
SANTA FE - Desert ranchers in New
Mexico are hoping the new GOP ad-
ministration in Washington will dra-
matically shrink a recently designated
national monument in the south of the
state where outlaw Billy the Kid and
Apache leader Geronimo once sought
refuge.

The Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks
National Monument is among 27 monu-
ments where a review ordered by
President Donald Trump might remove
protections previously considered ir-
reversible.

The review is rekindling a fierce de-
bate about oversight of lands marked
by ancient petroglyphs and towering
mountain spires. President Barack
Obama designated the monument in
2014, emphasizing the need to preserve
the area’s unique past and ensure op-
portunities for outdoor recreation and
hunting.

Cattle-grazing has continued undi-
minished within the monument bound-
aries, but many ranchers fear that
gradual limitations might eventually
drive them out, said Tom Mobley, who
operates a ranch with about 150 cattle
under a federal grazing permit within
the monument.

A leading voice in a coalition that re-
sisted the monument designation, Mo-
bley believes Obama failed to comply
with the federal Antiquities Act by fo-
cusing on an overarching area rather
than specific objects of historical and 
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SENATE LEADERS DELAY VOTE ON HEALTH CARE BILL PAGE 3A

SANTA FE - Insurance providers for
New Mexico’s health exchange have
proposed rate increases ranging from
about 20 percent to 85 percent starting
in 2018, though the requests are likely to
be rewritten in coming weeks as Senate
Republicans seek out health care re-
forms.

Details of the rate proposals were
made available Tuesday on the website
of the New Mexico Office of the Superin-
tendent of Insurance, the agency that
evaluates whether premiums are justi-
fied and checks that plans provide es-

sential health benefits.
Private insurers on the federally sub-

sidized exchange have been left guess-
ing about key regulations that support
the New Mexico marketplace, as Senate
Republicans delayed voting until at least
next week on a bill to scrap President
Barack Obama’s health care law.

“Those rates really don’t mean any-
thing because we’re all submitting a sec-
ond round,” said Martin Hickey, CEO of
New Mexico Health Connections, which
submitted the 85 percent rate increase
proposal. “It could be really dramatical-
ly different.”

Premium increases by dollar value

were not immediately available. Subsi-
dies may limit the impact of rate in-
creases for low-income insurance sub-
scribers. About 80 percent of consumers
on the exchange receive a discount on
premiums or assistance with out-of-
pocket expenses such as copayments.

About 55,000 New Mexico sign up
each year for federally subsidized insur-
ance through the state exchange, known
as beWellnm.

New Mexico has sustained a compet-
itive health insurance exchange with
four current private providers, as con-
sumer options have dwindled across
some other states.

Several elements of the Senate health
care bill would reverberate through
state insurance exchanges, including a
proposal to end the tax penalty imposed
on people who don’t buy insurance under
President Barack Obama’s health law.

Molina Healthcare requested the
smallest rate increase of 21 percent.
Christus Health Plan proposed a 49 per-
cent increase. Blue Cross Blue Shield of
New Mexico asked for a 25 percent in-
crease.

Insurers that have submitted rate ap-
plications for the coming year can still
exit the exchange until late August or
early September.

Health insurers propose rate hikes in NM
ASSOCIATED PRESS

LAS CRUCES - As President Donald Trump's administration is carrying out a review of the Organ

Mountains-Desert Peaks National Monument and other monuments across the country, Doña Ana County

commissioners reiterated support for the public lands designation Tuesday.

After five hours of debate, the County Commission, in a 4-1 vote, passed a measure expressing continued

support for the three-year-old monument and opposing any reductions in its size. County Commissioner Ben

Rawson was the dissenting vote.

The measure and a second monument-related item drew roughly 300 people, one of the largest crowds at a

County Commission meeting in the past decade.

‘Clear statement of support’

County Commissioner Billy Garrett
proposed the measure that passed.

"To me, it's a clear statement of sup-
port for where we are with the monu-
ment," he said after the meeting. "It's
been designated by a president. The way
forward is through the management
plan. We really don't want to go back-
ward."

The U.S. Bureau of Land Manage-
ment is creating a plan on how to oversee
the monument. Garrett said he believes
concerns raised by ranchers and other
residents about private lands surround-
ed by the monument can be addressed
through that route.

Most of Tuesday's attendees were
supporters, for wide-ranging reasons, of
the national monument and backed Gar-
rett's resolution. A contingent of oppo-
nents to Garrett's resolution mostly ex-
pressed support for a second monument-
related item proposed by Rawson.

Antoinette Reyes, 24, a caregiver and
co-chair of the Southern New Mexico
New Progressives, said the national
monument has boosted tourism locally
and is a place school students can go for
educational purposes. And the designa-
tion has garnered publicity in major pub-
lications. Before the vote, she urged
commissioners to pass the statement of 

Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks National Monument 

COMMISSION SUPPORTS
KEEPING OMDP INTACT

Packed meeting sparks 5 hours of debate
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The Doña Ana County Commissioners chamber was filled to capacity Tuesday. Many of the
residents gathered at the commission meeting to give input on the two resolutions on the
agenda concerning the Organ Mountain Desert Peaks Monument. 
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See OMDP, Page 6A

Trump
review stirs
passions
in state
Ranchers, politicians,
land advocates at odds
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Have something to say about OMDP?
There’s a July 10 deadline to submit comments as part of the federal review.

