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In the Land of Enchantment, families should be able
to live, thrive, and enjoy New Mexico’s natural beauty
without worrying about how the changing climate is
impacting their children’s health. Unfortunately, children
are especially vulnerable to the consequences of
climate change, which include extreme heat, drought,
flooding, wildfires, poor air quality, and more. These
harmful weather events result in worse health outcomes
for children that can persist into adulthood, as well
as poorer educational outcomes and exacerbated
economic instability for families. In addition, climate
change is more likely to harm families and communities
of color and those earning low incomes. As we saw with
the COVID-19 pandemic, the inequities brought about
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by centuries of systemic racism and misogyny mean
these communities already face greater barriers to
good health and economic stability, so they have fewer
resources to deal with additional hardships. Fortunately,
implementing strategies and laws that mitigate the
harms of climate change and assist in adaptation can
protect health outcomes for children, which will open
new doors to a healthier New Mexico and a brighter
tomorrow.

This policy brief looks at the impacts of extreme heat,
drought and flooding, wildfires, and air quality, and
includes several policy recommendations.



ENVIRONMENTAL AND
CLIMATE IMPACTS ON
CHILD WELL-BEING

While climate change impacts all of us, not all groups
will experience the negative effects to the same extent.
Children are especially at risk of the harmful effects
of climate change because their bodies and immune
systems are still developing, which makes them more
susceptible to environmental contaminants.! Children
also breathe in more air and drink more water for
their body weight than adults do, resulting in higher
exposure levels, which is compounded by the fact that
children tend to spend more time outdoors. In addition,
because these health issues take years to progress,
children who are exposed to environmental pollutants
from a young age are more likely to develop health
problems compared to adults who are not exposed until
later in life.2 Due to these differences between children
and adults, kids are at greater risk for a wide array
of environmental health concerns, such as asthma,
chronic lung diseases, and heat-related deaths.?

In addition to physical health concerns, climate change
also impacts children’s mental health. For example,
experiencing an extreme climate-related event like
a wildfire or flood can also worsen mental health,
causing, among other things, PTSD and a higher
risk of suicide for youth. This is exacerbated by the
overall anxiety youth may feel due to the trajectory
of the current climate crisis relative to their lifespans
and the fears that governments are not adequately
working to slow climate change.* In fact, from a survey
of 10,000 youth across several countries including
the United States, almost 50% reported that their
feelings of sadness and anxiety due to fears about
climate change negatively impacted their daily life and
functioning. In addition, more than 75% found the future
frightening and felt a sense of betrayal from adults
and governments.®

Beyond health outcomes, climate change-related
weather events also exacerbate food insecurity for
children and families. This is already a problem in
New Mexico, where 21% of children have limited
or inadequate access to food.® This rate is likely to
increase due to the effects that rising temperatures,
droughts, and floods have on food chains, which
impact food availability and prices.” Other downstream
effects of climate change include worse educational
outcomes for children and economic and community
instability for families.®

In addition, children who live in high-risk geographic
regions, such as floodplains, forests, dry shrubland,
and near oil and gas facilities, busy highways, and
other industrial centers, are even more vulnerable to
the impacts of extreme climate-related events.®

These challenges often loom even larger for communities
of color and families earning lower incomes, who are
already disproportionately experiencing the harms
of climate change.” In fact, an analysis from the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency found that
underserved communities experience the most severe
consequences from climate change because they have
the fewest resources to prepare for, and recover from,
extreme weather events." In addition, neighborhoods
in low-income communities tend to have a greater
exposure to air pollutants, which places residents at a
higher risk for environmental health problems.' This
finding is also true for neighborhoods of color, which
is why these neighborhoods have a higher incidence
of childhood asthma. Furthermore, Native Americans
are one of the most climate-impacted populations in
the United States due to their high rates of poverty.'?
Overall, the effects of climate change hurt those in our
state who have the fewest resources to manage these
worsening environmental risks.

