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New Mexico backs Texas in opposing nuclear fuel storage

BY SUSAN MONTOYA BRYAN
ASSOCIATED PRESS

Top New Mexico leaders say 
they’re open to “most anything” 
that would prevent spent nuclear 
fuel and other high-level waste 
from being stored indefinitely in 
the state, including legislation 
like a measure recently adopted 
by Texas to prevent the shipping 

and storage of such waste.
The renewed criticism this 

week of planned temporary stor-
age facilities in West Texas and 
southeastern New Mexico came 
as federal regulators just granted 
a license for the proposed opera-
tion in Texas.

Interim Storage Partners 
LLC plans to build a facility in 
Andrews County that could take 
up to 5,000 metric tons of spent 
nuclear fuel rods from power 
plants and 231 million tons of 
other radioactive waste.

In New Mexico, Holtec Inter-
national is awaiting approval of 
its license application for a facil-
ity that initially would store up 
to 8,680 metric tons of uranium. 
Future expansion could make 
room for as many as 10,000 canis-
ters of spent fuel over six decades.

New Mexico Gov. Michelle 
Lujan Grisham, a Democrat, and 
other top officials already have 
submitted comments in opposi-
tion to the multibillion-dollar 
proposal on their side of the state 
line and to the Texas project. New 

Mexico also is suing the Nuclear 
Regulatory Commission, claim-
ing it hasn’t done enough to vet 
Holtec’s plans.

Lujan Grisham’s office said it 
would be open to exploring leg-
islation and to seeking funding 
that could boost efforts by New 
Mexico regulators to push back 
administratively.

“We are open to most anything 
in preventing the placement of 
this kind of national high-level 
waste depository in New Mexico,” 
Tripp Stelnicki, a spokesman for 

Lujan Grisham, told The Associ-
ated Press in an email.

New Mexico Attorney General 
Hector Balderas said the case 
against the NRC is in the early 
stages and he still has concerns.

“As a largely poor state and 
with communities predominant-
ly of color, it is unacceptable to 
view New Mexico as a dumping 
ground for the country’s nuclear 
waste,” he said. “And the Depart-
ment of Energy, Congress and the 

Holtec facility 
seeking approval
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Champion 
of ABQ’s 
West Side 
recalled  
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BY OLLIE REED JR.
JOURNAL STAFF WRITER

Albuquerque City Council 
President Cynthia Borrego 
recalls that back when she 
worked for the city’s planning 
department, the words “Here 
comes Dr. Joe” put the depart-
ment’s staff on its toes. And 
that’s likely just a polite way to 
phrase it.

Dr. Joe was 
Joe L. Valles, 
Albuquerque 
dentist and a 
f ierce advo-
cate for the 
city ’s West 
Side, where he 
resided.

“I met him 
(at the plan-
ning department) in the ’90s,” 
said Borrego, who represents 
District 5 on the West Side. “He 
was always working with our 
planning directors, and he gave 
so many people a little bit of 
grief on neighborhood issues. He 
would testify at Planning Com-
mission meetings — and not just 
about West Side issues.”

Bernalillo County Commis-
sioner Debbie O’Malley said 
“persistent” is the first word 
that comes to mind when she 
thinks of Valles and “honest” is 
the second.

“He wanted high quality devel-
opment on the West Side,” said 
O’Malley, a former Albuquerque 
city councilor who now repre-
sents County District 1, which 
includes the West Side. “He 
wanted to have planned growth. 
He did not just want housing on 
the West Side, but the opportuni-
ty for jobs there. He really fought 
for neighborhood representation 
in decision making on growth. 
Joe talked frankly to elected 
officials. He did not butter us 
up, and we disagreed on some 
things. He was respectful, but 
he was direct.”

Borrego said Valles was a 
staunch neighborhood activist 
for at least 30 years.

“He understood planning, 
and he was someone who cared 
about his community,” she said. 
“When he talked, people lis-
tened. He will be missed.”

Valles, 72, died Sept. 5. Survi-
vors include his wife, Joanne; 
sons Domingo Valles, DDS, and 
Emiliano Valles, MD; a grand-
son; and numerous nieces and 
nephews.

Services will be on Sept. 24 
at St. Joseph on the Rio Grande 
Church, 5901 St. Josephs NW. 
A eulogy at 8:15 a.m. will be fol-
lowed by Mass at 9 a.m.

Rural roots
Valles was born in Jarales, 

a few miles south of Belen. He 
lived his earliest years with his 
maternal grandparents on their 
subsistence farm and ranch in 
Jarales.

