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Safe outdoor spaces not the answer to homeless crisis

BY PETE DINELLI
FORMER ALBUQUERQUE CITY 
COUNCILOR AND CHIEF PUBLIC SAFETY 
OFFICER

For five years, Mayor Tim 
Keller has made the city’s 
homeless crisis a major priority 
and now proclaims an “all-
the-above approach.” It’s an 
approach that is costing millions 
and it is failing. Keller has done 
the following:

n Over two years, budgeted 
$33,854,536 for homeless 
emergency shelters, support, 
mental health and substance 
abuse programs and $60,790,321 
for affordable housing programs 
for the low-income, near 
homeless.

n  Established two 24/7 
homeless shelters, including 
purchasing the Gibson Medical 
Center for $15 million to convert 
it into a homeless shelter.

n  Established a “no arrest” 
policy for violations of the 
city’s camping, trespassing and 
vagrancy laws with an emphasis 
on citations.

n  For five years, allowed 
Coronado Park to become a “de 

facto” city-sanctioned homeless 
encampment, which he was 
forced to close down because of 
drugs and violent crimes.

n  Advocated and funded 
city-sanctioned safe outdoor 
space (SOS) homeless 
tent encampments. The 
Environmental Planning 
Commission is recommending 
the City Council repeal this land 

use.
SOS encampments are not 

just an issue of “not in my back 
yard,” but one of legitimate 
anger and mistrust by the public 
against city elected officials 
and department employees 
who have mishandled the 
city’s homeless crisis and who 
are determined to allow SOS 
despite strong opposition. SOS 

tent encampments will destroy 
neighborhoods and make the 
city a magnet for the homeless. 
The general public has 
legitimate concerns that SOS 
homeless tent encampments 
will become crime-infested 
nuisances; such was the case 
with Coronado Park. The 
homeless crisis will not be 
solved by the city but must 
be managed with permanent 
housing assistance and service 
programs, not nuisance tent 
encampments.

The 2022 “Point In Time” 
homeless survey reported the 
number of homeless in the city 
is 1,311 with 940 in emergency 
shelters, 197 unsheltered and 
174 in transitional housing. 
The survey found there are 
256 fewer homeless in 2022 
than in 2021. During the last 12 
years, PIT yearly surveys have 
counted 1,300 to 2,000 homeless 
a year. The PIT survey statistics 
have never supported city or 
charitable provider claims 
the city has upwards of 5,000 
homeless. When PIT survey 
results are released, the city 
and providers quickly dismiss 
them as an “undercount,” 
likely because fewer homeless 
means less funding for the 

Family Community Services 
Department.

The homeless have reached 
crisis proportions with them 
becoming far more visible and 
aggressive by illegally camping 
in parks, on streets, in alleyways 
and in city open space whenever 
they want. When it comes to the 
“homeless crimes” of loitering, 
panhandling, illegal camping 
and criminal trespassing, 
Mayor Keller implemented a 
“no arrest” policy where arrests 
are the last resort and citations 
are to be issued. APD is allowed 
to make arrests only when 
circumstances endangering 
public safety warrant an arrest. 
This policy is ill-advised.

Being homeless is not a crime. 
The city has a moral obligation 
to help the homeless, mentally ill 
and drug addicted and is doing 
so with millions spent each 
year. Homeless squatters who 
have no interest in city shelters, 
beds, motel vouchers and who 
want to live on the streets and 
camp in city parks, in alleys 
and trespass as they choose give 
the city no choice but to make it 
inconvenient for them to “squat” 
and force them to move on or be 
arrested by the Albuquerque 
Police Department.

ROBERTO E. ROSALES/JOURNAL

People have raised concerns about homeless people camping out 
near Wilson Park, which is next to Wilson Middle School in Southeast 
Albuquerque. Pictured are folks sleeping next to tennis courts west 
of the school, which can be seen in the background. 

Mayor’s failing policies 
sacrifice tens of millions 
of dollars, public safety

APS on right track 
switching to electric

MY FAMILY and I live in 
the San Jose neighborhood 
of Albuquerque, where we 
have some of the worst ozone 
pollution in the city. My 
children attend APS, where the 
school district transportation 
department serves more than 
29,000 students. Our buses travel 
an average of more than 27,000 
miles a day and mostly run 
on diesel fuel. However, diesel 
pollutes. It pollutes the air our 
children breathe, it can increase 
asthma attacks, and it has been 
found to cause heart damage, 
among other serious health 
issues.

In contrast, electric buses 
would provide our children with 
a clean ride to school. A ride free 
of the dirty air caused by diesel 
fumes.