EXTREME HEAT

Extreme heat is the leading cause of weather-related
deaths in the United States, and temperatures continue
to climb due to climate change.' Extreme heat —
which is defined by the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention as summertime temperatures that are
much hotter and/or humid than is average for any given
location — causes an increase in heat-related illnesses,
such as heat exhaustion and heat stroke, and it can lead
to deaths from heart attacks and other cardiovascular
diseases.' The body’s primary mechanism for cooling
down is to release moisture via sweat glands on the
skin. As the moisture evaporates, the body is cooled,
much in the same way that an evaporative cooler brings
down the temperature in a building. Since this cooling
mechanism relies on evaporation, high humidity makes
it more difficult for the body to cool, which is why the
heat index (see Figure I) includes relative humidity.
Fortunately, New Mexico is much dryer than most of
the rest of the southern states. Still, given how the body
copes with high temperatures, dehydration is a common
danger during the summer months.

Children are disproportionately impacted by extreme
heat, as are seniors, and their bodies may struggle
to regulate internal temperatures.'® Native Americans
are also at a greater risk of heat-related illnesses
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because they have a higher likelihood for high blood
pressure, which makes extreme heat conditions
more dangerous."” In addition, the risk of heat-related
illnesses increases in urban heat islands that have
little tree cover and overall vegetation and where the
concentration of buildings and pavement absorb and
retain heat.'® Heat-related deaths of the elderly often
occur in urban settings.®

In New Mexico, an average 20 days out of the year are
classified as extremely or dangerously hot, a number
that is set to double by 2050.2° In fact, since 1970, New
Mexico has warmed by 3.3 degrees Fahrenheit. Absent
human activity, such an increase would have taken
thousands of years to occur.?' Rising temperatures
are an issue throughout New Mexico, as 80,000
residents in the state are vulnerable to extreme heat.?
Unfortunately, 15% of the state’s population do not have
cooling units to help them during periods of extreme
heat.Z In addition, individuals who rely on evaporative

FIGURE I

cooling systems may get exposed to air pollutants
because their cooling system pulls air from the outside.
Evaporative cooling systems are especially dangerous
during wildfires.?*

Fortunately, heat-related illnesses are preventable
through the implementation of early warning heat-health
systems.?®> However, although New Mexico’s extreme
heat response plan addresses current heat threats, the
state does not have climate adaptation plans that adjust
for intensified future heat risks.?® The state and local
municipalities should also continue their heat reduction
efforts through policies that prioritize tree and vegetation
cover and use urban green infrastructure techniques to
shade building surfaces, deflect radiation from the sun,
and release moisture into the atmosphere.?” In addition,
the state should utilize its Medicaid program like Oregon
did to provide air filters and air conditioners for people
with the highest needs.?®

The NWS Heat Index Shows How High Humidity Makes High Temperatures More Dangerous

Temperature (in Fahrenheit)
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40% 80 81 83 85 88 91 94
45% 80 82 84 87 89 93 96
50% 81 83 85 88 91 95 99
55% 81 84 86 89 93 97
60% 82 84 88 91 95
65% 82 85 89 93 96
70% 83 86 90 95
75% 84 88 92
80% 84 89 94
85% 85 90 96
90% 86 91
95% 86 93
100% 87 95
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Likelihood of heat disorders with prolonged exposure or strenuous activity:
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How to Read This Index: Find the heat index by tracing the temperature and relative humidity to where they coincide on the chart. For example, if the
temperature is 94 degrees Fahrenheit and the relative humidity is 75%, the heat index is 124 — in the danger zone.
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DROUGHT AND FLOODING

The rising temperatures in New Mexico increase the
likelihood of both drought and flooding, which creates
issues of water access and quality.?° In fact, over the last
several decades, the United States has experienced
an increase in extreme rainfall and drought events
that have serious consequences for children’s health
and well-being.?°

Specifically, severe storms and floods can lead to
water contamination that cause poor health outcomes
for children such as impaired cognitive function,
gastrointestinal issues, and cancer.?' In addition, the
remaining standing water after a flood creates favorable
conditions for disease-carrying insects like mosquitoes,
which increases the risk of vector-borne diseases.*?
Floods and intense storms also increase the likelihood
of mold in families’ homes, which results in poor air
quality and associated negative health outcomes.

