It seems so sensible.  Who wants to live in an unsafe or unsanitary environment?  No one.  And no one would deliberately tell another person to do that.  And yet every day, that’s exactly what happens.  To millions of people around the world.  To communities here in New Mexico.  Why does it happen?  Sometimes, the pressure of growth forces industrial activity into existing communities – communities without the voice to prevent that action.  Sometimes, urban sprawl pushes people into areas with a history of industry and environmental degradation.  Three things seem clear.  One.  People without a voice suffer the most – this is the issue of environmental justice, which might also be called environmental injustice.  Two.  Land use policy or zoning provides the legal framework that permits this to happen and is one tool for change.  Three.  Enforcement of regulations is key to making change happen.
Much of our experience is that this is a confrontational process that could be divided into black and white – rich and poor.  But it doesn’t have to be this way.  The Mountain View Sector Plan proposes a middle way.  Economic growth and development are encouraged but not at the expense of the health of the individuals in the community.  In an effort that echoes the policies in communities and states around the US, the Sector Plan would refine zoning categories and limit the number of new ‘high polluter’ industries in this mixed residential-agricultural-industrial area of the South Valley.  A proposed project shall not cause an increase in pollution in the Mountain View Sector Plan area – in noise, light, smell, air, or water (Policy A2).  The Plan goes on to state in Policy A3, that in the event the proposed project would contribute to such increases, the applicant shall provide mitigation measures.  It sounds so sensible but unfortunately it remains contentious.  
A report called “Environmental Justice for All:  A Fifty State Survey of Legislation, Policy and Cases” was prepared by the Public Law Research Institute in 2007 and is available free of charge on the web at: www.uchastings.edu/?pid=1353.  This more than 100 page report describes the legislation and initiatives in the 50 states in the area of environmental justice.  The approaches taken by the different states vary widely but all are clear in their efforts to make permit decisions based on an understanding of the effects on the community.
The challenge facing Bernalillo County and Albuquerque now is to respect the results of the community meetings and input over the past year or more while considering the recently raised concerns of some in the business community.  The challenge facing the residents of Mountain View is to continue making their voice and their needs heard.  Their concerns are the same as those of individuals in communities throughout the US.  Just as other states are recognizing and enacting laws to ensure environmental justice, the Mountain View Sector Plan offers New Mexico a model to do the same.
