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The Border Wall Will Stop Wildlife Migration,
but Do Very Little, Otherwise
by Craig Baker
The Tucson-based nonprofit Center for Biological Diversity (CBD) and
Congressional Representative Raul Grijalva are appearing together on Friday,
February 9 in federal court in hopes that a judge will put a halt to the Trump
Administration’s proposed expansion of the nearly 700 miles of barriers already
in place along the United States’ 1933-mile border with Mexico. The lawsuit,
filed last April, calls into question the authority of the U.S. Department of
Homeland Security to waive any and all federal laws they deem necessary—
including the National Environmental Policy Act, Endangered Species Act,
and others—in order to expedite the construction of the Trump’s monolithic
campaign promise, which he signed into law by executive order on January 25,
2017, just a few days after taking up his post in the Oval Office. The case will
be reviewed by Judge Gonzalo Curiel in San Diego (remember the judge who
Trump claimed should recuse himself from ruling on cases involving the nowdefunct Trump University due to his Mexican heritage?) in consolidation with
two other lawsuits making similar allegations; one which was filed by the State
of California, and another filed by the Defenders of Wildlife, the Sierra Club,
and the Animal Legal Defense Fund.

In a report released last May, CBD identified 93 endangered, threatened,
and candidate species— including jaguars, pronghorn antelope, cactus
ferruginous pygmy owls, ocelot, Mexican gray wolves, and black bears—that
would be directly impacted by construction activities along the border, as well
as 25 species that would experience the loss of critical habitat within fifty miles
of the border in either direction. And, according to CBD Southwest Conservation
Advocate Randy Serraglio, “disrupting that web of life has ripple effects that
impact the whole ecological system.”
Says Serraglio, “What people need to realize is that a border wall is not just
a border wall—it’s not just this tiny strip of land that’s going to be impacted.”
Rather, he says, that construction also means new roads built in wilderness
areas and wildlife refuges, land being bladed for equipment yards and operating
bases, as well as “low-level helicopter flights, extremely bright lights, and a
tremendous amount of vehicular traffic.” And since the Sky Island region is one
of the most biodiverse areas in the world, with small parcels of suitable habitat
occurring at infrequent intervals amidst vast expanses of uninhabitable terrain,
that makes the wildlife of the Sonoran Desert region especially susceptible to
such intensive human interference. continues...
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Male jaguar photographed by automatic
wildlife cameras in the Santa Rita Mountains on July 4, 2014, as part of a U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service/Department of
Homeland Security-funded jaguar survey
conducted by University of Arizona.

The last environmental impact study on U.S./Mexico border enforcement
was released in late 2001, according to the CBD lawsuit. Further analysis of
the environmental and sociological impacts of such enforcement have not
been conducted since, though the 353 miles of metal fencing and 300 miles
of vehicular barriers (which still allow for traffic by pedestrians and wildlife)
in place now were mostly erected during the tenure of President George W.
Bush. Under Bush, then-Secretary of State Michael Chertoff subverted the
requirements of analysis five separate times under the protection of the 2005
Real ID law, which gave him the power to essentially ignore any federal law
that might impede enforcement and construction along the border. The current
lawsuit alleges that DHS is now in abuse of that law, which the plaintiffs claim
was never meant to be maintained in perpetuity.
Since standard environmental analysis has been sidestepped for the vast
majority of the border enforcement strategies and structures in place today,
there is very little scientific literature available that concerns itself with the
environmental impacts of border militarization and patrol. But the literature
that does exist suggests that, though human traffic across the border would not
be impacted in any measurable way by the construction of a physical barrier
spanning the entirety of the southern border of the U.S., animal traffic would
be halted almost completely, and that could have a devastating impact on a
number of vulnerable populations here in the Sonoran Desert.
Aaron Flesch is a Research Scientist at the University of Arizona’s School
of Natural Resources and the Environment. As his research has focused largely
on cactus ferruginous pygmy owls—miniature raptors that occupy territories in
both Arizona and northern Mexico—he’s seen first hand the way that border
infrastructure can impact fragile populations. Pygmy owls are less than seven
inches tall—diminutive when compared to larger birds of prey such as Harris’
Hawks, which can grow to almost thirty inches. And, as such, Flesch says
that they are incredibly vulnerable to predators. Thus, the owls tend to stick to
densely wooded areas with thick clusters of mesquite and acacia, diving from

the top of one perch toward the ground before arcing upward to the next perch.
With an average flight height of only 1.4 meters, a wall, as proposed by Trump,
would have an isolating effect on the already-devastated population of pygmy
owls in Arizona. Plus, says Flesch, pygmy owls are exceptionally sensitive to
human disturbance. He explains that when juvenile birds set out in search of
habitable territories to call their own, “when they encounter large roadways,
large agricultural fields, and big disturbances that are similar to the types of
changes that are associated with a border wall, we’ve found that they tend to
turn around.” And, according to his 2009 paper in the journal Conservation
Biology, we could expect to see similar patterns in other similarly fragile species.
The key to wildlife conservation in the southwest, says Flesch, is
connectivity. “The ability of wildlife to move across the border is really, really
important for several different reasons,” he says, “the biggest of which is that
habitats for most animals that live in the borderlands are really fragmented.”
This not only makes movement between populations somewhat difficult even
without additional, human-caused impediments, but it also means that those
populations are especially susceptible to changes, and potential disasters, in
their individual ranges. And without the ability to move relatively unrestricted
across the border, many populations of Arizona’s fauna would struggle to cope,
and some, like the jaguar and cactus ferruginous pygmy owls, would likely
disappear.
Though a common Trump refrain since he announced his candidacy, the
“Build a Wall” movement seems to have little traction amongst residents of,
and representatives from, the border region itself, though the struggle to secure
funding for the thing remains in the headlines. All that’s left to do on our part is
convince the rest of the country—and the rest of Washington—of what the vast
majority of human beings in the Sonoran Desert already know.
Download the CBD report on species potentially impacted by the proposed
border wall at biologicaldiversity.org/publications. Read Aaron Flesch’s report
on pygmy owls and big horn sheep at aaronflesch.com. n
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