“He loved his grandparents,” 
Joanne, Valles’ widow, said. “He 
used to talk about this rooster 
his grandfather had. That roost-
er loved Joe’s grandfather, but 
when he saw Joe, forget it. That 
rooster would chase Joe to the 
outhouse. He remembered that.”

When his grandfather died in 
1957, Valles and his grandmoth-
er moved closer to Belen. In a list 
he compiled last year, outlining 
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A bend in the Rio Chama near Abiquiu in late August. Traditional irrigation systems known as acequias that depend on the 
river are feeling more pressure as drought persists and climate change piles on with higher temperatures.

Irrigation innovation

BY SUSAN MONTOYA BRYAN
ASSOCIATED PRESS

ABIQUIU — At the edge 
of a sandstone outcropping, 
Teresa Leger Fernández 
looks out on the Rio Chama. 
The river tracks a diverse 
landscape from the southern 
edge of the Rocky Mountains 
through rugged basalt 
hillsides, layers of volcanic 
tuff, and the red and yellow 
cliffs made famous by 
painter Georgia O’Keeffe.

Here marks the genesis of 
New Mexico’s centuries-old 
tradition of sharing water 
through irrigation systems 
known as acequias.

It’s also one of the many 
spots in the arid West 
facing more pressure as 
drought stretches into 
another decade and climate 
change piles on with higher 
temperatures.

Once an acequia 
commissioner and now a 
U.S. congresswoman, Leger 
Fernández knows how hard 
it is to tell farmers they 
won’t get all the water they 
need — or maybe none at all.

She talks about the annual 
limpia, or cleaning of 
acequias in preparation for 

planting season.
“There was always a sense 

of accomplishment but now 
what we’re witnessing is 
we can’t do it all the time 
anymore because we don’t 
have the water,” she said 
during a tour with acequia 
officials. “And what you 
all are facing is not of your 
making, right? But you are 
having to work through 
the struggle of making 

whatever water is available 
work for everybody in the 
community.”

Some earthen canals 
didn’t get a drop of water 
this year, another example 
of parched Western 
conditions. Like many parts 
of the world, the region 
has become warmer and 
drier over the last 30 years, 
mainly due to rising levels 
of carbon dioxide and other 

greenhouse gases resulting 
from the burning of coal, oil 
and natural gas development 
and transportation.

Boat docks are high and 
dry at reservoirs around 
New Mexico, and Lake 
Powell along the Utah-
Arizona line has hit a 
record low this year. A 
key Northern California 
reservoir that helps water 
a quarter of U.S. crops is 
shrinking.

For mayordomos — those 
who oversee acequias and 
ensure equitable water 
distribution — it has become 
a scramble.

Less snow falls, and 
higher temperatures melt 
it sooner. Dry soil soaks 
up runoff before it reaches 
streams and rivers that feed 
acequias.

Paula Garcia, New 
Mexico Acequia Association 
executive director, shuns 
the phrase “new normal” 
because she said that implies 
stability in weather patterns 
the community’s ditches rely 
on.

“We’re trying to be quick 

Drought tests centuries-old water traditions in New Mexico

U.S. Rep. Teresa Leger Fernández, D-N.M., talks with ace-
quia officials at a crossing over the Rio Chama during a tour 
near Abiquiu on Aug. 31.

Dr. Joe Valles

Neighborhood leader 
Dr. Joe Valles advocated 
for smart development

 See JOE VALLES  >>  A9

BLM moving back to DC, reversing Trump-era decision

BY MATTHEW DALY
ASSOCIATED PRESS

WASHINGTON — Interior Secretary Deb 
Haaland is moving the national headquar-
ters of the Bureau of Land Management 
back to the nation’s capital after two years 
in Colorado, reversing a decision by former 
President Donald Trump’s administration 
to move the agency closer to the region it 
serves.

The land management bureau, which 
oversees nearly one-fifth of the nation’s 
public lands, lost nearly 300 employees to 
retirement or resignation after its head-

quarters was moved to 
Grand Junction, Colorado, 
in 2019. Grand Junction 
will be rechristened the 
agency’s “western head-
quarters,” Haaland said in 
a news release, and “have 
an important role to play in 
the bureau’s clean energy, 
outdoor recreation, con-
servation, and scientific 
missions.”

With control of 245 mil-
lion acres, the agency has 

broad influence over energy development and 
agriculture in the western U.S., managing 
public lands for uses ranging from fossil fuel 
extraction, renewable power development 
and grazing, to recreation and wilderness.

Trump’s first interior secretary, Ryan 
Zinke, initiated the headquarters move west 
and called it a needed reorganization that 
put top agency officials closer to the public 
lands it oversees. The move was completed 
under David Bernhardt, who succeeded 
Zinke in 2019.