Drought, on the other hand, is associated with diarrheal
disease in children because it causes a higher
concentration of dangerous bacteria in water and
reduces the amount of water available for personal
hygiene. Diarrheal diseases can cause stunted
development or even death due to severe dehydration.3?
Drought also causes dust storms, disruptions in food
production, and it increases the risk for wildfires.3*
Overall, both drought and flooding can result in
displacement and job insecurity if families need to
evacuate their homes, which creates greater instability

and mental health issues for their children.

Like other states, New Mexico has experienced an
increase in droughts and flooding due to climate
change. More than 300,000 residents live in areas
experiencing drought, and New Mexico has had many
dangerous floods in the last couple of decades.®
In addition, more than 17% of housing properties in
New Mexico are at risk of being severely impacted
by flooding, which puts families in danger of housing
instability and homelessness.?® Droughts are also
projected to become more intense in the state due to
higher temperatures and decreased precipitation, which
would hurt the state’s agriculture, exacerbate water-
scarcity in New Mexico, and increase the intensity and
occurrence of wildfires.?’

Fortunately, New Mexico has already taken steps to
address the increase in droughts and floods by creating
a Drought Task Force and statewide Drought Plan,3®
and has prepared a 2018 New Mexico State Water
Plan to address issues such as water infrastructure,
drought, and water conservation.*® The state has also
invested in statewide conservation funds and in efforts
to protect surface water and groundwater resources.*
Local governments have also enacted policies to
address drought and flooding, such as Albuquerque
Bernalillo County Water Utility Authority offering rebates
to promote water conservation.*'
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WILDFIRES

Drought and flooding are bookends to another issue that
has worsened with climate change — wildfires. Droughts
have made wildfires more likely, more devastating,
and more difficult to contain. Once a landscape has
been scarred by a wildfire, the terrain is less able to
absorb rainfall, which leads to flooding. The harm
caused by flooding makes it even more difficult for a
burn scar to heal. In the past few years, New Mexicans
have experienced many devastating wildfires across
the state, displacing hundreds of families from their
homes and land.*? These fires were followed by severe
flooding, which hampered efforts to rebuild and restore
the land. Unfortunately, the rising temperatures of
climate change, as well as the longer periods of extreme
heat and drought conditions, has resulted in longer,
hotter, and drier wildfire seasons, increasing the risk
and intensity of wildfires in the future.** Due to these
worsening environmental conditions, New Mexico may
no longer have a wildfire “season” but rather experience
wildfires throughout the year.*

Wildfires have immediate, negative consequences for
children. In fact, children are especially vulnerable to
the effects of particulate pollution caused by wildfire
smoke, which can reduce lung function and impact
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children’s respiratory health as adults.*® Exposure to
wildfire particulate pollution may also increase children’s
risk for autism and ADHD and result in worse school
performance.*® In addition, when families have to
evacuate because of wildfires, they are more likely to
face housing instability and job insecurity, all of which
harm children’s physical and mental well-being.4’
Wildfires also hurt our state by displacing people
and communities that have existed in one place for
hundreds of years, destroying unique aspects of our
state’s culture.*®

New Mexico can do more to help communities in the
aftermath of a wildfire and climate adaptation in general,
by creating a program within the Department of Health
that focuses on the public health impacts of worsening
environmental events. This bill was introduced during
the 2023 session as the “Public Health and Climate
Resiliency Act,” but it did not pass. Other policies that
New Mexico can implement to reduce the risk and harms
from wildfires include healthy forest thinning programs,
burning restrictions, vegetation management, and
making electric systems in high fire-risk areas more
weather-resistant.



AIR QUALITY

No matter its cause, air pollution and poor air quality
have devastating effects on health for children due to
their developing respiratory systems and the tendency
to spend more time outdoors.*® Children who are
exposed to air pollution from a young age and even in
the womb are at a greater risk for health issues such
as adverse birth outcomes, poor neurodevelopment
and lung function, asthma, childhood obesity, and
continued health issues as adults.®® Moreover, asthma
is associated with school absenteeism, which negatively
impacts educational outcomes for children.

