
A Climate Change Policy for NM: Urgent, Comprehensive,  
and Neither ‘Top-Down’ Nor ‘Bottom-Up’ But ‘All-in’ 

What’s the hurry? The scientific consensus as of late 2018  is that to avoid long-lasting or 1

irreversible impacts to ecosystems and human health and well-being, the increase in global 
average temperature over preindustrial levels must be limited to 1.5℃ (we’re already at about 
1℃)—which will require reducing net global human-caused CO2 emissions by about 45% by 
2030, and reaching net zero emissions by 2050. The experts are telling us that this enormous 
shift away from greenhouse-gas-emitting forms of energy is technically feasible, but that it will 
require rapid and unprecedented changes in the way things are done.


Why New Mexico? Governmental action at the federal level is blocked by the present political 
configuration at that level. So the responsibility to act has passed for the time being to state 
and municipal governments and regional associations, many of which have taken or are 
preparing to take climate action commensurate with the scale of the challenge. New Mexico 
under the Governorship of Michelle Lujan Grisham and with its current legislative constellation 
is ideally positioned to do its part. The new administration has opened with a series of climate 
salvoes clearly signaling the seriousness of its commitment to appropriately urgent and 
aggressive climate action: establishing a Climate Change Task Force, championing the Energy 
Transition Act (ETA), declaring New Mexico a member of the United States Climate Alliance. 


What remains to be done?: The electricity sector—now more or less covered by the ETA—is 
the low-hanging fruit of the transition to carbon neutrality. The much more complex 
transportation, agriculture, buildings, and industry sectors remain to be addressed. 
Decarbonizing these remaining sectors—while at the same time ensuring the development of 
reliable and affordable sources of carbon-free energy, adapting to climate change impacts, 
growing the economy to compensate for the loss of fossil-fuel-related jobs and tax revenues, 
assisting frontline communities already or at imminent risk of experiencing impacts, as well as 
those suffering the effects of other forms of environmental degradation, and protecting lower-
income and other vulnerable populations from bearing a disproportionate share of the cost and 
hardship associated with the transition to carbon neutrality—this is a very big order that will 
require taking into account the particular circumstances of the many disparate but 
interconnected interest-groups in New Mexico already or likely to be challenged by climate 
change and/or by steps taken to prevent, reverse, or mitigate it.


How to proceed? How to develop a New Mexico state climate-change policy for the 
remaining CO2-emitting sectors that meets CO2-emission-reduction guidelines while attending 
to and addressing rather than disregarding the particular circumstances and vulnerabilities of 
all affected constituencies and while winning and keeping popular support for aggressive 
climate action by government?  We believe that the process most likely to deliver a 
comprehensive, maximally effective, fair, and therefore politically viable climate-change policy 
for New Mexico will be one that begins by trying to understand and address the different 
perspectives on the problem of climate change to be found among New Mexicans rather than 
confining itself to the one or two thought to be most essential. Such a process would reflect 
rather than gloss over the intricacies and fault-lines—the various and sometimes conflicting 
needs, interests, and opportunities—present in New Mexico’s diverse society and changing 
economy. 


 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Press Release dated 8 October 2018, available 1

at: https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/11/pr_181008_P48_spm_en.pdf
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We’re talking process here, not policy. We’re asking: How do we get to, how do we develop, 
the optimal policy, the one that when implemented will be maximally effective, fair, and 
therefore politically viable? Our answer: We get there by ensuring that all the issues that will 
need to be resolved for there to be an effective, fair, and politically viable solution are built into 
our understanding of “the problem.” Our understanding of “the problem” has to incorporate 
(virtually if not literally) everyone’s understanding of the problem. All these to some extent 
overlapping and to some extent conflicting understandings have to be as far as possible 
harmonized and integrated—or there will be no effective, fair, and viable solution.  


The inclusive process of policy development we are advocating for follows from a fundamental 
conviction: that the most promising (though not the simplest) way to try to solve a problem is to 
get all the people (or if large numbers are involved, reliable and competent representatives of 
all the different groups of people) who are or will be affected by, or are knowledgeable about, 
or whose help is needed to solve the problem—which by means of this process is quickly seen 
to be a whole cluster of related problems—together, repeatedly if necessary, under 
circumstances that incline them to listen and speak to each other with respect, curiosity, and a 
desire to work together, and to charge them with the task of finding the best solution—or, more 
likely, the best mix of solutions—to the whole cluster of identified problems—now understood 
not as his or hers or theirs or mine or yours but as everybody’s problems.


