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Environment Department Proposes to Eliminate Toxic Pollution from Trash 

Burning, Change Requirements for Vegetation Burning 
 
 
(Santa Fe, NM) -- The New Mexico Environment Department (NMED) is seeking public comment on 
a draft proposal for changes to the state's open burning regulation. This regulation (20.2.60 NMAC - 
Open Burning) is intended to control air pollution from outdoor burning.  Except for tribal lands and in 
Bernalillo County, the regulation applies statewide.  
 
The proposal would ban the household burning of trash, a major source of dioxin emissions. New 
Mexico’s current open burning rule has been unchanged since 1971.  
 
“This regulation needs to be brought up to date," said Secretary Curry. “Recent studies show that just a 
few burn barrels produce more dioxin than a modern waste incinerator serving thousands of 
households. To protect the health of New Mexicans and to eliminate this fire hazard, banning the 
burning of household trash is the right thing to do.” 
 
Dioxins and other toxins produced by burn barrels persist and disperse in the environment for years, 
accumulating in the food chain and in the human body over a lifetime, where they can cause cancer 
and interfere with hormone function. Studies show that burn barrels are a bigger source of dioxins than 
all the major industrial sources in New Mexico combined.   
 
The proposed adjustments to open burning regulations would also set uniform requirements to limit the 
air quality impacts of small-scale vegetation burning. This would replace the current system, which 
requires many burners get an NMED permit each time they burn.  
 
Substituting uniform requirements for the need to get an NMED permit would aid stepped-up efforts to 
reduce hazardous accumulations of vegetation from the wildland-urban interface in New Mexico 
communities.  
 
Despite the changes, burners would still have to meet any fire safety requirements set by local fire 
departments or other agencies. Any local or statewide fire ban would supercede this regulation.  

more 



Open Burn Changes 
6/23/03 
Page 2 
 
"This change will, reduce regulatory hassles for the public and, at the same time, make state 
government more efficient by eliminating the cost of issuing thousands of permits each year," said Ron 
Curry, NMED Secretary. 
 
The current draft proposal would make significant changes in the rules for many kinds of burning.   

 
Details of the proposed changes include: 
 
1. Burning of household refuse, except for vegetation such as yard waste and weeds, would be 
prohibited after June 1, 2004. 
 
2. Before June 1, 2004, new restrictions would apply to household refuse burning.  This burning 
would not be allowed where a publicly provided drop-off facility for trash was within a reasonable 
distance.  Also, this burning would not be allowed close to neighboring houses. 
 
3. The new rule would have requirements for all burning of vegetative material, such as yard 
waste, weeds, slash, orchard trimmings, crop stubble, and rangeland.  This rule would apply to small 
burns less than a specified acreage or pile volume per day.  Larger burns would be covered under a 
new Smoke Management regulation which is under development. 
 
4. The time-of-day window for vegetation burning would be expanded to allow burning earlier in 
the day than under the current regulation. This would allow burning when it is less windy, and safer.  
 
5. Vegetation burning would be prohibited close to neighboring houses. 
 
The draft proposal, background information, and an invitation for public comment are posted on the 
Department's website at www.nmenv.state.nm.us/aqb under "Proposed Changes to the Open Burning 
Regulation.”  To foster open discussion, NMED will post summaries of comments as they are 
received.  Copies of the proposed new rule may also be obtained from Brad Musick, Environmental 
Analyst, Air Quality Bureau, New Mexico Environment Department, 2044 Galisteo St., Santa Fe, New 
Mexico, 87505, or by calling (800) 224-7009.  Requests may also be sent by E-mail to 
brad_musick@nmenv.state.nm.us. 
 
NMED is asking that comments on the draft proposal be submitted before July 11, 2003.  NMED plans 
to present a formal proposal to the Environmental Improvement Board in mid-July, for their 
consideration and decision at a hearing of the Board in early November.  NMED will propose an 
effective date of January 1, 2004, for the new regulation. 
 
For additional information, contact Brad Musick, Environmental Analyst, NMED at (505) 955-8019, 
or Jon Goldstein, Communications Director, NMED, at (505) 827-0314. 
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