Last fall the Bipartisan 
Infrastructure Law created 
the EPA’s Clean School Bus 
Program, which allocated 
$5 billion over five years to 
support school districts in 
acquiring low- or zero-emission 
school buses. As a parent, I want 
to see New Mexico schools take 
full and immediate advantage 
of this funding and get electric 
school buses rolling through 
neighborhoods like mine.

I was glad to hear APS took 
advantage of this opportunity, 

applying for 20 electric school 
buses. I am very grateful to 
everyone at APS who was 
part of this process, as well 
as our elected officials who 
voted for this bill. I hope we 
see more electric school buses 
in Albuquerque and across 
the state as we work together 
to reduce the air pollution 
impacting our beloved 
communities and prioritize 
clean air and good health for all 
families.

ANA RIOS
Albuquerque

I used to love it but 
wouldn’t ride now

POLICE GET access to live 
video from city buses. When I 
read articles like this, it is no 
wonder bus ridership is low. 
Who wants to ride a bus? 

Years ago, when I was going to 
UNM and my son to Emmanual 
Lutheran Elementary, we rode 
the bus from the parking lot at 
Osuna and Louisiana and back 
again in the evening.

It made so much sense. I got off 
at the Frontier Restaurant and 
he rode to Arno and Central and 
walked to school. We changed 
buses at Central and Louisiana. 
I asked him about rowdy bus 
passengers. He didn’t seem fazed 
by them. He had a great bus 
driver. Some days he rode alone. 

My son thinks riding the bus 
was great. It gave him a sense 
of autonomy. Bus ridership also 
helped him learn to solve his 
own problems. 

Think on this: In today’s 
Albuquerque, would you allow 
your child to ride the bus? Would 
you ride the bus? My answer is 
no. Safety is our main concern. I 
dare say the city has lost control.

Notice I did not say the police 
have lost control. I said the city 
has lost control. We, as citizens 
of Albuquerque, have lost so 
much. This article is just one 

of the many that indicate how 
much we have lost. By the way, 
putting a chip in your child’s 
arm isn’t an option — but voting 
is. 

CAROL BELL
Albuquerque

Caution needed in 
discussion of ART 

A September “Road 
Warrior”column (“Bus stop 
scariest fair ride”) told the story 

of an individual who had an 
unfortunate experience taking 
ART home from the State Fair. 
The bus was late and the person 
feared he may get “knifed, shot, 
(or) robbed.”

As a regular public transit 
rider, stories like this upset me 
for a couple of reasons. First, it 
reminds me of the real safety 
issues that we have on our 
buses. The second is because 
no one has been ever been shot 
or stabbed on an ART bus or 
platform (based on my research) 
but the impression the media 
deliver is that it’s all but a 
guarantee it will happen to you.

... Transit users have to worry 
that if public perception of our 
buses gets bad then people may 
call for funding cuts that lead 
to our routes being reduced or 
removed entirely.

It’s imperative we talk about 
safety; people are rightfully 
concerned. But we also need 
to remind folks about the 
development that ART has 
spurred along Central, the car 
trips it has replaced saving 
pollution and carbon emissions, 
and all the folks who can 
navigate our city more easily 
because of it. As a driving city, 
we can leave out some of the 
nuance when we talk about 
driving. Transit users don’t get 
that luxury.

CAMERON FRIGON
Albuquerque

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR | BUSES IN THE SPOTLIGHT

COURTESY PHOTO

Security video from an Albuquerque Rapid Transit bus shows a man 
pulling out a gun and firing it into the door of the bus Aug. 6 as the 
bus drove down Central.

NM senators can help ensure  
tech reform protects Democracy

BY LAN SENA
POLICY DIRECTOR, CENTER FOR CIVIC POLICY

AND ALISSA BARNES
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, PROGRESSNOW NEW MEXICO

Big Tech reform is needed. From privacy 
protections to antitrust measures, the U.S. 
Senate is absolutely right to take action to 
protect U.S. consumers.

But, perhaps even more importantly, N.M. 
Sen. Ben Ray Luján is absolutely right to 
insist the scramble to take on Big Tech doesn’t 
compromise online safety or our democracy.

The American Innovation and Choice Online 
Act, S.2992, the leading tech reform bill in the 
U.S. Senate, includes many needed reforms. 
But it also includes language that would make 
it harder for online platforms to regulate or 
remove hate speech or misinformation. That is 
unacceptable and must be addressed.

We can, and must, do tech reform right.
Fortunately, Luján and several of his 

colleagues have appropriately sounded the 
alarm. In a letter to bill sponsor Sen. Amy 
Klobuchar, D-Minnesota, this summer, Lujan 
and his colleagues accurately said the bill 
“would supercharge harmful content online 
and make it more difficult to combat,” and they 
asked Klobuchar to make a simple language 
change in the bill to ensure everyone is safe 
online.

Unfortunately, the bill’s sponsor has not made 
the recommended, simple changes and the 
AICOA still puts online safety at risk.