More specifically, we are proposing a “bottom-up-meets-top-down”—what we’re calling an 
“all-in”—process designed to respond in an unprecedented way to the enormous challenge of 
effecting the needed “rapid and unprecedented changes.” This process would entail convening 
a conclave—think of it as the “New Mexico Climate-Change Policy Working Group” or some 
such—composed of representative individuals from all identified stakeholder constituencies, 
including but not limited to indigenous tribal communities, rural communities, farming and 
ranching communities, communities of color, environmentalist and environmental justice 
groups, immigrant communities, small business associations, organized labor, faith 
communities, industry, government, and the scientific/engineering community. Emphasis would 
be placed on recruiting individuals from each of these settings knowledgeable about climate 
change as it is affecting and/or is expected to affect their respective settings who are known 
within those settings as honest, thoughtful leaders worthy and capable of serving as 
spokespersons for them. Working Group members would function as de facto experts 
regarding the constituency or setting each represents. The Working Group as a whole would 
meet at regular intervals until its work was done.  


The Group would be charged with two tasks: 


(1) cultivating a shared understanding (facilitated by persons skilled in cross-cultural/cross-
vernacular communication and reached by way of respectful and attentive listening and 
earnest, heartfelt speaking) of the particular and various relations to and perspectives 
on climate change of the many constituencies and settings represented in the group: 
which is to say, a shared understanding of the actual or anticipated effects of climate 
disruption on each of the represented interest-groups, and of each interest-group’s 
specific needs, fears, hopes, ideas, knowledge, perceptions, concerns, and attitudes in 
regards to climate change and to possible strategies to counter it;


(2) crafting together, on the basis of this shared understanding and by means of creative, 
collegial problem-solving and negotiated compromise (and with the help as needed of 
technical, legal, and policy experts) a model proposal for a comprehensive climate-
action policy for the state. 

�2



This model policy, co-created by representatives of all identified stakeholder constituencies in 
the state, would be submitted to (or even developed in conjunction with) the Governor’s 
Climate Change Task Force as the Working Group’s climate-change policy recommendation.


The advantages of an inclusive, “all-in” policy-development process are obvious. The resulting 
policy is almost guaranteed to be “smarter”—more comprehensive and effective at meeting all 
identified objectives and anticipating potential obstacles—than policies developed by way of 
the more standard process that relies heavily on academic, government and professional 
lobbyist expertise, and thus tends to produce policies that pay less attention to the interests 
and concerns of constituencies considered—often erroneously—“peripheral” to the issue in 
question. Where an effort is made to take into account the interests and concerns of 
“peripheral” constituencies in the setting of the more customary policy-development process, 
these interests and concerns are too often misunderstand and inadequately addressed. On the 
other hand, where the actually existing plurality of interest-groups and perspectives serves as 
the basis of a process of collaborative and inclusive policy development—where one or a small 
number of perspectives and interest-groups doesn’t determine the outcome of the process—a 
fairer, more nuanced, more comprehensive and realistic policy is likely to emerge. Such a policy 
is also more likely to receive broad popular support. 

By its very nature as inclusive and collaborative, the policy-development process we are 
advocating is initially slower, more cumbersome, and probably more expensive than the default 
option. As everyone knows, the obstacles to such a process—the absence of a common 
language and conceptual framework shared by all the constituencies, often painfully different 
histories and experiences of the present, conflicting interests, legacies of distrust—can easily 
rise to the level of insurmountable. A mountain of mutual incomprehension and distrust needs 
to be climbed. Which means successful completion of the work would depend heavily on 
skillful cross-cultural/cross-vernacular facilitation—not easy to bring off—and on deeply rooted 
buy-in at the aspirational level by the individuals involved. This is a tall order and something of 
a gamble. The potentially big payoff of a policy that works through rather than around the 
complex reality it seeks to transform comes attached to a risk of up-front (rather than the more 
usual downstream) failure.


The why of it: Human-caused global warming is everybody’s problem. But everybody doesn’t 
stand in the same relation to it. Some groups are affected harder sooner. Some are already 
reeling from other causes before its impacts hit. Some are more responsible for it than others. 
(As a general rule the ones least responsible are the soonest and hardest hit.) Some are well-
buffered from its impacts for the time being while others are already experiencing the loss of 
homes, jobs, health, ways of life, and life itself. The public coffers, the livelihood of many, and 
the fortunes of a few are for the time being tied to producing the fossil fuels that underlie the 
problem.


Whether we realize it or not, we’re all in the same boat—that’s now taking on water and 
threatening to capsize in the rough seas we suddenly find ourselves in. We each have an oar to 
row with and a bucket to bail with (except those who’ve already fallen or jumped or been 
thrown out of the boat and are now clinging to the gunwales), but the few of us not paralyzed 
by fear or despair are bailing ineffectually and rowing in different directions while arguing about 
which is the right one. The only hope for us is to learn how to bail and row together. For this to 
happen, we have to stop shouting and start listening to each other’s accounts of where the 
shoals to be avoided are and where the nearest landfall is likely to be made and how much 
food and water we have and how much it will take to get there and how long it’s been since the 
children had anything to eat and how to make a sail out of the assorted scraps of cloth to be 
found on board, and so on. 
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We need to talk and come up with a plan based on what together we all know, a plan each of 
us can agree to because each of us helped make it.


We believe that an inclusive, collaborative, “all-in” policy-development process is the best way 
to come up with such a plan for New Mexico.
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