Comments may be submitted online at www.regulations.gov by entering “DOI-2017-0002” in
the search bar or by mail to Monument Review, MS-1530, U.S. Department of the Interior, 1849
C Street NW, Washington, DC 20240.
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scientific interest.
U.S. Rep. Steve

Pearce has called the
monument on the out-
skirts of Las Cruces just
one example of federal
interference with a
struggling rural econo-
my.

While mulling a pos-
sible run for governor in
2018, Pearce has jumped
back into a yearslong ef-
fort to limit any new wil-
derness or monument
designation at the jag-
ged Organ Mountains
and nearby lands over-
seen by the Bureau of
Land Management.

“The local population
said protect, but also
don’t overreach,” said
Pearce, the lone Repub-
lican lawmaker among
New Mexico’s five-
member delegation to
Washington. “The econ-
omy in our rural west-
ern states is just choked
down by the federal
government.”

Pearce last week
urged Interior Secre-
tary Ryan Zinke to re-
duce the outline of the
monument from 775
square miles to about 95
square miles, and hopes
to accompany Zinke on a
promised visit to New
Mexico in coming
weeks.

Mark Allison, execu-
tive director of the New
Mexico Wilderness Alli-
ance that advocates for
federal protection of
public lands, said Pearc-
e’s stance is out of touch
with public opinion but
could still carry politi-
cal weight in Washing-
ton.

“We’re taking it very
seriously,” he said. “I’m
very skeptical of the (re-
view) process and that it
is going to be run with
integrity.”

Defenders of the new
monument said it has
been proven to be wide-
ly popular and attracts
tourists and profession-
als who value outdoor
recreation.

Luxury home builder
Wayne Suggs, a 56-year-
old Las Cruces native,
said he routinely touts
recreational opportuni-
ties in the Organ Moun-
tains-Desert Peaks to
sell homes to lawyers,
physicians and other
professionals. He cites
the monument designa-
tion as a guarantee
against encroachment
by private development.

“They want the open
space to go out and just

relax and get that stress
relief,” he said. “It’s not
just us that it helps. There
are literally hundreds of
people who work on the
homes” in construction.

The Las Cruces City
Council and the Doña Ana
County Commission this
month each passed reso-
lutions stating their sup-
port for leaving the mon-
ument as is. 

New Mexico’s four
Democratic U.S. lawmak-
ers have urged Zinke to
leave intact both the Or-
gan monument and the
Rio Grande del Norte
monument near Taos.

Zinke’s stance was un-
clear, with a final report
due out in August. He has

recommended a downsiz-
ing of the Bears Ears Na-
tional Monument in Utah.

Adding to pressure to
shrink the monuments in
New Mexico, State Land
Commissioner Aubrey
Dunn announced Tuesday
that he supports reducing
the size if it will allow the
state to generate income
from trust lands isolated
within the monuments.

Dunn, a Republican,
has pushed without suc-
cess to transfer 65 square
miles of state land hold-
ings into the monuments
in exchange for Bureau of
Land Management prop-
erty elsewhere that can
generate lease revenue
for the state.
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Workers install a sign at the new Organ Mountain-Desert
Peaks National Monument in Las Cruces. Defenders of the
new monument said it has been proven to be widely popular
and attracts tourists and others who value outdoor recreation.

Review
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support because the fed-
eral government is look-
ing for feedback from lo-
calities.

"A memorial or resolu-
tion actually has weight,"
said Reyes, who said she
plans to run for a County
Commission seat in 2018.
"I believe it is very impor-
tant that the county af-
firm its support for the
monument."

Trump has asked for a
review of certain large
national monuments, ded-
icated by presidents un-
der the federal Antiqui-
ties Act of 1906, over con-
cerns about their size.

Michael Aguilar of the
Southern New Mexico
Business Alliance asked
county commissioners to
back Rawson's proposal,
saying it wouldn't rescind
the monument but does
promote reviewing its
terms.

"An issue like this, it
needs a thorough review,
and that's what this reso-
lution would accomplish,"
he said.

County Commissioner
John Vasquez said he has
both Hispanic and Native
American heritage, and
the lands contained in the
monument are important
culturally.

"This land is part of
who we are; our blood is
soaked into this land they
cut our mothers' umbili-
cal cords," said Vasquez,
who voted for Garrett's
proposal.

A previous County
Commission had also
passed a resolution stat-
ing support for the OMDP
monument.

Burritos delivered

Members from two
hunters' organizations
were among those asking
commissioners to OK the
statement of support for
the monument.

"Most sportsmen's
groups support the reso-
lution to maintain it," said
Jim Bates of the South-
west Consolidated Sports-
men.

Representatives from
U.S. Sens. Tom Udall and
Martin Heinrich, both D-
N.M., stated support for
Garrett's proposal. A rep-
resentative for U.S.Rep.
Steve Pearce, R-N.M., re-
iterated support for a
much-smaller national
monument that would
cover the Organ Moun-
tains only, not four other
mountain ranges now in-
cluded in the boundaries.

