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OCTOBER MEETING:
NEW MEXICANS FOR SCIENCE

AND REASON will hear

Milton Vernon leading a panel
discussion on 

“Prospects for Nuclear Power:
What Have We learned?”

=>October 14th,2020 7:00PM<=

=>Attend online!<=
FUTURE MEETINGS ANNOUNCED!

October  14th,  2020  NMSR  Meeting:
Milton  Vernon  will  lead  a  panel
discussion  on  “Prospects  for  Nuclear
Power: What Have We learned?”

Our  October  14th,
2020  meeting  will
feature  a  panel
discussion on prospects
for  nuclear  power.
Nuclear  entrepreneur
Milton  Vernon  will

provide key insights,  and NMSR members  are
encouraged  to  participate  in  the  panel
discussion.

Because  of  the  ongoing  Corona  virus
crisis,  this  meeting  will  be  held  online,  and
members can attend from their homes or offices.
It will be hosted on Zoom. A Zoom Link will be

sent out to all members and potential attendees
before the meeting. To get added to the attendee
list, simply email nmsrdave@swcp.com.

Gerry  Alldredge  is
interested  in  nuclear
power,  and will  have
some  questions  for
the panel.

Tune in at 7:00 PM October 14th, 2020,
On Line!
Fall  2020  NMSR
Meeting?   Keith
Matzen  of  Sandia
National
Laboratories,  on
"High  Energy
Density Science with
Pulsed  Power  --
From Fundamental Science to National Security
Applications" Location and Date TBD.

http://www.nmsr.org/
mailto:nmsrdave@swcp.com
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New Mexicans for Science & Reason (NMSR)
NMSR is  a  non-profit  group  with  the  goals  of

promoting science, the scientific method, rational thinking,
and  critical  examination  of  dubious  or  extraordinary
claims.  NMSR meets at 7 PM on the second Wednesday of
each  month,  in  Albuquerque,  New  Mexico,  at  CNM’s
Student  Resource  Center,  room  204  (@  Richard  Barr
Boardroom).  NMSR Reports is its official newsletter. 
NMSR officers:
Dave Thomas, President
1201 Avenida de Chamiso Pl., Socorro, NM 87801
nmsrdave@swcp.com
John Covan, Vice-President
jmcovan@juno.com
Debbie Thomas, Treasurer
3205 Alcazar NE,  Albuq., NM 87110
 abqdebbie@comcast.net
Eddy Jacobs, Resident Neutron Generator
eddyjacobs88@gmail.com 
Mark Fraser CNM Sponsor
ippon@earthlink.net
John Geohegan, Past President
jgeoh@swcp.com
Kim Johnson, Industrial Physicist
kimber@comcast.net
Marilyn Savitt-Kring, Science Mom
Membership: $25/year (hardcopy newsletter), or $15/year 
(downloadable PDF), make your check payable to 
NMSR, send to treasurer (Debbie Thomas).
NMSR Advisors:
• Mark Boslough, 

Physicist (Impacts, Climate Change,
Global Warming).  Sandia National Labs. 

• Kendrick Frazier
Editor, Skeptical Inquirer

• John Geissman
Professor of Paleomagnetism

• Alan Hale
Southwest Institute for Space Research

• Randy Thornhill
 Professor of Biology, UNM

Cyber-Cypher Clue: V = W, X = B, Z = J.

Bonus Puzzle Clue: Get out a calculator!
WANTED: READER ARTICLES & COMMENTARY

Got  something  to  share  with  NMSR members?
Send it in! ATTN: Dave Thomas, Editor, NMSR Reports.

REMEMBER,   our  next  NMSR
meeting is ONLINE, Oct. 14th 7PM!

Zoom Meeting info will be emailed out, ask
nmsrdave@swcp.com for a copy.

PUZZLE TIME!
[Please send solutions to Dave Thomas at: nmsrdave@swcp.com, or at 
801 Fitch Ave., Socorro NM 87801.]

Cyber-Cypher: OCTOBER PUZZLE
(Submitted by Dave Thomas, quote courtesy Mike Arms)
The following letters are a simple substitution cypher.  If 
R stands for L, R will stand for L everywhere. Your 
Cyber-Cypher Clue: Clue? Oh, well - if you must, see p. 2.

