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NEW MEXICO ENVIRONMENTAL LAW CENTER NAMES ABQ
CITY COUNCIL PRESIDENT DAN LEWIS & OTHER COUNCILORS

AS “TOXIC POLLUTERS OF THE YEAR” FOR 2024
Announcement Revealed During Annual
Environmental Justice Awards Event

Albuquerque, NM—The New Mexico Environmental Law Center (NMELC) announced the
winners of its Annual Environmental Justice Awards for 2024. The winners were celebrated
during NMELC’s Annual EJ Awards event held on Thursday, December 12th at the Harwood Art
Center in downtown Albuquerque. The five awards given out include the tongue-in-cheek
“award” for Toxic Polluter, which was “awarded” to Dan Lewis, Klarissa Peña, Louie Sanchez
and Brook Bassan. NMELC staff presented a mock “certificate” to the Toxic Polluter of the Year
for harming the environment and the health of New Mexicans.

Other awards included the Karl Souder Award for Water Protection, the Jeanne Gauna
Community Environmental Advocacy Award, the Youth Earth Protector Award, and an award for
Special Recognition of Extraordinary Commitment given to an organization.

Here are the winners for this year’s NMELC EJ Awards for 2024:

Toxic Polluter Award for 2024

Dastardly Dan Lewis & His Toxic Toadies

Klarissa Peña, Louie Sanchez & Brook Bassan

This year’s Toxic Polluter Award for 2024 goes to Albuquerque City Council president
Dan Lewis and the Albuquerque City Council members: Klarissa Pena, Louie Sanchez
and Brook Bassan, his “Toxic Toadies,” for their ongoing record of perpetuating
discrimination against Albuquerque's most overburdened communities and championing
policies that befoul our County’s air, land and water.



At last year’s Health, Environment and Equity Impacts (HEEI) hearing last year before the
Albuquerque-Bernalillo County Air Quality Control Board, after years of advocacy, the Mountain
View Coalition petitioned the Air Board to adopt a rule that would curtail the City’s decades-long
practice of issuing air pollution permits to industries located in low-income communities of color
that already have more than their fair share of pollution.

Councilor Dan Lewis, who was employed by a petroleum company at the time, and his “toxic
toadies” (a majority of the councilors), in order to ensure that this discriminatory permitting would
continue, introduced and adopted legislation attempting to stop the Air Board in its tracks by
dismantling the 7-person Board, among other things.

Mayor Tim Keller, to his credit, vetoed the legislation, but, on the first night of the hearing,
December 4, 2023, Dan and his lackeys voted to override the veto, sending the hearing into
chaos and contributing to what is a much less health-protective rule. Worse yet, during the
public comment period the second night of the hearing, Councilor Lewis showed up with the
KOAT camera crew, interrupting public comment and taking away from the public the
opportunity to comment by boasting, without basis, that proceeding with the hearing was illegal.

Also, while Diabolical Dan was working with polluting industry to purge the Air Board, he was
simultaneously negotiating with an industry party to the rulemaking before the Board for a job.

Because of their unwavering devotion to polluting industry and commitment to further
marginalizing communities that already shoulder most of the pollution in Bernalillo County,
Diabolical Dan Lewis and his Toxic Toadies don’t just deserve, but have earned, this year’s
Toxic Polluter Award for 2024.

Each year the Law Center bestows the Toxic Polluter of the Year Award to a person, business,
or industry that has shown extraordinary disregard for New Mexico’s environment and the
communities that live in it. Previous Toxic Polluter awardees have included: Gary Johnson
(2001), Pete Domenici (2003), Susana Martinez (2017), OCC/OCD (2018), LANL (2019)
Homestake Barrick Gold (2020) and Hilcorp Energy (2021).

https://citydesk.org/2024/councilor-dan-lewis-likely-violated-ethics-law-in-air-quality-board-votes/


NMELC Senior Staff Attorney Maslyn Locke presenting Toxic Polluter of the Year Award on
behalf of NMELC.

Karl Souder Award for Water Protection for 2024

Marcia Fernandez & Rip Anderson

Marcia Fernandez and Rip Anderson have dedicated decades of their lives to being water
protectors in the Middle Rio Grande region, from their commitment to small farming in the South
Valley, strong advocates for acequias, being part of the Contra Santolina Working Group from
the beginning, being EJ champions, community volunteers, and more. We recognize their
service on the board of the New Mexico Water Advocates as well. Marcia invests countless
hours in reading the minutia of County Commission and Utility Authority agendas and minutes,
keeping her comrades updated on any relevant bills and important information we need to keep
track of. They are fierce advocates holding officials and agencies accountable to the protection
of water resources. NMELC recognizes Marcia and Rip for their dedicated service in protecting
New Mexico's precious waterways with the Karl Souder Award for Water Protection for 2024.

