting open space.  In fact, it is these very lands that have rooted our ancestors to this area and serve to draw new citizens every day.  Our way of life is tied to the majestic landscapes and way of life that this legislation seeks to protect.

Mr. Chairman, pristine natural areas provide unique opportunities for recreation and tourism that contribute to the local economy. Additionally, I believe businesses are increasingly concerned about quality of life, and view favorably the nearness of protected public lands when siting operations.   That is why over 200 local businesses, along with the Hispano Chamber of Commerce de Las Cruces, and the High Tech Consortium of Southern New Mexico have endorsed this conservation effort.  The areas offer excellent opportunities for hiking, hunting, camping, climbing, horseback riding and, perhaps most important, quiet solitude for our citizens to enjoy and relax in when the work day is done.

The Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks Wilderness Act will promote future growth by securing the special quality of life our County has to offer. Doña Ana County and the City of Las Cruces are cooperatively working together on a joint plan known as Vision 2040. This comprehensive analysis of our future needs as our population continues to grow will inform many facets of our land-use planning processes, including transportation options and economic development. Senator Bingaman and Senator Udall’s legislation provides us with much needed clarity on public lands conservation and will help the Vision 2040 process, ensuring our community’s growth is well planned and prepared for. 

In fact, Doña Ana County has long recognized the important opportunities protecting our local wilderness areas offers. In February of 2006, we passed a resolution supporting protection of regional wilderness study areas and additional public lands prized by our community.  In 2008, we again passed a similar resolution in support of preserving our most sensitive public lands.  And, throughout the development of this legislation, we have worked closely with Senator Bingaman and now Senator Udall. Thus, our unanimous resolution passed on September 22, 2009, in support of the Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks Wilderness Act was the culmination of years of effort. 

The nearly 359,850 acres of public land the bill will protect (259,000 acres as wilderness and over 100,000 acres as a National Conservation Area) includes rich grasslands in the Potrillo and Uvas Mountains, petroglyph sites and riparian areas in Broad Canyon, crucial watersheds, and the iconic spires of Las Cruces’ signature scenic attraction – the Organ Mountains.  These lands also possess great ecological value, with the Organ Mountains perhaps being the most botanically diverse mountain range in New Mexico, with approximately 870 plant species.  The area is rich with wildlife, including pronghorn antelope, mule deer, mountain lions, quail, and numerous other bird species.

Perhaps Senator Bingaman said it best when he noted that, “The Organ Mountains are among the many scenic landscapes in Doña Ana County that define Southern New Mexico and the rich culture of its people.”  That is why I am here today to testify before the Subcommittee, Mr. Chairman---to ensure that these majestic, culturally important, environmentally sensitive lands that make up our community will be protected and properly managed for this and future generations to enjoy in all their splendor.

Again, I offer my deep appreciation to Senators Bingaman and Udall for their outstanding work on behalf of this fine effort to protect an area very dear to me and the citizens of Doña Ana County.  And, thank you, Mr. Chairman, and the Members of the Subcommittee, for your attention to my statement in Support of the Organ Mountains – Desert Peaks Wilderness Act.

Mr. Chairman, I am also submitting several documents for the record, including three different resolutions passed by the Doña Ana County Commission supporting protection of regional wilderness areas, a list of supporters of this Act, opinion editorials from the Mayors of Las Cruces and Mesilla and the Chair of the Doña Ana County Commission, as well as from local sportsman leaders, and editorials from the Las Cruces Sun News and Albuquerque Journal endorsing the Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks Wilderness Act.  This concludes my written testimony.