As climate change persists, conditions such as rising
temperatures and stagnant air increase the risk of
unhealthy ozone levels and lead to higher levels of
air pollutants like transportation emissions, pesticides,
wildfire smoke and pollen.®' New Mexico is notimmune
to these conditions, as many cities and counties have
experienced high ozone levels due to increasing
temperatures, wildfires, and drought.5? The 130 dairy
farms in New Mexico are a contributor to poor air
quality as they add dust, fecal matter, and more, into
the air.>®* New Mexico’s more than 60,000 oil and gas
extraction facilities also contribute to methane pollution,
which worsens air quality by releasing more hazardous
ground-level ozone into the air.?* Unfortunately, more
than 100 schools and child care centers are located
near oil and gas facilities in the state, and almost 30,000
children in New Mexico live within a half-mile radius of
an oil or gas production facility.®s In fact, air pollution
from oil and gas facilities in 2016 alone caused 2,200
new childhood asthma cases and 7,500 deaths across
the United States, with a cost of $77 billion in total health
impacts.% Furthermore, people of color are more likely
to live in areas that have gas leaks and worse air quality,
which increases health inequalities within the state.”
Relatedly, research finds that oil and gas pipelines are
inequitably concentrated in lower-income counties and
communities of color.%®

Orphan wells — abandoned oil and gas wells — also
impact the health of New Mexicans. These orphan wells
leak high concentrations of methane pollution into the
air, as well as contaminants into the water supply, which
worsens climate conditions and health outcomes. As of
2022, there were approximately 1,700 orphan wells on
state and private land across New Mexico and hundreds
more on federal lands.*®

Fortunately, the effects of poor air quality are not
permanent, as research finds that children experience
improvements in their health when exposure to air
pollutants is curtailed. In fact, when exposed to cleaner

FIGURE Il
Oil & Gas Production Puts Out the Most
Green House Gas Emissions by Far
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Source: “Progress and Recommendations,” NM Interagency
Climate Change Task Force, 2021
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air, children experience significant improvements
in lung function growth and reductions in asthmatic
symptoms, and these positive health benefits continue
into adulthood.®

New Mexico has already taken steps to address poor
air quality in the state by implementing a ban on all new
oil and gas leases on state trust land that are within
a mile of schools and other educational institutions.®’
In addition, the state has utilized state and federal
funding to begin to plug orphan wells to protect the
environment and the health of nearby households.5?
New Mexico also passed the Energy Transition Act in
2019 to move toward renewable energy, and it passed
ozone precursor regulations to reduce ozone emissions
from the oil and gas sector.®

However, New Mexico must do more to address poor
air quality and protect the health of children in the state.
Given the role that the oil and gas industry plays in
polluting our air and emitting methane, the state needs
to decrease its economic dependence on oil and gas
by diversifying its revenue streams and by prioritizing
a just transition away from the industry.®* In addition,
New Mexico should modernize the Oil and Gas Justice
Reform Act so that members of the Oil Conservation
Commission and the Oil Conservation Division
protect the environment, public health, and frontline
communities.®® New Mexico can also do more to better
enforce existing environmental protection regulations
by fully funding state agencies responsible for enforcing
environmental laws that protect children’s health.
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POLICY ACTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This section identifies a list of actions that the state
has or should take to address the climate impacts on
health. For example, while New Mexico has committed
to reducing greenhouse gas emissions that trap heat
by at least 45% from 2005 to 2030,% the state is not
currently on track to meet these commitments. One
action New Mexico can take to meet these targets is
to make these commitments legally binding by putting
them into statute.

In addition, while New Mexico has invested in
renewable energy, it can reap more of the benefits
from these investments by expanding its renewable
energy infrastructure and supporting job development
in these fields.®” Building off of its existing policies, New
Mexico can do more to reduce the threats of extreme
weather events. The list of actions below indicate
where the state has already succeeded, as well as
the actions that New Mexico must take to protect the
environmental health of children.