The Karl Souder Award for Water Protection honors an outstanding individual or organization
that has made significant contributions to the protection of New Mexico water. Karl Souder was
a hydrologist who spent his career working to protect New Mexico’s water, particularly its ground
water.



Marcia Fernandez, upon accepting the Karl Souder Award for Water Protection on behalf of
herself and her husband Rip Anderson, said, “The work that we do around water and
agriculture and the life in the South Valley where we’ve chosen to live and raise our family and
our grandkids now and animals and crops is part and parcel of what we do. Everything we eat
and breathe and do, we eat and sleep water and earth. In the South Valley, “Somos Atrisco,” we
say at CESSOS, and I think there are a lot of people in this room that are probably more
deserving of this award, but we are humbled and grateful. We hope we have many years to do
what we do because there is so much to do. So thank you very much.”

Marcia Fernandez and Rip Anderson accepting award from Virginia Necochea.

Special Recognition for Extraordinary Commitment Award for 2024

MASE
Multicultural Alliance for a Safe Environment

Since its inception, MASE has brought together diverse communities to support each other in
the fight to clean up New Mexico’s legacy uranium waste and prevent the uranium extraction
industry from harming communities further. MASE is unique because it intentionally and
deliberately seeks to bridge cultural differences to build solidarity to achieve a common goal -
making sure that every community that uranium extraction has devastated can exercise power
to determine its own solutions. Over the years, MASE has punched well above its weight class.
It has helped the Crownpoint and Churchrock communities prevent new uranium mining; it has



produced studies that demonstrate that cleaning up uranium waste could be a much bigger
economic engine for the state than uranium mining ever was; it has forced governments to
clean up legacy waste and it even shut down the last conventional uranium mine in the state.
MASE’s dogged commitment to communities in the face of overwhelming opposition and few
resources and its unwavering demand for justice from the monied and powerful is why we are
giving them special recognition.

Edith Hood, Red Water Pond Road Community Association, accepting the Special
Recognition Award for the Multicultural Alliance for a Safe Environment (MASE), said,
“We’ve been dealing with the uranium issues since we were kids. At the time, we didn’t know
what it was, and we were raising sheep. Back in 1979 there was that uranium spill in
Churchrock, but in 2003 we finally found out the whole area was contaminated. All of those
years we had been living, but only then did we know.”

Laura Watchempino, said, “I’m with one of the MASE core groups, the Laguna Acoma
Coalition for a Safe Environment, and the Mount Taylor Sacred Landscape was one of the
main things we were working towards with the help of [NMELC Legal Director] Eric [Jantz]. We
appealed to the District Court and the Court of Appeals on the Rio Grande Resources uranium
mine whether they could restart uranium mining there and after that hearing they ended up
shutting down and they are still in the close-out process. A lot of this is ongoing work and now
we understand there’s a threat of new uranium opening in the same place. We are constantly
victimized by these developments because it contaminates our water and the air we breathe
and the soil we use to grow our crops. It’s just a vicious cycle, but we do have hope and with the
help of NMELC we will continue to keep the uranium industry at bay.

Teracita Keyanna, Red Water Pond Community Association, said, “I’m standing here with all
my family here, all of us grew up in that area. We are one of the number one Superfund sites,
and it’s not super fun, and Eric and NMELC make all these challenges a whole lot easier. We
really appreciate that MASE is being recognized because it’s a group effort along with the Blue
Water Valley Alliance and everybody. It’s a tough, thankless job and not a lot of people know
what we are suffering with and dealing with, how we have been advocating for ourselves for so
long. I was basically born into this job and so are my kids unfortunately which is something we
need to acknowledge. We are not getting any younger and so we do have to bring in our youth
and make them aware of everything that is happening. We need people like Eric and Virginia
and Sue and Susan Gordon. I'm glad that MASE is getting this recognition and I appreciate this
very much as a group and family member and a community member.”



MASE with Special Recognition Award from NMELC.

Youth Earth Protector Award for 2024

UNM LEAF–Leaders for Environmental Action & Foresight

UNM LEAF (Leaders for Environmental Action and Foresight) is a coalition of students, faculty,
staff and alumni fighting for the University of New Mexico to address climate change in
significant and impactful ways. In 2022, UNM LEAF filed a complaint with the New Mexico
Attorney General seeking divestment of the UNM Foundation fund from the fossil fuels industry.
In 2023, UNM LEAF supported the Mountain View Coalition’s petition for the Health,
Environment & Equity Impacts (HEEI) Rule in front of the Albuquerque Bernalillo County Air
Quality Control Board - the proposed rule addressed the cumulative impacts of air quality in an
overburdened community. UNM LEAF resisted and questioned the UNM Regents’ decision to
oppose the air quality rule and called out the Regents’ for their opposition and lack of
community consultation in mounting that opposition. We honor UNM LEAF as youth earth
protectors for their vision and their strong actions to take on the University to protect our air,
water and earth.

