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A N D  I N D E P E N D E N T

Dispatch New Mexico by Tom McDonald

SANTA ROSA, N.M. — We are 
now about a year away from legalizing 
recreational marijuana in this state.

Gov. Michelle Lujan Grisham has 
already set the wheels in motion for 
its passage at the Roundhouse next 
year, and if the state is ready with 
the regulations, it could conceivably 
become legal on July 1, 2020, when 
a lot of new laws take effect.

That’s my prediction — legal pot 
will be selling in New Mexico by this 
time next year. If it comes to pass, 
recognize my crystal-ball brilliance. If 
not, forget I ever said it.

Whether legalized marijuana 
will hit the streets next year or the 
year after, it’s coming, and proba-
bly sooner rather than later. Lujan 
Grisham has created a task force 
that’s looking at how the 11 states 
that have legalized recreational mar-
ijuana are regulating their burgeon-
ing cannabis industries. She wants 
the task force’s work done in time 
for next year’s legislative session, 
where she intends to pass a law 
legalizing recreational pot.

It’s the next logical step. First it 
was medical marijuana, legalized 
in New Mexico 12 years ago and 
now legal in 33 states. Then came 
hemp, brought out of the cannabis 
closet late last year when Congress 
passed a farm bill that legalized the 
production of hemp 
nationwide.

Marijuana is 
being normalized 
nationwide, as 11 
states have jumped 
on the weed wag-
on and legalized 
it for recreational 
purposes, and more 
states — including 
New Mexico — are 
bound to follow 
soon.

Here’s an inter-
esting tidbit: Look 
at a national “weed 
map” online and 
compare it to a map 
of the 2016 electoral 
vote for president. 
With some exceptions, of course, it 
appears that the “legalization” states 
are coming mostly from the blue 
states, where Democrats dominate, 
while most of the Republican red 
states are resisting the legalization 
of both medical and recreational 
cannabis.

In other words, marijuana has be-
come a partisan issue, with Democrats 
supporting legalization and Republi-
cans opposing it.

That’s certainly been true in 
New Mexico. Medical marijuana 
was legalized here under Demo-
cratic Gov. Bill Richardson, and 
then full legalization was blocked 
for years under Republican Gov. 
Susana Martinez. And now our new 
governor, after leading a blue wave 
into office statewide, is bound and 
determined to pass full legalization 
into law ASAP.

I don’t understand the Republi-
cans’ reluctance to jump on board. 
It’s capitalism at its best: a free en-
terprise development that’s going to 
enrich a lot of people. And to argue 
against marijuana on moral grounds 
is laughable when it comes from a 
party behind Donald Trump, perhaps 

the most morally bankrupt president 
we’ve ever had.

This issue, however, isn’t strictly 
partisan. There are Republicans who 
favor legalization and Democrats who 
oppose it. In fact, Lujan Grisham will 
have to tread carefully to capture the 
votes she needs for legalization, even 
though her party controls both cham-
bers at the Roundhouse.

But it’ll happen. Polls have 
shown a clear majority of New 
Mexicans favor legalization, and for 
the lawmakers who might still be 
entrenched in old-world thinking, 
there’s just too much money to be 
had for them to hold out indefinitely.

Meanwhile, the state of New Mex-
ico is riding high on the revenue 
side of things, thanks to Permian 

Basin boom times, 
but we all know the 
boom won’t last. It 
never does. Legal-
izing, regulating 
and taxing cannabis 
could create a new 
revenue stream that 
will help us wean 
ourselves off those 
oil-and-gas reve-
nues, which will en-
ter into a permanent 
decline once Lujan 
Grisham’s version 
of a “green new 
deal” takes over the 
state’s economy and 
— dare I say it? — 
a new climate-aware 
president is elected.

But the tax revenue side of things 
is only one way in which the end of 
cannabis prohibition will influence our 
state and our nation. Business, agricul-
ture, law enforcement, entertainment, 
pharmaceuticals, health care, employ-
ment and workplace standards will all 
be impacted, positively or negatively, 
with marijuana’s legalization.

It’s important to remember, 
however, that an underground in-
dustry already exists, and it has for 
decades now. Bringing cannabis out 
of the shadows will give us a much 
clearer picture of its health benefits 
and risks.

The science is catching up now, 
but for years we harbored a lot of 
misconceptions owed largely to its 
Schedule I status in federal law. 
Removing the “criminal” status from 
marijuana use may be the biggest, 
and most positive, impact that legal-
ization finally brings.

Tom McDonald is founder and editor 
of the New Mexico Community News 
Exchange. He also owns and operates 
The Communicator, a weekly newspa-
per in Santa Rosa. He can be reached 
at tmcdonald.srnm@gmail.com. 

Legal pot coming sooner, not later

“This issue, 
however, isn’t 

strictly partisan. 
There are 

Republicans 
who favor 

legalization and 
Democrats who 

oppose it.”

