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Dear Community, 

It is with great pride that we present to you the May 
2020 Special Edition of La Voz! 

Initially, La Voz was created as a medium by which 
we communicated information to the acequia 
community involved in this journey to reestablish the 
historical acequias in the South Valley as Political 
Sub-Divisions of the State. Today, La Voz is used to 
present the work of our emerging leaders and to 
continue to inform the community regarding relevant  
land and water-related issues. 

It is the intent of our Cultivando Nuestro Futuro 
Leadership Institute to prepare our interns to 
understand the intersections of land, water, and 
policy so our future generations can be prepared to 
not only be good stewards of the Earth, but also 
committed members of our communities who will 
sustain a vibrant future for coming generations. The 
Leadership Institute interns are our future leaders - 
the macehuales of our communities. 

CESOSS, with the support and careful guidance of 
our Board of Directors, is working towards 
protecting and preserving traditions connected to 
land and water across our communities. To 
accomplish this, we need every mind and heart that 
we can cultivate to understand that caring for 
Sacred Mother Earth is not simply a trend, but a 
responsibility entrusted to us by our ancestors.

We thank everyone who has helped us continue to 
make this Leadership Institute possible: from our 
sponsors, the community, ally organizations, our 
committed interns, and to the volunteers who are an 
integral part of this community effort.

Thank you for believing in our work! 



CESOSS 7th Cohort Interns
Lauren Baca
Gene Hilario

Dalilah Naranjo
Tatiana Prieto

We thank every one of you for your dedication  
and commitment to our communities and wish you great 

success in your personal and professional journeys. 

Congratulations to the CESOSS  
Cultivando Nuestro Futuro Interns!  

Fall 2019/Spring 2020 



CESOSS 
A Community Based Research and Learning Center 
“Cultivando Nuestro Futuro Leadership Institute” 

The main purpose of this Institute is to empower our young adults and communities by providing 
participants with the necessary skills, strategies, and tools needed to better understand local 
community issues and the effects that the legislative process has on New Mexican communities (e.g. 
water rights; land; health disparities; food justice; environmental justice; educational equity; etc.). 
Thus, our institute focuses on community issues, legislation, and policy development. 

We believe that it’s vital for our Future Community Leaders (FCLs) to understand how the legislative 
process works and how it connects to their lives and how legislative decisions can positively or 
negatively affect their communities. We want FCLs to understand the value of policy development in 
our state and how it affects the social, economic, political, and cultural development of our local 
communities. FCLs incorporate what they learn about the legislative session in their analysis so policy 
development and civic engagement is more meaningful and “alive.” 

The CESOSS institute consists of a variety of work sessions and trainings that incorporate the 
identification of a pertinent issue, mapping the issue affecting the community, and culminating in the 
presentation of a brief focused on research, analysis, and recommendations. 

Because CESOSS is firmly grounded in our local South Valley community, we strongly believe in the 
interconnections of land, water, culture/traditions, and policy development. It is our hope and intent 
that our FCLs will understand and appreciate the deep connections that this community, as well as 
other communities, have to land and water and how important the preservation of culture/traditions is 
to the people. 

We incorporated policy development as one of the larger frames for this curriculum because we 
believe that it is pivotal to develop young leaders who understand the importance and impact policy 
has on our local communities. We can no longer afford for our communities and youth to see 
themselves as detached from legislation and policy development. 

Our entire curriculum is based on the Macehaul framework and utilizes a critical approach grounded 
within social, racial, and economic justice. This means that we approach and introduce every concept 
with a critical perspective that brings forth the inequities that exist in our society. We do this so that 
FCLs become conscious leaders, activists, and social entrepreneurs who are not only aware of the 
injustices and inequities, but that understand and can analyze the underlying and complex structures 
that perpetuate and uphold oppressive systems. 

It is also our goal to help FCLs understand that there are alternative forms of leadership and activism 
that are taking place in our communities. We want FCLs to break from the prescribed notions of what 
it means to be a leader. We utilize the Freirian notion of ‘leaders’ working alongside communities to 
create change. We want to encourage our FCLs to understand the problematic notions behind 
individuals coming into local communities with top-down and/or quick-fix approaches. Local 
communities are vibrant and complex spaces that need to be treated with utmost respect. 

Our ultimate goal is to create future leaders who are not only critical of existing forms of oppression, 
but who are also able and capable of making positive change in our communities. We hope that you’ll 
enjoy this issue of La Voz and that you’ll appreciate the work that these bright young leaders prepared 
on issues impacting our communities.



Mujeres Presente: Resisting the Hydro-Patriarchy 
Lauren Baca and Tatiana Prieto 

Significance of Project  
Women are consistently overshadowed by their male counterparts, especially within the 
agricultural sphere surrounding water and land. Because of this, we felt a responsibility to 
highlight some of the important female figures involved in acequia communities as part of the 
CESOSS Leadership Institute project. Three women were interviewed on their own experiences 
with acequia culture and how they’ve learned to navigate a historically male-dominated field. 
Due to a long-lasting drought and limited natural resources, the topic of gender inequality and 
gender hierarchy within the acequia community is not a priority. Therefore, for this project, we 
decided it was time to make it one. This is a discussion about the disproportionate 
representation of women and lack of acknowledgment of women’s contributions within a 
community tradition that has been in practice for many generations.   

