Environmental Justice:  Legislative Session 2009

Consolidated Environmental Review Act

The 60-day Legislative session opened in Santa Fe on Tuesday 20 January and will end (at noon) on 21 March.  Any adopted legislation will become effective on 19 June.  Information on proposed legislation may be found at the New Mexico legislature web site:  www.nmlegis.gov/lcs/default.aspx for those who like to follow things on the internet.   Close to 700 items have been introduced in the House.  Over 500 items have been introduced in the Senate.  The web site also allows you to check on bills that have been sponsored by particular legislators.

A number of bills relate to environmental, energy, and health issues of interest to South Valley residents.  One is HB520, the Consolidated Environmental Review Act (CERA).  

What is CERA?  

CERA, or the Consolidated Environmental Review Act, requires a lead state agency to prepare a statement assessing the potential environmental impacts of a proposed project.  A project is an activity undertaken by a public agency or a private activity that must receive some discretionary approval from a state agency.  The project may cause either a direct physical change in the environmental or a reasonably foreseeable indirect change in the environment.
Won’t implementation of CERA slow development and add to the costs of state-funded projects?

The requirements of CERA encourage well-designed projects that will be appropriate for the community in which they are housed.  This up-front planning may add to the initial costs of proposed projects but will be beneficial to the project and the community. The evaluation required by CERA produces a more efficient and effective project.  Involving affected stakeholders in the decision process up front can minimize controversy and avoid litigation.  This legislation will save taxpayers and developers money in the long run.

How many states currently have laws similar to CERA?

To date, sixteen states have enacted laws similar to CERA.  They are Arkansas, California, Connecticut, Florida, Hawaii, Indiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Montana, New York, North Carolina, South Dakota, Virginia, Washington and Wisconsin.

What are some of the benefits of CERA?

· CERA will provide the legal framework for implementing the cumulative impact and environmental justice language contained in Governor Richardson’s Environmental Justice Executive Order.

· CERA calls for agencies to consult with each other concerning their proposed actions and provides agencies with a mechanism to coordinate overlapping jurisdictional responsibilities.

· CERA will allow for a more comprehensive and cross media review of projects than is currently possible.

· CERA will create a structure so that state agencies can take a hard look at possible environmental consequences before they make a final decision on a proposed action.

· CERA will help managers produce better results and build stronger connections with surrounding communities and businesses.

· CERA will provide a framework for collaboration between state agencies and those who will bear the environmental, social and economic impacts of their decisions. 

· CERA will be a useful mechanism for attaining sustainable development of communities.

· CERA will result in modified proposals that save taxpayer dollars.

· CERA will discourage poor proposals, reduce the amount of documentation needed, and promote technical innovations.

· CERA will reduce litigation arising from environmental devastation and public health risks, and save taxpayers money.

Agency representatives in states using the CERA process report that developers more readily accepted and incorporated public views on their proposals, resulting in environmentally friendlier project proposals.  

Learn about the issues that interest and affect you and participate in the legislative process. 

For more information contact the South Valley Partners for Environmental Justice (SVPEJ)

Rio Grande Community Development Corporation (RGCDC)

318 Isleta SW – 452-8525 or svpej@rgcdc.org
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