" T D I P  Q P D Q C P  O K W E L  O P P Q C M

Y K D I  R S P  Y D J E R B W E  D Y

L E D V C P O F P .  D R S P K T  Z J T R

F B K F C P . "  -  F K B E R  I .

X K W F S R

SUPER SECRET WORD!
However you prefer to do the cypher itself (above

or  below),  simply  duplicate  those  actions  on  the
alphabetized row of cypher letters below.  You’ll build an
answer  key,  and  you’ll  also  reveal  -  the  Super  Secret
Word!

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z

AUGUST CYPHER SOLUTION 
"THERE ARE TWO WAYS TO BE FOOLED. ONE IS TO
BELIEVE WHAT ISN'T TRUE; THE OTHER IS TO
REFUSE TO BELIEVE WHAT IS TRUE." - SOREN
KIERKEGAARD

Esteemed  September  Code  Crackers:  Mike
Arms*, Austin Moede*, and Terry Lauritsen*! 
*Secret Word: "WHY BOUNDARIES"

Need more Secret Word Cryptograms?
New puzzles every week at 
www.nmsr.org/SocorroStumper.h  tm  

http://www.nmsr.org/
http://www.nmsr.org/SocorroStumper.htm
http://www.nmsr.org/SocorroStumper.htm
mailto:nmsrdave@swcp.com
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October Bonus: “Social Voting”
Submitted by Dave Thomas

Consider  the  following  statistics  about  Harris
County, Texas (includes Houston) and New York County,
New York (Manhattan):

Harris County,
Texas

New York
County, New

York

Number of
Registered

Voters

2,300,000 1,000,000

Area in Square
Miles 

1,777 22.8

Number of
Polling Places

1 250

The  October  Bonus:  If  all  of  the  registered
voters in each county formed a line at their polling place,
and  each  voter  kept  a  social  distance  of  six  feet  from
adjacent  voters,  how long would the  typical  line  be,  in
miles, in Manhattan? And in Harris County? Assume an
equal  number  of  registered  Manhattan  voters  resides  in
each of the areas for the 250 polling places.

Double Bonus:  If  a  Federal  judge  grants  an
injunction  barring  enforcement  of  Gov.  Abbott's  order
limiting Texas counties to one ballot dropoff, and twelve
ballot  centers  can be  used  in  Harris  County,  and  are
equally distributed, how long would the typical  line be,
then?

September Bonus: “Weaning Weekly”
Submitted by Dave Thomas

A patient has been instructed to wean themselves
off of a daily medication. Here is the schedule the doctor
has recommended:

• Week 1 - one pill per day as usual
• Week 2 - one pill every other day
• Week 3 - one pill every 3rd day
• Week 4 - one pill every 4th day
• Week 5 - one pill every 5th day
• Week 6 - one pill every 6th day
• Week 7 - stop pills altogether

The September Bonus:  Starting  with  Sunday,  the  first
day of Week 1, how many pills will the patient need to get
to Week 7?

Answer: 16.

Congrats: Rocky S. Stone, Mike Arms, Gene Aronson,
Terry Lauritsen, and Keith Gilbert.

September  9th,  2020  NMSR  Meeting:
Cynthia  Hall  on  “The  PRC  and
Climate  Change:  What's  Taking  So
Long?”

Our September 9th, 2020 meeting featured
Cynthia Hall, a member of the Public Regulation
Commission (PRC).  Cynthia mentioned that she
remembers when NMSR stood up to creationists
in the past, and that she appreciated our efforts
for science. 

Hall  said  that  the  PRC  is  vital;  her
perspective is as a lawyer who has worked there,
and  understands  the  process  as  a
scientist/environmentalist. She lost a 3-way close
contest  in  2012,  but  won  in  2016.  She  ran
because  she  felt  that  the  PRC could  influence
response  to  climate  change  and  emissions  of
green-house gases (GHGs). While she has been
on  the  commission,  the  policy  for  GHGs  has
changed, and is much more progressive in regare
to renewable energy.