Interviewees   

Part One: Why This Work is Important 
A Land-Based Perspective  

For this project, we wanted to interview women who worked with acequias to gain a clearer 
understanding on why they are particularly interested in this work. The first major correlation that 
we recognized among the interviewees was that water and land work was and has always been 
present throughout their lives. By either working with acequias directly or being around/related to 



land based people, these women all had a 
historical and cultural connection to this 
work. Dr. Rodriguez grew up in Taos, New 
Mexico and often played in nearby 
acequias as a child. It is also important to 
note that even though some of the 
interviewees are not originally from New 
Mexico, they all grew up around water and 
found a cultural connection with the 
acequias in New Mexico. Lopez grew up in 
California and states that “the river here 
was my connection to water”, reminding 
her of the ocean. Lombardi, originally from 
Pennsylvania, states that this work is 
“where I’m supposed to be” as she comes 
from a family of farmers whose connection 

to the land was essential to their acculturation into American society.  

Land and water work can oftentimes be very tedious, but carries a significant amount of 
importance. Even though women are more than likely to be underrepresented for the immense 
amount of work they do in land and water, they are the backbone of these communities. We 
wanted to try to understand what importance the dedication to this work provided them. We 
found that much of the intent for entering this work is connected to social activism and cultural 
preservation. Dr. Rodriguez noted that Acequia activism has become a community of people 
throughout New Mexico. These people aren’t always necessarily farmers but have become 
activists who care because acequias are integral to New Mexican culture. This work also 
sheds light on who makes the decisions about land and water. Lombardi’s experience 
personally and within the community, has focused on understanding who is making decisions 
that impact New Mexicans. She notes that “we [women] are surrounded by white men in suits 
who decide on land and water issues”.  

Preservation of Culture and Identity  

Another main interest in this work is the preservation of water rights for 
future generations. Lopez became involved as a CESOSS board 
member because of how important her acequia use was in her life. 
She explained that she would lose the right to the water if she did not 
use it. Because of her understanding on how sacred water is, it was 
essential for her to become involved with the acequia community. 

Lopez commented that acequias are “such an old process that has 
been here in the South Valley” that connects her to people who were 
there before her. Something that shaped Lombardi’s life growing up 
was the importance of water and land. This has not only influenced 
her to partake in this work, but is part of her identity. In order to be 
able to pass down this cultural identity and her family’s history of being 
land workers to future generations, she must be involved. Many in the 
community share the same experience. Lombardi notes, “Acequias 
are the lifeblood of our family and the community we live in...They are 
a symbol of resilience”.  



Part Two: An Active Battle with Hydro-Patriarchy 

Historically, women are the ones who have stepped up and partaken in the hands-on work 
regarding acequias. They take on multiple roles in their community which has contributed to 
much success in land and water. All three interviewees have participated in land and water 
work in their own ways, which was very interesting as it represents how land and water is 
connected in all forms to New Mexicans.  

F i rs t , we learned through our 
conversation with Dr. Rodriguez that 
water has always been considered a 
power topic, part icularly within 
a c a d e m i a . A l m o s t a l l o f t h e 
scholarship surrounding water has 
been produced by men. This is 
something that Dr. Rodriguez refers to 
as a “Hydro-Patriarchy”. Men have 
historically held power in academic 
research on land and water and 
t h e r e f o r e t h e r e h a s b e e n a n 
association with water and masculinity 
in this field. Culturally, men have held 
positions such as mayordomos in 
acequia culture which has enforced 
these patriarchal structures.  However, 

Dr. Rodriguez notes that women are 
starting to change the face of acequias through their activism by getting involved and 
expanding these fields in unprecedented ways.  

Second, a significant number of women in the community are becoming involved through 
professional work. Whether this is taking on a position on a board or attending community 
meetings, we are starting to see a large influx of women participating in acequia work on a 
professional level. Lombardi is the Director of Education and Outreach for the New Mexico 
Acequia Association (NMAA) which is made up of a majority of women and currently has a 
Chicana leader. They actively recognize that there exists generational attitudes towards 
women in this field. Because water and land have historically been patriarchal power topics, 
they have noticed that older generations can still sometimes hold those attitudes. In order to 
combat this, NMAA has taken multiple measures in hopes to reshape and welcome women’s 
roles and leadership in acequia work. By finding alternatives that welcome getting younger 
women involved, they are changing the dynamics and future of this work. They also are 
interested in finding a balance of honoring traditions while finding new solutions that disrupt a 
hydro-patriarchal structure.  

A Spiritual Connection 

The interviewers observed that there is a strong connection between water and spirituality for 
women. Lopez has been one of the leading women in much ceremonial work during her time in 
New Mexico. She notes that even if women weren’t historically included in ceremonies dealing 
with water, they are starting to now. One example she provided was that in Aztec/Indigenous 
Mexican traditions, there is a spiritual connection that women have to water through Grandma 



Moon (referred to as Meztli in Nahuatl). One Aztec dance 
that honors Grandma Moon symbolizes the connection 
women have to water because, as she explained, “we 
[women] give our children water when we birth them. We 
have that strong connection to the moon and strong 
connection to water. Water connects women to the river 
as a giver of life.” Lopez also mentioned the example of 
the Aztec cultural dance which consists of women 
carrying the fire, drumming, and being active participants 
in the ceremony.  