Critics said the Trump administration 
intended to gut the agency and pointed to the 
number of people who refused to transfer to 
Colorado as evidence of the administration’s 
bid to get rid of career employees. A similar 
mass exodus occurred after two Agriculture 
Department research agencies were moved 
from Washington to Kansas City, Missouri, 
under Trump.

Haaland, who opposed the BLM move as a 

Grand Junction, Colo., to 
be ‘western headquarters’ 

Interior 
Secretary 
Deb Haaland
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Legislature should absolutely do 
everything within their power to 
protect New Mexican families.”

Texas Gov. Greg Abbott, a 
Republican, has a similar stance 
and tweeted this week that “‘Tex-
as will not become America’s 
nuclear waste dumping ground.”

Holtec said the New Jersey-
based company and its partners 
in the New Mexico counties of 
Eddy and Lea are committed to 
completing the federal regulatory 
process for the proposed facility.

“Though we are mindful of the 
developments in Texas, the Holtec 
and ELEA (Eddy Lea Energy Alli-
ance) project has strong support 
from local community leaders 
as they understand the proposed 
project is safe and will be an eco-
nomic benefit to the area,” said 
Joe Delmar, the company’s senior 
director of government affairs 
and communications.

Texas and New Mexico fear 
the waste will be stranded in 
their states because the feder-
al government has failed over 
decades to find a permanent 

disposal site.
According to the Energy 

Department, nuclear reactors 
across the country produce more 
than 2,000 metric tons of radioac-
tive waste a year, with most of it 
remaining on-site because there’s 
nowhere else to put it.

The fuel is sitting at temporary 
storage sites in nearly three dozen 
states, either enclosed in steel-
lined concrete pools of water or 
in steel and concrete containers 
known as casks.

In the 1980s, the Energy Depart-
ment and Congress approved 

building a permanent under-
ground burial site in Nevada. 
Officials there fought the project 
for years, and Congress eliminat-
ed funding for it in 2011. Federal 
approval was granted for a tempo-
rary dump in Utah in 2006, but it 
was never built.

New Mexico state Sen. Jeff 
Steinborn, a Las Cruces Demo-
crat who heads the Legislature’s 
Radioactive and Hazardous Mate-
rials Committee, said passing 
new legislation would send “an 
unmistakable message” that the 
region is against becoming the 

repository for spent fuel.
The Biden administration has 

been vague at best with how it 
intends to address the problem, 
Steinborn said.

“What I would really like to 
hear is a commitment to go back 
to the drawing board on figuring 
out a permanent solution,” he 
said. “Right now, we have a situ-
ation where the tail is wagging 
the dog, where national policy is 
being promulgated by a private 
company and a small handful of 
people who have decided this is a 
good business opportunity.”

on our feet and adapt as much 
as we can, but it tests what we 
can really call resiliency,” she 
said, standing in shade at Santa 
Cruz Farm and Greenhouses in 
Española, where rows of chile, 
corn and blackberries bake 
in the sun. “We think we’re 
resilient, but resilient to what 
point? We’re bumping up against 
what those tipping points are.”

Federal water management 
policies have complicated 
matters as needs of cities and 
other users overshadow these 
Hispanic and Indigenous 
communities.

Their traditions are rooted 
in Moorish ingenuity first 
brought to Europe and then to 
North America via Spanish 
settlers. Those water-sharing 
ideas were blended with already 
sophisticated irrigation culture 
developed by Indigenous 
communities in what is now the 
southwestern U.S.

What developed were little 
slices of paradise, with gardens 
and orchards that have 
sustained communities for 
generations.

Roughly 640 New Mexico 
acequias still provide water to 
thousands of acres of farmland.

Darel Madrid, Rio Chama 
Acequia Association president, 
didn’t grow a garden this year. 
He wanted to lead by example.

“It’s going to get worse before 
it gets better,” said Madrid, who 
would love nothing more than 
to grow watermelons again. 
“As long as we have reduced 

snowpacks and warmer springs, 
there’s going to be a certain 
point where we’re going to 
only be able to rely solely on 
rainwater and the monsoon 
season. That’s going to be bad.”

After back-to-back record dry 
summer rainy seasons, some 
Southwest areas enjoyed above 
average rain this year. But maps 
are still bleak, with nearly 99% 
of the West dealing with some 
form of drought.

Madrid said some parciantes 
— or acequia members — 
grow crops to supply regional 
farm-to-table programs and 
farmers markets. Others do 
it to subsidize income in a 
region where many live close to 
poverty.

