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The Border in the Balance

Endangered species advocate Michael Finkelstein thinks a border fence could cause more environmental problems
than it solves. 

By Charles Bethea

Most proponents of the plan to erect a fence along 700 miles of the United States’s 2,500-mile border with Mexico
believe the fence would protect the nation by making the most populated border regions virtually impenetrable to illegal
immigrants. But opponents of the plan say the barricade would suppress biodiversity and harm endangered species in
sensitive areas such as California’s Tijuana Estuary and Arizona’s Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge—not to
mention block public access to some of the most beautiful spots in America.

Plenty recently spoke with Michael Finkelstein, director of the Center for Biological Diversity, about the current impact
of immigrants and the border patrol on our fragile borderlands—and the problems that could result from the fence and
patrol roads that could be built on the border in the near future.

Plenty: What are the chief environmental problems that double-fencing along the Mexico-US border could cause?

Finkelstein: Double-fencing will prevent wildlife migrations, divide habitat, and split populations. The construction and
maintenance activities associated with fence and road developments can cause accelerated erosion, habitat fragmentation,
and the spread and infestations of non-native species. In fragile ecosystems, the loss of topsoils or increased
sedimentation in wetland areas can drastically alter the vegetation and wildlife communities.

Plenty: What endangered species are particularly in jeopardy?

Finkelstein: The border wall would impede the jaguar, Mexican gray wolf, and Sonoran pronghorn, among others, from
cross-border recovery.

Plenty: What are the biggest threats right now to the wildlife refuges along the US-Mexico border? 

Finkelstein: These places are in danger because of both illegal immigration and border patrol activities. For example,
Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument currently has a vehicle barrier in place to prevent illegal motorized incursions
associated with human and drug smuggling operations, and this vehicle barrier was constructed to be wildlife friendly.
However, the US Border Patrol drives off-road, damaging desert soils and trampling plants and wildlife habitat. It's a
no-win situation if we only address immigration at the border. Immigration policy must be addressed in Washington, D.C.,
to develop fair and humane border policies that prevent the loss of human life and the destruction of our deserts.



Plenty: Is human migration along the border getting more difficult to detect?

Finkelstein: The smuggling corridors—for both human and drug traffic—are moving into more remote places where
enforcement is more difficult. This means that the stakes are higher—immigrants are more likely to get hurt or die on the
longer walks and areas that have previously been free of human activity are now being subjected to trash, camp fires, and
new trails. Immigration decreases in one place mean increases in another.

Plenty: Has border migration affected the feasibility of environmental fieldwork in some of these areas?

Finkelstein: Yes. Another aspect of the environmental problems along the border is that the scientists and land managers
working on these public lands are prevented from doing their jobs due to high levels of danger. Biologists are prevented
from going into the field alone to work because of potential armed confrontations. Their inability to do their jobs means
that we really have no idea the extent of the impacts on the resources they would otherwise be monitoring. 

Plenty: Could a fence actually prevent some types of environmental damage, such as habitat destruction and waste
build-up, which has resulted from human migration?

Finkelstein: The wall could prevent some kinds of illegal off-road vehicle traffic, but the U.S. Border Patrol should be
held to the same standard. Some of the worst abuses come from enforcement activities, which would not stop at the wall.
The trash caused by migrants is certainly a concern, but trash can be picked up. Roads, trails, and fragmented habitat may
take years to restore. I don't think we can blame the migrants for the situation—they are crossing the desert in hopes of a
better life and unfortunately leave behind a lot of waste. However, we are concerned with the root causes of this
backcountry migration and the subsequent ecological destruction. Really, who is to blame for that? 

Plenty: Can a compromise be made between national security and environmental health? What might it be?

Finkelstein: If trade between the U.S. and Latin American countries were equalized, if the causes of mass immigration
were addressed, and if some kind of temporary guest worker program could be worked out, the problems on the border
would lessen. The Border Patrol would only be looking for terrorists and illegal activities, not trying to weed through the
hordes of people in our desert trying to determine who's who. The impacts from immigration would lessen and the
subsequent destruction from enforcement would necessarily follow. It’s important to realize that the border is much longer
than the boundary between the U.S. and Mexico. National security should consider both of our international borders and
both of our coasts. It's unrealistic to think that this 700-mile border wall is going to keep out terror; it's unrealistic to think
it’s going to keep out drugs or people. The only thing it will stop is the biological and cultural diversity that makes the
border region so rich and interesting.
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