The Notion of Respeto 

A common theme throughout the interviews was the 
notion of respect women obtain in a hydropatriarchal 
system. All of the women noticed the dynamics of 
respect men have obtained in land and water and 
strategically maneuvered in their own ways to gain this respect. We observed respect taking 
two forms: communal respect and professional respect.  

Communal respect is defined as the respect displayed within communities to outsiders and 
other community members. Dr. Rodriguez notes that a lot of communities that consist of land 
workers have historically expressed a distrust of academics and/or professionals. This has 
played into why it can sometimes be challenging for organizations to have active community 
engagement. However, both Dr. Rodriguez and Lombardi have noticed that communities have 
shown respect to them because they can identify with them. Dr. Rodriguez  has an immense 
amount of grassroots activism work compared to other male academics, which not only 
engages her in the community, but allows the community to understand that she actually cares 
about them. Before Lombardi’s career at NMAA started, she was a land-based person. By 
being a listener of the people and understanding their concerns first hand, she has built a 
respected relationship with the community members.  

Communal respect also includes the importance of cultural 
respect. Lombardi notes that this respect is built on the basis 
that she is bilingual and “speaks the language of the land”. 
Lopez has found that there has been a cultural respect 
displayed for older people. She claims “I have always been 
very fortunate because my opinion has always been 
respected and I feel respected” even if New Mexico is not 
where she originally is from. She notes that this respect 
wasn’t something she experienced as a young woman. 
Therefore, we noticed that respect within communities has a 
large cultural influence on the dynamics of how it is 
displayed.  

Professional respect is defined as how respect is displayed 
towards professionals in land and water. Within a patriarchal 
system, all of these women talked about how their 
credentials influence the professional respect they’ve 
received. Lopez is not only involved through CESOSS as a 



board member, but has so much ceremonial experience and knowledge that she is considered 
a professional in her realm. Besides having an official title working with NMAA, Lombardi has 
had to actively build relationships with the community as a professional. She notes that her title 
does give a level of respect with other community groups which validates her work. Dr. 
Rodriguez is well known because of her extensive life work on land and water. Other male 
academics showed their respect because of her vast research and expertise. She notes “they 
can’t ignore me because of the work I’ve done”. Professional respect has also been displayed 
through the engagement people in both professional and community spheres have displayed 
towards her. When people are aware of her immense work, they tend to listen more.  

Part Three: Women and Power Sharing Structures  

Women as Community Organizers 

Across the board, all three interviewees discussed how women in their experience take a 
much more communal approach to organizing as opposed to men, who tend to work within a 
traditional hierarchical apparatus. Women tend to express strong communication skills, which 
also enables them to be better at mobilization compared to men. Dr. Rodriguez believes that 
women can introduce a lot of creativity to the world of community organizing, which is not a 
common theme among men. For example, she explained that the women who are part of 
acequia communities organize meetings around food, music, and conversation. The men will 
of course participate, and even take a liking to these kinds of meetings, but it is usually the 
women who initiate meetings with a communal frame of mind. Dr. Rodriguez also notes that 
women convey a wide range of skills and abilities that the acequia community could really 
benefit from.  

Lombardi also believes that if more women were involved with the acequia community, more 
youth members would be more willing to engage. Acequia culture is not only centered around 
land and water, but also encompasses the food and other traditions related to acequias. 
Women certainly care about the preservation of acequias, but they also show a dedication to 
preserving all facets of acequia culture (food, music, language, etc.). In Lombardi’s own words, 
“Women are seed keepers, they nurture systems to create progressive change”.          

Power Sharing Structures             

Women are more likely and willing to share 
their power with other members of their 
organizations and communities in terms of 
sharing responsibilities and tasks. Women 
are much more egalitarian in comparison to 
men, meaning that they are much more 
d ip loma t i c . These power sha r i ng 
tendencies stem from women taking more 
of a community-based approach to 
grassroots organizing. As noted by Dr. 
Rodriguez and Lombardi, women take a 
non-hierarchical approach to community 
organizing that consequently forms much 
stronger organizations.  



Lombardi used the example of the acequia de la plaza in Dickson to explain how women share 
their power and roles among other people. In this particular acequia, a Mayordoma was 
elected to lead. Instead of taking a traditional hierarchical approach, she decided to divide the 
work and roles of a mayordoma among several other acequia community members. This has 
been one of, if not the only, example within the state that not only incorporates a Mayordoma 
but also this kind of shared leadership approach to managing an acequia.          

The Power of Language 

Another concept brought up during the interviews was the idea of how women understand 
patriarchal power structures and play into them in order to gain respect. Dr. Rodriguez 
mentioned how one of the ways white men have historically maintained power was through the 
domination of conversation. This still exists today. When attending community meetings, she 
noticed that white men dominated the conversations. These usually consisted of ranchers and 

farmers who led meetings in English, even though 
Spanish was commonly used among other community 
members who played significant roles within these 
organizations. Perhaps this disconnection ensued by a 
language barrier enabled these particular men in power 
to dominate the conversation concerning water even 
more, and negatively impacted how well they were able 
to connect with the acequia community at large. Instead 
of this dominance being appealing or demonstrating 
power, she observed that community members did not 
actively listen when they were speaking. Instead of 
trying to dominate over them, she used this knowledge 
to her advantage. Dr. Rodriguez would speak less and 
only comment on important topics. Consequently, she 
has been able to connect with the acequia community 
for a number of reasons, but one of them being that she 
understands the demographics of the broader acequia 
community. Because of their cultural norms, Latinos 
and Native Americans tend to listen the most to those 
who speak the least, as it is indicative of their wisdom 
and plays into the notion of respeto. This resulted in 
people actually displaying respect through active 
listening, especially when Dr. Rodriguez would speak.    