When water-sharing 
compacts involving some of 

New Mexico’s largest cities 
were first negotiated decades 
ago, Madrid said communities 
along Rio Chama were left out. 
Now, as supplies are scarce, 
acequias around Abiquiu have 
been forced to seek state funding 
to buy water from downstream 
users. If none is available, they 
go without. 

As long as Rio Chama 
flows above 140 cubic feet per 
second, water can be diverted 
by acequias. The flow usually 
nosedives in May, and rationing 
starts when it drops below 50 cfs. 
Aside from isolated spikes from 
storm runoff, the flow is now 
less than half that.

Madrid said acequias would 
benefit from permanent 
water storage in an upstream 
reservoir, which would need 

federal approval.
“The bottom line is we want to 

be self-sufficient,” he said. “We 
want to be able to take care of 
ourselves.”

Since 2017, more than $5.3 
million has been funneled to 
dozens of community irrigation 
projects through New Mexico’s 
Interstate Stream Commission. 
Another $15 million in state 
capital funds have been 
earmarked for acequia projects 
since 2018.

Madrid said state and 
federal officials are starting to 
take notice as more acequias 
organize and speak out.

Leger Fernández noted that 
acequias represent some of the 
earliest forms of government 
that predate the U.S.

“What we’re trying to do now 
is preserve something that the 
parciantes and the mayordomos 
and commissioners have been 
able to do for 400 years,” she told 
the group gathered along Rio 
Chama.

Part of that means 
reimagining acequias 
without giving up the sense of 
community they command.

At Santa Cruz Farm, owner 
Don Bustos is growing crops in 
greenhouses in fall and winter 
when less water is needed and 
evaporation is reduced, he said.

In Taos, acequia leaders have 
bumped up annual cleaning to 
the fall so they don’t miss out on 
early runoff.

Madrid recalls a futuristic 
comic book storyline where 
an elaborate system of pipes 
and ration cards are used to 

control water. He’s hopeful that 
will never come to pass, but he 
and others acknowledged that 
acequias need upgrades to last 
another 400 years.

Garcia said she believes 
farmers, masters of soil health 
and seed savers always will be 
in New Mexico’s rural valley, 
they’ll just have to innovate.

“There’s still a lot of 
adaptations that we haven’t 
touched yet. We’re just barely 
seeing the beginning of it now,” 
she said. “We’re dealing with 
centuries-old ditches and in 
another century they might look 
very different, but I do think 
we’re still going to be here.”

Acequias have overcome 
periodic environmental 
crises, rivalries among water 
users and profound historical 
changes, Spanish historian 
and anthropologist Luis Pablo 
Martínez Sanmartín noted 
in a 2020 research report. He 
said survival has hinged on a 
common-good design based on 
cooperation, respect, equity, 
transparency and negotiation.

Leger Fernández kept coming 
back to ideas of community and 
mutual respect as she walked 
through rows of blackberries 
at Bustos’ farm, never missing 
a chance to pick another berry. 
She also talked about gathering 
capulin — or chokecherries — 
and roasting blue corn to make 
atole — a traditional beverage — 
to share during the holidays.

“To me, acequias are the 
most perfect symbol of what we 
should be about: a community,” 
she said.

From PAGE A8
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Don Bustos, owner of Santa Cruz Farm in Española, speaks of 
changes he has made to conserve water.

Centuries-old water traditions tested by climate change

influential points in his life, 
Valles recalled that during 
that time he worked on Sat-
urdays, cleaning the law 
offices of former lieutenant 
governor Tibo Chavez.

When he was in sixth 
grade, he and his grand-
mother moved near Valles’ 
parents in Albuquerque’s 
South Valley. He attended 
Rio Grande High School and 
was coeditor of the school’s 
yearbook.

Valles wrote that he saved 
up money by working after 
school and on Saturdays 
and Sundays and eventually 
bought a motorcycle and a 
car. Even though he was a 
good student, he dropped 
out of high school in April 
1967. He recalled that his 
family was not upset.

“In their eyes — I had 
a job and a car — I had it 
made.”

Valles served in the Army 
in the late ’60s and with the 
Volunteers In Service to 
America (VISTA) program 
from 1970 to 1972. After that, 
he earned a General Educa-
tional Development (GED) 
certificate and entered the 
University of New Mexico 
in 1972. That’s when he met 
Joanne.

“We met in Chicano stud-
ies,” she said. “We were 
friends at first. He was a nice 
guy and very good looking. 
My girlfriends would say, 
‘Hey, do you know him?’ ”

After graduating from 
UNM, Valles was accepted 
into and graduated from the 
University of Southern Cali-
fornia School of Dentistry. 
He started his dental prac-
tice in 1980 in Albuquer-
que when he was 31, and 
he would go on to serve as 
president of the New Mexico 
Dental Association.