The Youth Earth Protector goes out to youth leaders and advocates who have demonstrated
great leadership and vision in protecting New Mexico's air, water and/or land for current and
future generations. In 2021, the first year NMELC gave out this award, Youth United for Climate
Crisis Action (YUCCA) received the Youth Earth Protector Award. Individuals or organizations
can be nominated.



Feleecia Guillen, UNM LEAF Director of Communications and Outreach, said, “I just want
to say thank you so much for this award. As students we have a huge responsibility to hold our
university accountable. UNM has a huge role in the state of New Mexico, and if we are not
going to hold them accountable, then who else is. We are an oil and gas state but we recognize
that our ecosystem is collapsing and the world as we know it is collapsing and we are just
students who want to come together to demand our representatives, the people in power, are
held accountable and we are taking action when it comes to our climate. I consider myself a
yelder, a youth elder, and I’m doing my best to really educate the freshman and all the
undergrads to take over this fight, because it’s been a really long and exhausting fight. I just
want to thank everyone who is here tonight, Sue for being an amazing ally, Anni [Hanna] for
helping us with a lot of divestment efforts, to all of my Pueblo Action Alliance crew for just
keeping me grounded in the work I do at UNM LEAF and to all the amazing student voices. I
think sustainability and EJ is really taking ground at UNM, and we are here to continue pushing
faculty and the regents and UNM to work towards climate justice and to actually align their
actions with their values. So thank you.”

UNM LEAF with award from NMELC.

Jeanne Gauna Community Environmental Advocacy Award for 2024

Arjun Makhijani

Dr. Arjun Makhijani has been utilizing his skills as an engineer specializing in nuclear fusion and
nuclear issues to serve nuclear-impacted communities for decades, including collaborations



with Concerned Citizens for Nuclear Safety (CCNS), Southwest Research and Information
Center (SRIC) and other groups. For the last several years, he has been working pro-bono
alongside Tewa Women United, to provide technical expertise as they fight Los Alamos National
Laboratory’s proposal to vent tritium, a radioactive hydrogen isotope, into the atmosphere,
impacting surrounding pueblos and communities and exposing residents to high levels of
radiation. Dr. Makhijani’s expertise has been invaluable, as no tritium venting has occurred since
LANL’s first attempt in 2020.

The Jeanne Gauna Community Environmental Advocacy Award is given to New Mexicans who
have given significant time and effort toward grassroots advocacy for the welfare of our state’s
communities, especially through the linkage of environmental health and community well-being.
Jeanne Gauna was a fierce environmental justice warrior and former director of the SouthWest
Organizing Project (SWOP). This award has been given by the Law Center since 1999, and its
name was changed from Community Advocacy Award to the Jeanne Gauna award in 2003.
Individuals or organizations can be nominated.

Dr. Arjun Makhijani, President, Institute for Energy and Environmental Research (IEER)
based in Tacoma Park, Maryland, accepted the award over zoom and said, “Thank you so very
much for making me an honorary New Mexican. I receive this award in the name of very
prominent and important New Mexico environmental and economic justice activists. So I really
appreciate it. I really enjoyed working with Maslyn and Kacey on the case of LANL tritium
venting and its potential impact on people and animals. What’s been wonderful is that both
Kacey and Maslyn have shared my passion for putting children and infants on the map of
environmental regulation, because EPA does not consider children as members of the public for
regulatory purposes. We have been trying for a very long time; it’s very good to have partners
and lawyers trying to make children to be considered as members of the public. The way I
became a New Mexico resident for a large portion of the year is when Concerned Citizens for
Nuclear Safety filed a lawsuit against LANL and for 6 years I was very often in New Mexico and
made many close friends. I’ve enjoyed working with the New Mexico Environmental Law Center
for a long period of time, and it’s been just wonderful to reconnect. I truly appreciate this honor.
Thank you very much.”

Dr. Virginia Necochea, Executive Director of NMELC said, “It is our honor to present this year’s
Environmental Justice awards to Marcia Fernandez, Rip Anderson, Arjun Makhijani, UNM LEAF
and MASE. NMELC’s Environmental Justice Awards have been in place since 1992 and are our
way of uplifting and recognizing the powerful work of community advocates who work tirelessly
in defending and upholding environmental justice across the state of New Mexico.”

NMELC’s annual event included live poetry by Ryan Tate, a Reverend in the Spiritual Church
Tradition of Black Churches, a singer, and poet. Profoundly inspired and moved by the natural
world, environmental justice and restoration is at the forefront of both their Art and Ministry. The
poetry greatly enhanced the celebration of our environmental justice champions.

The New Mexico Environmental Law Center has been defending environmental justice since
1987. It is our mission to work with New Mexico’s communities to protect our air, land and water
in the fight for environmental justice.

For more information about NMELC, go to https://nmelc.org/ or
https://www.facebook.com/NMELC.

https://nmelc.org/
https://www.facebook.com/NMELC
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