Part Four: Call to Action  

Women have always been integral figures within acequias and the broader acequia 
community. Historically, the men who usually ran the acequias would often have to migrate out 
of state in search of work. Consequently, the women within their communities would take on 
the responsibility of raising the children, caring for their households, and maintaining the 
acequias on their properties. The traditional practice of acequias would not have been in place 
for generations without the efforts of men and women.     

El Agua es Sagrada - Water is Life! Women are, in many ways, like water in the sense that 
they are life-givers themselves. Like acequias, women are powerful and resilient. Women are 
connected to the land in their own individual ways, but are able to organize around 



commonalities such as a desire to preserve cultural 
traditions. Unfortunately, the contributions from 
women are not always recognized in the light they 
should be. This project hopes to highlight the work of 
women who have played important roles within New 
Mexican acequia communities, as well as their efforts 
in preserving a very historic tradition that connects 
people to their environments. Women have always 
played a role in acequia work, but we would benefit 
greatly if there were more women in leadership 
positions across the state who were engaged in 
acequia work and who had the power in enacting 
policy and legislation.  There also needs to be greater 
outreach to encourage women to become involved 
with acequia work by joining organizations such as 
the Center for Social Sustainable Systems and the 
New Mexico Acequia Association. Both of these organizations aim to reconnect people with the 
surrounding land, as well as promote more female involvement and mobilization within the 
acequia community.        

 

Lauren Baca i s m ixed w i th Mex ican , 
Czechoslavakian, and American backgrounds. 
Her pronouns are: She, Hers, Her, and Ella. 
Originally from Gallup, New Mexico, Lauren has 
lived in Albuquerque for almost four years now as 
she is attending UNM. She is currently a senior 
this academic year, studying Philosophy Pre-Law 
& Women's Studies. Her main academic interests 
are in Gender Studies, Chicana Studies, Women 
Studies, Androgynous Studies, and Legal 
Studies. She will be attending her Master’s 
program in American Studies at UNM in the fall.   

Tatiana Prieto is currently a junior at The 
University of New Mexico where she majors in 
Political Science as well as Chicano/a Studies. 
After she receives her undergraduate degree, 
she hopes to attend law school. Tatiana is 
passionate about environmental, immigration, 
health, and civil rights law. She enjoys playing 
tennis, spending time with her friends and family, 
and hiking the beautiful Organ Mountains. 
Tatiana was born and raised in Las Cruces, NM 
and takes great pride in her Hispanic heritage.  



“ We are in struggle of Economic freedom to not be dependent on these industries that 
are in conflict with our values and beliefs” (Tsosie-Pena, 2020).  

For decades, minerals have been New Mexico’s richest natural resource—extracting oil and 
natural gas, mining coal and uranium, and producing carbon dioxide that heavily contribute to 
the state’s income. But job creation and economic progress brought by the National Labs and 
mining industries are slowly killing our communities, degrading our home and environment, 
and disrupting cultural traditions.  

New Mexico prides itself as one of the major producers of 
minerals in the US. It is the leading state in mining of 
potash, perlite, and zeolite with about 2.2 million short tons 
of potash, 376,000 tons of perlite, and 75,000 tons of 
zeolite produced in 2013. The state is also known  as the 
third largest producer of copper (266 million  pounds 
produced in 2013 valued at $890 million) and the sixth 
largest producer of molybdenum (2.4 million pounds 
produced in 2013, valued at $24.7 million). In 2013, New 
Mexico was also considered as  the twelfth largest 
producer of coal (21,969 thousand short tons produced) 
and seventh largest producer of natural gas (1.2 million 
cubic feet produced in 2013) while it ranked as fifth largest 
US producer of crude oil in 2015 (New Mexico Mining and 
Extraction, 2015). 

Yet, the communities living in areas where these minerals are being mined experienced more 
harm than good, if there is even any good that comes with it. To compare, it is important to 
analyze and ask the questions: (1) Who benefits from these economic activities that degrade 
the environment? and (2) Who bears the risk that comes with environmental degradation? We 
can evaluate the impact of the mining industries that existed since the early 1850s and 
continues to play a significant role in New Mexico’s economic development by understanding 
who suffers the cost and who benefits from it. 

With the majority of mineral deposits located in Native American reservation lands, an 
assumption can be made that the jobs created by the said mining industry will employ 
residents in neighboring areas. But, Native Americans continue to have the highest 
unemployment rate  in the State at 7.7% with only 58.5% Labor Force Participation Rate. They 
also have the lowest median income compared to other groups at $32,922 in 2017 
(kidscount.org) and 33.8% of their population continues to live in poverty (Moskowitz, 2017). 
This can create a ripple effect that can disadvantage many youths’ education and health. 
Moreover, the majority of the 10,000 New Mexicans that have no electricity are Native 
Americans despite living in areas where energy for electricity are being mined. 

