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Governor Bill Richardson, Environment Department Request Bush
Administration Restore Protection to Vital New Mexico Waters

(Santa Fe, NM) — In recent letters to New Mexico’s Congressional Delegation and the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency, Governor Bill Richardson has requested the closure of a significant
environmental loophole opened by the Bush administration.

This loophole, created by an interpretation of the Supreme Court’s recent Solid Waste Agency of
Northern Cook County v. United States Army Corps of Engineers et al. (SWANCC) ruling, threatens
the health of rivers, streams and wetlands in one fifth of New Mexico, including the Mimbres river
basin in the west, the Tularosa in the south and the eastern playa lakes.

“The threat posed by the SWANCC decision is clear. It excludes isolated, intrastate, non-navigable
waters from the environmental protections guaranteed under the federal Clean Water Act,” said
Governor Richardson in his letter to Senators Pete Dominici and Jeff Bingaman and Representatives
Heather Wilson, Tom Udall and Steve Pearce. “Due to our state’s dramatic, chronic drought, it could
not have come at a worse time. New Mexico’s already over tapped watercourses will come under
increasing pressure in the coming years. To weaken environmental oversight now is to invite disaster.”

Governor Richardson has requested the delegation’s support for the Clean Water Authority Restoration
Act of 2003, which would close the SWANCC loophole and reaffirm Congress’ original intent in
enacting the Clean Water Act, to protect our nation’s water resources for future generations.

“This is not just a narrow legal issue,” said Environment Secretary Ron Curry. “Farmers and ranchers
rely on this resource as do small communities for their drinking water. On Earth Day and everyday, the
Environment Department feels that all the state’s waters need and deserve our protection.”

In his comments to the EPA, Governor Richardson singled out the Mimbres River watershed, which
includes portions of the Aldo Leopold Wilderness and Gila National Forest near Silver City, as a site
of special concern. Already hit hard by job loss, one of Silver City’s few economic bright spots is
tourism. Visitors to Silver City, many of who come for the area’s world-class trout fishing, spent
approximately $2.4 million on lodging through the third quarter of 2002. “The river is an essential part
of the wilderness experience and provides the only reliable source of drinking water for backpackers or
tourists on horseback,” the Governor noted.
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“New Mexico is not the only state effected by this attempt to weaken protections under existing law,”
said Secretary Curry. “This is an issue being addressed around the west and throughout the country.”

The national, bipartisan Environmental Council of the States, Ducks Unlimited, The Natural Resources
Defense Council and American Rivers have all also taken strong stands on this water protection issue.

For further information, contact Jon Goldstein, Communications Director, NMED at (505) 827-0314.
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