“He loved being a den-
tist,” Joanne said. “In fact 
(after he retired), he was 
sad he wasn’t going into the 
office. But he loved a good 

fight, too. He loved the city 
and the neighborhoods. 
He was a champion for the 
neighborhood.”

Strong voice
State Rep. Antonio “Moe” 

Maestas serves House Dis-
trict 16 on Albuquerque’s 
West Side. He knew Valles 
for more than 20 years.

“He was one of my 
staunchest critics and big-
gest supporters,” Maes-
tas said. “He was a strong 
voice on the West Side. Even 
before social media became 
what it is, he would do 2,000 
email blasts about events, 
his opinions, or holding 
elected officials account-
able, pushing his agenda 
of land use and planning, 
or any other issues he felt 
strongly about.”

Maestas said Valles 
pushed back so vigorously 
against WalMart  develop-
ment on the West Side that 
the corporation filed suit 
against him.

“It’s scary when you get 
sued by a major corpora-
tion, but Joe didn’t back 
down,” he said.

More recently, Maes-
tas said Valles had been 
actively involved in urging 
public officials to use state 
and local money to acquire 
the Poole property, 23 acres 
overlooking the Rio Grande, 
to save it from development 
and make it part of Albu-
querque’s open space net-
work. That campaign was 
successful.

“He pushed us all to move 
forward on that,” O’Malley 
said. “I give him credit for 
actually getting that done.”

Maestas said Valles accu-
mulated a kind of moral 
authority over the years, so 
he could tell public officials 
and others what to do.

“He had just an incredible 
political courage to speak 
his mind, regardless of the 
personal and political con-
sequences,” Maestas said. 
“And that’s rare.”

congresswoman from New Mexico, 
visited the Colorado headquarters 
in July after being confirmed as 
interior secretary.

Top Colorado Democrats, includ-
ing Gov. Jared Polis and members 
of the state’s Congressional delega-
tion, wanted the headquarters to 
stay in Grand Junction. Democratic 
U.S. Sen. John Hickenlooper said 
Haaland’s decision to keep a pres-
ence in Grand Junction “will help 
ensure we have a fully functioning 
agency that understands the West.”

To succeed, the western head-
quarters “must be a strong, per-
manent presence that engages the 
community and adds a Western 
perspective and value to the BLM’s 
mission,” Hickenlooper said. The 
Trump administration “scattered 
jobs” throughout the region and 
assigned only a few dozen positions 
to “a shell headquarters in Grand 

Junction,” Hickenlooper added. 
Haaland said in her statement 

that the past several years “have 
been incredibly disruptive to the 
organization, to our public servants 
and to their families.”

“There’s no doubt that the BLM 
should have a leadership presence 
in Washington, D.C. — like all the 
other land management agencies 
— to ensure that it has access to the 
policy, budget and decision-making 
levers to best carry out its mission,’’ 
she said. BLM’s presence in Colo-
rado and across the West will con-
tinue to grow, she added.

Wyoming Sen. John Barrasso, 
the top Republican on the Senate 
Energy and Natural Resources 
Committee, said the bureau does 
not need two headquarters.

“The Biden administration’s 
answer for everything is to double 
the size of government,” Barrasso 
said. “The single headquarters of 
the Bureau of Land Management 

belongs in the West, closer to the 
resources it manages and the peo-
ple it serves.”

What the BLM needs “is an honest 
director who doesn’t bring shame 
to the agency,’’ Barrasso said, 
referring to President Joe Biden’s 
nominee to lead the bureau, former 
Democratic aide Tracy Stone-Man-
ning, who received no Republican 
support in an energy panel vote on 
her nomination in July. Barrasso 
and other GOP senators have lam-
basted Stone-Manning over alleged 
links to a 1989 environmental sabo-
tage investigation.

Stone-Manning will face a full 
Senate vote in order to become the 
new director. It would take every 
Senate Republican plus at least one 
Democratic lawmaker to block her 
confirmation in the evenly divided 
chamber. Haaland, who would be 
Stone-Manning’s boss, reiterated 
her full support for the nominee 
during her Colorado visit.
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An acequia walk-and-talk was among the activities during the Atrisco Acequia Madre project kickoff event 
Saturday. The goal is to develop an outdoor educational site near Central and the river “to celebrate the 
acequia culture and to protect and preserve the agricultural traditions,” says www.acequiamadreplan.org.