This is an important issue to address not just by those who are directly suffering from it but by 
everyone in the community because we share the collective burden of a polluted environment. 

Environmental Racism in New Mexico:  
A Legacy of Destruction 

Gene Hilario 



At the end of the day, we only have one Earth and we must do our best to protect it and the 
people that lives on it. Understanding that environmental justice cannot be fully realized by 
only few organizations but by a coalition of communities who want to protect and serve our 
land and water. This can help us move closer towards our goals—unravelling decades of 
systemic harm that our communities are put through in the name of progress.   

Health Implications 

Hydraulic Fracturing or Fracking is a drilling technology used for extracting oil and natural gas 
from underground. It is the process of injecting liquid at high pressure to create small fractures 
to stimulate the production from underground. Decades of fracking contributes to different 
health problems that people in neighboring communities are struggling from. Around the 
wellpads, workers and nearby residents are exposed to continuous noise and light pollution 
cause by drilling, fracking, flaring, and compressor stations. This exposure to constant noise 
pollution is linked to cardiovascular disease, cognitive impairment, and sleep disturbance while 
artificial light exposure especially at night can increase the risk of breast cancer by 17%. 
Moreover, workers are at a higher risk of exposure not only to noise and light pollution, but also 
to different contaminants that they come in direct and indirect contact with. They are likely to 
be exposed to silica dust while on the job which is definitively linked to silicosis and lung 
cancers in addition to other work hazards such as heat exhaustion, dehydration, and sleep 
deprivation. However, adverse effects does not stop with workers and nearby residents, it can 
also be seen on infants born to mothers living in the vicinity of wellpads which can cause them 
to have lower birth weights, premature births, and even rise in infant mortality rate (Dagley & 
Murphy, n.d.). Lastly, high ozone pollution causes asthma and other respiratory illnesses that 
impact everyone in the community and beyond.  

The same health complication issues are brought by years of radiation pollution from Los 
Alamos National Labs (LANL). For decades, LANL has been criticized for sacrificing the health 
and safety of its workers in the name of ‘progress.’ Many of those who had worked in the lab 
died of cancers, thyroid diseases, and breathing problems, with about 1,400 people claiming 
federal benefits due to radiation exposure from LANL and an additional 335 cases filed on 
behalf of deceased workers (Moss, 2018). However, no kind of reparation and benefit 
allotment is enough to undo years of toxic exposure let alone to pay for a life of a loved one 
now gone. Furthermore, Radiation Exposure Compensation Act (RECA) which provides a one-
time benefit compensation to people who may have developed cancer and other diseases after 
being exposed to radiation only caters to onsite participants, e.g. downwinders, and uranium 
miners, millers, and ore transporters, but does not cater the communities living in surrounding 
areas. “There is also this silencing of when people do received compensation, they have to 
sign a waiver not to speak about the harm that happened to them as a result of the receiving 
those funds and—so it’s not really visible to the community just how many people have 
developed cancer or sacrificed their lives to feed their families” (Tsosie-Pena, 2020). Recent 
studies also show that 26% of the Navajo women who participated in the study of uranium 
exposure were found to have high levels of the radioactive metals in their systems while 
“newborns with equally high concentrations continued to be exposed to uranium during their 
first year” (Hudetz, 2019). According to Tsosie-Pena, “In one pregnancy, three generations can 
be affected since your mother already has all her eggs developed while she’s inside your 
grandmother’s womb.”  

These are only some of the major health problems that the Native communities have been 
subjected to and will continue to endure for generations to come unless abandoned mining 



sites are been completely cleaned. These are people’s lives that are being wrongfully 
sacrificed and, clearly not for their economic gain. Their health and safety should be prioritized 
as occurrences such as the current pandemic and climate change will only put them at greater 
risk.  

Environmental Degradation 

Even though no uranium ore has been mined in the 
state of New Mexico since 1988, the fight against 
pollutions continues as approximately 500 uranium 
mines are left opened, waiting for the Federal and 
State government to clean it up—all while it 
continuously pollutes land, water, and communities. 
“The Navajo nation alone has approximately 1,000 old 
mines and waste piles but has received only about 1% 
of the cost of cleaning them up from the federal 
government (Bradley et. al 2002).” Today, many of the 
abandoned and active mining and drilling sites impact 
and harm the environment in many different ways.  

According to the study conducted by Amigos Bravos in 
partnership with Concerned Citizens for Nuclear Safety 
in 2006, there has been a wide range of radionuclide, 
metallic, and chemical pollutants that have been identified based on four sampling trips along 
the Rio Grande and in canyons below LANL. Major toxins impacting surface and groundwater 
include Hexavalent Chromium that was detected in the regional aquifer below LANL; PCBs 
that were detected in high concentrations in soil, water, and fish tissue; and Perchlorate was 
found in the regional aquifer which led to the closure of Los Alamos County drinking well. 
Almost 160 miles northwest of the LANL, a different development is destroying cultural and 
natural resource – oil and gas fracking. This oil and gas drilling causes elevated ozone smog 
levels and pollution, irreversible damage on the region’s landscape, and further contamination 
of our water and aquifer. Not only that, fracking is by far the worst method of oil and gas drilling 
that tremendously depletes what little water the desert state has.  

