Alan Hamilton, Conservation Director, New Mexico Wildlife Federation: Hi, and thank you all for being here. I appreciate the opportunity to address this important issue. I especially appreciate that the Water Dialogue brings together so many different kinds of people. It’s not a matter of just preaching to the choir. Even on the board we have people with different backgrounds and perspectives—it keeps things honest, and it keeps the dialogue vital. So again, I appreciate not only how many people are here, but also the diversity of the people in the room.

I come at things from a little bit of a different angle. I’m not much of a numbers guy. In fact, I’m so dyslexic that when I try to remember numbers, I get them totally wrong. I’ve given up trying to quantify things altogether, and I go at these things from a qualitative perspective. I think there’s value to that, as well. I appreciate so much that there are people who can quantify, help us understand these issues and problems by quantifying them with graphs and numbers, but there’s also some benefit, I think, in looking at these things in a more qualitative way, which is what I’m going to do.

 I’m the Conservation Director, New Mexico Wildlife Federation. The Wildlife Federation was started almost a hundred years ago by Aldo Leopold, and we’re a statewide organization of hunters, fishermen, sportsmen and women, and we’re passionate about protecting wildlife and wildlife habitat. But my background and training is in clinical psychology. So for me to speak honestly, I really have to speak from my experience, and more often than not, it’s my experience as a psychologist that informs my other work, and not the other way around.

 What I’ll be addressing here is how we evaluate ourselves as a community. I want to start by developing a context. I don’t have slides, I don’t have charts, I don’t have graphs, so what I would like to do is ask a question for you to think about for a minute, and hold this image within yourself as the context, rather than having something up here on the screen. The question I would ask you all is, to you personally, what makes New Mexico unique? What about New Mexico are you most proud of? And most importantly, where would you take someone if you wanted them to experience the essence of New Mexico? I may ask a few of you as I go on for some of these places that have come to you, but for now, just think about what is it about this extraordinary unique place that you value?

 The fields of psychology and conservation are, to me, not unrelated. One of the things that has been really important to me is that Freud, in spite of his many outlandish ideas, suggested later in life that the dynamics around which individuals are organized are the same dynamics you can see in [the way] communities and civilizations are organized. Essentially what Freud is saying is that communities, just like people, can be healthy, or they can be sick. He had the benefit, I think, of seeing a really sick civilization developing in Nazi Germany. This is something I’ve reflected on a lot and I think it begs the question: how do we know when our communities are healthy? How do we know when our cities and our country are healthy, and how do we know when we’re not doing so well? 

 This is not an easy determination to make as a psychologist, working with individuals, and it’s much harder trying to make that kind of evaluation on a collective level, on a community level. More often than not, the clients that I’ve met with over the years have come to therapy because the unhappiness and instability in their lives have become unavoidably apparent because of some sort of crisis. So do we need a crisis? I think more often than not, we do.

 

In spite of our big brains and our capacity to make rational predictions based on sound scientific studies and sound data, crisis may be a necessary catalyst for change. Our capacity to reason—impressive as it is—is, in my experience, used more often in justifying not taking action, in not making necessary changes in one’s life when it becomes apparent that we need to. In my profession we refer to this as rationalization, and it is uncanny how effectively this is used in maintaining destructive patterns and in keeping us from making necessary changes in one’s life, or maybe even in one’s water policies.

Without crisis, mental health professionals wouldn’t have much work. On a positive note, it has become increasingly apparent to me over the years that crisis—or what we refer to as the de-integration process, the falling-apart process—is often the first necessary step toward healing. Once a breakdown in normal functioning has occurred, the psyche, just like the body when it’s broken or hurt, has an innate capacity to reorganize and reintegrate in a more healthful way. I truly believe that the same is true on a collective or community level. if I couldn’t trust in the intrinsic process of the body and mind to reorganize and heal, and I think communities as well, I couldn’t do my job as a therapist or a conservationist.