We need to stand with Luján in insisting these 
changes are made. Our democracy depends on 
it.

The Jan. 6th hearings — and the insurrection 
they are investigating — have shown the threat 
damaging online misinformation poses to our 
democracy. Indeed many of the GOP actors 
who contested the results of President Biden’s 
electoral victory also support this bill because 

they view this bill as a way to prevent platforms 
from removing their dangerous content.

Here in New Mexico, our own secretary 
of state has been subjected to death threats 
following online election misinformation, and 
rampant online conspiracy theories led to 
planned efforts in Otero County to overturn 
election results and intimidate voters.

Enough is enough.
New Mexicans know online misinformation 

is dangerous and hurts our democracy. We need 
Luján and his colleagues to continue their work 
to fix this bill so that our values of fairness are 
reflected in the legislation.

By prohibiting platforms from discriminating 
between “similarly situated” users online, 
S.2992 would effectively protect hate speech and 
dangerous misinformation posted by bad actors 
like Alex Jones of Infowars or leaders of the hate 
group the Proud Boys. Here in New Mexico, 
Cowboys for Trump could end up with an even 
larger platform and even less accountability.

While the intent of the American Innovation 
and Choice Online Act is good, we can make it 
better.

Dangerous misinformation threatens the 
stability of our democracy and the safety of 
communities around the country, including 
here in New Mexico. Stripping platforms of the 
ability to remove harmful content could have 
serious repercussions for our democracy.

Luján and his colleagues were correct when 
they wrote: “Although important, competition 
policy goals should not override the ability of 
platforms to moderate content in good faith. 
Congress should continue to encourage, not 
impede, moderation of harmful content online.” 

We stand with Sen. Luján and urge all New 
Mexicans, including Sen. Martin Heinrich, to do 
the same. Standing up against hate speech and 
online misinformation requires we take a stand 
against the American Innovation and Choice 
Online Act as currently written.

Bill needs simple change so platforms 
can remove misinformation, hate speech 

BY NICK MILLS
FORMER PEACE CORPS VOLUNTEER, 
CARLSBAD RESIDENT

I’m sorry I missed the recent 
reunion of Ecuador volunteers 
in Santa Fe, which was 
featured in the Sept. 18 Sunday 
Journal. I would have liked 
to share my story with other 
former volunteers.

I was a volunteer in Ecuador 
from 1962 to 1964. I was 
proud to serve in the first PC 
volunteer group assigned to 
that country. My work was 
in community development, 
and I ended up organizing 
and running several vacation 
camps for children from the 
barrios in which I worked in 
Guayaquil and Ambato.

My life was radically 
transformed by my PC 
experience, as happened to 
so many others. Ecuador and 
Latin America broadly became 
my passion and my life for the 
next 50 years. On returning to 
the states I enrolled in Latin 
American Studies programs at 
the University of New Mexico, 
completing my doctorate 
degree in 1973. My doctorate 
was on Liberal Opposition in 
Ecuadorean Politics, 1830-1845, 
based on research carried out 
in Ecuador in 1969.

After a stint at the University 
of Oklahoma I was appointed 
director of the UNM Andean 
Study and Research Center 
in Quito. The center closed its 
doors in the early 1980s, but I 
remained in Ecuador as special 
adviser to President Osvaldo 
Hurtado, a position I held 
until his term ended in 1984, 
at which time I joined him in 

setting up the now prestigious 
Corporacion de Estudios para 
el Desarrollo, a think tank 
specializing in political and 
economic affairs in Ecuador 
and Latin America.

I returned to the states in 
1986, when I changed my 
career path from itinerate 
academic to development 
worker. For the next 40 years 
I served Catholic Relief 
Services and other similar 
agencies — CARE and Save 
the Children — in a variety 
of capacities in Central 
America and Afghanistan. My 
specializations were strategic 
planning and international 
education project design and 
development.

My work took me all over the 
world, but I never abandoned 
Ecuador in my heart and in 
my actions. I returned several 
times for work-related visits, 
and I maintained regular 
contact with life-long friends. 
In the mid ’80s I wrote a book 
on Ecuadorean politics that 
was named book of the year 
in political science. When I 
retired from active service 
overseas in 2010, I devoted the 
next seven years to writing 
“Osvaldo Hurtado Visto 
por Sus Contemporaneos” 
(Osvaldo Hurtado as Seen by 
His Contemporaries), which 
was at bottom a tribute to 
Hurtado’s stalwart defense of 
democracy in Ecuador during 
50 tumultuous years. In the 
introduction to the book I 
recount in some detail the 
story of my life in Ecuador 
and the nature of my abiding 
association with that country.

Peace Corps shaped my career 
from UNM to Ecuador