This puts land-based people who rely on natural resources for agricultural purposes and their 
cultural identity in grave danger. Not only does it threaten their heirloom fruits and seeds, but it 
also disrupts their indigenous way of life and knowing. However, the problem does not stop at 
their backyards as these contaminants can be picked up and carried by the water into nearby 
canyons and streams and eventually into the Río Grande affecting both the Northwestern and 
Central part of the state.  

Fighting Back: The Challenge and The Hope 

The fight against corrupt major polluters is not easy. At times, even encouraging everyone in 
the community to participate in public hearings and comments can be challenging as people 
often deal with a lack of adequate education and are forced to devote their limited time to work 
so they can put food on the table. But there is hope, many organizations, such as Tewa 
Women United, Frack Off Chaco, and Amigos Bravos to name a few, have been working 
tirelessly to hold these major polluters and industries accountable and to also create a 
sustainable and livable environment for communities across New Mexico. They also build 



coalitions like Communities for Clean Water and Frack Off Greater Chaco Coalition that 
gathers technical and scientific evidence to help with advocacy and legal cases.  During the 
2019 New Mexico Legislative Session, “legislators took up more than 100 bills related to 
environment” (Paskus, 2019) One of the environmental bills that passed both floors and was 
successfully signed by the Governor on March 15, 2019 was House Bill 546: Fluid Oil and Gas 
Waste Act that seeks to restore New Mexico’s ability to penalize oil and gas companies that 
pollutes our water.  

What Can You Do? A Call to Action 

Figuring out how to combat and fight these major polluters alone can be very difficult but there 
are a lot of experienced organizations out there. Many of which have tons of resources ready 
to help the community identify and learn more about the ongoing environmental injustices in 
the State of New Mexico. I urge you to get involved, this fight cannot be won if we don’t join 
together and become more educated on issues that matter and that threaten our communities. 
I’ve created the following acronym, NATIVE, as a call to action: 

NURTURE safe spaces and build coalitions that help protect land and communities 

ACT and participate in public comments and protests.  

TOLERATE NO MORE the many years of Environmental Injustices 

INITIATE discussions and projects that address Environmental Violence. 

VOLUNTEER in organizations that fight for Environmental and Community Health. 

EMPOWER and Educate Our Communities through Leadership Development. 

WE, THE PEOPLE OF COLOR, gathered together at this multinational People of Color 
Environmental Leadership Summit, to begin to build a national and international movement of 
all peoples of color to fight the destruction and taking of our lands and communities, do hereby 
re-establish our spiritual interdependence to the sacredness of our Mother Earth; to respect 
and celebrate each of our cultures, languages and beliefs about the natural world and our roles 
in healing ourselves; to ensure environmental justice; to promote economic alternatives which 
would contribute to the development of environmentally safe livelihoods; and, to secure our 
political, economic and cultural liberation that has been denied for over 500 years of 
colonization and oppression, resulting in the poisoning of our communities and land and the 
genocide of our peoples, do affirm and adopt these Principles of Environmental Justice:  



The Principles of Environmental Justice (EJ) 
1) Environmental Justice affirms the 
sacredness of Mother Earth, ecological unity 
and the interdependence of all species, and 
the right to be free from ecological 
destruction. 

 2) Environmental Justice demands that 
public policy be based on mutual respect 
and justice for all peoples, free from any 
form of discrimination or bias.  

3) Environmental Justice mandates the right 
to ethical, balanced and responsible uses of 
land and renewable resources in the interest 
of a sustainable planet for humans and other 
living things.  

4) Environmental Justice calls for universal 
protection from nuclear testing, extraction, 
production and disposal of toxic/hazardous 
wastes and poisons and nuclear testing that 
threaten the fundamental right to clean air, 
land, water, and food.  

5) Environmental Justice affirms the 
fundamental right to political, economic, 
cultural and environmental self-
determination of all peoples.  

6) Environmental Justice demands the 
cessation of the production of all toxins, 
hazardous wastes, and radioactive 
materials, and that all past and current 
producers be held strictly accountable to the 
people for detoxification and the containment 
at the point of production.  

7) Environmental Justice demands the right 
to participate as equal partners at every level 
of decision making, including needs 
assessment, planning, implementation, 
enforcement, and evaluation.  

8) Environmental Justice affirms the right of 
all workers to a safe and healthy work 
environment without being forced to choose 
between an unsafe livelihood and 
unemployment. It also affirms the right of 

those who work at home to be free from 
environmental hazards.  

9) Environmental Justice protects the right of 
victims of environmental injustice to receive 
full compensation and reparations for 
damages as well as quality health care.  

10) Environmental Justice considers 
governmental acts of environmental injustice 
a violation of international law, the Universal 
Declaration on Human Rights, and the 
United Nations Convention on Genocide.  

11) Environmental Justice must recognize a 
special legal and natural relationship of 
Native Peoples to the U.S. government 
through treaties, agreements, compacts, and 
covenants affirming sovereignty and self-
determination.  

12) Environmental Justice affirms the need 
for urban and rural ecological policies to 
clean up and rebuild our cities and rural 
areas in balance with nature, honoring the 
cultural integrity of all our communities, and 
provided fair access for all to the full range of 
resources.  

13) Environmental Justice calls for the strict 
enforcement of principles of informed 
consent, and a halt to the testing of 
experimental reproductive and medical 
procedures and vaccinations on people of 
color.  