So to me, the real question right now is not whether we need a crisis, but rather, how much of a crisis do we need? We have a couple of good ones going right now. We’ve got an economic crisis, and a global warming crisis, and these are probably more related than we think. 

I’d like to concentrate for a moment on the economic crisis, not because it’s more important than climate change, but because this is the crisis that is touching most of us most directly right now. For many of us working over the years for the protection of our waters, our rivers, our lands and our wildlife, we’ve been continually frustrated by how the economy has been the primary measuring stick used to evaluate different policies and regulations. In other words, we’ve used the economy as the lens through which we determine the value of almost everything. We have mistakenly used economic development as the primary indicator of community health. It’s becoming increasingly apparent, however, that this is shortsighted. A healthy economy should be the result of how well our communities are doing, not the determining factor in how well our communities are doing.

In my practice I’ve seen little correlation between financial prosperity and mental health. In fact, some of the most miserable people I’ve ever worked with would be our healthiest citizens if evaluated solely on the basis of their assets. Conversely, last year I had the pleasure of interviewing many farmers in Socorro County. Most of these old farmers had a lifetime of experiences and stories about the hardships they’d endured: failed crops, drought, flood, hail, numerous bankruptcies, injuries… Most of them had no retirement, and yet when asked, with the benefit of hindsight would they choose, again, to farm, knowing what they know now, almost to the person, they said they’d do it all over again. Now these folks weren’t masochists, but given another chance, none of them were rushing off to become investment bankers and developers. 

The conclusions I’ve drawn from this and the many clients I have had the honor to work with over the years, is that health is not related so much to wealth, but that rather, health is found primarily in the quality of our relationships, with each other, with the land, with water, with rivers, trees, animals, with native communities that have preceded us… So it seems to me that this economic crisis affords us a great opportunity. It isn’t that our economy is sick and needs to be fixed. Rather, we have been sick, and caught up in the collective mania where we can have whatever we want whenever we want it, and where people are rewarded for creating and selling debt, creating and selling something that’s worth less than nothing, while at the same time, growing food has become unprofitable. The notion that we’re only healthy when we’re consuming, growing, drilling, pumping and developing may be a great strategy for a virus, but for human beings, it is at best irresponsible, and probably a form of collective mania.

So how do we get an honest evaluation of the health of our collective selves, of our communities? How are we really doing as communities, cities, counties, and as a state? This is where I want to reflect on the images I asked you to think about earlier. Why do we live here? What places or experiences make New Mexico a place you’re proud of and have chosen to live? Where would you take someone if you really wanted them to experience the best of New Mexico? I’m sure if we compiled these, we’d have a really wonderful context by which to evaluate ourselves. It would be interesting to get some of these from you right now, but in the interest of getting through this in the allotted time, I’ll talk about my own responses as I used this exercise myself.

The place I imagined and that I’m most proud of, which I think is one of the most important things in New Mexico, is the Rio Grande. A river is a complex relationship between land, water and people. It is the ribbon of life on which many of our communities and cities depend. To me, because of its central importance to my sense of place, the health of rivers like the Rio Grande is a good indication of our collective health, especially because rivers reveal both the quality of our relationship with the water, wildlife, wildlife habitat, and the land—most importantly our farmland—and to the traditional and tribal communities that have preceded us.

So let’s examine the health of this important river, the Rio Grande, with the idea that its health may be a reflection on our own health. 

· In the northern stretches of the Rio Grande, there is some water in the river most of the time. In the Middle Rio Grande, there is some water in the river some of the time. And in southern New Mexico, Texas and Mexico, there are stretches of the Rio Grande that are dry more often than not. Frequently now, the waters of this fifth largest river in the country do not make it all the way to the ocean. 