Ms.  Hall  worked  at  the  Public  Service
Commission in 1985-6 (this was the precursor to
PRC).  There  were
three  appointed
commissioners,  and a
very  professional
atmosphere.  In  2008,
when  she  returned to
work  at  the  PRC,  it
now  had  elected
commissioners,  and
overall  competence
was way lower. The Office of General Counsel
advises  PRC,  and  summarizes  arguments.  No
more than a one-page memo is allowed for each
case,  and  some  cases  are  quite  complex.  If  a
monopoly, such as a large utility, wanted to raise
rates, in lieu of competition, only the PRC stands
there  to  defend consumers.  It  holds  trials  with
reams  of  evidence  and  sworn  witnesses.
Testimony  can  run  to  thousands  of  pages,  and
decisions  can  be  200-page  documents;  try  to

http://www.nmsr.org/
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distill all that down to one page!

After  about  a  month,  she  decided  she
could do better,  and resolved to  to run herself.
There are five commissioners, elected from five
districts.  Cynthia’s  from Albuquerque,  the only
metro  district.  Aggrieved  parties  can  appeal
decisions to the state supreme court, so the PRC
is analogous to an appellate level court.

Hall  described  a  couple  of  statutes,  the
Public  Utility  Act,  and  the  Renewable  Energy
Act (2007).  In  2019,  the  legislature passed the
Energy Transition Act; this increase the standard
for renewable energy to be 20% by 2020, 50% by
2030,  80% by 2040,  and 100% clean by 2045
(this  could  include  nuclear).  Another  important
part of the Energy Transition Act concerned the
closure of the San Juan Generating Station, and
San Juan coal plants in northwest NM. Because
coal is declining, the owners of plants wanted to
get out of ownership, or close the plants. A 2018
agreement  to  close  San Juan was  put  forward,
and  all  parties  wanted  out,  except  the  city  of
Farmington, which wanted the plant to stay open
for  jobs.  Should  closure  costs  be  laid  on  the
public,  the  owners,  or  both?  The  Legislature’s
2019 Energy Transition Act essentially made the
decision for the commission; it allows utilities to
collect  closure  costs  from  ratepayers.  The
mandated  increase  in  renewable  portfolio
standard will help renewable energy use. 

Cynthia  explained  that  there  were  two
ways to pay for closure costs – either charging
rate  payers  for  capital  costs  and  revenue
requirements, resulting in a return on investment

of 9-11%. The second,  and more cost-effective
method, is to issue a bond, and securitize it. This
means you announce to the world that rate payers
(rather  than utilities)  back up paying the bond.
With a bond’s lower rate of interest, rate payers
get  3.5%  rather  than  9-11%  the  first  way,
resulting in huge savings for rate payers.

So,  the  Energy  transition  act
accomplished  three  things;  a  speedy  exit  from
San Juan coal and generating station; providing a
securitization mechanism; AND, providing a new
renewable  portfolio  standard  that  accelerated
renewable energy.

While Farmington wants to keep the plant
open for jobs, whatever happens to it, the costs
will not be paid by ratepayers. Another important
decision was adoption of a choice of replacement
resources. This was acted on recently. PNM had
presented  some  over-simplified  choices  for
replacement resources (all  solar,  all  storage,  all
gas - none feasible), and their actual choice was:
gas, plus a little storage and solar.  As the case
progressed, intervenors in the case were allowed
to provide their portfolio options. Everybody got
to use same optimizing software for free. In the
end,  the  portfolio  chosen  was  not  what  PNM
wanted, but did satisfy the Act. It called for all
solar and storage, and 24 MW distributed Energy
Resources  (behind  your  meter  -  smart
thermostats,  etc.)  While  the  community  was
concerned  about  loss  of  tax  revenue  from  the
plant, there will be $900 million in investment to
build facilities for new electricity to replace plant
output.  It  will  be  replaced  by  all  renewable
energy or distributed Energy Resources. 

The  Act  doesn't  apply  to  gas  plants,
which won’t be held to the same standard. Going
forward,  they  will  be  subject  to  the  best
economic choice standard. PNM had to issue an

http://www.nmsr.org/
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all source RFP for bidders to replace resources,
and  got  over  350  bids,  the  cheapest  solar  in
nation!  It  was  eye-opening,  Cynthia  said;  the
market  is  there.  Utilities  can  procure  clean
energy sources at prices better or equal to fossil
fuels.