14) Environmental Justice opposes the 
destructive operations of multi-national 
corporations.  

15) Environmental Justice opposes military 
occupation, repression and exploitation of 
lands, peoples and cultures, and other life 
forms.  

16) Environmental Justice calls for the 
education of present and future generations 
which emphasizes social and environmental 



issues, based on our experience and an 
appreciation of our diverse cultural 
perspectives.  

17) Environmental Justice requires that we, 
as individuals, make personal and consumer 

choices to consume as little of Mother 
Earth's resources and to produce as little 
waste as possible; and make the conscious 
decision to challenge and reprioritize our 
lifestyles to ensure the health of the natural 
world for present and future generations 
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Introduction 

Several months ago I started my journey with the CESOSS Leadership Institute. I remember 
the day my partner sent me the application and encouraged me to apply. I was excited yet 
nervous, but overall eager to embark on an experience I knew could be transformative. 
Growing up in Albuquerque I’ve always taken a great deal of pride in my city; I love this place 
and want to grow old here. Being so passionate about New Mexico, I was excited to get a 
better understanding of how it came to be and how I could continue to honor it. For my project, 
I decided to focus on my personal journey as part of this program and how it helped me 
reconnect with the importance of identity and my relationship to land and water. The following 
presents my testimonio as I embarked on this path to self-discovery and personal growth. 

Identity Formation 

Above all the takeaways CESOSS has 
provided to me, the reconnection to my 
culture and identity has been the most 
powerful. I initially came into the program 
with mixed feelings about my heritage and 
history. Growing up I didn’t know my 
father’s side of the family and on my 
mother’s side we never really discussed 
stories of how our family got here or where 
we came from. The only thing I knew was 
that we were Hispanic, that our family had 
been here for as long as anyone could 
remember and that it was something to be proud of. To be honest, at the time I never thought 
anything else of it.  

But, as I grew older and became more connected to my birthplace, I began to realize just how 
interconnected everything is, how beautiful and special this place is to me and I became 
invested in learning about it, protecting it, and preserving its many rich cultures. It became 
apparent to me that I want to spend all the years of my life here and that required a deeper 
understanding of my own history. 

I became filled with a burning desire to know more about my connection to this land and how 
my family got here. At the time, my grandma had passed away several years prior. The only 
person I could have gone to with these questions was no longer here and I felt like a piece of 
my family history went with her. I miss her every day and looking back I always regret not 
asking her more. Nonetheless, I started some basic research into my family’s last names, 
looking at coat of arms and considered submitting a DNA test to determine ancestry results, 
but it never felt quite right. It’s crazy how life falls into place though, in fall of 2019 I joined the 
CESOSS Leadership Institute and have since been opening my heart to the history of our 
people and finding my place in it.  

Testimonio: My Reconnection with Land, Water,  
and Culture 

Dalilah Naranjo 



The teach ings o f Dr. Vi rg in ia 
Necochea made me more aware of 
who I am and showcased to me a 
completely different understanding of 
what it means to be connected to the 
land and water of my home. I have 
learned more about the Indigenous 
people of the southwest in a matter of 
months than I had ever learned in a 
New Mexico history class. I have 
learned about the importance of 
acequias and how they are not only a 
connection of water to farm lands, but 
also a connection to the culture and 
history of the families who have been 
farming these lands for hundreds of years. CESOSS has challenged me to critically think about 
representation and whose voices are still being silenced; about how our land continues to be 
taken for profit and about how the commodification of water continues to strip those same 
people of their culture and physical resources. I began to see that the generational process of 
colonization, assimilation, and industrialization was the same process that may have caused 
me to lose sight of who I was. I saw that at some point it could have been my family stripped of 
their indigenous roots, assimilated, labeled the name Hispanic. For all I know, it could have 
been my ancestry stripping others of their history. While those findings still wait to be 
uncovered, for the first time in my life I was confronted with another side of history that 
challenged what I had grown up learning. 

Growing up, identifying as a Hispanic never seemed like a negative thing to me. I believe that 
anyone can identify in whatever way brings them truth and empowerment, the term didn’t 
seem to matter much. However, after I came across a quote from Sandra Cisneros in a New 
York Times article I reconsidered my perspective about the label, “To say Hispanic means 
you're so colonized you don't even know for yourself or someone who named you never 
bothered to ask what you call yourself. It’s a repulsive slave name” (Gonzalez, 1992). It’s 
difficult for me to read those words while being in a position in life where I don’t know how to 
respond. While not knowing the history of my ancestry is a source of pain for me, I also feel 
that it is an important part of my journey to confront. No matter what name I decide to claim, I 
feel it is an important part of my growth to expand my understanding in order to inform that 
decision.  

It has been challenging for me to learn about the struggles of the Indigenous people of this 
land because sometimes I feel that my culture is a product of assimilation throughout the 
decades. Many New Mexicans I have talked to have always danced around this taboo topic of 
where we are from; claiming to be so proud of a culture rooted in Mexican and Native 
American practices but offended to be called anything other than Spanish or Hispanic.  

“Pride in Native American ancestry (or mestizaje) among Latinos elsewhere in the 
nation has been a foundation of the Chicano and other movements since the 1960s, but 
in New Mexico, historians say, many members of the Hispanic population have been 
slow to accept their Native American roots. There are complex historical and 



sociological reasons why Hispanics here have clung so fiercely to a “pure” European 
identity” (Valdes, 2016). 