· There are some fish living in [the Rio Grande’s] waters, but almost all of the native fish are now extinct, and even non-native fish living in the upper stretches, above Los Alamos National Labs, have such high concentrations of mercury, PCBs and dioxins that there is an ongoing advisory against eating them. For a lot of the fish, invertebrates and animals living below the Los Alamos Labs, it’s even more complicated, with pollutants that are significantly more dangerous, like radionuclides. 

· The Rio Grande cottonwood bosque, once the largest cottonwood forest in the world, along with all the plants and wildlife that have a part in that unique, natural system, are essentially gone below Elephant Butte. Without direct intervention, this old cottonwood forest will die due to the lack of spring flooding necessary for its regeneration. Many of the rich riparian areas that remain have been overrun with invasive plants such as Russian olive and saltcedar. 

· Surface water rights have been over-allocated for more than half a century, and all the while, we’ve encouraged population growth. There is a widening gap, a deficit between water availability and demand, and for years, this deficit has been offset by pumping and the mining of groundwater, which has left our aquifers depleted. Because the Rio Grande and its aquifers no longer satisfy our needs, we are now diverting water underneath the Continental Divide from tributaries of the Colorado River. 

· Our farmlands are disappearing at an alarming rate as the water rights are severed from the land and transferred to industry and suburban development. There aren’t really any viable new water sources, and consequently, making up the deficit in the Middle Rio Grande alone would require the transfer of a significant portion of the irrigation rights out of Socorro/Sierra County. And presently, the majority of our food is now being shipped a thousand miles to get it to our tables. 

· The Rio Grande, like all rivers in New Mexico, has no legal right to its own water. This fact, in and of itself, reveals, I think, a very fundamental problem, for how can we maintain a healthy relationship to something that has been stripped of all its inherent value? 

Until we can appreciate the Rio and all rivers as living systems, we will remain stuck in an economic paradigm in which consumption alone is the means by which we determine value.

So I ask, how are we doing? The poor relationship we have to our land and to our water is all too apparent when examining the Rio Grande. In some places there are still flowing waters, still remnants of the bosque, still sandhill cranes flying overhead…we still have Bosque del Apache, thank God. It’s not dead yet, but when we look closely, the Rio Grande is in serious crisis. Why has the degradation of one of our most treasured resources—perhaps the most important natural resource in New Mexico—happened during a time of economic prosperity? I think this degradation is in part the result of our economic prosperity, of the fantasy that we’ve all bought into to some degree, that health is first and foremost based upon economic development. Again, the correlation between wealth and health is dubious at best, and while we have been prosperous, the vitality of the Rio Grande has been increasingly diminished. Now, because of the economic crisis, we’re being forced to realize that there is no real stability, no long-term stability in the economy. We have trusted the market to bring us stability, and in good faith we have mortgaged our homes and maxed out our credit cards. Unwittingly, we have also mortgaged our most precious natural resources, our water, our land, and our wildlife.

Yes, this is a crisis. It’s an environmental crisis as well as an economic crisis, but it’s also an opportunity for some collective soul-searching, for some re-prioritization. There will undoubtedly be an impulse to get the economy “jump-started” again at all costs, yet we need to be careful not to encourage just another manic episode that would only prolong the fantasy that our wellbeing is primarily a by-product of the economy. I don’t want my wellbeing and the health of my community to be in the hands of the Federal Reserve, Lehman Bros., Goldman-Sachs, or the Madoffs. Rather, I trust more these old farmers, that there is a way to find value in something more sustainable, in our relationships to each other, in our communities, and in our relationships to the Earth. 

Yes, we need a healthy economy; I don’t dispute that at all, but not at the expense of the things we cherish the most. The economy is not a context. It tells us very little about ourselves. Let’s commit to revitalizing our economy from the ground up, to an economy that is fueled by the health of our communities, our farms, our natural resources, our rivers, and our wildlife. It simply doesn’t work the other way around. We are only as healthy as those places we earlier identified within ourselves as the aspects of New Mexico we relate to the most, and are most proud of. Thank you.
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