Two attendance over-
flow rooms in the Doña
Ana County Government
Center were used to ac-
commodate the large
crowd. They featured
video and audio of the
commission's proceed-
ings.

During the lengthy
meeting, which didn't
break for lunch, a group
of monument proponents
brought burritos and was
distributing them to peo-
ple who wanted one, re-
gardless of their stances
on the monument.

On private lands

On June 19, the Las
Cruces City Council unan-

imously passed a
statement opposing the
possible curtailment or
reduction of the roughly
500-acre Organ Moun-
tains-Desert Peaks monu-
ment. 

Tuesday, the second
monument-related item,
proposed by Rawson,
sought for the Interior
Department to also re-
view private lands that
are surrounded by monu-
ment territory for possi-
ble effects to them. That
measure died for lack of a
second to Rawson's mo-
tion.

Several ranchers, in-
cluding 39-year-old Wes
Eaton, who have grazing
allotments on public lands
in the monument and own
private acreage, ad-
dressed county commis-
sioners. Eaton said he has
a parcel of private land
that's enveloped by na-
tional monument land in
the south county. The
heart of his concern is
that the national monu-
ment — though it does al-
low for existing rights-of-
way — doesn't allow for
new ones. So, if he wanted
to extend electrical utili-
ties to his private parcel
from the nearest El Paso
Electric Co. line, he
wouldn't be able to get the
right-of-way approved.

"We don't have any way
to get utilities to it any-
more," he said.

Eaton said he's not op-
posed to a national monu-
ment, but prefers that it
cover the Organ Moun-
tains only. And he backs
the federal review of the
monument "to look at it
from a different set of
eyes."

Former President Ba-
rack Obama's
proclamation designating
the monument states that
the renewing or upgrad-
ing "existing utility line
rights-of-way within the
physical scope of each
such right-of-way that ex-
ists on the date of this
proclamation" is allowed.
But other rights-of-way
"shall be authorized only
if they are necessary for
the care" of the resources
the monument is meant to
protect, according to the
measure. The proclama-
tion does allow for graz-
ing rights to continue.

Thomas Carroll of Las
Cruces, a retired National
Park Service employee,
told county commission-
ers the national monu-
ment is a "natural, cultur-
al, historical landmark
surrounding Las Cruces."

"And you've got the per-
fect organization here
with the Bureau of Land
Management to be having

your national monu-
ment," he said. "I've been
absolutely amazed at
how different organiza-
tions can be. Grazing, all
that type of stuff, is
quite comfortable — dif-
ferent from the Park
Service."

Attendee Theresa
Castillo, 68, a retired
teacher from Las Cruc-
es, expressed support
for Garrett's measure,
saying her family has
"long been in the agricul-
tural business."

"This (monument)
hasn't affected our abil-
ity to farm here in New
Mexico," she told county
commissioners.

Rancher Jim Hyatt,
who lives in Luna Coun-
ty but whose ranch is in
the national monument
in Doña Ana County, en-
couraged the commis-
sion to support Rawson's
proposal. He's con-
cerned the monument
will affect his livelihood.

"Ranching is the only
source of income for my
family," he said.

State Land Commis-
sioner Aubrey Dunn at-
tended the session, say-
ing he wasn't expressing
support for or against
the national monument.
But he asked the com-
mission to consider sup-
porting expedited trade-
outs between the State
Land Office and the
BLM that would allow
state lands to be re-
moved from within two
national monuments, in-
cluding OMDP. County
commissioners didn't
take action on his re-
quest Tuesday.

After the meeting, na-
tional monument critic
Jerry Schickendanz, a
former agriculture col-
lege dean at New Mexico
State University, said he
was disappointed be-
cause the discussion
seemed to boil down to
people being "for or
against the monument"
and never really delved
into the specifics of
Rawson's proposal be-
cause commissioners
discussed both mea-
sures at the same time.

"It got overshadowed
by the emotion for the
monument — not look-
ing at the issue of pri-
vate lands," he said.

There's a July 10
deadline to submit com-
ments as part of the fed-
eral review.

Comments may be
submitted online at
www.regulations.gov by
entering “DOI-2017-
0002” in the search bar
or by mail to Monument
Review, MS-1530, U.S.
Department of the Inte-
rior, 1849 C Street NW,
Washington, DC 20240.

Separately on Tues-
day, Interim County
Manager Chuck McMa-
hon removed from the
meeting agenda a
planned discussion item
relating to the county
manager's search,
thereby avoiding a pos-
sible legal violation. The
item had sparked a
warning from the New
Mexico Foundation for
Open Government about
a possible transparency
law violation.

Diana Alba Soular
may be reached at 575-
541-5443, dalba@lcsun-
news.com or @Alba-
Soular on Twitter.
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Susan Singley, Director of Programs and Operations with Friends of the Organ
Mountains-Desert Peaks, holds up a painting by one of the group’s artist in residence as she
expressed her support of keeping the OMDP monument intact.

OMDP
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Jerry Schickedanz said he
supported the federal review
of private land at the park. 