I can’t help but ask myself if we are just blind to who we are or if we are just proud of this new 
subculture we have created? I would be lying if I said New Mexican culture isn’t something I 
feel very connected to and rooted in- from our breathtaking landscapes to our amazing food 
and heartwarming music. Our culture is its own blend of many influences, but because I see 
how New Mexican culture pulls from Indigenous Native American and Mexican cultures, I feel 
a deep calling to honor that history and not turn a blind eye as to how our culture exists 
because of them; how we are in fact brothers and sisters and blessed to have access to 
traditions that can connect us. 

I want to be proud of who I am and show love for where I 
come from, but never at the expense of another people’s 
historical trauma. As I continue to unpack my history and 
open myself up to new learnings, I become closer to finding 
my place; I become more connected to the idea of taking 
pride in what I do know and love about my heritage while 
also respecting and paying homage to everything that has 
brought us to this point. This internship has encouraged me 
to seek answers to the questions I never thought to ask. I 
have grown to feel connected to the teachings of the 
Maceualli Framework; internalizing a connection between 
my self-awareness, my community and over-all connection 
to spirituality as I discover my path. I have been exposed to 
a broader understanding of peoples’ struggles here and how 
we must make it a priority to preserve the local traditions 
that have acted as the building blocks for our community. 
Agua es sagrada! And if we don’t listen to the elders that 
have recognized that profound understanding and pass it 
down to our youth, we not only risk losing our connection to 
our history, land, and water, but we risk losing our access to 
it altogether. 

The acequias bring me back to my roots. All my life I have lived along an acequia, and in times 
of struggle and in times of joy, I can always find myself walking along the flowing water 
connecting to its source of strength. The water grounds me and connects me to my truth; it fills 
me with gratitude and a longing to protect it. Seeing the lands that are irrigated by the 
acequias, I am reminded of our interconnectedness and way of life where food, culture, and a 
connection to the land is sacred and should be taught to all. It is in moments like these the 
confusion and struggles I face seem to fade away and all I am left with is an overwhelming 
feeling of unity and belonging. For all of the lines that work to divide us and conquer us, our 
land and our water can always be seen as a way to connect us and bring us back to life and 
each other. 

A Call to Action 

It’s important for people to care about our land, water, and the cultures that work to maintain it. 
“Our traditional activities depend on water for transportation, for drinking, cleaning, purification, 
and provides habitat for the plants and animals we gather as medicines and foods.  Our ability 



to access good water shapes these traditional activities and our relationships with our 
surroundings” (Turner, n.d.). Reconnection to la Madre Tierra can provide us the insight 
needed to ensure our generations and environment will thrive for years to come. As inhabitants 
of the land, it is our responsibility to educate ourselves about traditional practices that protect 
our acequias, empower others to do the same, and join together as a community to always 
remember our roots.  

Being in New Mexico, we have a special privilege to access knowledge from our elders. There 
are many communities still present, practicing traditions, and willing to pass down information, 
the CESOSS Leadership Institute being one of them. Education is a key component to self-
growth and community building. Joining this institute provided me the opportunity to grow, 
become more connected to who I am, and in turn become more empowered to impact my 
community and make change. When you know who you are and what you believe, you can 
fight for it with passion and love. Without our connection to the land and water we are a lost 
people. Regardless of where you come from, if you are here now, then love and protect that 
which brings you life; join in solidarity with one another so that we may all experience the joys 
of reciprocity with our Earth and one another. 

Conclusion  

It has been a privilege and an honor to share my testimonio, while it may not be everyone’s 
truth, my story is a piece of our collective conscience and I hope it can act as a beacon of hope 
for anyone trying to trace back their roots and better discover who they are. “Listening to, 
sharing, and transcending struggles, pain, hopes, and dreams yields a type of interdependent 
solidarity, or in lak’ech- a Mayan philosophy that can be translated as ‘Tu eres mi otro yo’ or 
‘You are the other me.’ This type of interdependent solidarity allows people to connect across 
social positions, across differences, across languages, across space, and across 



time” (Bernal, Burciaga, & Carmona, 2012). I am thankful to CESOSS and everyone who has 
provided guidance along this journey. Que viva la gente and our earth that allows us to thrive! 

Querencia 

I listen to the water flowing, down the acequia’s path 
I feel the dirt between my toes 
The wind embraces me, the sunshine faces me  
And through the trees the harvest grows 

Filled with bounty, strength, and beauty 
Our earth pours out her gift of life 
Comida, tierra, y agua  
We share in these our people’s rights 

These acequias connect the water  
To the rivers beating heart 
They connect us to our ancestors 
Never stray apart 

Our history lives  
Our traditions give  
Us a look into ourselves 

Stories untold 
Last names of old 
Leave questions to foretell 

Yet with all my struggles and constant doubt 
La madre tierra keeps me still  
For in this river and cool wet earth 
Our unity is real 

Indigenous to the land or not 
We all are nourished by these fields of crops 

So join as one to protect our land 
To erase the lines drawn in the sand 

I listen to the water flowing, down the acequia’s path 
I feel the dirt between my toes 
The wind embraces me, the sunshine faces me  
And through the trees the harvest grows 
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