Graphic Key:
@ New Mexico has already taken this action
New Mexico is taking this action
@ New Mexico has not yet taken this action

Reduce Greenhouse Gas Emissions

@ Set goals to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from 2005 levels by 45% by 2030.

@ Adopt California’s clean car standards.
@ Pass oil and gas pollution rules.
Invest in clean, renewable energy.

@ Update New Mexico’s Oil and Gas Justice and Reform Act to protect the environment, public health, and

frontline communities.

@ Put greenhouse gas reduction goals in statute to make state commitments legally binding.
© Adopt Advanced Clean Trucks and Advanced Clean Cars Il standards to reduce emissions from passenger

cars, SUVs, and trucks.

@ Increase royalty rates for oil and gas leases on state trust lands to reduce oil and gas development.
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Decrease State’s Dependency on Oil and Gas
Support job development in clean energy industries.
Provide the infrastructure and funding needed for a just transition for workers.
@ Diversify the state’s revenue streams away from its over-reliance on the oil and gas industry.

Enforce Existing Laws and Rules
@ Fully fund state agencies so they can enforce laws that protect residents’ health.
@ Eliminate legal loopholes to limit pollution from oil and gas facilities.

Prioritize Conservation Efforts
@ Create and invest in state conservation funds.
@ Invest in efforts to protect surface water and groundwater resources.
Invest federal funding from the Inflation Reduction Act toward climate-oriented agriculture practices.
© Enact bonding reform to cover the costs to clean up and restore natural habitats around orphan well sites,
which are inactive, unplugged oil and gas wells that leak toxic chemicals into the air.

Support Climate-Friendly Infrastructure
@ Update building codes so buildings are more energy efficient.
@ Support energy efficient improvements for local communities.
@ Develop an electric grid modernization plan.
Plant tree canopies in urban neighborhoods to reduce extreme heat.
@ Require new buildings to apply solar-ready building designs to take advantage of future solar installations.
@ Incentivize the development of solar-powered building and parking facilities.

Increase Governmental Climate Change Capabilities

@ Create an Interagency Climate Change Task Force.

@ Publish reports on New Mexico’s climate change progress.

@ Develop climate adaptation plans.

@ Prioritize tribal and rural communities in state environmental decisions.
© Pass legislation to help communities address climate-health risks.

Reduce the Cumulative Effects of Climate Change on Children’s Health
@ Ban oil and gas leasing on state trust lands within a mile of schools.

© Limit the use of pesticides around schools to improve air quality.

@ Train health practitioners about climate-related health risks.

Prioritize Adaptation and Mitigation Efforts within Medicaid

@ Incentivize health care facilities to implement sustainability initiatives.

@ Provide coverage of air filters and air conditioners to protect enrollees from extreme heat.
© Conduct research of possible New Mexico-specific climate adaptation Medicaid benefits.
l.; 4

o
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CONCLUSION

New Mexico is already experiencing an alarming
number of climate crisis events, such as extreme
heat, droughts, flooding, and wildfires, as well as poor
air quality. These weather events are becoming more
frequent and intense as temperatures continue to rise,
harming all of us in the process. Unfortunately, it is our
state’s children who are hurt the most since they are
especially vulnerable to the health impacts of these
events. If New Mexico does not take action to reduce
the causes and effects of climate change now, more
children will be at risk for severe health issues including
asthma, chronic lung diseases, and heat-related deaths,
as well as worse mental health. In fact, low-income
children and children of color who live in high-risk areas
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are already experiencing the harmful effects of these
worsening environmental conditions.

No family should have to worry about the effect of the
environment on their children’s health. While New
Mexico has taken steps to reduce the effects of climate
change, the state can and must do more to protect
children’s health and to reduce the risk and harms of
extreme weather events. By continuing to implement
and enforce strategies that reduce the negative health
outcomes and inequities caused by climate change,
New Mexico can open new doors to a healthier, brighter
future for every child in the state.
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