Guest Column   by Allyson Siwik
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As residents of Grant County, we all want a 
healthy and prosperous future for our kids and grand-
kids. Clean water and a safe environment are just as 
necessary as good jobs to achieving that vision. 

We have an opportunity to come together in 
support of healthy communities by attending 
the public hearing this week on the Chino Mine 
Closure/Closeout Plan, Mining Act permit, and 
financial assurance that are being revised by the 
state Mining and Minerals Division. This hear-
ing is not to determine whether the mine should 
close, but to determine how the mine prepares 
for eventual closure, whenever that happens.

More than a decade out of date, the Chino Clo-
sure/Closeout Plan outlines how Freeport-McMo-
Ran proposes to clean up and reclaim the Chino 
Mine once it’s no longer in operation. Mandated 
by the state Mining Act, the plan and the associat-
ed state permit are critical to ensuring that surface 
and groundwater quality, air quality, land and 
wildlife are protected when the mine closes.

Also up for review is an estimate of the cost 
of reclamation that determines how much finan-
cial assurance Freeport will be required to post 
to guarantee that there are sufficient financial re-
sources available for reclamation when the mine 
closes or if the company goes bankrupt and the 
state is left with the responsibility to clean it up.

Compliance with the state Mining Act, Water 
Quality Act and other state and federal environ-
mental protections is required of all mine oper-
ators in New Mexico. In order to safeguard the 
health of our communities and the environment, 
cleanup and reclamation once a mine has played 
out and shuts down is not only industry best 
practice, it’s also part of doing business in New 
Mexico: You make a mess; you clean it up.

For more than 20 years, Gila Resources 
Information Project has pushed mine operators 
and state regulators to do their jobs and ensure 
that copper mining is done responsibly in Grant 
County. Our Responsible Mining Program is not 
anti-mining. We recognize the economic impor-
tance of Freeport-McMoRan to local families 
and businesses, to Grant County and the state, as 
well as the significance of copper production to 
renewable energy development.

However, with net income estimated at over $270 
million from its Grant County mines in 2018 alone 
based on its federal SEC reporting, Freeport-McMo-
Ran should not be allowed to profit at the expense 
of our groundwater quality, our environment, our 
community health and the New Mexico taxpayer.

How can we achieve a Chino Closure/Close-
out Plan that protects communities and our envi-
ronment? Here are some suggestions to improve 
the draft plan.

The plan should take climate change into account 
in design of water conveyances and channels. Rath-
er than use design criteria for the 100-year precipita-

tion event, more conservative design criteria should 
be used given our area is already experiencing 
500-year and 1,000-year storm events. For example, 
Freeport’s El Abra mine in Chile experienced a 
severe rain event earlier this year that stopped work 
for 35 days to clean up the mud that had inundated 
some of the mine’s operations.

The Chino Mine Closure/Closeout Plan and asso-
ciated permits are currently more than a decade out 
of date. According to the New Mexico Mining Act 
and New Mexico Water Quality Act, the Closure/
Closeout Plans, permits and financial assurance 
should be reviewed every five years to ensure that 
the public and the environment are fully protected. 
Freeport and state agencies need to commit to doing 
a better job renewing these critical plans.

Given that water treatment is predicted to con-
tinue for an indefinite period, beyond 100 years 
after closure of the Chino Mine, Freeport should 
establish a trust fund to cover reclamation costs 
in perpetuity to ensure our water quality is pro-
tected well into the future.

Although the N.M. Mining Act allows mine 
operators to use third-party guarantees for a 
portion of their financial assurance, the parent 
company, Freeport-McMoRan, provides the 
third-party guarantee for Chino. A parent com-
pany guarantee puts the state and the public at 
financial risk should Freeport go out of business, 
since it is nothing more than an IOU. If Free-
port goes bankrupt and can no longer cover its 
environmental liabilities at Chino, then the state 
of New Mexico, through its taxpayers, will have 
to put up the cash for the cleanup.

Third-party guarantees are not industry best prac-
tice, according to the Initiative for Responsible Min-
ing Assurance. Similarly, the U.S. Forest Service 
and Bureau of Land Management prohibit the use of 
parent company guarantees. Freeport and state agen-
cies should follow responsible mining best practice 
and provide less risky forms of financial assurance, 
such as a cash trust or bank letter of credit.

Let’s ensure that Grant County’s future is se-
cure by putting in place a Chino Closure/Close-
out Plan that protects communities, our water 
and environment, and the taxpayer.

Allyson Siwik is the executive director of the 
nonprofit Gila Resources Information Project, 
which is based in Silver City.

Senior services story enlightening
Dear editor,

I very much appreciate your piece on the “demographic time 
bomb” and the Collaborative Community Plan for Senior Ser-
vices. I didn’t know about this initiative. Thanks to your work, 

I was able to learn about community guidance on this important 
issue and respond to the survey before it disappeared. Keep up 
the good work!

(s)Jane Bravick
Silver City

Readers’ Forum

Put people before profits in mine plan


