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A year ago however, the area’s unemployment
rate was 6.3 percent.

Bingaman said there is still a “significant
amount of expenditure” that will occur from
the recovery act and is hopeful it will push
month-over-month job creation in the pri-
vate sector closer to 100,000 to balance out
unemployment.

“At some point in the very near future,
Congress is going to be required to essentially
cut off any stimulus funding and go ahead
with deficit reduction,” Bingaman said. “But
we need to focus on getting job creation going
before we focus on the deficit.”

Roque Garcia, CEO of Rio Grande Behav-
ioral Health Services, thanked the senator for
being up-front.

“There is so much misinformation out
there, that I appreciate (Bingaman) addressing
the unemployment issue,” he said.

Changes to health reform

About 22 percent out of the 26 percent of
people living in the state without health insur-
ance will be covered by 2020, Bingaman said,
ushering in a new era of health coverage that
is not only fair and widely available, but elimi-
nates doubtful honesty and legality from the
private insurance market.

“We have protections in (the health care
reform bill) against rescission of existing cov-
erage when someone finds out they are sick,”
he said. “The practice, unfortunately, has been
really prevalent that compa-
nies start looking for ways to
drop coverage when they learn
someone is going to contract a
serious illness.”

The end result of health care
reform will be improving cov-
erage in the state, more choices
and a greater ability for people
to choose what’s affordable for
them, Bingaman said.

For concerned small busi-
ness owners, however, it’s a dif-
ferent story.

According to the U.S. De-
partment of Health & Human
services, small businesses pay
about 18 percent more for the
same health insurance policy
as large firms. They lack the
purchasing power of large
businesses.

The Affordable Care Act, signed into law
March 23, makes some provisions to offset
those costs. Businesses with up to 25 em-
ployees that pay average annual wages below
$50,000 and provide health coverage qualify
for tax credits up to 35 percent now and up to
50 percent by 2014.

“The employers’ share of the premium
could be reduced by virtue of these tax
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State Sen. Mary Jane Garcia asks a question to U.S. Sen. Jeff Bingaman during

Tuesday’s economic update.

credits,” he said.

Starting in 2010, small businesses with less
than 100 employees can purchase employee
health insurance through an exchange, giv-
ing them the same financial leverage as larger
firms.

“We will have at least one insurance ex-
change in New Mexico,” Bingaman said. “They
are being set up all around the country.”

He said the long-term savings in health care
costs would eventually help reduce the nation-
al deficit.

“We've got a commission now trying to
work with Congress and the administration
on how to get the deficit un-
der control,” he said. “Many of
their recommendations relate
to additional changes made
in the health care system to
achieve those results.”

Because of the new recom-
mendations, Bingaman said
the Affordable Care Act will
be overhauled between now
and 2014.

“Frankly, we probably did
not do all the things we need-
ed to do to restructure the
system to begin controlling
health care costs in this legis-
lation,” he said.

Local resident Erlinda
Portillo said the federal gov-
ernment has to do a more ef-
ficient job in explaining the
new law to its constituents.

“How is this information
going to filter down from Washington, D.C.,,
to people that will be most affected by it?” she
asked. “So often, people are so confused and
don’t understand the concept of the informa-
tion coming out of Washington.”

... WE

Immigration and wilderness
Despite helping craft the bill, making

revisions to it last month and promoting
it across southern New Mexico, Bingaman
said he’s doubtful, but hopeful, the Organ
Mountains-Desert Peaks Wilderness bill will
be enacted into law this year.

“The challenge is going to be getting time
on the Senate floor for consideration of it and
getting it combined with other public land-re-
lated bills,” he said. “We’re working hard to get
in that position ... but Sen. (Harry) Reid has
got a lot of other demands right now.”

The bill seeks to create more than 259,000
acres of wilderness and conservation areas in
Dofia Ana County that would be managed in
ways that protect the landscape from develop-
ment while preserving current uses such as
hunting and grazing. It has been a hot-button
issue among ranchers and border patrol agents
who think the designation is too restrictive
and unmerited, but Bingman said the bill’s
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new revisions have been widely endorsed by
the border law enforcement community.

“We said that any place up to five miles
north of the border, there is no restriction on
what Border Patrol can do as far as regular
touring and patrolling,” he said. “Above that,
in wilderness areas, they will still have the au-
thority to take whatever action they require in
pursuit of a suspect or in pursuit of a particu-
lar circumstance.

“We worked with Border Patrol in develop-
ing these changes and we’ve gotten strong sup-
port from Border Patrol officials saying this
gives them much greater ability to do their job
then they have under the current law.”

Angel Montoya, a sportsman from Las Cru-
ces, said he fully endorses the bill.

“It’s a way of us protecting these areas for
the future,” he said. “I have a 6-year-old I want
to take out hunting years from now and not
have to run into a four-wheeler in the desert.
I'm really appreciative that I can pass on this
tradition to my sons.”

Fielding a question about immigration re-
form, Bingaman said there’s no chance com-
prehensive immigration will be introduced or
passed this year.

“We’ve never been able to get a combined
bill that the two Houses of Congress can agree
upon,” he said. “A lot of the supporters of the
earlier immigration reform legislation we con-
sidered no longer support it.”

Maria Flores, a Las Cruces Public Schools
board member, urged Bingaman and the cur-
rent administration to be steadfast in their ap-
proach to immigration reform.

“As a New Mexican, as a mother of a son
that’s often stopped by Border Patrol, I ask that
immigration reform be brought up,” she said.
“It’s affecting our families, my family and the
children in school. Reform is badly needed for
all of the Southwest. Since you’re so much clos-
er to the president, please relate this urgency.”
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Hispano chamber Vice President John Muioz talks about the U.S. Census Bureau’s
temporary employment positions with Tom Chagolla, census partnership specialist
for Doa Ana County.
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