On  the  back  of  our  PNM  bills,
renewables  vs  non-renewables  are  reported.
Renewable  energy  should  be  at  20% now,  but
attendees Randy, and Marilyn Savitt-Kring, said
their  bills  showed  13.7%  for  renewables.  Ms.
Hall said this wasn’t right, and that she would be
looking into it.

She said  that  PRC
staff  attorneys  are
supposed to represent
the  public  interest,
balancing  interest
between  consumers
and shareholders, and
that  the  AG  is  the
intervenor  who
represents  the
consumer's  interest.

Cynthia said that it should be the PRC that tries
to  balance,  because  it  is  the  ultimate  decision
maker. 

Tish  Morris  asked  about  the  pros  and
cons of elected versus appointed commissioners.
Cynthia  said  that  when  she  was  first  at  the
commission,  they  were  appointed  by  the
governor, without a vetting process. It was a very
professional batch of people: a utility lawyer, a
utility  economist,  and a  businessman.  Decision
making was sound. When she returned in 2008,
however,  most  of  commissioners  (except  for
Jason  Marks,  Albuquerque,  an  excellent,
knowledgable  cost  accountant)  were  sub-
standard performers.

In the 90s, the legislature combined two
commissions  and  mandated  elected
commissioners,  who  only  had  to  be  a  state
resident, at least 18 years old, and a non-felon.
Because they were paid $90k/year, the positions

became  desirable  targets  for  ambitious
politicians, who knew how to get elected, but not
how  to  regulate  utilities.  Since  1999,  two
commissioners have been convicted of felonies;
one  had  a  sexual  harassment  lawsuit,  and  one
was caught trying to smuggle a hash pipe in their
purse  at  the  El  Paso  airport.  When  there  are
elected  commissioners,  it  turns  out  that  more
decisions  are  overturned  in  the  state  supreme
court.  In  2017,  the  legislature  increased
qualifications: a bachelor or professional degree
in  law  or  economics,  plus  10  years  relevant
experience.  However,  it’s  up  to  the  opponent
candidates  to  challenge  those  qualifications,
within a fixed 10-day period.  There is no state
vetting of qualifications.

From the Nov. 3rd Ballot: Cynthia Hall says “Yes!”

Cynthia  encouraged  all  to  vote  for  the
first  constitutional  amendment  on  the  Nov.  3rd

ballot,  to  have  the  governor  appoint
commissioners. If passed, the governor could not
pick just anyone, but would have to select from a
list provided by a seven-member committee (four
Legislative leaders; the secretaries of energy and

http://www.nmsr.org/
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economic development; and, the governor), and
then must be approved by the senate. Currently,
there are four-year terms, two consecutive max.
Under the new provision, there will be six-year
terms, with some adjustments as the amendment
becomes effective.

Ms. Hall is running a vigorous campaign
as a Democrat; she does have an opponent, the
first Republican to run in four elections.

NMSR thanks  Cynthia  Hall  for  a  very

informative presentation.
Videos of past meetings are available at

http://www.nmsr.org/meetings.htm. 

October  Skeptiverse  Haiku!  
by Keith Thomas

Have sasquatch searchers
Tried searching Arizona’s

Saguaro forests?

The R-nought to be,
Or the R-nought not to be,

That is the question!

If spooking others
Is your task/This Halloween,

Simply doff that mask!

I guess fruit farmers
Could cherry pick the data

On cherry picking.

Can statisticians
Quantify epidemic

Incompetency?

The fall equinox.
Each season makes its exit

At the proper time.

DUES  check the date on your mailing label.  If it's time for you
to renew, or to make a contribution,   please make your check
payable  to  NMSR,  and  send  it  to  Debbie  Thomas,  NMSR
Treasurer,  3205  Alcazar  NE,  Albuquerque.,  NM  87110
Name _______
Address______________________

Membership $25 per annum (hard copy newsletter), or 
$15 per annum (online newsletter).

The NMSR e-mail list is fun!  It’s an e-mail list with news 
announcements of interest to NMSR members, discussions 
about news of the times, and more.  To join, send a request to
nmsrdave@swcp.com.

Thanks to: John Covan, Eddy Jacobs, Debbie Thomas, Keith 
Thomas, and all our Puzzlers!

http://www.nmsr.org/
mailto:nmsrdave@swcp.com
http://www.nmsr.org/meetings.htm

